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UNDERSTANDING BAPTISM

Before Jesus entered the scene publicly, John the 
baptizer was already calling Israel to repentance and 
baptism. (See: Matthew 3:1-2; Mark 1:2-8; Luke 3:2-3; 
John 1:6, 19-28). As people came confessing their 
sins and receiving baptism out in the Judean 
wilderness, John’s preaching and ministry presented 
a clear rival to the Jewish Temple system. After all, 
the Temple, not the Jordan River, was the place for 
Israel to find forgiveness and offer confession.

Understandably, John’s activity caused quite a stir 
among the Jewish religious leadership (See: Matthew 
3:7-12). As his movement gained more followers, 
clashes with the religious establishment became 
more common. Eventually John’s preaching got him 
killed, (See: Matthew 14:1-12; Mark 14:1-5; Luke 
3:19-20) but the clash with the Jewish leaders didn’t 
end there. In fact, things were just getting warmed up 
for what happened next in Jesus’ ministry. As John 
said of himself, he was only the forerunner of the One 
who would be the Lamb of God (See: John 1:29).

This gives us the context for how baptism was 
understood in the first century. It was an initiation and 
identification. It was a public act of allegiance with 
John’s message-- Israel needed renewal; the temple 
was corrupt. 



So, when Jesus entered the baptismal waters, it would 
have been seen as an act of solidarity with John’s 
message. But the story takes a turn. John tells Jesus 
that he should baptize him! (See: Matthew 3:14). As 
we know, Jesus wasn’t another disciple coming for 
repentance but was, in fact, the fulfillment of every-
thing John had been pointing to (See: Mark 1:3; Luke 
1:17; John 1:30).

As the disciples later came to understand, Jesus had 
come to replace the Temple. He was the place of 
forgiveness. He was God’s sacrificial lamb. His blood 
would be shed for their sin and his body broken for 
their salvation. Jesus’ mission was to call Israel (and 
the larger world) to repentance and faith in him. He 
alone was the sacrifice for human sin. In Jesus alone 
would be the place where God and humanity would 
meet, and be reconciled (See: I Timothy 2:5).

It’s also significant that all four gospels record that it 
was at Jesus’ baptism that the Holy Spirit descended 
upon him in bodily form (See: Matthew 3:16-17; Mark 
1:10; Luke 3:21-22; John 1:31-33). It was there Jesus’ 
true identity was announced as, “the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world” (See: John 1:29) 
and “the beloved son” (See: Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; 
Luke 3:22). You could say, it was at his baptism 
everything got started.



After Jesus’ baptism, John continued his ministry until 
he was killed by Herod a year or so later. However, as 
Jesus started his ministry his disciples begin baptizing 
new followers as well (See: John 4:1-3). So, baptism 
continued playing an important role even after John’s 
death. It seems to have always been the way people 
connected to the Jesus movement. Baptism’s 
significance is further underscored after Jesus’ death 
and resurrection. As Jesus gathered his disciples 
together for the last time, he gave explicit instructions 
about what to do next. Once again baptism was to 
play an important role.

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age. 
Matthew 28:18-20 (ESV)

As Jesus followers took the message of salvation to 
the streets of Jerusalem baptism continued to be the 
identifier for all new disciples. Notice what happened 
immediately after Peter preached his first public 
message in Jerusalem,

As Jesus followers took the message of salvation to 
the streets of Jerusalem baptism continued to be



the identifier for all new disciples. Notice what hap-
pened immediately after Peter preached his first 
public message in Jerusalem,

Brothers, what shall we do?” And Peter said to them, 
“Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
Acts 2:37-38 (ESV)
 
After this sermon, we’re told that 3,000 people were 
baptized and became apart of the Jerusalem church 
(See: Acts 2:41-47). This pattern repeats throughout in 
the book of Acts: the disciples preach, people 
repent, confess allegiance to Jesus, and get bap-
tized. (See: Acts 8:12; 8:34-39; 9:18; 10:48; 16:14-15; 
16:31-34; 18:8; 19:2-7; 22:14-16).

Today, baptism continues to play this function. Simply 
put: Jesus followers get baptized. It’s what Jesus 
commanded and it’s how we’re initiated into God’s 
family (See: Galatians 3:26-29). Baptism has always 
been the universal identifier for disciples of Jesus for 
nearly 2000 years! Notice what Paul says about bap-
tism in his letter to the Romans. He writes,

”Do you not know that all of us who have been bap-
tized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
We were buried therefore with him by baptism into 
death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the



dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in 
newness of life. For if we have been united with him in 
a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him 
in a resurrection like his.“ 
Romans 6:4-6 (ESV)

Baptism joins us to Christ’s death, burial and resurrec-
tion. Of course, baptism is meaningless apart from 
Christian faith and that’s why baptism alone doesn’t 
save or justify the believer. However, Paul is arguing 
here that baptism is a powerful spiritual event in a 
Jesus follower’s life. To those of us raised in the West, it 
might be difficult to understand how certain rites 
would carry spiritual power, but it’s clear that is what 
Paul is saying. So, while we might not fully understand 
why or how immersion in water joins us to the work of 
Christ on the cross, it does. This is why baptism is 
essential and we can’t ignore it.

WHAT NEXT?

If you have accepted Jesus Christ as your personal 
Lord and Savior and would like to move forward with 
being baptized, take some time to reflect and write 
your story of how you came to Christ and the impact 
it has made in your life. Be in prayer over whether or 
not you would like to share your story publicly at your 
baptism.


