
 

Quick Summary 
Through baptism we are born into the family of God, invited into a life of following Jesus, set free from slavery to sin, 
given the gift of the Spirit and commissioned into the service of God in the company of the Church. This invitation is 
for young and old, men and women and for persons of every tribe, tongue and nation. It is primarily a sign of the 
work of God, not the effort or accomplishment of any individual. 


Understanding Baptism 
How do we get our minds around spiritual truths? How do we make sense of the profound mysteries of God? To help 
convey spiritual realities, Jesus gave his followers pictures to help them develop an imagination for what he was 
teaching and enacting through his life and ministry.


When it comes to getting our minds around the New Testament practice of baptism, Scripture give us several 
delightfully rich images, stemming from the work of God among the people of Israel, to help establish and expand 
our imagination about the spiritual reality taking place through the act of baptism. 


Circumcision 
The first image is circumcision. As God established the family of Abraham— later to be known as the nation of Israel
— God gifted Abraham’s family with an intimate and visible sign of God’s covenant with them. This sign was to be 
extended to all of the men of Abraham’s family and to the foreigners residing among them.


	 This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every 	 	 	
	 male among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the 	 	 	
	 covenant between me and you. (Gen. 17:10-11)


Circumcision was 1) A sign of inclusion in God’s family that was initiated by God to his people; 2) A sign extended to 
infants and adults (Abram was an adult at his circumcision; future generations were to be baptized on the 8th day 
after birth); 3) By including foreigners (see Gen. 17:13-14), God was hinting at the full future inclusion of people of all 
nations into God’s family as Jesus fulfilled Abram’s call to be a blessing to the nations.


Note well: Circumcision was primarily about God’s initiative and activity in creating a new family. And it was a sign 
that people had been welcomed and marked as members of this new family. What’s so great is that God’s invitation 
to belong to his covenant family preceded people’s ability to say “Yes!” to it for themselves. 


Exodus 
Another image: After the Lord delivered the Israelites from the hand of their Egyptian oppressors, but before they 
entered the Promised Land, they first had to pass through the waters of the Red Sea. Their Exodus from slavery to 
freedom was marked by this peculiar rite of passage, a demonstration of the power of God. From generation to 
generation, the people of Israel explained their unique identity and calling in reference to this very event.


	 “In the future, when your son asks you, ‘What is the meaning of the stipulations, 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 decrees and laws the Lord our God has commanded you?’ tell him: ‘We were slaves of 	 	 	 	 	
	 Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand.’” (Deut. 6:20-21)




The Exodus represented 1.) A literal transition from slavery to freedom; 2.) The new identity of Israel as God’s rescued 
ones and; 3.) The proof of God’s great love for Israel by rescuing them “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” 
(Deut. 26:8). 


New Testament & Early Church 
The New Testament church acknowledged that, in and through Jesus, all the promises of God were being fulfilled. 
The Old Testament had provided a shadow of what was coming. On the Day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit 
descended and gave birth to the Church, Peter preached to the masses:


	 “Repent and be baptized, every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins 		 	
	 and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The message is for you and your children, for all who are 		 	
	 far off, for all whom the Lord our God will call.” (Acts 2:38-39)


God’s covenant family was now growing and the sign of inclusion in this family became baptism. Baptism was to be 
a gift for “every one of you.” We know this included children because of the practice of the church in the New 
Testament (Acts 16:33-34) and the early church. The early church father Hippolytus (215 AD) instructed the churches:


	 “Baptize first the children, and if they can speak for themselves let them do so. Otherwise, let their 	 	 	
	 parents or other relatives speak for them” (The Apostolic Tradition, 21:16). 


Baptism fulfilled circumcision as the sign of inclusion in the family of God. This intimate sign was extended to adults 
and to children and was, for all, a way of proclaiming the grace of God who initiated relationship with us and adopts 
us into his family (1 John 3:1, 1 John 4:10). 


Baptism also marked the transition from death to life (Rom. 6:4), from slavery to freedom (Rom. 6:6), marked us 
members of the people of God (Gal. 3:26-28), forgiven and given the gift of the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:4-7). 


Baptism was such an important practice that Jesus himself commanded it in his Great Commission:


	 “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me, therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, 	 	
	 baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey 	 	 	
	 everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age”  
	 (Matt.28:18-19). 

In striving to be a community shaped by the gospel for the renewal of all things, we love and embrace the gift of 
baptism as a sign and a means of welcoming young and old into the community of faith, the family of God, that is, 
Christ’s Church. 


One additional note about infant baptism: Like circumcision, baptism was expected to be joined with faith as children 
matured. Even though they were “marked” at their birth, those who were circumcised still had to choose for 
themselves to follow in the way of God. This demonstrates God’s grace so beautifully (Rom. 5:8). Our own children 
do not choose to be born or adopted into our families, but our hope is that as they mature, they will choose for 
themselves to stay and grow in relationship with their parents and their siblings. Similarly in baptizing infants, they 
have not chosen for themselves to be part of God’s family, but they most certainly belong (Matt. 19:14). Our prayer is 
that our kids will someday choose for themselves to follow Jesus and to remain part of God’s family, the Church.


Baptism at Cornerstone 
We practice three forms of baptism at Cornerstone:


Profession of Faith- Whether by immersion (dunking), pouring or sprinkling, we baptize in water those 
persons who have professed faith in Christ for the first time. 


Infant/Child Baptism- By sprinkling water, we extend the opportunity for children to belong to the family of 
God through baptism, following Jesus’ command to “Let the little children come to me.” This is not a baby 
dedication. We pray our kids will never know a time when they weren’t followers of Jesus. 




Restoration of Faith- Because we believe that baptism is primarily about what God has done and is doing 
and not about us, we do not re-baptize persons who have previously been baptized. God has done his 
work; our invitation is to live into our baptism. That said, there are times when people wander from their 
faith and want to publicly rededicate their lives to Christ. We do this through a formal Restoration of Faith 
(also known as “Remembering Your Baptism”). 


Now, some people understand baptism primarily as a public confession of your faith in Christ or a sign that you have 
changed your life. While true, this understanding of baptism overlooks the fullness of the historical, theological and 
biblical understanding of the practice and often overemphasizes the role of the individual in their baptism. People 
who underemphasize the work of God in baptism sometimes feel the need to be baptized multiple times— every time 
they stray and come back to God. We don’t need to get re-baptized every time we sin or stray; we need to remember 
and live into what God has already done through our first baptism! 


In a time of great temptation and struggle, the great reformer, Martin Luther, was said to have defiantly shouted at the 
dark forces that plagued his mind: “I AM BAPTIZED!” Not I was baptized, but I AM baptized. To be baptized is a state 
of being; it’s a gift we’ve been given; it’s something we, by God’s grace, can live into.


Further reading 
Meaning of Baptism by NT Wright (4 min video) - https://bit.ly/2L8j136  
Baptism by Michael Green - https://amzn.to/2upO2VI 

By Water and the Spirit - https://bit.ly/2Lb2x74 

What the Bible Says About Infant Baptism by Scot McKnight - https://amzn.to/2N3S3qz 
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