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Next week this church will not meet here at the Ballet. Instead, we get to do 
something special. Next week City Life Church will convene at Barton Springs, just 
down the road in Zilker Park. There, we will celebrate the rite of baptism. Several of 
you are going to get baptized in the 68 degree waters of Barton Springs, publicly 
proclaiming your faith in our Lord in the heart of Austin.

So, first, don’t come here next week. Go to Barton Springs at 10am, and bring 
a dish. After the baptisms, we’ll have a potluck lunch and enjoy a time of fellowship, 
food, and fun.

Second, this week we’re going to spend some time reflecting on baptism: 
what is it, what does it mean, who should get baptized, why should Christians get 
baptized, what the relationship between baptism and the church is, and other 
questions. 

What is Baptism?

Baptism is a ceremony or ritual that has been celebrated in the Christian 
church since the very beginning. We read in the beginning of every gospel that John 
the Baptist was out in the wilderness “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins,” (John 3:3). The people went out to him to confess their sins and 
be baptized, to be immersed in the Jordan river as a symbol of repentance. Jesus 
himself was baptized (Matthew 3, Mark 1, Luke 3)—not to confess sins but, as he 
said, “to fulfill all righteousness.” Throughout the book of Acts we see a normal 
pattern that when people came to faith in Jesus, they immediately were baptized 
(Acts 2:41).

Why did the early Christians do this? And why do we still do it today? First, 
baptism is symbol of joining Jesus in his death and resurrection. “Do you not know 
that all of us who have been baptized 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.” (Romans 6:3-4). In baptism, we publicly identify with Jesus in his 
death and resurrection. We pledge to die to sin and temptation. We bear witness 
that Jesus has given us new life—living waters that well up within us through 
regenerated hearts—and we express our trust that Jesus will raise us to new life.

Second, baptism is symbol of being washing or cleansed from sin. Peter 
makes the connection with Noah and the Ark, speaking about how “God's patience 
waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, 
eight persons, were brought safely through water. Baptism, which corresponds to 
this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God 



for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 3:20-21) 
Because we are identifying with Jesus, in baptism we are symbolically washed from 
sin. Jesus has removed our sin through his death, and if we identify with him, we are 
cleansed from sin. Please note the difference between a symbol and the reality it 
represents. Baptism does not actually remove sin; it symbolizes the removal of sin 
that has already taken place through the cross. 

Third, baptism is the entry rite to Christian community. “For just as the body 
is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are 
one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit.” (1 
Corinthians 12:12-13). Baptism is the public ceremony that announces to the world 
your pledge to follow Jesus for the rest of your life. As a wedding is to marriage, so 
baptism is to the church. It is a celebration marking the beginning of a lifelong 
covenant relationship. It is both solemn and joyful, a ritual and a party, a public 
proclamation and an intimate milestone in the growth of a relationship. Baptism, 
normally, is the initial public announcement of your coming to faith in Jesus and 
your admission to the Christian community.

Who should get baptized? 

Everyone who follows Jesus should be baptized. In the book of Acts we see a 
repeated pattern: when people come to faith in Jesus, they are baptized.

In Acts 2, after Peter preaches a sermon, “those who received his word were 
baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls,” (Acts 2:41). 
Later, in Samaria, after Philip preaches a sermon, “When they believed Philip as he 
preached good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they 
were baptized, both men and women,” (Acts 8:12). In Acts 10 Peter greets a group of 
Gentiles—Roman pagans—and preaches the gospel to them. They are converted 
and receive the Holy Spirit, and Peter exclaims in amazement, “Can anyone withhold 
water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we 
have?” (Acts 10:47). Again, in Acts 16, a woman named Lydia heard Paul’s 
preaching. “The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul. 
And after she was baptized…” (Acts 16, 14-15). Again: “Many of the Corinthians 
hearing Paul believed and were baptized,” (Acts 18:8)

One of my favorites is in Acts 8, Philip preaches to a traveling Ethiopian, 
sitting in his chariot. The Ethiopian is converted and believes. “And as they were 
going along the road they came to some water, and the eunuch said ‘See, here is 
water! What prevents me from being baptized?” (Acts 8:36). This was probably not 
pristine filtered Deer Park mountain spring water. It was probably a muddy ditch. 
Yet this new believer was so eager to get baptized and understood that baptism is 
the first thing you do after coming to belief that he insisted on getting baptized right 
away.



The Apostle Paul himself is an exceptionally dramatic example. He was an 
enemy of the gospel and a persecutor of Christians until the risen Lord confronted 
him on the road to Damascus (Acts 9). “And for three days he was without sight, and 
neither ate nor drank.” Paul was blind and hungry. When he finally hears the gospel 
from Ananias and believes, “He regained his sight. Then he rose and was baptized; 
and taking food, he was strengthened.” I can’t go for three hours without food. Paul 
had been fasting for three days. Yet the first thing he does is get baptized; then he 
gets food. If it were me I would have been worried about drowning in the water for 
lack of strength to get up out of it. But Paul plunges in, recognizing the privilege and 
joy of joining the church of Jesus.

Again and again we see a clear pattern: people come to faith in Jesus, and 
they are baptized. It is normal for baptism to come immediately after coming to 
faith. Baptism isn’t for extra super special spiritual Christians. It is not entrance into 
a Christian elite, intended only for the initiated. It isn’t a step you take once you’re 
ready to become serious about your faith. Baptism is for every Christian. It is the 
public proclamation of your faith in Jesus. 

Trusting in Jesus means depending on him in all things for your whole life. 
Faith is necessarily public, in the sense of known to outsiders. There is not such 
thing as private, hidden Christianity. If you are truly depending on Jesus for all 
things, you will depend on him in how you relate to outsiders, how you conduct 
yourself at work, how you speak and in the choices you make that seem strange to 
others. If you haven’t publicly proclaimed your faith, in what sense is it truly faith? 

Is Baptism Salvific? Does it actually cause salvation?

No. Some Christians have been confused by Mark 16:16: “Whoever believes 
and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” 
This is a great example of why we must always interpret Scripture with Scripture. 
God’s word does not contradict itself. If one verse sounds like it doesn’t teach the 
same thing as the rest of Scripture, we should be careful with how we interpret it.

In this case, the rest of Scripture is clear that we are saved by God’s grace
through faith in Jesus. Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace you have been saved through 
faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so 
that no one may boast.” None of our works—including the work of getting baptized
—contribute to our being saved. We are saved because Jesus lived a perfect life of 
righteousness in our stead, because Jesus paid the penalty for our sins through his 
death on the cross, because Jesus is raised to new life through his resurrection from 
the dead, a new life in which we participate through faith in him. Baptism is a 
symbolic reenactment of that death and resurrection, not a replacement for it.

Mark 16 ties “believes” and “is baptized” so closely together because, as we 
saw, the normal pattern was for the two to go together. In the New Testament, there 
is no category of adults who believe but are not baptized. Mark is reflecting the 



universal assumption among the early church that belief and baptism are necessary 
correlates. He does not mean that baptism causes salvation or that baptism is 
necessary for salvation. The thief on the cross who placed his faith in Jesus and 
turned from sin in the last hours of his life obviously was not baptized but was 
saved.

However, let me add a caution. If you hear me say “baptism does not cause 
salvation” and think “whew. I don’t have to get baptized to get into heaven!” then 
may I suggest you’re doing it wrong? If you approach Jesus asking “what’s the 
minimum necessary I need to do to get on his good side?” I have bad news for you. 
On the one hand, there is nothing we can do to get on his good side, because our sin 
is too deep. I have good news for you too: he has taken away our sin. But I have 
more news. To follow Jesus, he does not ask for the minimum necessary. He asks for 
our entire lives. He said to his followers “If anyone would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life 
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it,” (Matthew 16:24-25). 
To follow Jesus, we have to follow him all the way, and that means doing things that 
are awkward, uncomfortable, weird, and scary. For almost all of the disciples, it 
meant following him to their deaths. For others it might mean ridicule or 
persecution. For you, it might even mean getting baptized.

Does it matter how we get baptized? [Skip this if pressed for time]

The word “baptize” means, in Greek, “to immerse,” and the Bible is pretty 
clear that the original folks who got baptized we actually dunked in a river, they 
“went down into” the water, so that’s what we do. 

But the effect of baptism comes through the faith of the believer and the 
grace of the Holy Spirit, not some inherent magical property of the officiant. You 
don’t have to perform certain actions, go through exact motions, or utter a magical 
phrase to make it a “real” baptism. If you were sprinkled, dunked forwards, dunked 
backwards, dunked in a river, doused in an indoor baptistery—it doesn’t matter, so 
long as you understood your baptism to be a public profession of your faith in Jesus 
Christ.

Why don’t we baptize children?

We believe the New Testament teaches that baptism is only for people 
capable of making a conscious, informed, lifelong commitment. That is, we do not 
baptize infants or young children. 

I should acknowledge right away that most churches in the world that 
proclaim the name of Jesus do baptism differently than we do. The Catholic, 
Orthodox, Anglican, Episcopal, Presbyterian, Lutheran, and Methodist Churches, 
among others, all baptize infants and young children. Some of them teach that the 
act of baptism actually saves them. Others that it is a means of grace ensuring later 



salvation. Others that infants should be counted members of the church community 
and that the church is pledging to raise them in Christian teaching.

We think baptizing infants misunderstands the nature of salvation—it is by 
grace, not by works. It misunderstands the nature of baptism: it is a public 
proclamation by a person who has come to saving faith, not an automatic ritual 
performed on an unwitting participant. The meaning of baptism comes from the 
faith of the participant, not the motions or words of the celebrant. And it 
misunderstands the nature of the church. The church is the community of believes 
in Jesus, not an ethnic heritage passed down from parents to children by virtue of 
having been born into a “Christian family.” There is, in some sense, no such thing as 
a “Christian family,” in the sense of an identity we pass on to our children like we 
pass on our DNA. We are all born as sinners—that is, under satan’s sway. We come 
into God’s family through adoption, not through inheritance. 

What’s the age cutoff for baptism?

If we don’t baptize infants or young children, at what age can you be 
baptized?

The Bible doesn’t give a specific answer, and the church has given various 
answers throughout history. Let me start by observing this: among churches, like 
ours, that practice believer’s baptism—that is, among churches that do not baptize 
infants—the 21st century American churches have been at the extreme end of the 
spectrum, baptizing children at younger and younger ages. Most other churches 
over the previous several centuries who practiced believers’ baptism tended to 
baptize teenagers, young adults, and older. The typical American practice of 
baptizing pre-teens and even children as young as five is unusual for our theological 
tradition.  Church history is a useful guide and a trove of wisdom; we might take 
counsel from the wisdom of our own tradition and try to reintroduce greater 
restraint in baptizing children.

Here are a few guidelines for parents if your child expresses faith in Jesus and 
says he or she wants to get baptized. First, don’t bait them with false rewards or 
pressures. Children sometimes want to get baptized to please their parents, or 
because their friends are doing it, or because they think it will get them into heaven. 
Avoid bribing your child to get baptized because it will make mommy and daddy 
happy, or pressuring them to be like an older sibling who got baptized. And if they 
bring up baptism, that’s a good chance to give them clear teaching about it—
especially to emphasize that it isn’t a magic trick to get you into heaven. The point of 
baptism is Christ, not a ticket to heaven.

Second, help them understand Jesus as King. Our culture has emphasized 
Jesus as savior, selling the idea that Jesus solves problems and gets you that ticket to 
heaven, but it has underemphasized the idea of Jesus as King, the sovereign over our 
lives to whom we owe allegiance and obedience if we are to truly follow him.  



Children are as much sinners as we are, and they naturally rebel against the idea of 
Jesus as King. If they seem resistant to the idea of Jesus as King, of repenting from 
sin to trust in him, they probably aren’t ready for baptism.

Third, look for fruit in their lives. Sometimes people can learn to say the right 
words, especially kids who want to make their parents happy. So it's a good idea to 
wait a bit and watch their lives to see if they live out what they’re saying and sustain 
their commitment over time. 

Another way of saying this is that we should examine their ability to make 
and keep a commitment. There is a reason why in all cultures children are not 
counted as full citizens, why they can’t sign contracts or give testimony in a court of 
law, why they can’t vote or participate as citizens in the assembly. Children are 
presumed not to be capable of acting with full agency or of making commitments. 

At some point, we mark a child’s maturity, designate them an adult, and vest 
them with the full rights of citizenship. That is, in a sense, what we celebrate with 
baptism. As I said before, baptism is the entry ritual into the Christian community. It 
is the ceremony that welcomes you into citizenship into our polity. You become a 
legally-recognized citizen. Baptism itself is an oath-ceremony: you are publicly 
promising to follow Jesus for the rest of your life. That presupposes your ability to 
make binding promises and have the recognized, upheld, and enforced by the 
community you are joining.

So you might ask yourself, is my child capable of acting like a full citizen? Can 
my child make a binding commitment? We do not need to take counsel from the 
modern American custom of granting legal adulthood at the age of 18. There are 
good reasons to believe that this modern western convention is arbitrary and not 
helpful, not least because ancient citizenship typically was granted at much earlier 
ages. But these are the questions you might ask if your child starts asking about 
baptism. 

What is the relationship between baptism and church partnership?

By now the relationship between baptism and church membership should be 
clear. Baptism is the entry gate to the church community. Baptism is the 
naturalization ceremony for immigrants into the Kingdom—which is to say, all of us. 
It is the placement ceremony for a new adoptive family. It is the wedding ceremony 
marking the beginning of a marriage. Baptism is your public proclamation of your 
faith, your symbolic identification with Jesus, your promise to follow him, your 
request for the help of a church along your way. 

You wouldn’t want to skip the wedding and go straight to the marriage. First 
of all, where’s the fun in that? But second, there is something important that 
happens at a wedding. You make promises to one another, and you do it in public, 
and you ask the witnesses present to be a part of your marriage, so to speak. A 



marriage is a public identification with each other, and the promises you make effect 
the way you live out the rest of your lives before the world. That is what it means to 
form a covenant.

So with baptism. Baptism is the symbol of entering into a covenant with Jesus 
and with all his people—which is to say, with the church. We are making a promise 
to follow Jesus but also a promise to follow him with others. How would we know to 
treat you like a Christian, to hold you accountable for living a Christian life, for 
helping you along, asking you awkward questions about sin, inviting you to do the 
same, encouraging you in moments of trial and discouragement, celebrating growth 
and maturity in the word, unless you and I had covenanted together to do so in the 
first place? That’s what we do through church partnership.

Everyone is welcome to attend this church. Our doors are wide open. There 
are no requirements for you to show up on a Sunday morning. We want guests and 
visitors to be here. If you have never heard of Jesus, if you are unsure about who he 
is and why you would want to follow him—we welcome you here and we’re glad 
you’re here. But our church is more than this hour-long meeting on Sunday 
mornings. It is much more than that.

Why should I join the local church?

My description just now of what it means to belong to a church community 
may sound foreign to some of you. For some of you, your experience of church may 
be showing up for an hour or so on Sunday mornings, and that’s it. The idea of 
helping one another along as we live the Christian life together might sound weird. 
Maybe you’ve never heard of the idea that we Christians are supposed to do this 
together, to encourage one another, teach one another, share each other’s burdens 
and sorrows and joys, to reflect Christ to one another. 

Or maybe you have heard of these things, and you’d rather not. It sounds 
uncomfortable to let others get up in your business. It sounds awkward to get up in 
other people’s business. It is time consuming, exhausting, invasive, and disrespectful 
of your privacy. Life is much easier when we can live in our self-contained 
hermetically-sealed bubbles as free-floating individuals who only come into contact 
for work or pleasure. 

If that’s the life you’re living—and, as Americans, that is the life we’re 
basically trained to live—I wonder how satisfying you find it. We have more 
individual autonomy than probably any other humans who have every lived in 
history, more tools at our disposal to isolate ourselves, live unto ourselves, focus 
almost exclusively on our own pleasure and convenience, so long as we punch the 
clock and earn our paychecks. 

Yet this is a life of profound loneliness and emptiness. God made us for 
relationship—first with him, second with each other. We are designed to be in 



relationship with other people. We crave it and, without it, we are in a real sense 
mentally ill. The human mind doesn’t do well by itself.

If we focus our lives on preserving our individual autonomy, we will treat our 
spouses or significant others as a means to self-fulfillment. When they don’t satisfy, 
we begin to doubt whether the relationship should continue. Maybe kids come 
along. At first, we’re delighted, because our first kids make us feel wonderful. I’ve 
become something new—a dad—and they can be so fun to watch and play with. But 
then you have to change a diaper, and then they turn two, and they learn to talk and 
never stop, and then they ruin the carpet, ignore your advice, learn to drive, and 
spend all your money. If life is about your personal pleasure, convenience, self-
actualization, and individual autonomy, marriage is dubious and having children is 
clinically insane. 

Life isn’t about you. We are made for relationship. You are more fully human 
if you give yourself to your family. So, similarly, you are more fully what God made 
you to be if you give yourself to your church. The Bible doesn’t really have a 
category for the individual spiritual superhero. All Christians are Christians in 
community. In the New Testament, Christians are portrayed as living out their faith 
with one another. We are “one body” and “If one member suffers, all suffer together; 
if one member is honored, all rejoice together,” (1 Corinthians 12:26). We are to 
“encourage one another and build one another up,” (1 Thessalonians 5:11) and 
“Bear one another's burdens,” (Galatians 6:2) and continually be “teaching and 
admonishing one another,” (Colossians 3:16).

Think about what you get when you join a church.

1. Assurance. When you covenant with a church and a church accepts 
you into membership, the church is publicly affirming your faith. We as a 
community are proclaiming that we have examined your life and believe 
that you are a Christian. Your life is one part of the public proclamation of 
the gospel we wish to make to the world. 

2. Accountability. When you join the church, you are inviting other 
people to examine your life and speak the truth in love to you. None of us 
can see our own sin very clearly. Trying to work out your sanctification by 
yourself is, frankly, foolish and dangerous. Doing it with others is much 
easier and safer.

3. Opportunity to edify. When you join the church, you are committing to 
be involved in your fellow Christians’ lives, encouraging them and holding 
them accountable too. If that doesn’t sound attractive to you, think for a 
moment about how parents or teachers feel when they see their children 
grow, learn, and mature. Investing in others’ lives and seeing them flourish 
is simply the most satisfying and joyful work that you can do in this life. 



You won’t get these things as a casual attender once a week. These are things 
you get when you join a church, that is, when you formally sign up to be a citizen, a 
member, a full participant, a partner in our ongoing work. We welcome everyone to 
attend our service these Sunday mornings, but we really want you to know that 
there is something more to this church than what we do during this hour.  

Conclusion: What is the church?

“Church” isn’t the name of a building or a weekly lecture. It is the name of 
God’s people—a name we carry with us throughout the week, during our whole 
lives. The church is the embassy of the Kingdom of God, an outpost of his rule in this 
world. It is a display of his glory and an agent of his mission. In the church we get to 
receive constant edification and encouragement; we get the safety of accountability; 
we get to be a part of what God is doing in the world.

If you have been attending church casually—this one or some other church—
but you find this description of church attractive to you, I encourage you to make a 
commitment. Stop treating the church like a casual Sunday morning hobby. Sign up; 
commit; covenant with a community of God’s people. And if you have never been 
baptized, that’s where you start. Start by publicly professing your faith in Jesus and 
your intent to covenant with his people. It may seem like an odd and anachronistic 
ceremony. But maybe our lives are too dominated by the new and the trending. In 
baptism you’ll be following in the footsteps of countless believers throughout 
history who have followed Jesus’ example, joining a long tradition and participating 
in the oldest continuous ritual in Christian life. You’ll won’t only be joining a local 
church, but the community of all believers through all time as we work to follow our 
Lord until he comes again.


