Christian Baptism – it’s place & problems
1st Peter 3: 18-22, Matthew 3: 11-17, 1st Corinthians 1: 13-17.

INTRODUCTION:  Why preach & teach on this subject at this time? 

1) The exposition of 1st Peter 3 has impressed upon us the importance of examining it.

2) Our recent congregational meeting expressed interest in more explanatory treatment of doctrine as part of our progress in framing a statement of faith.
3) How we ‘hold’ certain doctrines is a most important pastoral issue affecting churches. 

Let me begin by stating what I believe our current or default position on baptism here at Grace Fellowship is & should be:
We baptise genuine believers upon a credible profession of repentance toward God & personal faith in Jesus Christ as Saviour & Lord.  We practise the dedication & thanksgiving of Christian parents with regard to their new born children.
Why do I say this?  Not because I am a so called ‘Baptist’ or want our church identified by such a teaching. But rather because this position represents the common background of most of us at this time & is therefore likely to be the least confusing & disrupting to us. Because baptism is a matter of secondary importance which, as 1st Corinthians 1: 13 – 17 demonstrates, should not become a source of division & exclusivity within the church of God.  I speak to you as a Pastor of more than 30 years experience, 20 of those years spent shepherding a Baptist Church & 11 years in Presbyterian churches, both groups held to the doctrines of grace or Reformed theology & were strongly Bible believing but differed with each other over 2 points, only 2 please note, when it came to water baptism: The mode – or how much water should be used, & whether baptism should be applied to the infant children of genuine believers – that is they disagree over one class of subjects of baptism.  Each supports their position from a credible handling of Scripture.  Neither group believe or practise what I would call ‘indiscriminate’ baptism – that is the universal & relatively unconditional administration of Baptism, either to adults or infants, loosely based on a view that the rite or sacrament of water baptism itself somehow automatically conveys the Grace of God to the recipient.
In light of this we proceed now to examine ‘Baptism – its place & problems’ under 4 headings:

1) The matters on which there is no disagreement among Bible- believing Christians.

2) The areas of disagreement
3) The dangers that face us

4) Draw some conclusions

2.
1.  There are at least 4 very significant matters upon which there is no disagreement:
a) The Bible teaches about 2 distinct baptisms – Baptism with, in or by the Holy Spirit, Matthew 3: 11, which we generally take to be synonymous & concurrent with regeneration or conversion, see also 1st Corinthians 12: 13 & Romans 8: 9. The other is water baptism. One refers to the reality of the actual event – the application by the Holy Spirit of the redemption purchased by Christ to the elect sinner, the other is variously designated  as a ‘sign’ & ‘seal’ of this, and termed an ordinance or sacrament.
b) The Bible commands that Christian disciples be baptised in water, Matthew 28: 18.  


c) However water baptism is not essential for salvation, we can be saved & not baptised, baptised & not saved. The Bible does not teach we are regenerated by water baptism. Salvation is all of grace, not by good works, religious works, rites, ceremonies, ordinances, sacraments or any human endeavour or effort, but is granted solely through the pure unmerited favour of God bestowed upon hell deserving sinners. The thief on the cross was saved but not baptised in water, however we would be wise to treat this as the exception rather than rule.
d) The children born to Christian parents are in a unique position of privilege & blessing.  Christian parents to whom God graciously grants the gift of children are greatly blessed & given great responsibility, Psalm 127: 3-5 & Ephesians 6: 1-4. It is the conscious reality of this that lies at the heart of both the practise of the dedication/thanksgiving of infants & Christian parents & the application of water baptism to such infants. In other words at is most basic there is common agreement about the distinct advantages, blessings, providence, opportunities & responsibilities that come with being born into a Christian family. The differences have to do with how this should be recognised, acknowledged & celebrated & whether water baptism is the scriptural means to accomplish that end. 
       2.  The areas of disagreement generally have to do with at least three things. Firstly the question of the mode of baptism, in particular whether immersion in water belongs to the very essence of baptism. In other words only full immersion in water constitutes Christian (water) baptism. That is the Baptistic position, in support of which the two favourite arguments are a) that the Greek word used in Scripture, translated by our English word ‘baptise’,  means  ‘to fully immerse’ , and only and always means that. b)  The believer’s participation in the death, burial & resurrection of Christ can only by adequately portrayed by full immersion in water, & it is this sharing in the death, burial & resurrection of Christ which belongs to the very essence of baptism. Romans 6: 1-4 is most commonly referred to in support of this. In response to this those of peado-baptist persuasion will argue that immersion is not necessary & hold scriptural warrant for either pouring or sprinkling of water based in the variety of metaphors used in 
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Scripture in connection with regeneration or conversion such as ‘washing of regeneration’, ‘sprinkling with blood of Christ’, pouring out, into or upon believers ‘the love of God’ & ‘the Spirit of God’. See Acts 10: 45, Romans 5: 5, 1st Peter 1: 2, and Titus 3: 5. 
The second area of disagreement is over one, & really only one, class of candidates for Christian baptism – that is whether or not there is any scriptural warrant for including the children of Christian parents as bone fide candidates for water baptism.  All are agreed that adult converts should be baptised in water. It is argued that the biblical warrant for the baptism of the children of believers is grounded in the fact of God’s covenantal dealings with His people & that Scripture proves that their children were included in the promises & blessings of the covenant- Genesis 17: 7. So much so that in the OT the sign of the covenant –circumcision - was administered to (male) infants, that there has since been no repudiation of this covenant on God’s part but rather continuity  into the NT & that circumcision has now been superseded by baptism as the sign of inclusion in the covenant promises of God - Colossians 2: 11-12. So it follows that the sign should continue to be applied to the children of God’s covenant people – NT believers. In support of this various scriptural references to ‘household’ baptisms are cited and it is argued that these must have included children –Acts 16:15 & 1st Corinthians 1: 16.
There is a third area of disagreement – whether or not those who have not been immersed should be admitted to the Lord’s Supper or admitted into the membership of a local church. The Baptist position is that unless you have been baptised by full immersion you have never been baptised at all, even though you may have been baptised in water, following conversion, & as a believer, & upon a credible profession of faith but the mode of your baptism was sprinkling or pouring or partial immersion. The question really becomes quite simple – is it defensible from Scripture to bar from the Lord’s Supper someone who is patently a genuine member of the body of Christ, the invisible or universal church, but who disagrees with me about my understanding of the Bible’s teaching on the matter of the mode of water baptism? Of course it is not!  Nor is it defensible from Scripture to withhold or exclude from church membership & therefore full fellowship someone who may very obviously be born again but who you or I may conclude has not been baptised in water in a proper manner. In other words am I right to exclude from the local church those whom we believe Christ has already admitted into His spiritual body. Do we have warrant to be more exclusive than Christ when it comes to admission to His church? Is it, or should it be, harder to get ‘into’ a local church than it is to get into heaven? 
3. Some dangers associated with our views on Baptism: Both positions are open to the danger of an ‘assumptive regeneration’ view – that is that we may assume someone will be or has been, regenerated by Christ. This is an obvious danger to those holding a covenantal peado-baptist position but not so obvious to those of a baptistic persuasion. Baptists may be lulled into a false sense of security thinking that the church is well guarded by this practise when in fact it is not. I have had personal experience & knowledge of many who did apparently fulfil all the conditions or qualifications for the most Baptist of baptisms but whose subsequent behaviour led me & the church to question the reality of any real work of grace in their life. In fact any problems are actually compounded by such undue confidence & emphasis being placed on baptism. 
4.
Another danger is inherent in any position which makes agreement on all points in a matter of secondary importance a condition of fellowship. That is the danger of division, exclusivity & pride. Sadly many baptistic churches seem prone to this, & have a reputation for it. But why should we be surprised?  For at the very start of formal association with the visible church such Christians are taught that disagreement over how one understands the scriptural teaching on some points to do with baptism is justifiable warrant to exclude another Christian from the fellowship of the church. It should not therefore be a surprise if what follows is a propensity to divide when there is disagreement over other matters. The die has already been cast, often when we are young in the faith and in our most formative & impressionable years spiritually.
Conclusion:  For hundreds if not thousands of years differing views of baptism have been held by true & faithful Christians & churches. Many more brilliant & godly minds than ours have been exercised over these points and have come to differing conclusions. Why then should we assume that we, of all people, have got it right? In light of the history of the church this smacks of arrogance. 

At Grace Fellowship we are seeking to frame a basis of faith which is a consensus of the Reformed Confessions of Faith and in the great historical protestant confessions there is no consensus on the matters of paedo-baptism or immersion.  At Grace therefore a particular view of  baptism will not become a condition of fellowship, we are free to hold to the view that we believe reflects what the Bible teaches. However as I stated at the beginning -  in the interest of unity & keeping the gospel in the ascendancy  in our ministry we should not lock ourselves into an insistence on immersion when it comes to baptism, nor would it be wise now to suddenly introduce the practise of infant or covenant baptism. Not only those who preach in our pulpit or who hold office in our church but all of us, in the interest of edifying fellowship, must respect this position. God may lead us into clearer understanding of His Word on these matters in the future and we will be wise to remain open to that possibility.
Every study of the Word of God should include a call to practical application so I have 2 questions for us in closing:

Do you believe God is calling you to be baptised ? 
Do you wish to express your thanksgiving to God for the gift of a child & have your church family pray for you & your child as you dedicate yourself & your child to the Lord?
I & we stand ready to assist you with either of these important matters.

I am very aware that for some of us this study may have raised more questions than it has answered. If so please don’t hesitate to come and speak to me or 1 of our Elders and ask us to explain further about any of the issues raised or suggest sound books & resources that would be helpful.
Above all may God grant us all His grace to live & serve together as His church.

By Julian Bull, Pastor, Grace Fellowship Perth.
