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Baptism:  What’s All the Fuss? Matt. 28:19  2/21/16 

 A group of Sr. Highers at a Presbyterian youth fellowship were asked, 

“What does your baptism mean to you?”  The question was met with 

blank stares.  All the young people replied, “It doesn’t really mean 

anything to me.  I don’t even remember it.” 

 A Presbyterian woman marries a Baptist man.  They agree that they 

will join the Baptist church together.  But the Baptist minister explains 

that although she was baptized as an infant, her baptism doesn’t 

count; she must be baptized again as an adult before she can join 

their church.  What should she do? 

 A young mother is anxious to have her baby baptized.  She wants it 

done immediately, with no wait, believing that if her child were to die 

unexpectedly, it would not be eligible for heaven unless it had been 

baptized. Is she right? 

These situations raise important questions about baptism.  What does 

baptism mean?  Does it lose its meaning if you can’t remember it?  How 

and when should baptism be done?  And, what is the relationship of 

baptism and salvation? 

 Where do we go for answers?  As Christians we begin with the Bible.  

And in the Bible, Jesus clearly commands his disciples to baptize his 
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followers.  “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.” (Matt. 

28:19)  And, Jesus set an example by being baptized himself.  However, 

the Bible says very little about exactly how and when baptism is supposed 

to be done and precisely what baptism means.  Because of this, the 

practice and theology of baptism is something that has divided the 

Christian church through the centuries. 

 This morning, we’ll take a look at baptism from a Presbyterian point of 

view.  You may not agree with everything I have to say and that’s OK.  

There are legitimate differences of opinion on this subject.  But I’d like us to 

be clear about what we mean when we do a baptism here.  In order to do 

that, we’ll work through the four questions we ask during our service of 

baptism. 

 The first question we ask parents of infants or adults seeking baptism 

is this: “Do you trust in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?”  What 

does that mean?  Let’s talk first about trusting Jesus Christ as our Savior.  

Why do we need a Savior?  What do we need to be saved from?  In a 

word, sin.  Christians believe that we are ultimately powerless against sin.  

Now, with a strong New Year’s resolution, we might be able to hold a 

particular sin at bay for a while- lying, murder, stealing, or overeating.  But 

sin also involves the attitudes of the heart that underlie those acts- lust, 
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anger, callousness, envy, greed, and even hatred. Those forces of evil are 

simply too strong for us.  We need a Savior to give us power over sin. 

 We also need a Savior to deliver us from the consequences of our 

sin.  God holds us accountable for how we live our lives, and He demands 

just payment for wrongdoing.  For every one of us, that is bad news.  The 

Good News is that God has provided a Savior, someone who took the 

punishment for our sins on the cross so we could be free from the guilt of 

sin and so that our relationship with God could be restored. 

 So, when we say that Jesus is our Savior, we acknowledge that all 

our efforts, self-help books, therapy sessions and self-discipline are not 

sufficient to overcome sin in our lives.  Instead, we trust Jesus and the 

sacrifice he made for us to deal with the sin problem.  We need a Savior. 

 The first question also talks about trusting Jesus as our Lord.  What 

does that mean?  It means we recognize Jesus’ authority.  According to the 

Bible, Jesus was the creator of the world and still holds it together!  

Therefore, he has legitimate authority over it.  If Jesus is your Lord, you 

recognize his authority over the world and also over you and your family! 

 This is the bedrock, foundational question for both adults being 

baptized and parents presenting their children to be baptized.  On what do 
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you depend for your salvation?  What is your ultimate authority?  Christians 

answer both questions:  “I trust in Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior.” 

 The second question flows from the first.  “Do you intend your child 

to be his disciple, to obey his word and show his love?” Parents of 

children being baptized make a vow concerning how they will raise their 

child.  Let’s talk a minute here about infant baptism, an issue that has 

divided the Christian church for centuries.  It is a difficult issue, because 

infant baptism does not appear to take place in the New Testament.  There 

are a couple of possible references to it, but nothing clear.  It was not 

practiced widely in the early church until around 200 AD and was 

controversial even then.   

However, a large majority of Christians today baptize infants, but 

Baptists, Mennonites, the Brethren Church, Pentecostals and most non-

denominational churches do not it.  They ask, “Since baptism was 

connected with repentance in the New Testament, how can an infant 

repent of his or her sins?” 

 We have several responses to that question.  First, we see the 

baptism of a child as looking ahead to the future faith and repentance of 

that child.  Baptism is a sign that this child is one of God’s own.  And, just 

as circumcision was the sign of entry into the covenant community of Israel, 
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now baptism is the sign of being received into the new covenant community 

called the church. 

 Second, baptism of an infant emphasizes the fact that God is 

reaching out in love to a child before he or she is even aware of it. Later in 

life, the child will choose whether to follow Jesus or not- whether to confirm 

those vows taken on his or her behalf earlier. 

 I think infant baptism is a little bit like the custom of arranged 

marriage.  A number of years ago, Bonnie and I had a neighbor from India.  

One day she told Bonnie the story of her arranged marriage.  Her parents 

carefully selected the family and boy who they thought would be a good 

match for their daughter.  Throughout her childhood, they prepared her not 

only to be a good wife, but in subtle ways they prepared her to respond to 

the particular mate they had arranged.  One day, the two were introduced.  

Of course, either our neighbor or the young man could have refused the 

arrangement at that point.  But their hearts had been predisposed to 

respond to one another, and they agreed to the marriage.  And it was a 

good one! 

 That’s similar to what is going on in an infant baptism.  Parents are 

taking vows to raise their child with a view to a future commitment he will 

make.  Later, the child will have the opportunity to confirm that commitment 
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or reject it.  But our hope is that he will be prepared to respond to God’s 

love for him. 

 It is the general practice of Presbyterians to baptize infants, but we do 

not require it.  We leave that decision to each set of parents.  And some of 

our parents decide to wait.  It’s not uncommon for us to baptize a 

confirmand or two each year.  And the baptism of a young adult reminds us 

of another aspect of our relationship with God.  Not only does God reach 

out to us in love before we are even aware of it, but we must respond to 

that love of God as we commit ourselves to follow Him in our lives. 

 The third question is a very practical one.  “Will you be a faithful 

member of this congregation, giving of yourself in every way, and will 

you seek the fellowship of the church wherever you may be?” 

 If you trust in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, and if you intend 

you and your child to follow Jesus as his disciple, then, of course you will 

be a faithful participant in his church.  For the church is that body of people 

who are fellow followers of Jesus Christ, who gather to worship God, and to 

encourage, comfort and challenge one another to live as followers of 

Jesus. 

 Baptism has always been the entry rite into the church.  Therefore, 

baptism is not a private matter between you and God.  It is a matter to be 
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celebrated by all God’s people.  That’s why we don’t do private baptisms in 

the Presbyterian Church.  For us, this isn’t a private matter, but a very 

public one involving all of us. 

 Parents, at your child’s baptism you are committing yourself to 

something profound and costly.  First, to be here regularly!  How will you 

work out that commitment with all the sports, drama, and music conflicts 

that are bound to come?  And, you are committing yourself to teach your 

children about Jesus at home.  I urge you to reflect seriously on the 

promises you have made or will make when you present your child for 

baptism, for I believe God will hold you accountable for them! 

 The final question is directed to the whole congregation.  I love this 

part of the service!  “Do you, the people of the church, promise to tell 

this child the good news of the gospel, to help him know all that 

Christ commands, and, by your fellowship, to strengthen his family 

ties with the household of God?” 

 At a Session meeting one time, I remember an elder expressing his 

astonishment that we were having trouble finding Sunday School teachers.  

He pointed out that every one of us promises to nurture these children in 

Christ at every baptism we celebrate.  How can we then refuse to honor 

that vow when asked to teach or help in the nursery?  At baptism, the 
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congregation makes a commitment to the child and her family to nurture 

her in the Christian faith.  How are you doing with that commitment? 

 Finally, let’s consider the matter of water.  Baptism does not just 

consist of questions and answers.  There is a very concrete action as water 

is applied to the person being baptized.  Why water?  In the Bible, water 

often signifies cleansing.  Baptism is an outward sign (like cleansing the 

body) of an inward work of God (cleansing the soul). 

 Now you’ve probably noticed that there are different methods of 

applying the water.  Should we immerse once like Baptists and 

Pentecostals?  Immerse three times like the Dunkards?  Pour like the 

Methodists?  Or sprinkle like Lutherans, Episcopalians, and Romans 

Catholics?  Immersion was probably the method used in the New 

Testament, but over time, other methods came to be used. 

 As Presbyterians, we don’t think the method of baptism is all that 

important.  We will accept as valid any method of baptism, and we are free 

to use any method we wish.  We usually sprinkle for convenience, but 

we’re not hung up on the mode. 

 One final question:  What actually happens when we apply water and 

say the words?  What does it do?  What difference does it make?  Roman 

Catholics believe that God’s grace is conferred through the sacrament.  
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They believe that by baptism, original sin is washed away.  Therefore they 

insist on baptizing infants as soon as possible, lest something should 

happen to the child and he or she enter God’s presence unclean.  On the 

other hand, Baptists, Pentecostals, and the Brethren believe that a baptism 

is a not a sacrament at all, only a symbol.  It’s a testimony of our 

commitment to follow Jesus. 

 We Presbyterians fall somewhere in the middle.  We believe that 

baptism is a sacrament, but we don’t believe that it mechanically conveys 

God’s grace.  God doesn’t love our children one bit more after baptism than 

he did before.  Rather, baptism is a sign of what God has done and will do, 

given for our benefit.  It provides tangible assurance of God’s love- that just 

as certainly as water can wash away dirt, so my sins have been washed 

away by Jesus Christ. 

 It’s something like this wedding ring I wear.  It’s a sign of being 

married, that someone loves me and is committed to me and that I have 

committed myself to her.  Wearing a ring does not make me married.  And I 

can be married and not wear a ring, like the time I lost mine, and Bonnie 

made sure we replaced it right away!  This ring is a sign and a seal of a 

lifelong committed relationship. 
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 Baptism is something like that.  It doesn’t make me a Christian, and it 

isn’t necessary in order for me to experience God’s grace.  But it is a 

concrete sign of a spiritual reality- that I have been made clean by the 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 Have you been baptized?  How about your children?  If not, I invite 

you to talk with me or Lou if you would like to learn more.  For those of you 

who have been baptized or participated in the baptisms of others, 

remember your vows and remember your promises. 


