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 Not so long ago, a guest to our church said to me: “I was 
blessed in worship today, but I don’t think I’ll be back.”  When I gently 
inquired about her reason, she said simply: “Because Christ Church 
doesn’t believe in baptism.”  Her logic?  We do not have a baptismal 
pool or tank in which immersion baptism can be practiced. 
 
 This short conversation reveals just one of the disagreements 
and confusions about baptism that have plagued the church over the 
years.  All Christians agree that Jesus instructed the church to “Go and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” (Mt 28:19).  But beyond that, 
it seems, Christian unity about baptism dissolves before the face of 
time, tradition, and tenet.  Some baptize infants, some dedicate them, 
and some only baptize adults.  Some immerse, others pour, and still 
others sprinkle.  Some believe baptism is necessary for salvation, while 
others do not. 
 
 What is baptism?  How should it be done?  Who should be bap-
tized?  What is the significance of the ceremony?  These are some of 
the questions we must address if we are to be blessed by a practice that 
was one of our Lord’s explicit mandates to his church. 
 
 It is important, before we begin, to affirm our deep respect and 
love for brothers and sisters in the faith whose understanding of this 
important doctrine and practice differs in one way or another from ours. 
Biblical Christians agree far more than they disagree.  We write this 
testimony to help you understand why we believe and practice as we 
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do.  But we do so humbly, for other wise and godly brothers and sisters 
who love the Lord view baptism differently than we do. We pray this 
booklet will contribute to our loving family dialogue. 
 
 We encourage you to make reading this booklet a serious en-
gagement with God’s Word by having both your heart and your Bible 
open as you work through these paragraphs. Look up the passages, and 
read them carefully. If your views are to be shaped by anything in this 
booklet, we pray that it will be the Word of God that does the shaping. 
 

 

What is Baptism? 
 To begin with, baptism is a sacrament, a visible (outward) sign 
of an invisible (inward) grace or gift. While the term sacrament does 
not appear in the Bible, the concept surely does. In the OT, various 
ceremonies and sacrifices served as outward signs of life in God’s cove-
nant, and anticipated the redemption that would come centuries later in 
Jesus Christ. The practice of circumcision (Gen 17) and the feast of 
Passover (Ex 12) are noteworthy examples. Jesus established two signs 
in the new covenant that are related to those earlier ones: baptism (Mt 
28:19) and the Lord’s Supper (Mt 26:26-30). In the case of baptism, the 
outward sign is that of washing with water, while the inward grace or 
gift is the spiritual cleansing from sin by the sacrificial death of Jesus. It 
is a gift given to all who believe.  
 
 Nothing in this booklet is more important than this point. Salva-
tion is not accomplished by external rituals: neither baptism, nor reli-
gious practices, church membership, or worship traditions handed down 
from former generations can save us. Salvation is accomplished only by 
the sacrificial death of Christ on the cross, and is applied by grace in the 
lives of those who genuinely believe in him. 
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How should Baptism be administered? 
 Many Christians insist that one is truly is baptized only if s/he 
has been immersed completely in water. While the NT Greek verb 
“baptizo” can refer to immersion, it usually refers to dipping or pouring 
or sprinkling. Whenever the word is used in the Bible, it always con-
notes “ceremonial washings.” Hebrews 9:10 gives an explicit example 
of such a use of the term. 
 
 Now, there is no doubt that many were baptized in rivers in NT 
times and through the centuries, much as the Ethiopian eunuch was 
baptized by Philip (Acts 8:36-39). Such baptisms might have involved 
immersion, but just as easily may have involved wading into the water 
up to the knees, and then having the officiating pastor pour water on 
one’s head. Ancient drawings point to that exact practice. 
 
 More to the point, the OT temple ceremonies—the background 
for the early church’s worship practices—required many cleansings, 
especially on the Day of Atonement, yet none of them involved immer-
sion. Instead, they always involved pouring or sprinkling water (Lev 
16:14-15; Hebrews 9:19-21). 
 
 We are not arguing here that baptism by immersion is wrong, 
or that sprinkling/pouring is superior. In fact, the symbolism of going 
under the water and coming up again is a powerful one, vividly express-
ing our “burial” and “resurrection” with Christ (Rom 6:4). But the tech-
nique is not the main issue. As noted above, key to baptism in the Bible 
is its character as a ceremonial washing, cleansing by water that repre-
sents our inner cleansing from sin by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the 
cross.   
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 Our practice at Christ Church is to sprinkle water on the head 
of the one being baptized in such a way that the congregation can see 
the water clearly. We use that method because of the OT references de-
scribed above, and, to be frank, because the architecture of our building 
does not contain a baptistery, the large tank suitable for immersion. 
And, since we believe baptism is not a private event but an act of corpo-
rate worship, we believe it should be done in church, not in a swimming 
pool or other large body of water away from the place of worship. 

 

Who should be baptized? 
 

 Believers: In the first place, we at Christ Church believe that 
people who come to faith in Christ should be baptized. Such a practice 
would echo the role baptism played in the missionary environment of 
the 1st Century. People who come to an understanding (with heart and 
mind) of the gospel of the person and work of Christ, and who respond 
with faith and commitment to Jesus, ought to be baptized. Their bap-
tism is a sign from God that they have been cleansed by the blood of 
Christ. It is at the same time a demonstration of their willing submission 
to Christ as Lord of their lives. This practice is often called “adult bap-
tism”, although many of those who profess Christ are not adults yet. It 
is also referred to as “credo-baptism” or “believer’s baptism” (in Latin 
“credo” means “I believe”). Some believe that this is the only time bap-
tism may be applied.1 

 
 Children of Believers: We at Christ Church believe that the 
children of believers should be baptized as well. Historically, this prac-
tice was called “paedo-baptism” (from the Greek word for little child) 
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1The practice of baptizing adult converts in the NT, as in Acts 16:14-15, is an example 
only, not warrant to assume that only adults may be baptized. It reflects the missionary 
environment of the 1st C when many Gentile adults came to faith in Christ and required 
baptism as a sign that they were incorporated by faith into God’s covenant, true mem-
bers of spiritual Israel. Galatians 3:26-28 is explicit about this.  

and it—together with the baptism of converts—shaped the practice of 
the church through most of its history. When a child is born to parents 
who already believe, such a child should be baptized in infancy. If the 
parents come to faith after they have children, the entire family can and 
should be baptized, for they enter into the Kingdom of God together. 
Acts 16 tells two stories involving such baptisms: first we are told of 
Lydia, the fabric dealer in Thyatira, who responded to the gospel in 
faith; then “she and the members of her household were baptized” (v 
15). Later in the same chapter, we meet the Philippian jailer who trusted 
in Christ, and “then immediately he and all his family were baptized” (v 
33). Little children are not mentioned specifically in either of these sto-
ries, of course, but “household” in that day certainly may have included 
children—of all ages—and servants as well.   
  
 By this point, you may be confused. If understanding and re-
sponse to the gospel are required components of a viable faith, as we 
just said a few paragraphs ago, how is it possible to baptize small chil-
dren who cannot possess such an understanding nor respond meaning-
fully? Is this not a contradiction? 
 
 We do not believe it is. It would be nice to make our case by 
pointing you to a simple Bible passage that says “You shall baptize 
your babies.” We can’t do that. But that does not mean the practice is 
not Biblical. Passages as we just quoted hint at the practice; but the 
most important reason that we baptize both believers and their children 
is more than a hint or an inference, but the covenantal nature of the Bi-
ble itself. You see, baptism is not first of all a sign of an individual’s 
faith decision, but a sign of the promises and claims that God makes 
within a relationship called a covenant. 
 
 Allow us to explain. God doesn’t merely deal with individuals, 
but chooses to relate to groups of people in formal relationships called 
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covenants. One of the earliest passages that reveal this is Genesis 17:7, 
in which God promised Abraham that he would “establish my covenant 
as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants 
after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of 
your descendants.” In that covenant, God made promises of blessing, of 
favor, of faithfulness to millions of people whose history spanned many 
generations, but none of whom were yet born. 
 
 In that covenant, God also made demands. He is God, after all, 
and not our equal. And so he required that Abraham and his descen-
dants after him trust God completely and obey God in faith. Entrance 
into the covenant with God would require Abraham and his sons to un-
dergo the sign of circumcision, the antecedent of baptism. 
 
 Two things in this account are worthy of note. First of all, 
Abraham’s sons were circumcised “on the 8th day” (Gen 17:12). God 
did not wait until they were older, could understand what was happen-
ing, and could articulate their faith before he included them in his cove-
nant. They were in the covenant already by virtue of God’s relationship 
with their parents. Secondly, merely being in the covenant outwardly 
(what circumcision signified) did not guarantee that his sons would be 
saved, for it was no guarantee that they were in the covenant spiritually. 
In fact, the history of the OT tells of members of the covenant who 
were hard hearted and blatantly broke the covenant. These were “cut 
off” from the covenant by death.2 Israel (Abraham’s physical descen-
dants) contained within it many such unbelievers who broke God’s 
covenant again and again. A new one—a covenant of grace that had 
nothing to do with Israelite blood lines—would be fulfilled by Christ. 
The Apostle Paul later explains: “A man is not a Jew if he is only one 
outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man 
is a (true) Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of 

7 2One covenant member who was not saved is Aachan, whose story is related in Joshua 7. 

the heart, by the Spirit” (Romans 2:28-29) 
 
 The same two points are valid today. First, children are still 
included in God’s covenant as infants (even before birth, in fact, as Ps 
139:13 makes clear) just as they were in the days when circumcision 
was its sign. The apostle Peter said so bluntly in his sermon on Pente-
cost: “The promise is for you and your children, and for all who are far 
off—for all whom the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:39).3 Second, the 
outward sign of baptism does not guarantee that every person who is 
baptized will be saved. The sad truth is that many who are baptized (as 
infants or even as adults) later reject the gospel, deny the Lord, and live 
lives of unbelief and rebellion. Baptism is an outward sign of entrance 
into a covenant relationship with God. But a covenant is two sided and 
dynamic; the outward sign must be matched by something within. As 
there was a profound difference between national Israel and spiritual 
Israel (Romans 2:28-9), so there is a profound difference between being 
an “outward Christian” and being a true follower of Jesus Christ. 
 
 Allow us to use the example of marriage. When a couple stand 
before the Pastor to be married, the husband places a wedding band 
upon his wife’s finger and she, in turn, places one on his. Those rings 
serve as signs of the promises made, and with their exchange, a cove-
nant is established. But, as we all know, not all marriages honor their 
vows. The promise, even one adorned with a beautiful and expensive 
sign, must be kept; selfless love pledged must be answered with selfless 
love given.  
  
 In baptism, as it had been in circumcision, God revealed that 
cleansing from sin comes because of his initiative, a love that requires 
our response of faith. He shows love, faithfulness, and grace to believ-
ers and to their children, and he does so in the sacrificial death of Jesus 

8 3 I Corinthians 7:14b also hints at this gracious truth.  
 



 

 

Why is baptism so significant? 
 Baptism is important because it is a sign with a message; it 
preaches the gospel visually. When a baby is baptized, surrounded by 
fellow believers and family members, it is a comforting reminder of 
God’s gospel promises and of our place within his covenant. We are 
graphically shown our sin and our need for the cleansing blood of 
Christ. And, we are taught to answer him with a faith of our own. As 
the  child grows, his parents and grandparents, his Sunday School 
teachers and pastors, and his friends and fellow members must all re-
mind him that he has been set apart as God’s own. And they remember 
that they were too. 
 
 The same thing is true of one baptized later in life. When she is 
baptized, the church family witnesses God’s promises to her and are 
reminded of God’s promises once made to them. They witness her re-
sponse of faith, and are called with each baptism to renew their commit-
ment to Christ. As the newly baptized believer lives out her faith, her 
sisters and brothers must remind her both of the promises of God and of 
His claims. Such will encourage and challenge her in the difficult days 
of the life of faith. 
 
 The importance of baptism can be more clearly understood 
when we remember who does the speaking. In this regard, our practice 
at Christ Church is somewhat distinctive from the practices of many of 
our brothers and sisters in other church communions. 
 
• Some churches practice infant dedication, a sweet custom in which 

parents offer their child to the Lord as Hannah devoted Samuel to 
the Lord (I Sam 1:28). Yet, dedication is not baptism; it is not the 
sign of the covenant, but a response to it. In an infant dedication, the 
parents do the speaking, verbally devoting their child to God in an-
swer to the awesome promises of God just signified in baptism. At 
Christ Church, we invite parents to do just that, encouraging the fa-
ther to read words of Biblical blessing to their little one immediately 
after the sign of God is placed on their child’s head in baptism. 
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the Messiah. That’s a wonderful truth, and contains within it a comforting 
promise, one that should fill Christian parents with joy and confidence. 
 
 The NT passage that most clearly links baptism to circumcision is 
Colossians 2:9ff. In this passage, Paul announces that baptism replaces 
circumcision in the new covenant God made in Christ. Circumcision, ritu-
alized for centuries as a bloody surgery on the reproductive organ of males 
(thus symbolically and physically involving both male and female) is done 
away with, because all who receive Christ by faith “were circumcised in 
him.” A flint knife would not be required to remove our sin and guilt;4 our 
circumcision was “done by Christ, having been buried with him in bap-
tism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who 
raised him from the dead.”  No more sacrifice was necessary; baptism is, 
therefore, a non-bloody sign of the new covenant that was promised—and 
kept—in Jesus Christ. God the Father makes the covenant promises, keeps 
them through his Son’s sacrificial death, and then applies his cleansing 
internally by the work of the Holy Spirit to all who believe. And so we are 
instructed to baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19; also see Hebrews 9:14). 
 
 In baptism God also lays claim to the children’s lives, and in-
structs both the parents and the church family that witnesses the sacrament 
to nurture them in faith from their earliest days. An old 17th Century bap-
tism form said it well: “Whereas in all covenants there are two parts (the 
promise and the claim), therefore are we, by God, through baptism, ad-
monished of and obliged unto new obedience; namely, that we cling to 
this one God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—that we trust in him, that we 
love him with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.” 
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4Exodus 4:24ff tells of the gruesome circumcision of Moses’ sons, a sign that embodied 
the horrid cost of our sin, and our need for the redemption to come in Christ. 



 

 

 What about you? 
 Perhaps you are a believer in Jesus Christ, have fully embraced 
the gospel of Jesus Christ and desire to honor him in your life, but have 
never submitted to the sacrament of baptism. Perhaps you never under-
stood its significance, or perhaps you were confused about its rele-
vance. We hope this explanation will inspire you to take the step of 
obedient submission to the claim of your Lord. The promises he makes 
to you in baptism will comfort you, and remind the rest of us of the joy 
of a covenant relationship with our God. 
 
 Perhaps you are a believer in Jesus Christ who was baptized 
years ago, but were baptized in a church whose teachings you now be-
lieve to be faulty. Perhaps you are struggling with whether you should 
be baptized again, believing now that your first baptism was insuffi-
cient. We recognize that each individual’s story is unique; elders from 
Christ Church would be happy to help you with this struggle. Our gen-
eral position (and that of the PCA, the family of churches of which we 
are a member) is that if the church in which someone was baptized does 
not represent the gospel faithfully, an individual who later comes to 
faith may request to be baptized again. For pastoral reasons, we have 
happily complied with some of these requests. However, no church is 
perfect; re-baptism is not necessary if your childhood baptism was in a 
church that claims to be historically Christian. After all, God doesn’t 
need to repeat his promises twice; His word is good even if his spokes-
men aren’t always faithful.  
 
 Perhaps you were baptized, but have never presented your chil-
dren for baptism because you have been waiting for them to express 
their faith personally. Hopefully, this booklet will help you understand 
that it is not their response that initiates the relationship of God’s cove-
nant with them, but his promises. In fact, baptism—as a sign of those 

• Some churches baptize infants and children, as we do, but do so for 
reasons we cannot agree with. Some assume a future faith in the 
child because the parents are believers, and baptize the child based 
on that assumption. But this often has the effect of rendering per-
sonal conversion a moot issue. After all, baptism has assured the 
parents that the child is saved! Others believe baptism announces the 
removal of original sin based on the church’s mediation. In this case, 
since baptism only took care of the original sin, other church ritu-
als—the sacrament of penance and the sacrament of the mass—will 
be necessary to cover the sins committed since the infant was bap-
tized. In this form of infant baptism, it is the church that does the 
speaking, and what it says is, in our judgment, inaccurate and mis-
leading. 

 
• We believe that in baptism—whether that of a believer or the child 

of a believer—God does the speaking. Baptism is a sign in which 
God tells the truth, both about our sin and about the cost of salvation. 
Baptism visibly shows that sin is real, that its guilt and corruption 
stain us all, and that we must be cleansed from our sin. Baptism also 
shows visibly that cleansing comes only by the blood of Christ shed 
on the cross, and is applied only to those who truly believe. We dare 
not entrust a child’s eternal salvation to the presumption of faith, nor 
to rituals in the church. Salvation is God’s work, and he requires 
both a genuine conversion from sin and a living relationship of trust 
in Christ to mark the life of each believer. Baptism seals God’s 
promises and baptism sets forth God’s claims. And since God is a 
covenant keeping God, baptism is not a private ceremony, but a pub-
lic one, administered in the presence of the assembled church. Fel-
low believers serve as witnesses, and elders of the church formalize 
the testimony by signing a covenant document, a certificate of bap-
tism that marks the day when God made his promises and laid claim 
to life. 
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promises—stimulates and actively awakens their awareness of the 
claim of the Lord upon their lives, and will provide you with wonderful 
opportunities to remind them daily both of his grace and of the need to 
respond to him in faith. We therefore warmly encourage you to present 
your children for baptism to receive the sign of his covenant.  
 
 And if you are not clear about all of this (yet), don’t fret. It has 
taken many of us a good while to come to growing Biblical clarity on 
these matters. We encourage you to pray about this with an open heart, 
asking God to show you his desires. Feel free to contact one of the pas-
tors or elders of Christ Church. Any of us would be happy to talk with 
you further as you wrestle through this in faith. 
 
 Meanwhile, we encourage you to witness baptisms in worship 
services in the light of the words in this booklet. We are confident that 
it will enrich your worship when you see the gospel visibly portrayed. 
That, in turn, will bring glory to God because of his Son, Jesus Christ. 
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