
WHAT IS BAPTISM?             CBC—17 Jan 2021 
Baptisms planned today. A proper and profitable use of sacred things 
requires faith and understanding (1 Cor 14.15). So with baptism. 

Baptism is that Christian ritual when an adult convert, once in his lifetime, 
is immersed in water and publicly begins the Christian life. But why do we 
Christians baptize converts and what is its spiritual significance? 

Baptism is an ordinance of the New Testament, ordained by Jesus 
Christ, to be unto the party baptized, a sign of his fellowship with 
him, in his death and resurrection; of his being engrafted into 
him; of remission of sins; and of giving up into God, through Jesus 
Christ, to live and walk in newness of life (2LCF 29.1). 

True to Scripture, a convenient summary we will explain and defend. 

Two basic truths of baptism: ordinance (why do it), sign (what it means). 

I. An Ordinance. The command to baptize. 

• Meaning of the word “ordinance”: “an authoritative order” and “a 
religious rite” (NOAD). 

• Association with the New Testament. As Scripture (it is found 
there), as covenant (testament=covenant —> a NC ordinance, the 
NC being inaugurated by JC in His first coming and sacrifice). 

• Authorization by Christ. “Dominical” (“of the Lord”). Baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper are “appointed by the Lord Jesus, the only 
lawgiver, to be continued in his church to the end of the world” 
(2LCF 28.1; cf. Matt 28.19, 20; 1 Cor 11.26; hence, baptism “in the 
name of Jesus Christ,” Acts 2.38). Only two, not the seven RCC 
“sacraments” which wrongly add confirmation, penance, anointing, 
holy orders, matrimony. 

II. A Sign. The meaning of baptism “unto the party baptized.” Intensely 
personal for each properly baptized, though in the same way for all. 
Fundamentally, of that person’s relationship with God and Christ. 

• Meaning of the word “sign.” Theological term for “a thing . . . that 
points beyond itself to another thing” (Muller, DLGTT). Baptism is a 
thing that points to another thing, a fourfold thing, as follows. 
Baptism is not to be confused with the fourfold thing itself.  

• Four spiritual realities of salvation in and through Christ (note “of” 
4x). Therefore, the only proper subjects are those who are saved 
through faith in Christ or the sign would be misleading. But when 
believers are baptized, how glorious the ordinance! Then it is not 

an empty ritual but a divine testimony of that person’s salvation! 
First three point to God’s own act for us; fourth, to our response. 

1. Fellowship with Christ in His death and resurrection. Immersion 
and emersion from water obviously resemble burial and rising. 
Paul makes a spiritual parallel in Rom 6.3, 4. The LJC rose to 
immortality—the very first, only (so far), and pattern of ours. 
The baptized are symbolically identified with Him in this. His 
death is ours and His resurrection is ours for our eternal good. 

2. Engrafting into Christ. Grafting is a technique that joins two 
plants into one by creating a wound on one and inserting the 
other so that they can grow as one plant. Christ wounded for 
our living, spiritual union with Him (Jn 15.4, 5). 

3. Forgiveness of sins through Christ. Repentance, baptism, and 
remission=forgiveness are associated (Acts 2.38, “for” or “on 
the basis of”). These are “the normative ingredients of 
conversion” (NAC). Baptism symbolizes a spiritual cleansing 
from sins at the start of the Christian life (Acts 22.16). Christ 
saves us and baptism pictures His saving work (1 Pet 3.21). 

4. Surrender to God to a new life of following Christ. First three 
what God does for the sinner. This what we do by His gracious 
power. “Giving up into God” an idiom for total surrender to 
Him, henceforth yielding to Him as our Lord and King. Biblical 
baptism is the baptism of disciples, voluntarily following Christ 
with loving devotion to Him, no matter what. This radical 
change of us is one purpose of His death (Rom 6.5, 6, 11–13). 

So we baptize today in obedience to Christ’s historic and present 
command. We have His authority to do this! 

And for those being baptized, it means they are sharers in Christ’s death 
and resurrection, they are united spiritually to Christ, their sins are 
forgiven, and they are publicly giving up themselves to God from this day 
forth. The same spiritual significance of baptism remains true for each one 
of us who have been scripturally baptized, even if that day was many, many 
years ago! Witnessing baptisms today is an occasion for us to rejoice with 
those being baptized and also to be spiritually renewed by faith through 
our remembrance of what baptism means for us, too. 

If you haven’t been baptized, surely you can see from Scripture how utterly 
important it is, spiritually speaking. I exhort in the words of Ananias to 
Saul, “Why tarriest thou? Arise and be baptized, and wash away thy sins, 
calling on the name of the Lord” (Acts 22.16)! Amen. Ω


