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BAPTISM IS NOT . . . BAPTISM IS . . .  
 

SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

We practice two ordinances: communion and baptism. 
 

Communion commemorates Jesus’ substitutionary death on the cross; he laid down his 
body and shed his blood in our place. When we take communion we are “remembering” 
what he did for us.  

 
Baptism symbolizes our identification with the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus. 
When we are baptized, we are “identifying” publicly with Jesus.  

 
BAPTISM IS NOT SALVATION 
 

Whenever we discuss baptism, we do not begin with a discussion of baptism itself but 
with a discussion of salvation. Baptism does not stand on its own two legs. Without 
salvation, baptism is only another way of getting wet. 

 
To discuss salvation, I’m going to use the “Roman road” set of Scriptures.  

 
We are all sinners – Rom 3:23 

 
The good news of the gospel is not good news until we understand how bad our 
situation is. Every single one of us are sinners. Even though we may be capable of 
doing some good things, we are, by nature, sinners. Even when doing our good deeds, 
we fail God’s requirement of perfection, because of our sinful nature (Matthew 5:48)  

 
The penalty for our sin is death – Rom 6:23 

 
The bad news gets even worse. The penalty for our sins is death. If nothing changes 
our sinful nature, and we die while in our sinful state, not only will we experience 
physical death but we will also experience spiritual death; an eternal death that will 
separate us from Christ forever.  

 
Christ died for us while we were still sinners – Rom 5:8 

 
But the good news is that Christ offered himself up to be the perfect sacrifice for our 
sins, even while we were still at war with him. God took the initiative in our salvation 
by sending Jesus to die in our place. His perfect sinless substitutionary sacrifice in our 
place leaves nothing for us to do to secure our salvation. The only thing we can do is 
to receive what he did for us.  

 
We “receive” what Jesus did by doing two things - Rom 10:9-10 
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1.  We believe in our hearts that Jesus is Lord.  

 
To “believe” in this context does not mean that we simply “agree” with an 
intellectual assertion that Jesus is the Son of God, but that we “stake everything” 
upon the idea that Jesus is our Lord. We know that we are doing that when we 
allow him to re-order everything in our lives around this truth. 

 
2.  We confess this to be true with our mouths.  

 
In other words, we don’t keep this belief to ourselves. It is not a private thought 
or a private faith but something that becomes known about us through our words, 
actions and character. 

 
If we do not believe this in our heart sufficiently to stake our life upon it, and if we 
do not confess this with our mouth before others, then there is no need to go 
forward. We cannot be baptized if we have not been saved.  

 
When we preach a gospel of grace, we take a risk that someone might latch onto a 
particular point and blow it out of proportion to the full continuum that makes up the 
gospel of grace. Such is the danger we take with our next point.  

 
BAPTISM IS NOT NECESSARY 
 

Baptism is not mentioned in Romans 10:9-10. We believe in our heart and we confess 
with our mouth that Jesus is Lord. The overwhelming evidence for NT baptism is that 
followers of Christ were baptized after the believed; it was not a condition for belief. (Acts 
18:8) 

 
You must “believe in your heart.” That means we go from trusting in anything and 
everything other than Jesus to trusting only in Jesus for our salvation. 

 
What is it that you are being asked to trust in? That Jesus did everything necessary for 
your salvation and the only thing left for you to do is to accept what he did in your behalf. 
To acknowledge that there is nothing you can bring to the table that would make you 
more desirable to him than you already are. To resist the temptation to help him out just 
a little by your kindness and goodness. To live with the knowledge that you are totally 
dependent upon him for opening up your eyes to the reality of your sinful situation and 
giving you faith enough to yield to him.  

 
In every other major religion in the world, there is an element of “this is what you need 
to do to be pleasing to God and to be accepted by God.” And, “you can never know for sure 
that you have God’s approval; you can only hope and pray and try harder.” 

 
But the gospel tells us that Christ loved us while we were still sinners; Christ died for us 
while we were still sinners; Christ satisfied God’s requirement of a perfect and sinless 
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sacrifice; Christ took upon himself the sins of the world; Christ suffered the wrath of God 
and took it all upon himself; that he then credits his perfect obedience to us in place of 
our imperfect and faltering obedience. And all that he asks of us is that we give up any 
notion that we can, or need to, add anything to what Christ has already done for us. 
(Ephesians 2:1-10) 

 
But being the humans that we are, there is still a drive within us to want to do something 
to earn what we have been given. Jesus addressed this when he was interacting with 
those who followed after him because he had provided them with bread. He admonished 
them to “work for the bread that did not perish,” the eternal bread of life. When they 
asked what work they were supposed to do, he replied, “the work that you are to do, then, 
is to believe.” (John 6:24-29) 

 
You not only believe, you must also “confess with your mouth.” 

 
Jesus always called people to follow him publicly, never privately. Nicodemus came to 
him at night and he answered his questions. But John’s Gospel tells us that, on at least 
two other times, Nicodemus publicly identified himself as a follower of Jesus . . . at great 
risk to his own life. (John 3:1-2; 7:50-52; 19:38-40) 

 
If we believe in our heart that Jesus is Lord, we will confess the same with our mouths. 
We will confess that Jesus is Lord.  

 
Jesus was willing to entertain people who approached him by night. He gladly bids us to 
come as we are. But he is unwilling to continue his relationship with us in the shadows. 

 
This is one of the reasons why we ask our baptismal candidates to come prepared at the 
time of their baptism, to publicly share their story about how God has brought them out 
of death and into life, and of their commitment to Christ going forward.  

 
We cannot separate “belief” from “confession” – both are required. We have not truly 
believed if we have not confessed. We cannot confess unless we truly believe. 

 
BAPTISM IS RESPONSE 
 

Our example for this is Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch - Acts 8:26-40 
 

The eunuch was a man who was drawn to God but who did not have a full grasp of what 
it meant to have a relationship with God. That is why he had gone up to Jerusalem. But it 
was on his way home that God sent Philip into the desert to meet him and to provide him 
with the answers he was seeking. 

 
Philip reasoned from Scripture and gave personal testimony to Jesus as the fulfillment of 
what Scripture promised. Philip had been one of the seven (Acts 6) who had been set 
apart to serve the Hellenist widows. He was familiar with Jesus, either through personally 
observing his ministry before his death or through the direct witness of Peter and the 
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rest of the apostles. He had been preaching the gospel in Samaria before God directed 
him to the desert road. He not only knew the Scriptures but he had experienced the 
Scriptures. 

 
The eunuch declared his faith in Jesus in his inquiry about baptism. The Scriptures do not 
always give us all the details we might like. So we don’t have a record of the eunuch saying 
something like, “And now I give my heart to Jesus.” But we do have him inquiring about 
baptism as a response to what Philip had been showing him about how Jesus was the 
sacrificial lamb that Isaiah was describing. His request to be baptized was a response to 
his fuller understanding of Jesus’ sacrificial death in his place. 

 
BAPTISM IS SYMBOLIC 
 

Baptism is identification with Jesus - Romans 6:3-11 
 

Baptism is “symbolic” of Jesus’ death and resurrection. It is an external act that, in and of 
itself, gives fuller meaning to an internal commitment that we have already made. It is 
much like the symbolism that is conveyed by the wearing of a wedding ring.  

 
The wedding ring is a symbol that one has entered into the covenant of marriage. We can 
be married and not wear a wedding ring; if so, we are still married. But if we have not 
entered into the covenant of marriage, wearing a wedding ring will not change our status 
from “single” to “married.” 

 
Baptism is symbolic of having entered into a covenant relationship with Jesus. If we 
follow Jesus in salvation and are never baptized, we are still saved. But if we have never 
trusted in Jesus for our salvation, baptism does not change our status from “enemy of 
Christ” to “child of God.” 

 
We are symbolically entering into the death of Christ. “Baptize” comes from the verb 
“baptizo,” which means “to immerse.” Thus, by fully immersing someone under the 
water, we are symbolically identifying with the body of Jesus being placed in the tomb 
following his death by crucifixion. 

 
We are symbolically being raised up from death to walk in newness of life (resurrection). 
When we are, then, raised from under the water, we are symbolically identifying with 
Jesus being raised back to life on the third day. In one simple ordinance we can publicly 
identify with Christ’s death and resurrection, saying that his way is now our way. 

 
When we preach a gospel of grace, we take a risk that someone might latch onto a 
particular point and blow it out of proportion to the full continuum that makes up the 
gospel of grace. Such is the danger when we say that “baptism is not necessary.” But in 
saying that, we are not saying that “baptism is not important.” It is important in that it is 
a response to Christ’s saving work in our lives. It is important in that it publicly 
demonstrates our identification with Christ and our willingness to enter into a covenant 
relationship with Christ. It is important because it demonstrates our obedience to Christ. 
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 BAPTISM IS OBEDIENCE 
 

The Great Commission - Matthew 28:18-20 
 

The Great Commission is one imperative verb and three participles. Or, to think of it in 
another way, it is one command with three ways of fulfilling that command. 

 
We are commanded to make disciples. 

 
We do that by (1) going, (2) baptizing, and (3) teaching. 

 
You have heard the adage that the most important thing in real estate is “location, 
location, location.” Well, the importance of this commission is highlighted by the fact that 
these are Jesus’ last words to his disciples in this Gospel account.  

 
This command is as binding on us as it was on those who originally heard it: 

 
1.  Going – taking the gospel into all the world.  

 
God took the initiative with us by having Christ die for us while we were still 
sinners. He took the initiative with us by sending his messengers to us with the 
message of salvation: parents, pastors, Sunday school teachers, college ministers, 
friends, etc. He takes the initiative with others by commanding us to go to them 
with the same message of reconciliation that we have responded to. 

 
2.  Baptizing – preaching the gospel and baptizing new believers 

 
This runs the gamut from preaching the gospel and baptizing new believers, to 
gathering them together into churches, new and old, creating new communities of 
faith for all in the language and culture of their heart. 

 
3.  Teaching – discipling believers so they have the chance to grow and mature 

 
Our commission to make disciples means that we systematically teach disciples 
the whole counsel of God. This means we get involved with these disciples and 
show them how to apply the Word of God to their lives, for the rest of their lives. 
Not for the sake of knowledge but for the sake of obedience. 

 
When we submit ourselves to baptism, we are publicly demonstrating that God has 
changed our hearts and that we are committing our lives to him. And we are agreeing 
with his commission, that the mandate of our lives is now to “make disciples of all the 
nations,” by “going,” “baptizing” and “teaching.” 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
 As you reflect upon how you came to Christ, what was it in the gospel that caused you to 

respond to God’s offer of saving grace? What was your understanding of it at that time? 
How have you grown in your understanding of the gospel since then? 

 
 Baptism symbolizes our entering into Christ’s death so that we can be raised to walk in 

newness of life. Romans 6:3-11 tells us that we must now consider ourselves dead to sin 
and alive to God in Christ Jesus. What sin(s) need to be put to death in your life because 
of your identification with Christ? What practical steps do you need to take toward that 
end? 

 
 The life of a disciple of Christ is a life of obedience to Christ? In what area of your life is 

the Lord calling you to greater obedience? How are you responding to his call? 
 
 


