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WHAT IS BAPTISM?  SIX TRUTHS ABOUT BAPTISM 

Reading for preparation and coaching 

by Cameron L. Williams, et al.  
FBC LONGVIEW 

 

 

Baptism is such a “churchy” word, isn’t it?  In fact, it’s a part of our church name around here: 

First Baptist Church.  Whoa!  Guess we take it pretty seriously, eh?  Yes, that’s true.  But we 

want you to know that baptism is not about empty religion!  It’s a meaningful expression of 

worship. 

 

So let’s talk about these 6 truths about baptism… 

 

1) Baptism is commanded by Christ. 

 

Why is baptism so important, anyway?  The water messes up our hair and causes our makeup to 

run.  The baptistry is so scary, high up and in front of everyone.  The whole concept of baptism 

seems like an antiquated ceremony.  Why can’t we just leave it out of today’s church?  Well, 

there are many good Biblical reasons to follow through with baptism—not the least of which is 

that the practice was commanded by Jesus Christ. 

 

You see, baptism is central to what we call the “Great Commission.”  The very last thing Jesus 

said before He ascended to Heaven was a set of instructions about how His disciples should 

continue His work until His return.  It’s what He told His followers to do and is therefore the 

calling Jesus has placed on anyone who would follow after Him.   

 

Here’s the set of verses from which we get the Great Commission: 

 

And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in 

heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them 

in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 

that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” 

(Matthew 28:18-20). 

 

See the underlined part?  That’s it.  That’s Jesus’ commission to His disciples.  He commanded 

it.  Part of that command is bolded for our discussion, “baptizing them.”  If Jesus tells us to do 

something, it’s important.  In fact, as with all of His commands, Jesus modeled it.  Baptism was 

so important to Him that even though He didn’t need to be baptized, He engaged in the 

experience to show us the way.  How so?  First, Jesus’ baptism added a new message to the 

symbolism of the act (a picture of death and resurrection).  Secondly, it demonstrates the 

importance of baptism to Almighty Father God.  Notice what happens to Jesus after He comes up 

out of the water: 

 

And the Holy Spirit descended upon Him in bodily form like a dove, and a voice came 

out of heaven, “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased” (Luke 3:22). 
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God The Father was pleased when God The Son was baptized.  Why?  Because obedience to 

God’s commands is pleasing to The Father.  It is when we obey Almighty God that we bond 

(relationally) with The Father through Jesus by His Holy Spirit. 

 

So the first thing we need to understand about baptism is that Jesus commanded it.  As with all 

His commands, Jesus modeled it for us.  And understanding baptism as a command is important 

because obeying Jesus’ commands pleases God. 

 

 

 

 

2) Baptism means full immersion. 

 

The second thing we need to understand is a definition of that “churchy” word, baptism.  Where 

does this weird word come from anyway? 

 

Our word in English comes from a Greek verb, which actually means “to immerse, to dip, to 

plunge” (BDAG).  The New Testament of the Bible—the part where Jesus shows up—was 

originally written in Greek.  Are you ready for some fun?  Take a look at the Greek word right 

here: bapti,zw.  That’s it.  That’s the verb that we can literally translate “I immerse.”  Is that cool 

or what?  Transliterated (spelled like it sounds), the word is “baptizo.”  See how we get baptize 

or baptism from the Greek?  So to baptize someone is to fully immerse that someone in water. 

 

Besides the language studies, we also have historical accounts from old Jewish traditions, as well 

as Old Testament directives.  Recent archaeology has supported these accounts by unearthing 

large ceremonial pools all around and within ancient Jerusalem.  These specialized pools were 

called Mikva’ot (plural).  Even today churches model their baptistries in a way that is 

surprisingly similar to these Jewish pools of old. 

 

A mikvah (singular) was an important part of the Jewish ritual cleansing that had to be done 

before entering the Temple to worship God.  The instructive Hebrew texts of that time are very 

specific about how these rituals were to be performed.  The water used in a mikvah had to be 

deep enough to completely immerse the participant before he left the mikvah to worship.  Not 

until full immersion would a priest grant the participant “cleanness” before God.  Greek versions 

of those Hebrew accounts use that word of ours: baptizo.  The ceremony Jesus commands is an 

extension of the mikvah ceremonies during His time period.  When Jesus came along, He 

changed the theology of this immersion (from simple cleansing to expectations of new life) but 

He did not change the methodology. 

 

When Jesus was baptized in the Jordan, and when His followers were subsequently baptized 

during the New Testament period, they were fully immersed.  That is, they would have been 

placed completely under the water—whether in a river, a pond, or a mikvah.  Why not follow 

their example as closely as possible? 
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Now, our last 4 truths about baptism are even more important than the details of why and how 

mentioned above.  When we talk about baptism, we really need to understand some crucial 

biblical facts… 

 

 

 

3) Baptism is not salvation. 

 

BUT, baptism comes after salvation.  It does come in a specific order.  First we are saved by 

consciously praying a purposeful prayer to surrender our lives to Jesus as the One and only true 

God.  There is, in this prayer, a specific moment of salvation.  No one evolves into being saved.  

Then, after that moment of salvation brought about by outwardly-expressed prayer, and only 

then, can we be biblically baptized.  However, baptism doesn’t save us; it’s not salvation. 

 

Okay, okay.  So let’s really define salvation.  Given that it’s such an important thing to get right 

before we get into the waters, let’s make sure we “get it.”  The term salvation just means that we 

are saved from something.  Right?  Good.  Jesus first applies the term to people in Matthew 18 

when He states that His main purpose for coming is “to save that which was lost.”  Jesus also 

notes that God The Father extended God The Son into the world “that the world might be saved 

through Him” (John 3).   

 

Great.  But what do we need to be saved from?  Well, let’s use an illustration called the “Bridge 

Diagram.”  Take a look at the diagram for reference then carefully read the description that 

follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Romans 3:23 

Romans 6:23 

Romans 10:9 

The Romans Road To Salvation 
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In our illustration above, “The Bridge” is built along what we’ll call the Romans Road—a series 

of Scriptures from the Book of Romans that explains in more detail this thing called salvation. 

 

Let’s break it all down, shall we? 

 

a) In the beginning of the journey on the diagram, we read from Romans 3:23, “for all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  What does that say to you?  Look at the 

picture again.  Imagine one of those doodled people trying to jump over the ravine to get 

to God.  See them in your mind’s eye falling down into the ravine?  That’s what this 

verse is getting-at.  It means that because of the fact that every one of us has sinned, none 

of us can make it across, on our own power, to approach God.  We might try to be good 

enough, but our sin will always cause us to “fall short.”  Essentially, there’s no way we 

can ever be good enough to approach a perfectly holy God. 

 

b) So once we realize that all of us are sinners and therefore incapable of getting to God on 

our own power or goodness, Romans gives us a couple of facts; one frightening fact and 

one hopeful fact… 

 

1. For the wages of sin is death.  What does that say to you?  Yeah, uh-oh.  Now that 

really is something from which we need saving.  But, what exactly is a wage?  

Well minimum wage is what a fast food employee gets for his work.  Does that 

help?  Wages, then, are what we deserve for our efforts.  And God’s word tells us 

that for our sin—the sin that we’ve all committed—we also deserve something… 

death!  When Romans talks about death as payment for our sin, it means 

something more than material death.  Here, Romans is talking about spiritual 

death.  This kind of death is otherwise known as hell.  Yikes!  Are you getting 

that we need to be saved? 

 

2. But the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Here is that 

hopeful fact we discussed!  Jesus Christ has a gift for us sinners.  That gift is 

eternal life, otherwise known as heaven.  Whew!  Talk about being saved!  But 

what must we do with a gift?  When does that gift actually become ours?  If Santa 

Claus leaves you a gift under the tree, when does it really become yours?  Only 

after you have taken the gift out from underneath the tree and unwrapped it.  Ya’ 

see, you have to actively receive a gift before you can rightly say the gift is yours.  

Only when we have received the gift of Jesus is the gift ours.  Did you catch that?  

We do have to receive the gift from the Lord Jesus.  In fact, that’s what God tells 

us in John 1:12, those who receive Jesus are saved.  But how?  How do we 

receive that gift from Jesus Christ?  That takes us to the next Bible verse 

 

c) See, when we get that we’re a bunch of lost causes, apart from Jesus—but that Jesus does 

have an eternal gift for us—the next thing we have to do is take a step of faith to walk 

across that bridge.  That step of faith is putting our trust in Jesus as Lord.  Romans 10:9 

gives us instructions on how to do that: “if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, 

and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.” 
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Here is a breakdown of how we receive Jesus’ salvation for us: 

 

1. Confess with your mouth means that you must make an outward, public 

expression of your trust and surrender to Jesus as Lord.  Usually this comes in the 

form of a prayer to Jesus to ask Him to completely take over your life.  

Understand this… are you paying attention?  If you have not taken a moment in 

your life to make a singular, conscious, on-purpose, act of prayer to give your life 

to Jesus Christ, you may not yet be saved.  This specific outward prayer of faith 

means that you have, in so praying, confessed to God, to yourself, and to all 

around you that you’ve willingly made Jesus Christ Master of your entire life 

from that moment of decision forward.   

 

2. And believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead explains that you 

can’t just simply speak this confession faithlessly.  #1 above isn’t about magic 

words.  That would be just giving Jesus lip service.  You must believe what 

you’re saying from deep, deep within your heart.  That is, with every fiber of your 

being you must trust Christ.  Salvation is a deeply personal and life-altering 

experience.  This kind of heart-belief faith is so strong that you’ll change 

everything about how you think and live.  Your outward expression (confession) 

of faith in Jesus must have come from that kind of inward decision to trust in 

Jesus alone, with all your heart.  Jesus’ resurrection is the primary indicator that 

He is The One True Savior.  And that truth is something that must be so real to 

you, that the very core of your person—your heart—is changed forever as a 

result.   

 

Those two steps must happen—the internal step and the externally step—as one complete 

event in your personal life.  That is the moment of salvation.  Those steps act as one 

movement across The Bridge.  Enacted together, they are the singular moment when you 

step across to God’s side.  Then you are saved. 

 

A question that the pastor or your spiritual (depending on who you meet with) coach or 

will ask you when you have your pre-baptism meeting is: “Can you tell me about the 

moment in your life when you received Jesus?”  Think about that question now.  It is 

vital to know the answer before you are baptized.  Remember it’s not enough to just 

believe without ever having put that belief into action as described above.  James 2:19 

tells us that “even the demons believe.”  Yep, the demons believe and even know that 

Jesus is God, but that doesn’t change or save them.  Our belief only saves us at that 

moment we enact our faith by receiving Jesus’ gift as discussed in #s 1 & 2 above.  If you 

cannot answer the question clearly right now, don’t worry.  Your spiritual coach will help 

you walk through the prayer to confess lordship in Jesus and receive salvation.  Your 

coach will also include a short pamphlet, “Steps to Peace With God,” that you can use to 

enact your faith if that’s something you know you still need to do. 

 

Now, notice something.  The Bridge is not baptism, is it?  In case you haven’t noticed in your 

hiking experiences in the Northwest, water does not typically create a very good bridge.  The 

Bridge in our illustration is the cross of Jesus Christ.  Trusting Him, and Him alone, is how we 
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are forgiven.  Surrendering to Jesus is how we can have a restored relationship with God, 

bridging the gap that separates us from Him.  Stepping out in faith onto Jesus and His cross is 

how we approach God to receive what is called salvation, on the other side of the chasm.   

 

Actually, it is true that there is a liquid that can wash away sin.  But it isn’t water.  It’s the blood 

that Jesus shed on the cross.  All we have to do is actively place our trust upon the fact that His 

blood was shed for us.  Ephesians 2 tells us “But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far 

off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.”  This passage does not tell us that baptism 

brings us across that chasm and near to God, but Jesus’ blood does.  The same chapter also 

teaches us that no ceremony or ritual can save us, “you have been saved through faith… not as a 

result of [human] works.”   

 

Remember the thief who died next to Jesus?  The one who actively placed His faith in Christ by 

surrendering to Jesus’ lordship while he hung there on the other cross?  That guy didn’t have a 

chance to be baptized.  If baptism saves us, then that thief is in real trouble no matter how much 

he confesses his love for Christ.  Yet Jesus said something to that dude that tells us a lot about 

what it means to be saved: “Truly I say to you, today you shall be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 

23:43).   

 

You see baptism is not salvation.  And yet, and yet… it is very closely connected to salvation!  

Very closely connected.  Did we mention that baptism is closely connected with your salvation 

experience?  Oh we did, did we?  Well let’s talk about that next then. 

 

 

 

4) Baptism is connected to salvation. 

 

In the New Testament, people were almost always baptized immediately after they professed 

saving faith in Christ.  Acts 2 recounts that at the very first church service, 3,000 people were 

saved.  Part of the sermon in that church service instructed those who had decided to actively 

place their trust in Jesus to go be baptized right way.  On that very same day, all those who 

accepted Christ’s Lordship were baptized.  The same day!  That’s a pretty close connection, 

don’t ya’ think? 

 

Many times in the New Testament we see the phrase, “[so and so] believed… and was baptized.”  

Over and over we see those two phrases together: he-believed/he-was-baptized; 

believed/baptized.  It’s also important to notice that those phrases are always in that order: first 

we must believe (trust in Christ) then we must be baptized.  Again, it’s not baptism that saves 

us—Jesus saves us by our trusting faith in Him—but baptism is intimately connected to 

salvation. 

 

Let’s explore one of the many examples in the Bible.  We’re picking up here in the middle of this 

story.  The thing you really need to know right now is that there was a jailer who realized that 

Jesus was in fact God and he wanted to know how he could receive salvation.  He had two men 

of God imprisoned who he thought might be able to tell the jailer what he needed to know. 
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And [the jailer] called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down 

before Paul and Silas, and after he brought them out, he said, “Sirs, what must I do to be 

saved?”  They said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your 

household.”  And they spoke the word of the Lord to him together with all who were in 

his house.  And he took them that very hour of the night and washed their wounds, and 

immediately he was baptized, he and all his household.  And he brought them into his 

house and set food before them, and rejoiced greatly, having believed in God with his 

whole household (Acts 16:29-34). 

 

Now catch this.  When the jailer said, “What must I do to be saved?”  They did not answer, “Be 

baptized.”  No, they said “believe in the Lord Jesus.”  But what happened directly after that?  

“That very hour,” Scripture says, “immediately he was baptized.”  What’s more, we know from 

earlier in the scene that it was after midnight—talk about inconvenient!  Still baptism was so 

vitally connected to this jailer’s salvation experience that the urgency of immediacy 

overwhelmed the inconvenience of the moment. 

 

So do you see how connected baptism and salvation are?  Unless someone is physically 

incapable to go under the water, the two experiences are pretty much all wrapped up together.  

It’s like a package deal.  If you’ve accepted Christ, then you should look for your first 

opportunity to be baptized right away.  Why is this connection so important?  Because… 

 

Baptism is an outward sign of an inward transformation.  In fact, baptism is a symbolic act, a 

picture, of the incredible change that takes place in your life when you enact your faith to accept 

Christ and receive salvation from God.  It’s a beautiful depiction of the most important thing that 

could ever happen to you.  The Book of Colossians describes it this way: 

 

[You have] been buried with [Jesus] in baptism, in which you were also raised up with 

Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead 

(Colossians 2:12). 

 

Baptism is a wonderful picture of the salvation that has happened in your life through Christ.  

We have talked about this a little already, but let’s explore a little further.  Acknowledging Jesus 

as God and making Him your Master means you’re no longer living for yourself.  In fact, self-

involvement is a lifestyle that is supposed to be dead to you now.  So going under the water is 

identifying you with Christ’s death—representing death to your old way of life.  Coming out of 

the water is identifying you with Jesus’ resurrection—a picture of your new way of life.  Going 

under the water is a picture of the death of your previous ways of thinking and living out of self-

interest.  Coming out of the water is a picture of the transformed life that you’ll be living out of 

God’s forgiveness and His presence in your new life.    

 

That’s what we mean when we say that baptism is an outward sign of an inward transformation.  

And why is this outward sign so critical?  Because something like salvation isn’t intended to be 

kept inside.  Your salvation is meant to be shared with all you care about so that they can 

experience it as well.  Too, your salvation gains further meaning and has greater impact in your 

life as you share it through baptism. 

 



 8 

That brings us to the fifth truth… 

 

 

 

5) Baptism is identifying with God’s family. 

 

Remember that first church service we talked about earlier from Acts 2?  There’s an important 

description of all those people who were saved that follows the event of their baptism.  Take a 

look: 

 

So then, those who had received [Peter’s] word were baptized; and that day there were 

added about three thousand souls.  They were continually devoting themselves… to the 

apostles’ teaching and to fellowship (Acts 2:41-42). 

 

Did you catch that?  Second only to Bible study is a devotion to fellowship for those who were 

baptized.  In other words, a devotion to being a part of God’s family follows from baptism.  

Baptism is a catalyst to belonging to something bigger than you: the Church, God’s family. 

 

As we discussed in #3 above, your relationship to God must be purposefully entered into on a 

personal level.  However, your relationship with God must not be private.  In Luke 12:8-9, Jesus 

explains that if our faith is real, we will express it openly and outwardly.  Our complete trust in 

Christ makes us want to share our personal heart-change with others, and to share in the personal 

heart-changes of others.  That kind of sharing is what being a part of a church family is about.  

When you are baptized in a church, you’re making a statement to your new spiritual family and 

they, in return, share in your new life as you share in theirs. 

 

In the first three chapters of Genesis, we discover that we humans are created to be in God’s 

family.  Adam and Eve jacked that all up.  But Jesus Christ established the church to remedy the 

problem caused by those two knuckleheads.  The Bible says God’s family is the church.  So in 

light of the New Testament, we can understand that we’re created to be connected to a local 

expression of God’s family: a local church.  But many people who may have made the personal 

decision to accept Christ have never publicly identified themselves with the family of God.  

That’s just sad.  The primary way Jesus commanded us to make this identification was by being 

baptized.  Baptism publicly announces to the world, I am not ashamed to be a part of God’s 

family (Romans 1:16). 

 

First Baptist Church of Longview has been in existence now for over 80 years.  We meet Sunday 

in and Sunday out.  All of our worship services are special times together.  But none of them 

compares to those times we’ve gathered to include baptism as a part of those services.  There’s 

just nothing more exciting than seeing people making a public statement for Christ, and for their 

church family.  Nothing brings more joy to our hearts than to see that kind of outward expression 

of solidarity being made.  It’s an incredible feeling to see saving faith so vividly displayed by an 

individual in the waters. 

 

Now, we should clarify something by reviewing our discussion above: baptism doesn’t actually 

make you a member of God’s family.  Your saving faith in Christ is the moment in which He 
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includes you as His own.  But baptism does show you are part of God’s family.  Baptism makes 

the declaration that you acknowledge your part in God’s universal family by being a part of a 

local family—a church.  Baptism is a clear way to say to everyone who witnesses the act, “Hey, I 

made my decision and you can count me in.”  Like a putting on a wedding ring, baptism is a 

visual display reflecting the inward commitment made in your heart. 

If you’ve never before been baptized as a statement of your conscious willful faith in Christ, then 

it’s a great way to initiate your belonging to this church family.  If you haven’t taken the First 

Orientation membership class yet, you’ll still need to do that.  But the class is a minor formality 

on a practical level once you’ve been baptized.  Baptism is what binds you to this church family 

on a spiritual level. 

 

That’s the last point… 

 

 

 

6) Baptism unifies the church. 

 

Think about this: every member of this church family has been baptized as a testimony of their 

saving faith in Jesus Christ.  Either before they came here or, in the majority of cases, as a part of 

formally joining this church, baptism was experienced.  All the members of the First Baptist 

Church Family have baptism in common.  It’s an experience we all share. 

 

But, more than that, the members of the universal church family have that in common as well.  

By universal church, we mean all those who have become a part of God’s family through saving 

faith in Jesus Christ over the last 2,014-plus years.  That’s a lot of years and a lot of people! 

 

We have baptism in common with those 3,000 people we read about from Acts 2.  We have 

baptism in common with the early church leaders from our history books, like Augustine, 

Constantine, and Saint Nicholas (you know Santa Claus, right?).  We have baptism in common 

with great Christian thinkers of the past, like Albert Schweitzer, or great Christian musicians, 

like good ol’ Johann Sebastian Bach.  We have baptism in common with Purpose Driven Life 

author Rick Warren and with the real Lord Of The Rings, J.R.R. Tokien.  But more importantly, 

we have baptism in common with each other. 

 

We may be different in many ways… many annoying ways sometimes!  But as members of 

God’s family through Christ’s church, we all have something in common: baptism.  The Bible 

talks about the unifying quality of baptism in several places.  In Ephesians we read: 

 

There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you-all were called in one hope of your 

calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism (Ephesians 4:4-5). 

 

We may have different opinions at times.  We may have different backgrounds.  We may not 

have much else in common.  But we all share the wonderful experience of baptism.  Baptism is a 

unifying ceremony that gives followers of Christ common ground on which we stand together. 
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God’s word explains our unified differences this way: 

 

For even as the [human] body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of 

the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ’s body [the church].  For 

by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves 

or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:12-13). 

 

Baptism unifies the Church as a whole.  The church members in Ukraine are one with the church 

members in Nigeria.  The church members at Valley Christian Fellowship are one with the 

church members at First Baptist Church.  The church members on the back row are one with the 

church members on the platform.  The church members of the past are one with the church 

members of the present and the future.  

 

Your baptism is symbolic not only of what God has done for you personally—changing your 

heart and giving you a new spiritual life—but of God’s grand plan that affects the entire history 

of mankind and the church worldwide.   

 

 

 

Reviewing the 6 Truths 

 

Let’s take a minute to review what we’ve learned.  Baptism is a meaningful act of worship that is 

understood in six ways.  First, baptism is commanded by Christ.  Because we please God by 

obeying Christ’s commands, we want to follow through with baptism.  Second, baptism means 

full immersion.  By definition and by historical review, we understand that being baptized 

requires us to be completely immersed in water—especially since it symbolizes death and 

resurrection.  Third, baptism is not salvation.  As important as baptism is as an act of worship, 

the Bible makes it very clear that the prayerful act of trusting in Christ from the heart saves us, 

not a ceremony like baptism.  Fourth, however, baptism is connected to salvation.  There’s no 

way around the fact that every able-bodied person who was saved in Scripture wanted to 

immediately obey Christ’s command to be baptized.  Fifth, baptism is identifying with God’s 

family.  Although salvation makes us a part of God’s family, baptism is a catalyst to our 

participation as a family member in His church.  Finally then, baptism unifies the church.  

Baptism is the common denominator and a shared symbolic gesture made by all church members 

to signify the depth and vastness of our cause for Jesus.  We are all, as baptism portrays, 

pursuing the common goal of death to selfishness and new life in Christ Jesus our Lord and God. 

 

We pray that these pages have broadened your scope of understanding about this thing called 

baptism.  Baptism is certainly not about empty religion.  It’s a meaningful expression of worship 

in that the act is one of obedience and submission to Christ.  We hope you can see that baptism is 

much bigger than just getting in a dunk tank to placate some membership requirement.  The act 

of worship in which you are about to participate is perhaps—along with the Lord’s Supper—one 

of the most astounding symbolic gestures of God’s movement here on Earth.  By being baptized, 

you will testify to your part in that movement.  Congratulations. 

 


