Baptism
Foreword
I don’t know how many of you have been to a baptism.  I remember one time after a baptism the church had a time of celebration at the pastor’s home.  We had a meal together and had those who were baptized share how they felt after the baptism.  I asked them how they felt when they were baptized.  Many of them said it was a wonderful feeling.  They wanted to hug everyone.  They were filled with an intense love.  The world became a beautiful place.  All the brothers and sisters were so lovely.  Yes, baptism is a very wonderful event.  So we are going to talk about baptism.  If you have not been baptized yet, you can consider when to be baptized.  You can give a wonderful testimony for God.

Does Baptism Save You?


Please open to the section on baptism in the Discipleship Training.  First, what is baptism?  Baptism is being baptized in water to demonstrate you have already received Jesus as your Savior.  Does that mean we must be baptized to be saved?  Is baptism required for salvation?  I don’t believe so.  We can look at the scriptures.  Let’s read Romans 10:9-10.  What does it say about salvation?  You believe in your heart and confess with your mouth.  It is not by your behavior.  So according to the teaching of the Holy Spirit, [Scriptures?] baptism is not a requirement for salvation.  Let’s read another passage, Ephesians 2:8-9.  Here it says you are saved by grace not by works.  It is not because you have done something good.  It is because you have believed.  It is because you are willing to receive the salvation of Jesus.  Therefore, the ritual of baptism is not a requirement for salvation.

Let’s read another passage, Luke 23:40-43.  This passage speaks of the event that took place when Jesus was crucified.  On either side of Jesus is a criminal.  One mocks at Jesus, “If you are the Christ, save yourself and save us.”  What does the other say?  The other confesses his sin.  He reprimands the other criminal first that he should not say such a thing.  You can see from what he said that he believes on Jesus.  He says we deserve what we get.  He knows he has sinned.  And he knows Jesus, “This man has not done anything wrong.”  He says to Jesus, “Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom.”  This person has faith.  He has faith in Jesus even when He is being crucified.  He believes Jesus will come with His kingdom one day.  He asks Jesus to remember him.  So we see that this criminal sees he is a sinner and he knows Jesus is sinless and that He dies for our sins.  He also sees that one day Jesus is coming again so he asks Jesus to accept him.  Although this is a wretched person, because he accepts Jesus, he can still receive the grace of God.  Jesus is about to die for his sins and he promises, “Today you shall be with me in the paradise.”  So our salvation does not depend on our works.  It is simply by confessing our sins and receiving Jesus.  Now this is very interesting.  The criminal who is crucified, did he have a baptism?  No, he didn’t.  He did not have a chance.  But Jesus said to him he shall be with Him in paradise.  So you see that baptism is not a condition for salvation.  

Why are we baptized?


If baptism is just a formality, why then are we baptized?  If baptism is not a requirement for salvation, why do we go through baptism?  Baptism is a good thing.  Let us see some of the reasons for baptism.  Let’s read the last part of Matthew.  This is the Great Commission.  This is what the Lord Jesus tells His disciples before His ascension (Mt 28:19-20).  What does v19 say?  Jesus tells us, “Go to all the nations and make disciples of all nations and baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” Please see the order of events here.  First, make disciples then baptism.  It does not say you get baptized then you become His disciple.  You don’t believe after baptism.  No, not so!  If you have not believed from your heart, baptism is meaningless to you.  It is simply a swim, a bath for you.  A true meaningful baptism is for one who has believed on Jesus, one who is Jesus’ disciple.  Then he is baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  He is baptized in the triune God.  Then what?  Matt 28:20a, “obey…”  this is the discipleship training.  That is, whatever I teach you, you teach it to the new disciples, teach them to obey by His power so they can be more and more like Me.  So we see there is a process.  One has to be a disciple first, then baptism.  This is what the Lord Jesus taught.


One reason for baptism is because God tells us so.  Another reason is that baptism itself signifies something.  Let’s read Romans 6:3-5.  It explains the meaning of baptism.  I don’t know if you have seen a baptism.  Many churches have a baptismal behind the pulpit.  They will open the baptismal so those who are being baptized can walk down there.  The pastor would use a cloth to cover his nose.  Then he would lower the person into the water and then lift him up.  Why?  This is a symbol.  Let’s reread Romans 6:3-5.  When we are baptized, it is like we have died with Jesus, immersed into the water like interment.  When we are let down to the water, we are being “buried”.  When we are lifted up out of the water, we are “raised” with Jesus.  That is why baptism symbolizes our death and our resurrection with Jesus (Rom 6:3-5). That is why baptism has a very good meaning.  It is a testimony before all men that you have died with Jesus, and, for the sake of sin, you are crucified with Jesus.  Then when you are lifted up, you are joyful, why?  You are resurrected with Jesus.  Now I live, and it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me.  It is Jesus who leads me.  Again, baptism is very meaningful.  It means there is a change in my heart.  And being able to testify before men is a wonderful thing.  If you are willing to take this step, my experience tells me that you will grow significantly in your spirit.  I have the same experience.  I accepted the Lord and after baptism for some reason, my faith grew much stronger.   I see many brothers and sisters after their baptism they see the world being a beautiful place.   They want to embrace everyone they see.  They have so much joy.  I believe once you are willing to testify before others, your faith will grow as well.  This is a very important step.   Brothers and sisters, if you have not been baptized, I suggest you pray for a willing heart.  Then you can, in great joy, give a testimony before men.  

The Form of Baptism


Different churches may have different forms of baptism.  But the form is not important.  What is more important is the meaning behind it.  Most of the time we see baptism being done in a river, a swimming pool or a baptismal.  Generally, the entire person is immersed in the water (then get out of it).  Nowadays, some churches have many people baptized at the same time so they do it like the New Testament time like Baptist John.  They have people baptized in the river all at the same time.  The entire person goes down then the entire comes up out of the water.  The pastors would help them.  This is so wonderful!  In our church, we had people baptized in a swimming pool.  They go down and come up.  Beautiful.  Generally, it is the entire person gets immersed in the water, especially the Baptist churches.  Actually, the word, “baptize” originally means immersion like dyeing.  The entire person needs to go in, so that is the original meaning of the word.

Some denominational churches such as the Presbyterian (they like the Baptists are good churches) church they use sprinkling for baptism.  Their pastor would take the water and sprinkle on you and that is their baptism.   The form is not important.  Our church does the immersion because by immersion one can see the reality of dying and resurrecting with Jesus more clearly.  But this is not the way.  Sometimes pregnant women cannot go down to water easily so we might use sprinkling instead.  One time a woman was going back to China the day baptism was schedule.  So instead of having her change into baptism clothing, the pastor sprinkled water on her so she can leave right after for the trip.  So again, the form is not crucial.  Immersion is fine and so is sprinkling.  In my own opinion, I think immersion conveys more of the original meaning of the word.  

Sometimes some brothers and sisters want to be re-baptized because when they were baptized they did not understand the meaning of baptism.  They did it because others persuaded them but they have not truly believed.   But after awhile, they read the Bible and understand the gospel and have accepted it and confessed it with their mouth.  They request to be re-baptized.  Should they and can they?  My perspective is that it is not necessary.  But if you really want to, it is a good thing.  The pastor should not have to reject them.  But actually being baptized once is good enough.  But if you say, I did not mean to the first time I did it.  Now I want to do it from my heart because I have believed with my heart and confessed with my mouth.  I want to testify before men what God has done for me.  I want to be re-baptized.  This is not harmful.  It is a good thing.  So the pastors do not have to stop them.  But after you are baptized, you do not need to be baptized again.

When to be Baptized?


There is another question, that is, when should a person be baptized?  Does he have to wait for a period of time before he can be baptized?  The answer is no, not necessarily.  If you have truly believed on the Lord, you confess Him as the Son of God, you are thankful that He died for your sins, and you accept him.  If this is the case, you can even be baptized immediately.  Let’s read a passage from Acts 8:26-39.  This is about an eunuch from Ethiopia.  He heard about the God of the Old Testament, Jehovah, when he was in Africa.  He feared Jehovah.  He felt to believe this God was the right thing to do.  He wanted to pursue and learn more about this God so he came all the way to Jerusalem.  God is pleased with his desire so He sends Apostle Philip. The Holy Spirit leads Philip to the eunuch.  The eunuch is on the way back to his country.  God tells Philip to get closer to the carriage (Acts 8:26-28).  The eunuch had come to Jerusalem to worship and he is reading Isaiah (Acts 8:29-34).   When he reads Isaiah, he does not know to whom the Savior is referred.   He asks Philip (Acts 8:35-36).  Now finally he knows the One he has been hoping for has come to the world.  He is Jesus.  He accepts Jesus as his personal Savior and confesses his sins.  Then he asks Philip why not baptize him seeing there is a river right there.  They may never see each other again.  So why not?  Acts 8:38-39.  This is a beautiful picture.  God has not let him down for he has such a desire for God that he came all the way to Jerusalem to seek God.  God sends his apostle Philip to make known to him the long expected One who is to come has come.  When he receives Jesus, he wants to be baptized immediately.  Then he goes back in great joy praising God.

Therefore, one does not have to wait for a long time to be baptized.  If you have truly accepted the Lord, you can be baptized immediately.  But most churches are cautious.  They usually would want you to attend a baptism class before you are baptized.  Actually this is good because many people think baptism can get them to heaven.  They don’t understand the meaning of baptism before they request for baptism.   Now if they don’t understand the meaning of baptism, baptism is meaningless to them.  So in the baptism class they would explain what it means to believe in Jesus and what it means to be baptized.  When they understand and still want to be baptized,  then baptism is easy.  Before the baptism, the deacons of the church would usually interview them to ensure that they have truly accepted the Lord.  If they have received the Lord, then they can plan for their baptism.  If they still have questions about sin, or meaning of baptism, the deacons would ask them to wait for another time and encourage them to read the Bible and go to the gospel class.  They would tell the person to make sure they understand the meaning of baptism before they are baptized.  This is beneficial to the person getting baptized.  Otherwise, it would be meaningless to him.  Most churches are cautious.  They would have the person wanting to be baptized to wait, to make sure he understands first.   They are not looking at the behavior of the person, but they want to make sure the person has truly repented.  To accept the Lord does not make one a perfect saint immediately and that is not the condition for baptism.  But if you have truly accepted the Lord and know the meaning of baptism, then you can be baptized.  And this is something one can be rejoicing over.  

The Reasons for Not Wanting to be Baptized


However, there are people who do not want to be baptized?  Why?  There are a few possible reasons.  One, they think baptism is merely a form.  They think religion has to do with a person’s own relationship with God so why baptism if it is just a form?  If this is your reason, it is not a good reason.  To reject a form for its own sake is not a good reason.  There is another reason, that is, that baptism is a ritual and therefore it is to be rejected.  This is going on the other extreme.  The question is:  does this ritual carry a meaning?  If it does, then take a step of faith and testify before men how God has saved you.  You can give God praise for what He has done for you.  This is a wonderful thing.  And, remember, baptism is something Jesus has commanded.  This ritual is commanded by God.   It has a great meaning so you should take the step of faith and you will see how it can help you in your faith.  So don’t reject it just because it is a form.

What are other reasons for people not getting baptized?  They think they are not worthy.  This is wrong because baptism simply means you have accepted Jesus not because of your behavior.   We just read that we are saved by grace through faith, not of ourselves or our good works that no one should boast.  Baptism only signifies the reality you have inside, that is, you have confessed your sins and accepted Jesus and His gift of salvation.  It is not because you are perfect now so you can be baptized.  This is not a condition set forth in the Bible.  You are putting shackles on yourself.    On the contrary, when you are baptized, your faith will grow and your behavior will improve.  Good behavior is not a condition for baptism.  Our salvation comes by grace.

Why do some people not want to be baptized?  They do not want to regret later because they are afraid that their conduct will not measure up to their testimony, or that they will doubt in the future.  Their justification is it is fine to believe in God privately.  No one has to know.   If they go through baptism, then others would know and especially if their behavior is not the best they will be embarrassed.  This is not the right mindset on this issue.  The baptism itself is not for boasting.  It simply demonstrates an inner reality that you have accepted the Lord.  You don’t have to worry about what you will do in the future.  None of our good behaviors depends on us.  It is God who enables us.  Now it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me.  I am alive with Christ.  So you don’t need to worry about being regretful later.  How we will be in the future is God’s responsibility.  If we are willing to obey, God will walk with us and help us.  So don’t worry about what will happen in the future.  Don’t let that be the reason for not getting baptized.

Some are not baptized yet because of the opposition of their family.  If this is the case, they should pray.  You pray that God will change your parents’ mind and let them accept this reality that you are a Christian.  You may not want to be baptized immediately so you can spend the time to pray.  However, if your parents continue to object to your baptism, and you need to make a final decision, I suggest that you choose to be baptized.  The Bible says we need to honor our parents, but we need to love God more.  God wants us to love our parents but God also wants us to obey Him.  So if there is conflict between the two, we ought to place God before our parents.  After a time of struggle, you feel that your parents are still opposed to your decision, and you have prayed and they have not changed their mind, again, I say you should choose to be baptized.  My wife’s family worshipped Buddha.  After she accepted the Lord she wanted to be baptized, but she was afraid that her parents would object to such decision.  Indeed her parents were not pleased with this.  After she prayed she knew that it was more important for her to obey God than her parents.  We need to love our parents but obeying God is more important because God is omniscient and omnipotent.   He knows what is the best for us.  My wife was baptized. After her baptism we went back to Hong Kong to see her parents.  Were her parents upset?  No, they accepted us.  And this actually showed them something in that they know their daughter has always been obedient to them but in this one thing she had decided against their wish.  She was persistent.  This showed them that the God she believed in is someone who is worthy.  This caught their attention.  They were curious about this God.   When they worshipped their ancestors, we accompanied them.  They respected us and did not demand that we burn incense.  We would just pay respect bowing our head.  We did not have to burn incense.  Later on, both my in-laws accepted the Lord and were baptized.  So you see, when you struggle between God and your parents, you need to put God first.  This may get your parents’ attention and make them wonder if the God you believe is the true God.  And you never know, your decision could be the reason for your parents’ salvation.

Some people decide not to be baptized because of fear.  They fear that when they return to the mainland and if others discover them, they would be forced to quit their membership in the Communist Party.  Jesus says you need courage.  I hope if this is your case you would pray about it.  I know it is extremely difficult, but which is more important?  To obey God or man?  It is in the most difficult time that our faith in God is revealed.  As long as you step out in faith, you don’t need to worry.  God will protect you.  This is a trial of your faith.  I hope you would stand.  Jesus says, if you are not willing to confess Me before men, I will not confess you before My heavenly Father.  So I hope you would testify boldly for the Lord (Matt 10:32-33).  

The Wonderful Example of Jesus


Let’s come back to what we had just talked about regarding formalism.   If you still think baptism is just a form and therefore you are not willing to be baptized, I would like to give you a passage to read, Matthew 3:13-17.  The Lord Jesus before His public ministry, He goes to John the Baptist to be baptized.  John is baptizing people for repentance.  All those who are willing to repent can come to be baptized (Mt 3:13).  If you were John, how would you feel?  Jesus, I came to prepare for you.  You came to save us.  How am I then worthy to baptize you?  (Mt 3:14-15).  You see how the Son of God when He came to the earth He fulfilled all the righteousness that is required of men.  He humbly accepted everything man needed to do.  He says to John, “Allow it just this once.”  So if Jesus even undergoes baptism, how much should we?!


Jesus is sinless and yet he is willing to be baptized before men.  How should we sinners who are saved by His grace need to testify of Him before men?  See what happens when the Lord is baptized?  Mt 3:16-17.  It is amazing!  Praise God.  When Jesus is willing to humble Himself, here is a most beautiful picture.  The Holy Spirit descends on Him.  The Father declares from heaven, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus is the Beloved Son who very humbly fulfills all the righteousness for men.  There are only a few incidences where the Three appear at the same time and here is one.  The Father speaks and the Holy Spirit descends like a dove on Jesus who is being baptized.  So if Jesus even goes through this, why shouldn’t you take a step of faith?  

