Common Questions

About Baptism

Does a person have to be baptized to go to heaven?

     No.  The scripture is clear that a person goes to heaven as a result of: A – Admitting I am a sinner  B – Believing by faith that Christ died on the cross for my sins   C – Committing my life to Jesus Christ.   To insist that baptism is essential to salvation raises some tricky questions.  What about the Old Testament saints?  Are they not acceptable before God because they weren’t baptized?  What about the thief on the cross who believed yet wasn’t baptized?  Jesus told him, “Today you will be with Me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43) 

     Baptism is simply a step of obedience on the part of Christians to demonstrate their commitment to Christ (in the same way that praying, feeding the hungry, and tithing are also steps of obedience to Christ… but those activities don’t save us either!)  Baptism is important (as is following other biblical mandates) but is not an absolute requirement.

     Furthermore, when Jesus talked with Nicodemus in John 3:1-21, He gives pretty clear explanation on how to be saved.  Three times in this passage Jesus states that anyone who believes in God’s Son will have eternal life.  Jesus also states it in reverse:  If you do not believe in Him you will be condemned.  He covers the subject from top to bottom, backward and forward.  It would make sense in a situation like this where Jesus spent 20 verses to explain salvation to a Jewish religious leader, that if baptism were necessary for salvation He would have at least mentioned it.

     In addition, we find that the record is very small of Jesus baptizing (John 3:22; 4:1, 2).  Paul did not make a regular practice of baptizing (I Cor. 1:13-17).  Again, if it were an absolutely essential part of getting to heaven, wouldn’t it have been clearly demonstrated in Christ’s and Paul’s ministries and given top-drawer priority?

Doesn’t the Bible say somewhere that baptism is what “saves” a person?

     You may be referring to 1 Peter 3:21, 22.  However, you need to remember the primary law of biblical interpretation: always interpret the difficult passages in light of the clear ones.   Throughout the New Testament it is clear that salvation comes through trusting by faith in Christ’s substitutionary death for our sins.  Even the 1 Peter passage tells us that it is not the water that saves us but it is an internal pledge (or commitment) to God.  As with other issues of doctrine, we don’t build our theology based on one obscure verse but by looking at the entire New Testament teaching on a given subject.

What about baptizing babies? Does the Bible speak about this?  

     Nowhere in the New Testament are we commanded to baptize babies.  In addition, there is no example or record of any child being baptized in the Bible.  Interestingly, when parents brought their children to Jesus, He placed His hands upon them and blessed them – He didn’t baptize them.  In the Bible we see babies and children being dedicated to the Lord but the Bible never tells us nor implies that we should baptize babies.  Rather, baptism is something for those who have personally placed their faith in Jesus Christ.  
But isn’t the baptism of infants similar to circumcision in the Old Testament?

     If one takes a complete overview of salvation from Genesis to Revelation, salvation always comes through faith, not through any external “works” we can do.   The Old Testament act of circumcision (with which baptism is sometimes linked for support) didn’t save anyone either.  It was simply an outward symbol of a covenant made with God.  Romans 4 states that Abraham (who was the first person to be circumcised – God made the covenant with him.) was saved by faith long before the circumcision took place.  We, too, are saved by faith – not by works  (Ephesians 2:8, 9)

      If we are to baptize infants based upon the Old Testament practice of circumcision, wouldn’t Jesus, Paul, or the New Testament authors speak clearly to that practice?   Rather, it is not found.

I was baptized as an infant or a child but really didn’t personally place my faith in Christ until years later.  Do I need to be baptized again?

     Yes.  According to the Bible’s teaching, one must believe
before one can be baptized.  Because you stated that you had not yet committed your life to Jesus Christ until years later, you should obey the Scripture and be baptized as a part of your desire to follow Christ’s command.

I was baptized after placing my faith in Christ but I was sprinkled?  Do I now have to be baptized through being immersed?

     The method (or modes) of sprinkling or pouring are acceptable forms of a believer’s baptism but are not encouraged.  In answer to your question, you would not have to be baptized again.  However, because New Testament baptisms were done by immersion, many believers who had previously been “sprinkled” choose to be re-baptized by immersion.   We leave this up to the individual believer depending upon their personal preference and the leading of the Holy Spirit.

Do I have to be baptized to join Woodburn Missionary Church?

     Yes.  In order to join Woodburn Missionary Church you must have received Christ into your life by faith and you must be baptized since having placed your faith in Christ.  If you’ve taken both of these steps, you don’t need to be baptized again.  However, if you’ve not been baptized since you committed your life to the Lord, you would need to be baptized before becoming a member of this congregation.

If a child has received Christ by faith, should he/she be baptized at a young age?

     This is an excellent question.  Woodburn Missionary Church encourages children to place their faith in Jesus Christ at as early an age as they are able to understand sin, sacrifice, and faith in simple ways.  While these are difficult concepts, it seems that baptism is even more abstract because of its symbolism.  Therefore is seems wise to allow a believing child time to develop intellectually and spiritually to the point at which his or her baptism will be a mature testimony of faith which the individual can remember with appreciation throughout his/her Christian experience.

     Additionally, there is value for a child to wait until adolescent years before being baptized.  During those difficult years, making Godly choices are harder in the midst of peer pressure.  At such a time, choosing to follow the Lord in baptism requires a costly commitment and means so much more to the child.

     Having said that, however, all children are different.  Kids’ maturity, understanding, and spiritual sensitivities vary widely.  There are some who, at the age of 7 or 8, have a clear, God-given conviction that this is something the Holy Spirit is definitely leading them to do.  The challenge for parents is to discern when a young child truly is feeling God’s conviction and when it is just a “whim” or something they want to do because others are getting baptized.

     The best counsel for parents is to pray, understand your child, and allow them to be baptized in their own time when both they and their parents sense the time is right.  

[Note:  Some of this same discussion can be applied to the question “When should my believing child take communion?”]
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