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Three Basic Views on BAPTISM 
 

There Are Three Basic Views on Baptism 

 

I. Baptism is the way you receive saving grace. 

 

This position is held by Catholic, Lutheran, Episcopalian, and others. 

 

1. Significance:  Some believe that the act of baptism in water 

actually brings saving grace to the person being baptized.  They 

speak of “baptismal regeneration,” believing baptism actually 

causes the transformation that brings a person from spiritual death 

to life. They often use the word “sacrament” in describing baptism. 

2. Role of Grace and Faith:  The Catholic position is that the faith 

of the one being baptized is not important.  The sacrament of 

baptism is all that is needed to bring an act of God’s grace to the 

one baptized.  The Lutheran view differs slightly from this.  

Lutherans teach that baptism is ineffective unless faith is present.  

Lutherans teach that faith must be present in order for baptism to 

save.  The one being baptized must have this faith, or the parents 

of the child being baptized must have this faith.  

3. Scriptural Basis:  They often quote Romans 6:4, 5 

They believe baptism is not simply a picture of our being united 

with Christ in his death and resurrection, it actually unites us with 

Christ.  And the knowledge that one has been baptized, and 

therefore united with Christ in his death and resurrection, will be a 

constant source of encouragement and inspiration to the believer as 

they grow older. 

4. Who Should Be Baptized:    

a. Adults who have come to faith in Christ (Acts 2:41; 8:36-38) 

b. Children and even infants  (Mark 10:13-16; Acts 11:14; 16:15, 

31-34; 18:8) 

Martin Luther taught that baptism is necessary for everyone.  We 

are born with original sin, and destined to hell.  Original Sin must 

be removed.  Since children are not capable of exercising the faith 

needed for salvation it is essential that they receive the cleansing 

brought about by baptism. 

 

Roman Catholics believe unbaptized infants who die cannot enter 

heaven but instead will be sent to a place called limbus infantium 

(Latin: meaning “infants in limbo”) where they will not suffer the 

pain of hell nor the blessing of heaven. 

 

Lutherans are not sure what happens to unbaptized infants after 

death.  They believe God, in his grace, shows mercy in ways not 

revealed to us.  Since we do not know the details of God’s dealing 
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with unbaptized infants and children it is advisable for Christians 

to baptize their children. 

 

Lutheran theologians are aware of the inconsistencies between the 

practice of infant baptism and insistence upon justification by faith 

alone and not works.  They deal with this inconsistency in two 

ways. 

(1) Baptized infants may possess an unconscious faith. 

(2) The faith of the parents is involved when the child is baptized.  

Infant baptism then rests on parents’ faith. 

5.       Method of Baptism:  Not important – only that water be involved. 

 

II. Baptism as a Sign or Seal of the Covenant 

 

This position is held by Reformed and Presbyterian churches.  It is tied 

closely with the concept of the Covenant in the Old Testament. 

 

1. Significance:  This view regards baptism as a sign and seal of 

God’s grace.  The sacrament of baptism is the sign and seal of 

God’s working the Covenant that he established with the human 

race.  Like circumcision of the Old Testament, baptism in the New 

Testament ensures God’s promises to the believer today.  The 

significance of baptism here is not so clear cut.  Essentially, the 

Covenant is God’s promise of grace.  Baptism is the act of faith by 

which we are brought into the Covenant and hence experience its 

benefits.  Like signing a contract. 

 

 

2. Role of Grace and Faith: This view places much more emphasis 

upon GOD’S work in bringing the believer to the point of belief.  

Baptism then becomes a seal, which indicates the believers consent 

to God’s work in their life and their inclusion in the Family that 

God is calling in his Sovereign will. 

 

3. Scriptural Basis: see Romans 4:11; Colossians 2:11,12 

 

4. Who Should Be Baptized:  Children or Adults as in the first view 

 

5. Method of Baptism:  Not important – only that water be involved 

 

III. Baptism as a Step of Obedience and Outward Symbol of Salvation 

1.  Significance:  Baptism is an outward expression of an inward 

 change.  The inward reality is a person has put their faith in Jesus 

 Christ as their Lord and Savior.  Baptism is practiced because 

 Christ commanded it and because it serves as a proclamation of his 

 work. Baptism is a testimony that one has already been saved.  
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 And baptism becomes an important spiritual step in a lifetime of 

 obeying Christ. 

2.  Role of Grace and Faith:  How does Grace and Faith fit into this 

practice of baptism?  Grace and Faith are not attached to baptism.  

Under this view baptism isn’t the way you’re saved or included in 

God’s covenant family.  However, in this view, you are saved by 

God’s free gift of grace when you place your faith in His work – 

namely Jesus’ sacrificial death for our sins.  “Believe in the Lord Jesus 

Christ and you will be saved.” – Acts 16:31  

3.  Scriptural Basis: 
a) New Testament teaching about baptism.  A person is to be 

conscious of his/her faith in Christ before baptism in the 

following passages:  

 Matthew 28:19 – The Great Commission.  The 

command to baptize follows the command to disciple. 

 Matthew 3:2, 6 – John the Baptizer requires repentence 

and confession of sin before baptism. 

 Acts 2:37-41 – In conclusion of his Pentecost sermon, 

Peter called for repentance, then baptism. 

b) The New Testament Record about baptism.  Belief 

followed by baptism is the pattern in the New Testament. 

See for example: Acts 2:41; 8:12; 16:13-15; 16:31-34: 18:8 

and 19:17-19. 

 

4.  Who Should Be Baptized:  Those who have already experienced 

 the new birth on the basis of faith.  This is believer’s baptism – not 

 necessarily adult baptism – but baptism for those who have met the 

 conditions for salvation (repentance and an act of faith). The only 

 people Scripture identifies as being baptized are adults and 

 households.  Infants are never identified. 

 

5.  Method of Baptism:  Baptism by immersion is the only 

 acceptable method of baptism under this view.  Based upon 

 numerous scriptures…see notes below. 

    

So What Does Baptism Really Mean? 

Question:  Is baptism a means of regeneration (salvation) and essential to 

salvation? 

Answer:  A number of texts seem to say “yes.”  However, upon closer 

look the strength of this point becomes less convincing.  For example… 

 

Mark 16:16 – “He who believes and is baptized will be saved, but he who 

does not believe will be condemned.”   
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Note the second half of the verse does not mention baptism at all.  

Therefore it is simply the absence of belief, not baptism which is 

connected with condemnation. 

 

I Peter 3:21  - “This water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also – 

not the removal of dirt from the body, but the pledge of a good conscience 

toward God.  It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ…”   

 

Note that this verse is actually a denial that the act of baptism has an effect 

in and of itself.  It saves you only in that it is an “appeal to God,” and an 

act of faith, acknowledging dependence on Him.  The real basis for our 

salvation comes from Christ’s death and resurrection. 

 

There is no biblical evidence to support the idea that baptism is a means of 

salvation or a channel of grace essential for salvation.  The concept itself 

contradicts the principle of salvation by grace through faith alone.  The 

insistence that baptism is necessary for salvation is something of a parallel 

to the insistence of the false teachers mentioned in the book of Galatians 

who taught that circumcision was necessary for salvation – which Paul 

clearly rejected. 

 

Indeed, the thief on the cross was not and could not have been baptized.  

Yet, he was assured by Jesus that, “today you will be with me in paradise 

(heaven).”  - Luke 23:43. 

 

Question:  What about the view that baptism is a continuation of the Old 

Testament rite of circumcision as a mark of one’s entrance into the 

Covenant? 

 

Answer:  The New Testament tends to depreciate the external act of 

circumcision.  It argues that circumcision is to be replaced, not by another 

external act (like baptism would be) but by an internal act of the heart (see 

Romans 2:29 “circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by 

the letter.”). 

 

Question:  What then is baptism? 

 

Answer:  Baptism is an act of faith and commitment.  While faith is 

possible without baptism (in other words, salvation does not depend on 

one’s being baptized), baptism is a natural accompaniment to faith. 

 

Baptism, then, is an act of faith and a testimony that one has been united 

with Christ in His death and resurrection.  It is a public indication of one’s 

commitment to Jesus Christ. 

 

Question:  Do we hold to infant baptism or believer’s baptism? 
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Answer:  We contend that evidence for believer’s baptism far outweighs 

evidence for infant baptism.  One of the most significant considerations is 

the lack of any positive New Testament indication that infants were 

baptized.  This finds agreement even with those who practice infant 

baptism.  An impressive admission was made in Baptism and 

Confirmation Today, a report of the Joint Committees on Baptism, 

Confirmation, and Holy Communion of the Church of England 

(Episcopal).  They wrote: 

 

“It is clear that the recipients of baptism are normally adults and not 

infants; and it must be admitted that there is no conclusive evidence in the 

New Testament for the baptism of infants.  All we can say is that it is 

possible that the ‘household’ said to have been baptized may have 

included children.” 

 

The meaning of baptism requires us to hold to the position of believer’s 

baptism, as does the fact that the New Testament nowhere offers a clear 

case of any individuals being baptized before exercising faith. 

 

 Question:  What Should Be the Method For Baptism? 

 

 Answer:   The predominant definition of the word baptize is “to dip” or “to  

  immerse” or “to plunge under water.”  Martin Luther and John Calvin  

  (Lutheran and Reformed leaders) acknowledged the meaning of the term  

  and the original method of baptism practiced by the early church. 

 

There is no doubt that the method followed in the New Testament times 

was immersion. 

 

In Romans 6:3-5, Paul appears to make a significant connection between 

how baptism is administered (one is lowered into the water and then raised 

out of it) and what baptism symbolizes – death to sin and a new life in 

Christ.  Beyond that it symbolizes the death, burial, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ himself. 

 

Immersion is clearly the mode that most fully preserves and accomplishes 

the meaning of baptism.  It is of great importance for it is a sign of the 

believer’s union with Christ, and as a confession of that union, an 

additional act of faith and obedience that serves to cement more firmly 

that relationship with Christ. 


