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We are a “gospel people.” We are a people whose identity and purpose are defined by the good news of 
what God has done through his son Jesus Christ. That is the common flame around which we gather to 
warm ourselves. Not common race or gender or background or goodness. Not common education or 
socio-economic status or maturity or opinions. We are here, together, because we believe that Jesus 
Christ died for our sins and was raised to life again by the power of God. 

It is fitting, then, that God has given us—the church—two sacraments which communicate the heart of 
the gospel, reveal the heart of our God, and allow us to participate in heart-felt ways in what God is do-
ing in our world: the Supper … and baptism. 

In the Supper, we remember the death and resurrection of our Lord—the “first things” of the gospel—and 
commit ourselves to the dying and rising life. In baptism, we confess the dying and rising Christ and join 
him, participate with him, in his death and resurrection. Both sacraments allow God to reveal himself to 
us and permit us to touch God at the very point where he has made himself most vulnerable to us. 

The Meaning of Baptism 
Baptism is a profound and mysterious declaration that our life is now hidden with Christ in God. It is an 
outward demonstration of something that is taking place within us. It involves public words, a two-fold 
confession: that we know ourselves to be sinners and that we claim Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. 
And it involves a public ritual, a three-fold demonstration: a washing with water that symbolizes the spiri-
tual washing of the sin of our souls; a death in water which symbolizes our dying to self and sin; and a 
birth from water which symbolizes our resurrection to a new life. 

The words and the ritual mirror beautifully what is happening in our hearts and minds when we come to 
faith in Jesus Christ. For inside us, in our spirits, something is taking place that can only be described as 
death and new birth. With the awareness of sin comes, eventually, an awareness of guilt, shame, and 
death. With the hearing of the gospel comes the realization that God loves us and will not leave us dead 
for long. With the story of Christ’s cross and empty tomb comes the hope that a power has been 
unleashed in our world that can deal with the sin that has killed us and breathe new life into our dry 
bones. With the promise of the Holy Spirit comes the confidence that God-in-us can free us from slavery 
to sin and enable us to live in God-like ways. 

Baptism is God’s chosen way of making these internal realities public. In baptism, we proclaim the con-
victions that have led us to the water: that we are lost and helpless, that there is nothing we can do to fix 
ourselves, that we can only turn to God for healing. In baptism, we announce the hope that has led us to 
the water: that since Jesus died and rose again, we can join him in that dying and rising. In baptism, we 
pledge the commitments that have led us to the water: that we will take up crosses of our own and follow 
Jesus wherever he leads. In baptism, we make public the invitation that has led us to the water: a plea 
for the Holy Spirit to enter us and grant us a new birth into a new life. 

None of us would insist that the outward symbol has any power apart from the inward reality. The convic-
tions and commitments of our hearts give validity to the ritual. Baptism apart from a broken and contrite 
spirit, a brimming faith, a sincere promise has no power or purpose. God will not kill through water what 
we will not surrender. God will not birth through water a new life we do not want. Just as Paul says … 
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A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward 
and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumci-
sion of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. (Romans 2:28-29) 

… so we believe that Christians—first and foremost—are those who are Christians inwardly, and that 
baptism is baptism of the heart, by the Spirit. 

The Importance of Baptism 
But that doesn’t mean that water baptism has no value or importance. Far from it. To say that what’s 
happening within us is of primary value is not to say that the public declaration of and witness to what 
is happening within us is a small thing. I’m committed to paying my mortgage, but I still had to sign a 
note attesting to that. I’m committed to loving my wife, but I still said, “I do.” There are many things in 
life where the intent of our heart must be coupled with an expression of our mouth or hand for full 
benefits to result. 

When it comes to the way of faith, we have to ask whether inward conversion has power and validity 
apart from an outward expression. Can we fully experience or long sustain an internal condition that 
has no public demonstration? There are those who say “Yes” … that when you accept in your heart 
that Jesus died for your sins, there need be no tangible evidence of that transition at all. No change 
in life-style. No change in behavior or attitudes. No willingness to make Jesus “Lord” of your life. We 
believe that flatly contradicts the whole purpose of God’s work in our lives—not just to save us but to 
sanctify us, transform us, and revive his image within us. 

There are others who say that faith must have its public side—witness, service, worship—but that 
baptism as a public expression of commitment has no special meaning … it is but one way among 
many of demonstrating your commitment … it is a dish on the spiritual buffet you can take or leave. 
We believe that flatly contradicts the thrust of Scripture. Baptism may not be everything, but surely it 
is something! After all: 
o Jesus was baptized to “fulfill all righteousness” (Mt 3:13-15) 
o Three thousand, on hearing the gospel for the first time, were baptized (Ac 2: 38, 41) 
o Philip preached Christ in Samaria. Those who believed were baptized (Ac 8:4-12) 
o When an Ethiopian eunuch heard the gospel, he was baptized (Ac 8:38) 
o When Saul met Jesus on the Damascus road, he was baptized (Ac 9:18) 
o Peter preached to the first gentile believers, and then baptized them (Ac 10:48) 
o Paul traveled to Philippi and told the good news to a woman named Lydia. Immediately, she 

was baptized (16:15) 
o A jailor in Philippi survived an earthquake, heard the gospel, and was baptized (Ac 16:33) 
o In Corinth, Paul preached, people believed and were then baptized (Ac 18:8) 
o Paul assumed that the readers of his letters to Rome (6:3), Corinth (1Co 6:11), Galatia 

(3:27), Ephesus (5:26), and Colossae (Col 2:11-12) had all been baptized. 

Every time you turn around in the New Testament, people whose hearts had been touched and 
changed by the gospel gave public expression to that, witnessed to that, in baptism. But we have 
more than examples of this intimate connection between faith and baptism. We also have specific 
teaching. 
o Baptism is commanded. Jesus commanded his disciples to baptize (Mt 28:19). His disciples 

commanded their hearers to be baptized (Ac 2:38). 
o Jesus connects faith and  baptism to salvation (Mk 16:16) 
o Peter understands repentance and baptism to be connected with forgiveness of sins (Ac 

2:38) 
o Ananias connects baptism with the washing of sins (Ac 22:16) 
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o Paul sees baptism as a participation in Christ’s death and resurrection (Ro 6:3-4; Col 2:12) 
o Paul says that those who are baptized into Christ have been “clothed with Christ” (Ga 3:27) 
o It is in baptism that the church is washed clean (Eph 5:26) 
o Paul implies that the Spirit is at work in baptism, washing us in rebirth and renewal (Titus 3:5) 
o Peter sees baptism as the pledge of a good conscience to God (1Pe 3:21) 

Anything that was so prominently practiced in the first-century church and so closely connected to 
important themes like forgiveness, rebirth, Jesus and the Spirit, and salvation deserves more from 
God’s people than a shrug and a “maybe.” 

We believe that, in the New Testament, baptism was the normative and expected public proclama-
tion of a personal and powerful encounter with the cross of Christ. We believe that, in our day, bap-
tism should play the same role. 

Summary 
We believe these truths must be kept in mind when discussing the subject of baptism. 
o We are saved by God’s love for us, his grace in sending his Son, and Christ’s 

obedience on the cross. Salvation is all of God. It is his plan, his work, his 
power. We cannot add to, supplement, or complete his saving actions. 

o We receive what God has done for us through faith—a confident trust that 
God is willing and able to do what he has promised for the salvation of our 
souls. 

o Baptism is the normative and expected declaration that our life is now hidden 
with Christ in God. It is the symbol God has chosen to let us proclaim out-
wardly what he is doing within us. It is a ritual through which we are allowed 
to participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus—a physical dying and 
rising that complements the spiritual dying and rising taking place in our 
hearts. 

In short, baptism does not save us, but it testifies that we are being saved. Baptism does not kill us, 
but it is a powerful witness to our commitment to die to self and sin. Baptism does not give us new 
life, but it speaks profoundly to our confidence that the Holy Spirit is working in us to make all things 
new. 

We are baptized because Christ commands it. We are baptized because what God is doing within us 
needs to be shouted from the rooftops. We are baptized because private commitments need public 
expression. We are baptized to state our eagerness to be clothed with Christ, to be one with Christ, 
to die with Christ, to be raised with Christ. We are baptized as a testimony to God’s work in our 
hearts. We are baptized as a pledge that we are not our own; we’ve been bought with a price. 

Baptism at Otter Creek 
There are some practices and policies here at the Otter Creek Church which you should understand 
and be clear about. 

About Baptism Itself: 

o We believe that baptism is adult business. In order for baptism to have mean-
ing and effect, there must be a consciousness of sin, an understanding of 
Christ and his Cross, and a commitment to follow Jesus. Therefore, here at 
Otter Creek, we baptize adults. 

o We believe baptism is meant to symbolize death and resurrection. That is the 
core meaning of the ritual. Therefore, at Otter Creek, we baptize by immer-
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sion—a drowning in water, a burial in water, a lifting up to new life from water. We do not 
sprinkle or pour because we believe that the form of baptism should be shaped by its func-
tion. Immersion most closely approximates what happened to Jesus and what is happening in 
our own lives—dying and rising. 

o We hope and expect that all those associated with Otter Creek will come to saving faith in the 
gospel of Jesus Christ and be baptized as adults by immersion in water. We think this was the 
clear practice of the early church. We believe it is God’s expressed will for all believers. And 
we want all of you to experience the blessings associated with baptism. 

This is the understanding and practice of baptism which we teach as a church. 

About Membership: 

o We believe membership in the local church is an important and expected step in the spiritual growth and matur-
ity of every Christian. 

o At the same time, we recognize that membership in a local church is never a guarantee that you are right with 
God. Ultimately, only God knows those who are his own. 

o Membership in a church is a matter of joining yourself to a group of people who are traveling together on the 
road to God. 

o What allows you to begin that journey with us at Otter Creek is your faith that Jesus died for you and your com-
mitment to follow him wherever he may lead. 

o But, from the beginning, your association with this family of faith is conditioned on the expectation that you will 
grow. The journey will not leave you where it found you. 

About Baptism and Membership 

o If you believe in Jesus and are following Jesus and have been baptized into Jesus, and if you 
choose to walk with us in our peculiar way and under our particular leaders, you are welcome 
to be a member of the Otter Creek Church. 

o If you believe and are following but have experienced some other form of baptism—in another 
denomination, perhaps, or as an infant or by sprinkling—you are still welcome to be a mem-
ber of Otter Creek if you want to walk with us in our peculiar way and under our particular 
leaders. For years, we have been privileged to receive people from many different religious 
backgrounds. We will accept you like God accepts us—where you are, as you are—without 
requiring that you conform to our understanding of baptism as a condition for membership. 

o If you believe and are following but have never been baptized, you are still welcome to be a 
member of Otter Creek, as long as you agree to walk with us in our peculiar way and under 
our particular leaders. Our invitation is to come grow with us. Come learn and explore what it 
means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. We are not all at the same level of spiritual growth and 
maturity—and that’s alright. Some of us are just beginning the journey and some are near 
completing it. I have a 17-year-old son who believes in Jesus but has not yet been baptized. 
He is certainly a member of our church family. In the same way, God has other children—34-
year-olds, 48-year-olds—who are here as people of faith but have not yet been baptized. We 
welcome you as members of this church and ask you to grow with us. 

o There are only two conditions we make in this regard: first, we expect all members to be im-
mersed as adults for the reasons I’ve just stated—so expect the occasional, gentle nudge in 
the direction of baptism if you haven’t made that decision yet; and second, we do limit leader-
ship and teaching roles here at Otter Creek to those whose faith and commitment have been 
expressed through baptism. 
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