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Baptism (Week 4): The Role of Baptism in the Salvation of Individual Believers 

 
 

1.  God works before baptism 
 

God ordinarily begins his redemptive work in an individual prior to baptism: 
 
•  Adults:  In every adult convert, the ordinary initial work of the Spirit is illuminating the reading 
and/or proclaiming of the word of God and granting the gift of faith and new life in Christ 
(regeneration).  Believing adults are baptized only after they profess their belief to the church.    
•  Children:  In the infant children of believing adults, the ordinary initial work of the Spirit is 
granting the gift of faith and new life in Christ (regeneration).  This experience ordinarily begins from 
their earliest days, even prior to birth (e.g., Ps 22:9–10; 71:6; Luke 1:41). 
 

2.  God works in and through baptism 
 

The Bible uses unmistakable instrumental language to describe the efficacy of baptism.  The Holy 
Spirit works instrumentally through baptism to convey/confer saving grace by uniting believers to 
Christ in and through baptism.1  This implies that baptism is most fundamentally an act of God, not a 
sign of the personal faith and obedience of the person baptized.  The ritual action implies this: the 
person does not wash himself but rather is passive as God washes and applies his own name to the 
person receiving baptism.  Thus, baptism is an objective means through which God works to give 
himself and the blessings of redemption and glory to us. 
 
•  Jesus’ baptism was an event in which the Father actively anoints his Son with his Spirit and 
declares him to be his beloved Son and promised Messiah. 
•  Rom 6:3:  We are buried with Christ “by (Greek: dia) baptism into death,” i.e., baptism is the 
instrumental means by which we are united with Christ in his death and resurrection. 
•  Acts 2:38:  “Repent and be baptized…for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit.” 
•  Acts 22:16:  “Rise, be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on his name.” 

 •  Tit 3:5:  Baptism is the “washing of regeneration.” 
•  1 Pet 3:21:  “Baptism, which corresponds to [Noah’s deliverance,] now saves you…” 
•  1 Cor 6:11:  Baptismal washing is directly connected with being justified and sanctified in Christ. 

  
As an objective means of grace, baptism is like the Scriptures.  Everything that the Bible says about 
baptism can also be said of the Scriptures.  

 
3.  Baptism as marriage ceremony:  Baptism fulfills and renews God’s work before baptism 

 
How can redeeming grace both precede baptism and be given in baptism?  Initiation is a process with 
stages much like the formation of a marriage.  The marriage ceremony is a sort of sacramental rite 

                                                
1  This is affirmed in the Westminster Confession of Faith 28.6: “…by	  the	  correct	  use	  of	  this	  sacrament	  the	  grace	  

promised	  in	  it	  is	  not	  only	  offered	  but	  actually	  embodied	  and	  conferred	  by	  the	  Holy	  Spirit	  to	  everyone	  (adult	  or	  infant)	  to	  
whom	  that	  grace	  is	  given…” 
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that creates a marriage relationship by formalizing it in a concrete, public, official manner.2  
However, the loving relationship between the man and woman began prior to the marriage ceremony. 
Thus, the ceremony is the culmination of the initiation of the marriage relationship.  In the same way, 
baptism is the culmination of initiation into the Christ and the church.  The rite of baptism is Christ’s 
public, official reception of a person into his body, the church, and thus it is an objective, sealing act 
that concludes the creation of a new relationship with Christ by formalizing the covenant with that 
person. 
 
Furthermore, the relationship of grace via union with Christ is grace that we receive continually, and 
not merely once at the beginning of the Christian life.  Union with Christ, forgiveness of sins, the 
filling of the Holy Spirit, etc. are repeatedly re-conveyed to us and re-appropriated by us as we 
continue in faith throughout the whole course of the Christian life.  Thus, even though saving grace 
may be received prior to baptism (and thus believing people who die unbaptized will most certainly 
be with Christ and resurrected to final salvation in Christ), nevertheless saving grace is received 
afresh in baptism by those who believe.3 

 
4.  God can and does work apart from baptism 
 

Sacraments are not absolutely necessary.  God is not bound in any way that requires baptism as an 
absolute necessity.  God is fully able to redeem people apart from baptism, including the following 
situations: 
 
•  Emergencies and other special situations:  Sometimes people who believe and would ordinarily be 
baptized in normal circumstances are prevented from being baptized by extraordinary events.  For 
example, someone could become a believer just prior to death in a situation that does not permit 
baptism (e.g., the thief on the cross; a soldier on the battlefield; a baby who dies in the womb or in 
childbirth or soon after birth).   
 
•  Believers who have chosen to remain unbaptized due to ignorance, confusion, and/or inadequate 
instruction about the biblical purpose and important function of baptism.  Unbaptized believers are 
certainly united to Christ by faith through the work of the Holy Spirit in them, and thus they are 
certainly redeemed people.  However, without baptism they lack some important foundations for their 
Christian life: 

                                                
2  The marriage rite changes and creates relationships:  Prior to the wedding ceremony, sex is fornication.  After the 

wedding ceremony, sex is a blessed covenantal gift, privilege, and obligation! 
3  Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge:  “Baptism is a means of grace, that is, a channel through which the Spirit 

confers grace; not always, not upon all recipients, nor is it the only channel, nor is it designed as the ordinary means of 
regeneration.  Faith and repentance are the gifts of the Spirit and fruits of regeneration, and yet they are required as conditions of 
baptism.  Consequently the Scriptures contemplate regeneration as preceding baptism. But if faith, to which all the benefits of 
redemption are promised, precedes baptism, how can those benefits be said to be conferred; in any case, through baptism? Just as 
a father may give an estate to his son, and afterwards convey it to him formally by a deed.  Besides, the benefits of redemption, the 
remission of sin, the gift of the Spirit, and the merits of the Redeemer, are not conveyed to the soul once for all. They are 
reconveyed and appropriated on every new act of faith, and on every new believing reception of the sacraments. The sinner 
coming to baptism in the exercise of repentance and faith, takes God the Father to be his Father; God the Son, to be his Savior; and 
God the Holy Ghost to be His Sanctifier, and his word to be the rule of his faith and practice. The administrator then, in the name 
and by the authority of God, washes him with water as a sign of the cleansing from sin by the blood of Christ, and of sanctification 
by the Holy Spirit; and as a seal to God’s promise to grant him those blessings on the condition of the repentance and faith thus 
publicly avowed.  Whatever he may have experienced or enjoyed before, this is the public conveyance to him of the benefits of the 
covenant, and his inauguration into the number of the redeemed. If he is sincere in his part of the service, baptism really applies to 
him the blessings of which it is the symbol (Commentary on Ephesians 5:26–27) [emphasis added]. 
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–  Unbaptized believers lack obedience to Christ in this matter:  Jesus himself established and 
commanded baptism as the concrete means of entering his church.  To refuse baptism 
willingly and knowingly is to refuse to submit to Jesus’ own example and command. 
 
–  Unbaptized believers lack public, formal initiation into Christ and his body, the church.  
Their membership in the church is incomplete because the Christian life is not merely a 
private, subjective experience but also a public, objective relationship to Christ received and 
constituted by membership in the public, objective, concrete community of the church.  As a 
public, concrete community, the church is constituted and defined by public rites/practices 
just as any human group or relationship is constituted by public, tangible actions, e.g., words, 
gestures, and other practices that make the group or relationship what it is. 
–  Unbaptized believers lack an important objective reference point for their spiritual lives:  
God gave us sacramental actions because of our creation and redemption.  God created us 
with bodies, and thus God interacts with us through physical/tangible signs.  Furthermore, we 
are often inclined to doubt God’s presence and activity in our lives due to the corrupting 
effects of sin, and therefore God established special sacramental actions through which he has 
promised to act for our redemption.  Baptism is one of those special actions to which God’s 
promise of his presence and action is attached.  In the midst of trial, affliction, spiritual 
confusion, and doubt, a baptized believer may remember his/her baptism and know with 
certainty that God acted toward him/her in mercy, bestowing the Holy Spirit, and claiming 
him/her as his own.  Baptized believers may rightly apply biblical promises about baptism to 
themselves (e.g., Rom 6:3–5), and thus their baptism becomes an objective foundation to 
assure and steady them and an objective point of reference to guide them in the Christian life.  
Unbaptized believers cannot claim such biblical promises, and thus they lack one of the 
important objective anchors that God has supplied for our Christian life. 
 
In a sense, an unbaptized believer is like a person living in a common law marriage: he/she 
experiences the marriage relationship, but that relationship has not been formalized in a 
public, objective way.  Therefore, he/she lacks the objective, binding force of tangible 
promises made, gifts exchanged, and legal and spiritual witnesses established that grant public 
recognition and status to the marriage relationship.  Such a marriage can exist, but it lacks the 
defining, foundational acts and commitments that formalize the relationship in an objective 
way. 

 
5.  Only believers receive the grace God offers in baptism as redemptive blessing 

 
The objectivity of baptism and the Bible’s instrumental language about baptism’s effects cannot be 
understood and applied in an absolute, undifferentiated manner without consideration of the faith of 
the individuals who receive baptism.  The NT strongly connects the efficacy of baptism to repentance 
and faith (e.g., Acts 2:38; Col 2:11–12; 1 Pet 3:21; cf. Rom 4:11: the sign of circumcision was a seal 
of the righteousness Abraham had by faith).  Because baptism is a sacrament of union with Christ, 
and that union is a covenantal union, i.e., a communion of persons, the grace that is objectively 
offered in baptism can only be received rightly and fully by those who respond to Christ’s gracious 
initiative and offer in personal way by faith.  Thus, faith is the subjective means of receiving Christ 
and the blessings of redemption and glory in him.  In every baptism, God is always present and 
active, offering himself to the one baptized (just like he does to all who hear the proclamation of his 
word).  However, only in those who trust in Christ actually receive the offered gift of grace as a 
redemptive blessing.  (This is parallel to the way God works through the Scriptures: God objectively 



4 
 

offers himself to all who hear the word; however, only those who respond to the word of God in faith 
truly receive the redemption offered in that proclamation.) 

 
 
 
6.  Baptism changes everyone who is baptized either in blessing or curse 

 
Baptism is never without any effect.  It is an objective action by God that always results in a changed 
relationship with God. 
 
•  OT covenant:  In the OT, God continues to call unbelieving Israelites his people and his children.  
He addresses them as the special recipients of his love and favor.  He calls for their repentance on the 
basis of this favor and this identity as his children, he describes their apostasy as a forsaking of real 
grace and blessing (e.g., 1 Cor 10:1–13), and he judges them more strictly on account of their greater 
responsibility and greater sin due to God’s grace. 
•  Matt 8:12:  Jesus likewise describes unbelieving Jews as sons of the kingdom.  (Cf. the story of the 
prodigal son: the parable portrays the unbelieving older brother [unbelieving Jews] as members of 
God’s family). 
•  Gal 3:27:  ALL who are baptized put on Christ:  This universal statement implies that there must be 
some sense in which every baptized person enters a new relationship with Christ. 
•  2 Pet 2:20–21:  Those who escape the defilements of the world through the knowledge of Jesus 
Christ and who later deny the Lord who bought them will be judged more severely and will wind up 
in a worse position than if they had never know the way of righteousness at all. 

   
The church is an objective institution, and everyone who is baptized becomes a member of the church 
whether or not they believe.  It is an irreversible act and cannot be undone.  All baptized people bear 
Christ’s name and will be judged accordingly.  Baptized people who do not believe in Christ will be 
judged not as outsiders but rather as prodigal/unfaithful sons of the kingdom. 

 
Conclusion 
 

All believers really receive redemptive grace in and through the rite of baptism.  Thus, the practical 
question concerning what we should affirm about the meaning and effect of baptism for any 
particular individual is ultimately a question about faith:  Whom should we accept as believers and 
disciples of Christ? 
 
The biblical pattern teaches that the following categories of people must be accepted and treated as 
believers until there is evidence to the contrary: 
 

(1)  adults who make a credible profession of faith 
 
(2)  the infant children of believing adults 

 
If we have solid, biblical reasons to accept and treat people in these two categories as believers and 
disciples of Christ, then we ought to maintain that the people in these two categories are truly 
recipients of the grace that God offers in Christian baptism.  And we ought to teach them to claim 
biblical promises about baptism for themselves and to live a life of ongoing, persevering repentance 
and faith, which is the baptismal life. 

 


