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In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love –
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper

Most of us have vivid memories of our baptism.  As a sixth-grader I was baptized on Easter Sunday of 1968.  I remember very well that the baptistery heater was broken and the water was freezing cold.  Already short of breath because of being nervous, when I stepped into that cold water my breath was further taken away from me.  I remember taking a deep breath before going under the water, the sensation of my few moments under the water, and my excitement as I came up out of the water.  I remember struggling to understand what baptism would mean to my life, and though I understand it much better now, I know there is much I still have to learn.

In 1980 I was baptized a second time.  As you may know, I was not raised a Baptist.  I was living in Dothan, Alabama in 1980 and attending a Baptist church and decided to join.  It never occurred to me that rebaptism would be a requirement and I was not told that it was until after I asked for membership.  It’s a rather long story that I won’t take the time to tell, but it was a strange experience to be an ordained minister and being baptized.  It’s somewhat of a family tradition, I guess, as my mom has been baptized three times.


As a minister, it has been one of my great joys to baptize people.  There are few things I enjoy as much as baptizing someone, and I have baptized people in sanctuaries, swimming pools, and creeks.  I learned that when you baptize someone in a creek you always dip them upstream so the current doesn’t wash them away.


This morning, as we continue our series of messages In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love, we come to the topic of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  

Before I go any further, I want to ask a question.  I don’t ask it to put anyone on the spot, but how many of you grew up in a church that was not a Baptist church?  I ask this question because a person’s church background will shape how they view baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  


Over the years, I have been asked many questions about baptism and the Lord’s Supper, so what I will do this morning is present this message in a question and answer format; before I do,  though, allow me to read the statement on baptism and the Lord’s Supper from the Baptist Faith and Message – 


Christian baptism is the immersion of a believer in water in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It is an act of obedience symbolizing the believers faith in a crucified, buried, and risen Saviour, the believers death to sin, the burial of the old life, and the resurrection to walk in newness of life in Christ Jesus. It is a testimony to his faith in the final resurrection of the dead. Being a church ordinance, it is prerequisite to the privileges of church membership and to the Lords Supper. 


The Lord's Supper is a symbolic act of obedience whereby members of the church, through partaking of the bread and the fruit of the vine, memorialize the death of the Redeemer and anticipate His second coming. 

What is an ordinance?

Depending on your church background, you have heard either the word ordinance or the word sacrament.  There is a significant difference between the two.  As Baptists, we observe ordinances, and ordinances are defined in two basic ways.  First, an ordinance is a practice we follow because we believe we are commanded to do so by Jesus.  It is our belief that Jesus commands us to practice baptism and to observe the Lord’s Supper.  In the great commission Jesus commands that we baptize others (Matthew 28:19).  At the Last Supper, when Jesus instituted the practice of the Lords’ Supper, he told his disciples it was a new covenant (Luke 22:20) and our practice of the Lord’s Supper is a reminder of that covenant and our being in a covenant relationship with God, a covenant based on love.  Our practice of the Lord’s Supper is something Jesus instituted as a reminder of his sacrificial death, which is the foundation of our faith.


Second, an ordinance is a symbol; it reminds us of something of incredible importance that God has done for us.  The Lord’s Supper is a symbol that reminds us of the death of Jesus on the cross for our salvation.  The elements – the bread and the cup – are symbols of his body and blood.

Baptism is also a symbol – a symbol of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus.  Colossians 2:12 says having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead.  Baptism is a symbol of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus and also a symbol of our own death, burial, and resurrection.  Baptism symbolizes our death to an old way of life and a resurrection to a new way of life.  It symbolizes also that upon our physical death and burial we are resurrected to eternal life.

A sacrament, which is a word you may be familiar with if you are from another church background, is something that brings salvation to us.  Far from being a mere symbol, a sacrament is a practice that brings us salvation.  For instance, baptism as an ordinance is only symbolic of the death and resurrection of Jesus, but baptism as a sacrament means that the actual act of baptism is necessary for salvation; baptism as a sacrament means that without baptism you cannot gain salvation.  As a sacrament, our participation in the Lord’s Supper has a very real bearing on our salvation.  This meant that, years ago, when my grandmother was told by her priest that she could no longer take communion, she was being told in essence that her salvation was endangered.
What is the difference between Communion and the Lord’s Supper and why don’t we observe the Lord’s Supper every week?


In my home church we generally used the word communion, while in most Baptist churches you will hear it called the Lord’s Supper.  Catholics refer to it as the Eucharist, which comes from a word that means to give thanks.  Communion and the Lord’s Supper are really just interchangeable terms and it really doesn’t matter which you use.

I grew up in a church that observed communion every Sunday.  When I became a Baptist I didn’t find many differences in worship except that Baptists don’t take communion every week.  The reason, I believe, that Baptists don’t observe communion every week probably dates back to the circuit riding days when a minister might only be available to a local congregation every do many weeks.  When I became a Baptist the reason I kept hearing was that if communion was observed every Sunday people would take it for granted.  I can assure you, as one who grew up with communion every Sunday, this is not true.  This is, I believe, of having a practice and then having to find a reason why it’s your practice.


Did you know the Scriptures say nothing about how often we should observe communion?  The closest the Bible comes to mentioning anything at all about frequency comes from I Corinthians 11:26 – for as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes – which is referring only to the fact that we proclaim the death of Jesus when we observe communion.


Our church, as common with most Baptist churches, used to observe communion only once a quarter – every three months – but changed that to once a month around ten or twelve years ago when we decided that once a quarter was too infrequent.


The practice of the early church was every week – or in some cases, several times a week.  Acts 2:42, part of our New Testament reading this morning, mentions the breaking of bread, which is almost certainly a reference to communion.
What is the Biblical form of baptism?

There are three basic forms of baptism – infant baptism; sprinkling, and immersion.  The Bible doesn’t specifically command one form over another, although certain evidences point to immersion as the form practiced by the early church.  John 3:23 says that John was baptizing in a particular area because there was much water there, presuming it took more water to immerse someone.  The Jewish people frequently practiced a ritual of washing that involved the entire immersion of the body under water, a practice that was similar in practice to Christian baptism.

The Greek word for baptism – baptizo – means to dip or immerse, and immersion was probably the primary form of baptism through the early centuries of the church. 

One of the changes in the theology of baptism over the centuries is making it necessary for membership in a local congregation.  This is why I was baptized a second time; the church I wanted to join believed my first baptism was not Biblical so they required me to be baptized a second time.  Baptism grants us membership into the universal church, and a local church can grant membership upon baptism, but when baptism is required only as a requirement for membership in a local church it is a distortion of the Biblical form of baptism.  This is why, while I believe immersion is the Biblical form, it is improper to require someone to be rebaptized in order to join a local church, even if their baptism was a form other than immersion.
Is it necessary to be baptized or to partake in the Lord’s Supper to gain salvation?

There is a very short and simple answer to this question – no.  While there are people in other denominations who would strongly disagree with that answer, there is no Biblical evidence that one has to be baptized or participate in the Lord’s Supper in order to be saved.  It is important that we do both of these things, but it is not essential to salvation.
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