BAPTISM—THE
NEXT STEP ©

Baptism is the next step in becoming a disciple. Why baptism? Wasn’t that just a thing
they did in their culture way back then? Baptism is neglected in many churches today.
We live in an individualistic culture in which a sense of community is often lost.
Identification with a group—although very much needed in our lives—is often placed

a distant second to our individual concerns, needs, and aspirations. But what does
baptism have to do with the gospel? Moreover, what does it have to do with the concept
of community? In our first passage, Acts 10:34-48, we saw that the new believers were

ordered to be baptized immediately. In this session we will study Matthew 28:16-20. This
is one of the passages commonly called “The Great Commission,” since Jesus commanded

the disciples to go out and make more disciples. He told them essentially how to do it,
and one part of His instruction included baptism. Let’s examine the issue and attempt to

understand what is so important about this concept.

{
-

'.\ Study the Scriptures

READ THE PASSAGE: MATTHEW 28:16-20

Think Through the Questions:

1. How were they to make disciples? What were the steps that they were to follow?
2. Who were they to make disciples from? How far was the message of Jesus to spread?

3. Why was baptism so important?
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Summarize the Core Teaching of the Passage:

Write a paragraph, outline, annotate, or chart your conclusions—whatever best
communicates for you. Be sure to comment on the steps needed to make disciples and
why baptism is a part.

Core teaching of Matthew 28: 16-20

% Consult the Scholars

The following comments are designed to help you better understand the passage and to
stimulate your thinking on the implications of the teaching.

Read and Reflect on this Brief Commentary on Matthew 28:16-20:

As mentioned above, this is the classic passage that is commonly called “The Great
Commission.” This commission appears in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
Matthew is the most quoted.

The grammatical structure of this commission is very important. The specific command
is to “make disciples.” The other three parts that support the command are participles—
going, baptizing, and teaching. Therefore, there were three things that the disciples
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needed to do to make disciples of Jesus Christ. First, they were to go to the nations.
They had to take the gospel message to them. Second, they needed to baptize those who
believed. And third, they needed to teach the new converts all that Jesus had taught them.

Baptism then, is the second of three steps. What exactly is baptism? The word in Greek
(the New Testament was originally written in Greek) literally means “to immerse, to
dip.” Baptism was a practice of immersing an individual in water. It was symbolic. It
symbolized becoming a follower of a teacher or the teaching he was proclaiming. Second,
it symbolized identifying with a new way of life, a new people. For example, when a
Gentile converted to Judaism, he was baptized.

The practice of becoming a disciple of Jesus, as commanded by Jesus, included believing,
being baptized, and then being taught. This was the practice of the early churches. The
Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:34- 40), the household of Cornelius (Acts 10:44-48), and

the household of the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:31-34) are key examples. The practice
symbolized two things. First, the one getting baptized was publicly identifying with Jesus
Christ and His message. He believed it! Being immersed in water and brought back up
out of the water pictured the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. He was being
resurrected to a new life. Second, He was identifying with the new community. When he
came back up out of the water and embraced those waiting for him, he was part of a new
family, a new community of believers.

Baptism was essential because it reinforced the decision to trust in the person and
work of Jesus Christ and to publicly identify with His new community of believers—the
Church. The new convert was then received into a local church community. (The local
church community is dealt with in the next booklet in this series—Belonging to a Family
of Families.)

To become a disciple of Jesus Christ means first to believe in the person and work of Jesus
Christ—the gospel; to be publicly baptized—identifying with Jesus and His message and
joining the community of faith; and finally, to receive the teachings which Jesus taught
the disciples.

Read and Reflect on Key Quotes:

“First, believers were baptized into the church. We read that on the birthday of the
church ‘those who received (Peter’s) word were baptized, and there were added that day
three thousand souls’ (Acts 2:41). Unless Luke was being very impressionistic, it is clear
that someone actually counted these new Christians. Their faces were recognized, their
names assimilated. Somebody took an interest in them, and they were baptized into

the church. Repentance and faith were not enough. They needed to undergo the rite of
initiation that Jesus Himself had inaugurated. They were baptized. That is the badge of
Christian belonging, and it should be conferred as soon as possible after the person is
clearly committed to Christ. At least, that is what the early Christians believed. They
baptized upon profession of faith. ..
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“Before we leave the controversial subject of baptism (on which I have tried to write
more comprehensively in my book Baptism), it ought to be noted that baptism is never
an isolated act separated from the life of the church of God. It is the doorway into that
church, and this is very evident in a Jewish or Muslim community when people are
baptized. They can believe in Jesus until the cows come home, and nobody gets upset.
It is when they cross the Rubicon of baptism that the insults begin to fly, and usually
the candidates are thrown out of house and home, disinherited, and a funeral is held for
them. Baptism is inescapably corporate. It brings you into the Christ in whom others are
engrafted. So it should not be administered without the intention of incorporation into
the church of God. That is what happened at Pentecost. Those who responded to Peter’s
sermon were baptized and added to the church.”

This quote was taken from “Christian Nurture,” chapter 11 in Evangelism Through the Local
Church, by Michael Green.

“Baptism is and always was the church’s initiation-rite (‘Initiation,’ from a Latin word for
‘beginning,’ means reception and entrance into committed membership.) Yes; but what
exactly is baptism? And why does it matter?

“Baptism is a set action with water and words. By pouring, sprinkling, or immersing,

the candidate is momentarily put beneath water, and then brought ‘out from under.’ The
Greek word baptizo means literally ‘dip,’ and the action suggests both washing and a new
start, The accompanying words—'in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit'—announce a relationship in which the candidate is both claimed by and
committed to the Triune God.

“Pagan religions have washing rituals, and think them important for changing people’s
inward state. But Christianity says that the inward change which counts before God is

a matter of faith—not just correct belief, either, but a living heart-commitment to God
through Jesus Christ. This change is not produced by any particular ritual, for it does not
depend on any ritual at all. Rituals in emergency are dispensable anyway, and no ritual
can help us while we deny or defy God in our hearts. The apostles baptized believers and
their dependents, but insisted that what saves is faith—‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you
will be saved’ (Acts 16:14ff.; cf. verses 29-33).

“But if you can believe and be saved without baptism, why does the church
require baptism?...

“For baptism is among Jesus’ commands. He sent His followers to disciple all nations,
baptizing them in the triune name (Matthew 28:19). So a church that did not require
baptism, and an unbaptized Christian who did not ask for it would be something of a
contradiction in terms. The root reason for the practice of baptizing is to please Jesus
Christ our Lord.™

This quote is from “Entering In: Baptism and Conversion,” a section in Growing in Christ,
by J. 1. Packer. Packer is best known for his classic work, Knowing God, which ought to be
read by every Christian several times throughout his or her lifetime.
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Record any insights from the brief commentary and quotes:

Think Through the Issues

Today, when an individual becomes a Christian, baptism is often ignored. This may

be true partially because we are an individualistic society and often know very little
about true community. Our salvation is a personal matter. Most discipleship material
bypasses or only gives a token nod to baptism and the need for the local church to be
central in our lives as believers. Yet, in the New Testament, baptism was considered very
important. The questions below are designed to help you think more deeply about the
importance of baptism.

ISSUE: The meaning and significance of baptism
Think Through the Issue Before Discussion:

1. What part does baptism play in Jesus’ command to make disciples? Why?
2. Why do you think baptism is ignored so often in our culture?

3. What might be some of the consequences of ignoring this command? Of obeying it?
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Record your initial thoughts on the issue before discussion:

Discuss the issue in your small group.

Record your initial thoughts on the issue after discussion:
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|§y J Apply the Principles

It is now time to respond to what you have studied and discussed. Take your time on
this section.

Think Back Through the First Three Steps.

Design an Application for Your Life.

The obvious application of this session is to decide to be baptized—if you have not already
taken that step. Use the space provided to briefly write what you would like to say publicly
at your baptism. If you have been baptized, record what you said at your baptism, or what
you would have said in light of your study in this session.

Personal Testimony — record what you would say at your baptism in light of your
study in this session.
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THE FIRST
PRINCIPLES ©

The final aspect of Jesus' command, to make disciples, is to teach them. Being a disciple

is being a follower of Jesus’ teaching. The Early Church called their summary of this
teaching “The Didache,” or “The Teaching.” They believed that there was a core set of
teaching of Jesus Christ, which had been delivered by the Apostles, which everyone
needed to learn. The core elements of this teaching are referred to in the New Testament
as “the first principles of Christ.” This entire series—thirteen study guides in all—is

built upon the concept of “first principles.” In this session we are going to study the basic
passage where this concept comes from: Colossians 2:6-8. The principles of Christ are set
against the principles of this world. If you are going to study these principles throughout
13 study guides, it is essential that you develop a personal conviction that they exist. Note:
it would be helpful to review the design of The First Principles Series on pages 8-10 at this
time.

{
3

r.‘ Study the Scriptures

READ THE PASSAGE: COLOSSIANS 2:6-8

Think Through the Questions:

1. What do the images rooted, built up, and established communicate concerning
progressing in our faith?

2. What are some of the elementary principles of the world?
3. What are some of the elementary principles of Christ, which you have learned so far?

4, What does it mean to be taken captive by a philosophy?
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