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Endorsements for the Church Questions Series

“Christians are pressed by very real questions. How
does Scripture structure a church, order worship, or-
ganize ministry, and define biblical leadership? Those
are just examples of the questions that are answered
clearly, carefully, and winsomely in this new series from
9Marks. I am so thankful for this ministry and for its
incredibly healthy and hopeful influence in so many
faithful churches. I eagerly commend this series.”

R. Albert Mohler Jr., President, The Southern

Baptist Theological Seminary

“Sincere questions deserve thoughtful answers. If you're

not sure where to start in answering these questions, let

this series serve as a diving board into the pool. These

minibooks are winsomely to-the-point and great to

read together with one friend or one hundred friends.”
Gloria Furman, author, Missional Motherhood
and The Pastor’s Wife



“As a pastor, I get asked lots of questions. 'm approached
by unbelievers seeking to understand the gospel, new
believers unsure about next steps, and maturing believ-
ers wanting help answering questions from their Chris-
tian family, friends, neighbors, or coworkers. It’s in these
moments that I wish I had a book to give them that was
brief, answered their questions, and pointed them in the
right direction for further study. Church Questionsisa
series that provides just that. Each booklet tackles one
question in a biblical, brief, and practical manner. The
series may be called Church Questions, but it could be
called ‘Church Answers. I intend to pick these up by the
dozens and give them away regularly. You should too”
Juan R. Sanchez, Senior Pastor, High Pointe
Baptist Church, Austin, Texas
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See, here is water! What prevents

me from being baptized?

Acts 8:36






O~

As you have probably discovered from the title,
the goal of this booklet is to persuade you to
be baptized. But this booklet’s aim applies to
you only if two other “ifs” also apply: (1) if you
have repented of your sins and trusted in Christ
for salvation, and (2) if you have not yet been
baptized as a believer in Christ.

Let’s talk about that first “if”

The first recorded words of Jesus’s public
ministry are, “The time is fulfilled, and the king-
dom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the
gospel” (Mark 1:15). To repent is to turn, to turn
away from sin and turn toward God (Matt. 3:8;
Acts 20:21). To repent is to reverse course, to
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perform an about-face. To repent is to recognize
God’s authority over you and the ways that you
have rejected and resisted his authority. To re-
pent is to acknowledge that you have tried to live
as your own master in the past and to embrace
Jesus Christ as your Lord, now and forever.

This radical 180-degree turn of repentance is
only possible as an act of faith. Faith in whom?
Faith in what? Faith in Christ as he offers himself
to you in the gospel. Jesus came to earth not
just to teach and to heal but also to die and to
triumph over death. As sinners, we all deserve
God’s eternal retribution. This judgment is ul-
timately what Jesus came to save us from. This
judgment is what he endured on the cross (Rom.
3:21-26). This judgment is what he banished
from the lives all who believe through his rising
from the dead (Rom. 4:25). The way you receive
this gracious gift is simply by turning away from
sin and trusting Christ.

So have you turned from sin and trusted in
Christ?

If not, repent and believe today. Right now.
Confess to God that you have spurned him and
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sinned against him. Place your trust in Christ
to save you and confess your faith to God in
prayer. This gospel, the good news Jesus came to
proclaim and accomplish, is the most important
news you can ever hear. Trusting Christ as he is
offered to you in the gospel is the most impor-
tant decision you can ever make.

Baptism, the subject of this booklet, is far
less important than the gospel. Nevertheless,
baptism is important precisely because bap-
tism is about the gospel. Baptism is attached to
the gospel and depicts the gospel. If the gospel
is important to you, baptism should be too—
important enough for you to do it.

Now, let’s briefly talk about that second “if”
Have you been baptized as a believer? Perhaps
you genuinely believe the gospel now, but are
uncertain if you truly trusted Christ at the time
you were baptized. Was I really trusting in Christ
when grandpa baptized me at age 8? Ultimately,
I cannot tell you what to do. That’s between you
and the Lord. If you sincerely believed what you
understood at the time about Christ’s death and
resurrection and the forgiveness of sin, then you

11
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may not need to do anything further. However,
if you become convinced that you were not born
again at the time when you were baptized, then
you still need to be baptized. Not “re-baptized,”
but simply baptized. The bottom line is pray, ask
God for wisdom, and then press ahead rejoic-
ing that salvation comes through faith alone in
Christ alone.

With these foundations laid, let’s talk about
baptism. You could think of this booklet as a
brief dialogue about baptism. In the first sec-
tion, we ask, “Why should I get baptized?” In
the second section, we address some of the most
common objections to getting baptized: “I don't
want to get baptized because . . ” And finally,
the last section deals with the question, “What
should I do now?”

Let’s get started.

Why Should I Get Baptized?

Why should you get baptized? Let me give you
three reasons. My hope in laying out these rea-
sons is that you will find them not only persua-
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sive but also inviting and compelling. As we'll
see, Christ not only commands believers to get
baptized, baptism is also a gift he graciously
gives for our benefit and blessing.

Here then are three reasons to get baptized:
(1) to obey Christ’s command, (2) to publicly
profess faith in Christ, and (3) to formally com-
mit yourself to Christ and his people.

1. To Obey Christs Command

Why should you get baptized? To obey Christ’s
command. Which command? The one he gives
us in Matthew 28:19. Let’s look at this verse in
context:

And Jesus came and said to them, “All au-
thority in heaven and on earth has been
given to me. Go therefore and make dis-
ciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
all that I have commanded you. And be-
hold, I am with you always, to the end of
the age” (Matt. 28:18-20)

13
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Here Jesus addressed his eleven disciples
shortly after he died for our sins and rose from
the dead. He had accomplished salvation, and
now he charged his disciples to proclaim news
of this salvation to every nation on the earth.
In verse 18, we learn that as a result of his sav-
ing death and resurrection, Jesus possesses “all
authority in heaven and on earth” He is the su-
preme ruler of the universe, the sovereign of
sovereigns.

Jesus then gave his disciples—and by impli-
cation all believers—one main command: “Make
disciples” (v. 19). Jesus commanded his disciples
to make disciples. He requires his followers, then
and now, to summon others to follow him. He
then gave three supporting instructions that
show us how to “make disciples.” First, we need
to go. We need to go to where the nations are,
whether that means crossing the street, crossing
town, or crossing an ocean. Second, we baptize
those who follow Christ. And finally, he tells us
to instruct new disciples to obey every one of
his commands. To become Jesus’s follower is to
give your whole life to trusting Jesus, following

14
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Jesus, learning and obeying Jesus’s teaching, and
following Jesus’s example.

So according to Jesus, we “make disciples”
by baptizing true believers and teaching them
to obey all that Jesus commanded. The order is
important: make disciples, baptize, teach.

Are you a disciple of Jesus? Then you need
to show it by baptism—that’s what Jesus said.
Jesus wants those who have trusted him as
Savior and submitted to him as Lord to get
baptized. As you can see, then, baptism pub-
licly identifies someone as a disciple of Jesus.
Baptism formally and publicly enrolls a disciple
in the school of Christ.

God marks his people by baptism. By getting
baptized, we are essentially putting on a jersey
that says “Team Jesus”—we’re playing by his
rules and following his commands. By following
Jesus’s command to get baptized, were saying
were committed to do all that he commanded.

Now, what exactly does Jesus mean when he
says “baptize”? Here is a definition of baptism
I offered in another short book, called Under-
standing Baptism:

15
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Baptism is a church’s act of affirming and
portraying a believer’s union with Christ
by immersing him or her in water, and a
believer’s act of publicly committing him
or herself to Christ and his people, thereby
uniting a believer to the church and mark-

ing off him or her from the world.!

Now that’s a bit of a mouthful. More simply,
baptism is a believer’s act of publicly committing
him or herself to Christ and his people by being
immersed in water.

We have already seen from Jesus’s teaching
in Matthew 28:19 that baptism is how someone
publicly commits to follow Christ. And we'll
see biblical support for much of this definition
in the next two sections. Here we can simply
note that baptism should be performed by im-
mersion. The Greek word baptizé, on which
our word “baptize” is based, means to dip or
plunge something completely into a liquid.
New Testament examples of baptism imply
that it was done by immersion (John 3:23; Acts
8:38-39), and immersion best fits the imagery
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of union with Christ in his burial and resurrec-
tion, which we will consider in the next section
(Rom. 6:1-4).

To summarize Jesus’s teaching in Matthew
28:19, we can say that baptism is the first item
on Jesus’s list of “Everything I Have Com-
manded You.” Why should you get baptized?
Because if you consider yourself a follower of
Jesus, then, after repenting and believing (Mark
1:15), the first formal, public act of following
that Jesus requires of you is baptism. The Chris-
tian life is more than following commands, but
it certainly isn’t less. So after the command to
repent and believe, here’s your first “to-do” from
Jesus. All you have to do is declare your faith
and lean back.

2. To Publicly Profess Faith in Him

A second reason why you should get baptized
is to publicly profess your faith in Jesus. We've
seen that this element of baptism is implicit in
Matthew 28:19. It's more explicit in a few other
places in Scripture.

17
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For example, when those who heard Peter
preach on Pentecost were convicted of their
sin, they asked him what to do, and he urged
them to repent and be baptized (Acts 2:37-38).
And then we read, “So those who received his
word were baptized, and there were added that
day about three thousand souls” (v. 41). Receiv-
ing the word and being baptized went hand in
hand. All those who embraced the gospel were
baptized, and only those who embraced the gos-
pel were baptized. Baptism was how those at
Pentecost publicly proclaimed their embrace of
Christ, the crucified and resurrected Messiah.
And baptism is how you can and should openly
declare that you trust in Christ.

Similarly, consider Paul’s teaching in Colos-
sians 2:11-12:

In him also you were circumcised with
a circumcision made without hands, by
putting off the body of the flesh, by the
circumcision of Christ, having been buried
with him in baptism, in which you were

also raised with him through faith in the
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powerful working of God, who raised him
from the dead.

Note how baptism and faith go hand in hand.
Addressing a congregation of baptized Chris-
tians, Paul says that they were buried and raised
with Christ in baptism. He even uses baptism as
a shorthand to refer to the whole event of their
conversion.

He does this because baptism is a visible,
tangible, public, dramatic expression of faith in
Christ. It's obvious, memorable, datable. You get
soaked, and everyone present sees you disap-
pear under the water and reappear up out of the
water. That's why Paul singles out baptism as a
sign of conversion. But he doesn't just refer to
baptism. He says, “in which you were also raised
with him through faith” (v. 12). Paul assumes
that faith was present at the time of baptism,
because faith was the reason for baptism. Faith
in the resurrection power of God is why those
Christians presented themselves for baptism.
And publicly expressing that same faith is why
you should be baptized too.
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Why is it a good thing to publicly declare
your faith in Christ? We've already seen that
Christ commands it. In addition, declaring your
faith in Christ is good for your faith. Declaring
your faith will deepen your faith. Confessing
your faith will confirm your faith. Sharing your
faith will strengthen your faith.

Not only that, but baptism shows us the
shape of the whole Christian life. If you're a
Christian, you can't just declare your faith once
in baptism and then go radio silent about Jesus
for the rest of your life. Instead, openly declar-
ing your faith in Christ should be part of the
regular fabric of your life from now on. One of
the first things people learn about you should
be that you're a Christian. That Christ is your
Savior should be what youre most excited to
tell people. Further, Jesus himself warns that
faith that stays a secret is no faith at all. “So
everyone who acknowledges me before men,
I also will acknowledge before my Father who
is in heaven, but whoever denies me before
men, I also will deny before my Father who is
in heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33).
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3. To Commit to Christ’s People

We've seen that in baptism you commit to Christ.
Now we will see that in baptism you commit to
Christ’s people. As we've already seen, on the
day of Pentecost, those who received the word
were baptized and added to the church (Acts
2:41). All those who received Christ that day
were received by the church. And the way the
church received them was by baptizing them.
In baptism, you step out of the world and into
the church. In baptism, you declare your loy-
alty to Christ. In baptism, you enlist in Christ’s
company. Your commitment to Christ’s people
follows logically, necessarily, and immediately
from your commitment to Christ.

The commitment that those who were bap-
tized on Pentecost made with the church was
no mere ticking of a box. Instead, this new
commitment to Christ’s people fundamentally
altered the fabric of their lives. We read in the
following verses that the whole church in Je-
rusalem, including these three thousand who
joined the church by baptism on Pentecost,

21



Church Questions

devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching,
to fellowship, to breaking bread, and to pray-
ing together (v. 42). They shared their lives
and their possessions (v. 44). They even sold
off property in order to give the proceeds to
believers in need (v. 45). They prayed and ate
together daily (v. 46). The fruit of their com-
mitment to one another was a rich, inviting
communion with one another, a communion
that inspired awe in outsiders (v. 43). And the
means by which they committed to one an-
other was baptism. In baptism those believ-
ers bound themselves to Christ and to each
other. In other words, in baptism you commit
to Christ’s people.

We also see that baptism commits a Chris-
tian to Christ’s people in 1 Corinthians 12:13.
Paul writes, “For in one Spirit we were all bap-
tized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or
free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit”
Is Paul referring to baptism in water or baptism
by the Spirit? I would suggest that Paul has both
in mind. Christians are reborn and united with
Christ and his body by the work of the Spirit,
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and our baptism in water signifies that baptism
by the Spirit.

Some people question whether being “bap-
tized into one body” refers to the universal
church or the local church. Here again I would
suggest that the former implies the latter. Else-
where, Paul occasionally uses the concept of the
“body” of Christ to describe all believers at all
times in all places (see Eph. 1:22-23). But, in the
following verses in 1 Corinthians, Paul focuses
on alocal church. Only in alocal church can one
member wrongly say to another, “I don’t need
you” (1 Cor. 12:21). Only in a local church can
members honor the less-honored (vv. 23-24).
Only in a local church can all suffer together,
and all rejoice together (v. 26). So given the con-
text of the whole chapter, Paul is saying in verse
13 that our baptism unites us to the body of
Christ—that is, to a local body of Christ. Bap-
tism inserts you into the living organism that is
alocal church.

In baptism, two parties speak, and two par-
ties commit. In baptism, you ask for welcome,
and the church extends it. In baptism, you

23



Church Questions

pledge yourself to the church, and the church
pledges itself to you. The Christian life is not
meant to be lived in private, nor is it meant to
be lived alone. Baptism brings your life into the
light of the church’s loving concern. Baptism sets
you within the strengthening and sustaining
communion of Christ’s people.

Three Good Reasons

In this section I've given you three reasons to
get baptized. In baptism, (1) you obey Christ’s
command, (2) you publicly declare your faith in
Christ, and (3) you commit to Christ’s people.
Really, the first reason should suffice. If you're
a Christian, obeying what Jesus commands
is essential, not optional. And Christ’s com-
mands aren’t burdensome but liberating and
life-giving. His yoke is easy, and his burden is
light (Matt. 11:30). When you obey his teach-
ing, you know the truth, and the truth sets you
free (John 8:32).

So in addition to simply observing that
Christ commands all believers in him to be
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baptized, we have looked at two aspects of bap-
tism that hold out a blessing for those who do it.
In baptism, you declare your faith and thereby
exercise and strengthen your faith. In baptism,
you commit to Christ’s people and thereby in-
herit the incalculable blessing of local church
fellowship.

If you profess faith in Christ, you must be
baptized, and being baptized will be a blessing.
So what are you waiting for?

I Don’t Want to Get Baptized Because. ..

Seriously, what are you waiting for? Why not
get baptized as soon as you reasonably can?
There are many reasons why professing Chris-
tians are reluctant to be baptized as believers.
In this section, we’ll address seven of the most
common reasons people give for not wanting
to be baptized.

1. I've Already Been Baptized as an Infant

Maybe you were baptized as an infant. Many
Christian traditions practice infant baptism, but
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they have radically different reasons for doing
so. For instance, the Roman Catholic Church
teaches that baptism confers saving grace and
removes the stain of original sin. That’s a drasti-
cally different understanding from what I just
described above, which means it’s a drastically
different practice from what most Protestant
bodies that practice infant baptism believe.
Among evangelical Christians who practice
infant baptism, one of the most common argu-
ments (and, in my opinion, the strongest argu-
ment) is offered by Presbyterian and Reformed
churches. These churches point out that, in the
Old Testament, when God made a covenant with
Abraham, he commanded Abraham to apply
the sign of the covenant, circumcision, to his
(male) children (see Gen. 17:1-14). And God
has never explicitly revoked or overturned this
pattern of including the children of believers in
the covenant community. Therefore, we should
apply the sign of the covenant to them. In the
new covenant inaugurated by Jesus, the sign of
entry is baptism. So, they say, churches today
should baptize infants. Such infant baptism is

26



Why Should I Be Baptized?

not understood as conferring or guaranteeing
salvation. Instead, it is seen as a sign of God’s
promise.

This argument has much to commend it.
I can well understand why believers who are
committed to the authority of Scripture would
draw this conclusion. But I don’t ultimately
find it persuasive. Nor do the churches that go
by the name of “Baptist,” and virtually all non-
denominational churches. We can boil down
the most decisive reasons against infant baptism
into two points.

First, there are no clear instances of infant
baptism in the New Testament. Second, every
facet of baptism’s meaning presupposes the faith
of the one being baptized. Jesus commands
his disciples to make disciples and to baptize
those disciples (Matt. 28:19). Baptism is a public
profession of faith (Acts 2:38-41). In baptism,
you commit to Christ and his people—which
is something only a believer can and should
do (Acts 2:41; 1 Cor. 12:13). Further, baptism
symbolizes cleansing (Acts 22:16), death and
resurrection with Christ (Rom. 6:1-4), and the
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regenerating work of the Spirit (Titus 3:5). All
of these things are true of those who believe in
Christ and only those who believe in Christ.

A second reason why we should reject this ra-
tionale for infant baptism is that it misses what’s
new about the new covenant—the covenant we
enjoy through Christ. In Jeremiah 31:31-34,
God promises to make a new covenant with his
people. This new covenant will not be like the
one God made with the people at Mount Sinai,
“my covenant that they broke” (v. 32). Instead,
“I will put my law within them, and I will write
it on their hearts” (v. 33). In the new covenant,
the law doesn’t stand over God’s people as a
mere demand but dwells within God’s people.
In the new covenant, God transforms his people
from within, enabling them to desire and do
what pleases him. In the new covenant, “they
shall all know me, from the least of them to the
greatest” (v. 34). Every member of the covenant
community will know God personally and inti-
mately. And finally, God gives the ground of this
transformed relationship between himself and
his people: “For I will forgive their iniquity, and
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I will remember their sin no more” (v. 34). To be
in the new covenant is to have your sins forgiven
through Christ’s sacrifice, to know God person-
ally, and to have a transformed heart—a heart
on which God’s law is now written.

What does all this mean for the Reformed
defense of infant baptism? It means that mem-
bership in the new covenant comes by new birth
not physical birth. It means that by covenantal
design, all the members of the new covenant
experience the transforming realities of the new
covenant. All members of the new covenant
know God, have transformed hearts, and have
their sins forgiven. There is only one kind of
new-covenant member: one who trusts in Christ
by the Spirit. The new covenant is made up of
believers only, not believers plus their children.
If only those who are born again belong to this
covenant, then only those who are born again
should receive the covenant sign of baptism.

In other words, if you agree with the case
I've laid out, then youre compelled to conclude
that infant “baptism” is no baptism at all. If bap-
tism is for believers only, and you haven't been
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baptized as a believer, then you haven’t been
baptized at all—and you need to be.

2. I Don’t Want to Offend My Parents,
Who Had Me Baptized as an Infant

This reason is, of course, closely related to the
previous one. If your parents had you “baptized”
as an infant, and you conclude that wasn't bap-
tism, and you need to be baptized, it’s natural to
worry whether they will take offense. But should
that deter you from getting baptized? Remember
that “we will all stand before the judgment seat
of God” (Rom. 14:10). Remember that on that
day “each will have to bear his own load” (Gal.
6:5). Remember that Jesus claims our absolute
loyalty and compels our absolute obedience
(Matt. 28:19; Mark 8:34). Normally, obeying
Jesus means honoring your parents (Matt. 19:19).
But if your parents’ desires ever come into con-
flict with the obedience that Christ commands,
Christ's command takes precedence.

So the question is, how should you com-
municate your new conviction and intent to be
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baptized to your parents? Do so respectfully and
humbly. Express appreciation for the way they
raised you in the discipline and nurture of the
Lord. Express appreciation for the good intent
that motivated them to have you “baptized” as
an infant even though you now disagree with
the practice. And pray that any disappointment
your parents express regarding your different
conviction and practice on this point will be eas-
ily outweighed by their joy that you are trusting
in Christ and seeking to obey him in everything.

3. My Non-Christian Family Will Reject Me

The stakes are much higher here. For many
believers around the world today, and even
here in the United States, to publicly embrace
Christ is to risk being completely cut off by
one’s natural family. My own church has bap-
tized believers from a variety of religious back-
grounds whose families rejected them upon
their baptism. This is a great trial and a heavy
grief. As church members, we should do all we
can to provide for, comfort, and sustain those
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believers whose obedience to Christ has cost
them their families.

We should also remember that this kind of
rejection by family is exactly what Jesus said
would happen.

For I have come to set a man against his
father, and a daughter against her mother,
and a daughter-in-law against her mother-
in-law. And a person’s enemies will be
those of his own household. Whoever
loves father or mother more than me is
not worthy of me, and whoever loves son
or daughter more than me is not worthy
of me. (Matt. 10:35-37)

Following Christ is costly, often painfully
so. But following Christ is always worth it.
Jesus is more than able to repay, both in this
life and in the life to come, all that we give up
in following him.

Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has
left house or brothers or sisters or mother

or father or children or lands, for my sake
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and for the gospel, who will not receive
a hundredfold now in this time, houses
and brothers and sisters and mothers and
children and lands, with persecutions,
and in the age to come eternal life. (Mark
10:29-30)

If your family is threatening to disown you
because you intend to be baptized, I pray that
God, by his Spirit, will give you courage to obey
this command of Christ. I pray that he will bless
your bold obedience and that he will be with you
in whatever trials he ordains for you.

4. I'm Afraid to Tell Everyone I'm a Christian

In the West today, the tide of public support for
Christianity continues to recede. To be a Chris-
tian today is to be more exposed—exposed to
ridicule, opposition, disfavor, losing a job. But
confessing Christ has always been costly: “For
which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not
tirst sit down and count the cost, whether he has
enough to complete it?” (Luke 14:28). What cost
does Christ require us to pay in order to follow
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him? “So therefore, any one of you who does not
renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple”
(v. 33). “All that he has” certainly includes repu-
tation, favor, and career.

If you're afraid to publicly declare your-
self a Christian, you should recognize this as
one of the first temptations you will face. If
the prospect of baptism is testing your faith,
then it’s just the test you need. Will you pass
it? Consider Jesus’s somber warning: “So ev-
eryone who acknowledges me before men, I
also will acknowledge before my Father who
is in heaven, but whoever denies me before
men, I also will deny before my Father who is
in heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33).

5. I'm Afraid of Speaking in Public

Some people fear baptism because they're
afraid of speaking in public. For instance, at
my church, the process of being baptized goes
like this: A new believer takes our member-
ship class, has an interview with a pastor, and
is then approved by the elders and the congre-
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gation. During the Sunday morning service
on which they’re baptized, we ask them to
share with the congregation, in about three
minutes, how the Lord brought them to faith
in Christ. These are tremendously encourag-
ing times. The congregation typically erupts
in joyful clapping after each testimony. But
for a variety of reasons, not everyone is ei-
ther able or comfortable making this brief
speech. In those rare cases, we are happy for
that person simply to answer two questions
in the affirmative that we always publicly ask
baptismal candidates: “Do you make profes-
sion of repentance toward God and of faith in
the Lord Jesus Christ?” and “Do you promise,
by God’s grace, to follow him forever in the
fellowship of his church?”

If the normal practice at your church is for
baptismal candidates to share their testimonies,
and if for any reason that is a serious difficulty
for you, ask your pastors if they offer a simi-
lar accommodation. Baptism requires that you
publicly declare your faith in Christ. How many
words you use is far less important.
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6. I've Been a Believer for a Long
Time. Isn’t It Too Late?

What if you've been a believer for a long time?
Perhaps you've taken a long time pondering the
validity of your infant “baptism.” Perhaps you
simply never got around to being baptized. In
any case, it has been years or even decades since
you became a Christian. And isn’t baptism sup-
posed to happen right after conversion? Doesn't
that mean it’s too late now?

Yes, you are supposed to get baptized right
after you come to faith. But no, that doesn’t mean
it’s too late now. Jesus’s command to be baptized
is binding on all believers, which means it is
binding on you. Whatever your reasons for not
yet obeying Christ’s command, none of those are
good reasons for now refusing to be baptized.

Jesus once told a parable of a man who
had two sons. He told the first son to go work
in his vineyard, and the son first answered “I
will not,” but later “he changed his mind and
went” (Matt. 21:28-29). When the man did
the same with his other son, the second son
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said he would go but didn’t (v. 30). Then Jesus
asked, “Which of the two did the will of his
father?” (v. 31). The answer is obvious: the first.
In context, Jesus’s point was that many who
were obviously sinners, but who realized it and
repented, were entering the kingdom ahead
of those who were rejecting Jesus (v. 31). But
his principle extends to baptism too. When it
comes to any of Christ's commands, baptism
included, late is better than never.

7. I Don’t Want to Join a Church

Some who profess faith in Christ may be will-
ing to get baptized but not willing to join a
church. To them, church membership sounds
too much like organized religion: too formal or
too authoritarian. Now, some churches baptize
people without breathing a word about church
membership. However well-intentioned, such
churches are doing believers a disservice and are
pulling apart what the Bible keeps together. Re-
member what we saw when we considered Acts
2:38-41 and 1 Corinthians 12:13? In baptism,
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you not only commit to Christ, you commit to
Christ’s people. And church membership simply
is the committed relationship between a church
and a Christian that baptism begins.

But maybe you still have lingering doubts
about church membership. Maybe you’re not
convinced that the relationship between a Chris-
tian and a local church needs to take such a com-
mitted, accountable shape. If that’s you, I want to
persuade you that church membership is biblical
and that it’s basic to the Christian life.

Let’s start with a little more detailed defi-
nition: Church membership is a mutual, self-
conscious commitment between a church and a
Christian in which the church affirms and cares
for the Christian, and the Christian submits to
and cares for the church.

There are three biblical pillars that support
this understanding of church membership. The
first is that, throughout the New Testament, the
church has a clearly defined “inside” and “out-
side” In Matthew 18:17, Jesus commands us to
notify “the church” of a brother or sister’s unre-
pentant sin, and he commands “the church” to
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remove that person from its fellowship if there is
no repentance. Who is to be notified? Who is to
act? This can only be a body of people who have
willingly and knowingly assumed accountability
for one another and submitted themselves to
each other.

Further, in a similar scenario, the apostle
Paul instructs the church in Corinth to remove
from its fellowship someone who was commit-
ting unrepentant sexual sin (1 Cor 5:1-13).
He writes, “For what have I to do with judg-
ing outsiders? Is it not those inside the church
whom you are to judge?” (v. 12). Note the op-
posite treatment Paul prescribes depending
on whether someone is outside or inside the
church. We are to expect that outsiders, those
who do not profess faith in Christ, will live
as non-Christians, so we are not to separate
ourselves from them in response to their sin.
On the other hand, we are to withdraw fellow-
ship from those who are “inside” the church—
those who profess faith in Christ but whose
lives contradict that profession. You can only
be put out if you were first put in. The church
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only has the authority to “judge” those who
have consciously committed themselves to the
church’s authority.

A second biblical support for church mem-
bership is the wide range of metaphors in the
New Testament that portray believers as bound
together, knit together, stuck together into the
shape of a local church. We are members of
God’s household (1 Tim. 3:15). We are stones
in God’s temple (Eph. 2:21-22). We are mem-
bers of Christ’s body (1 Cor. 12:12-26). In each
case, whatever those images may imply about
our belonging to the universal body of Christ,
those images all imply and require real relation-
ships with real people who are really known by
and committed to each other.

Third, all the New Testament’s commands
about how we should live together as believ-
ers presuppose this commitment to a body of
believers. For instance, in Ephesians 4:15-16,
we are told to speak the truth in love to each
other, so that we grow up into Christ, which
happens “when each part is working properly”
How can we know whether each part of the
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body is working properly if we don’t know who
the parts are? How can the parts of the body
help each other grow if they aren’t joined to-
gether in a vital, organic, mutually dependent
relationship?

So instead of refusing baptism because you
don’t want to join a church, I would encourage
you—exhort you, even—to be baptized precisely
so that you can join a church. Church mem-
bership is a practical foundation for the entire
Christian life. It's not an optional add-on for elite
believers but a help and support and means of
grace for all believers.

But What About . .. ?

If you still have unanswered questions and ob-
jections about baptism, I'd encourage you to
pray about them, search Scripture for answers to
them, and discuss them with a pastor or another
mature Christian you trust.

But assuming you're convinced you need to
be baptized, what should you do now? Good
question. That brings us to our last section.
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What Should I Do Now?

What should you do now? I've got a one-sentence
encouragement for you: Find a church that
preaches the gospel and pursue baptism as part
of joining the church. Let’s unpack this state-
ment in four parts.

Find a Church . . .

First, find a church. Maybe one of the reasons
you haven’t been baptized is that your church
attendance has been selective and spotty. It’s
time to reverse that trend. Find a church you
can regularly attend and commit to the church.
Show up every Sunday. Get to know people. Get
to know the church’s pastors. Let them know you
want to be baptized and follow through on the
steps they give you.?

... That Preaches the Gospel . . .

The most important thing about a church is
that it preaches the gospel. Sadly, not every
church does. Some so-called churches deny
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Jesus’s atoning death and bodily resurrection.
Some so-called churches do not agree with the
Bible that we are justified (declared righteous by
God) by his grace alone through faith alone in
Christ alone. Instead, such so-called churches
teach that we are made right with God by “faith
plus x”—such as “faith plus our good works,”
which ultimately make us acceptable to God.
Shun all such assemblies.

Some churches affirm the gospel but gener-
ally assume the gospel. If you poke the right
places, the gospel will spring out, but the church
doesn’t regularly proclaim the gospel. Before set-
tling at a church like this, I would encourage you
to search diligently, within as wide an area as you
can reasonably canvass, for a church that delights
to put the gospel front and center in all it does.

So, instead of a church that denies or as-
sumes the gospel, you want to attend, join,
and get baptized by a church that preaches the
gospel, celebrates the gospel, and promotes the
gospel. You want to join a church whose weekly
worship will strengthen your grip on the gospel
and help you not forget the gospel.
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... And Pursue Baptism . . .

Once you've settled on a gospel-preaching
church to join, pursue baptism. Talk to a pas-
tor. Find out what next steps they want you to
take and take them. Baptism won't pursue you;
you have to pursue it.

... As Part of Joining the Church

As we discussed in the last chapter, not every
church requires those being baptized to pursue
membership at the same time. I've tried to show
why this is a mistake. But even if your church
happens to leave that door open to you, I would
encourage you not to go through it. Instead, fol-
low all the way through on what Scripture says
that baptism is and does. If you trust in Christ,
then get baptized in order to obey Christ’s com-
mand to publicly profess your faith in Christ and
to commit to Christ and his people.
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Notes

1. Bobby Jamieson, Understanding Baptism, Church Basics
(Nashville, TN: B&H, 2016), 6.

2. If you need help finding a church, you might start
with the 9Marks church search, at www.9marks.org
/church-search/.
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