
A clear starting point

Baptism is one of the most recognisable practices in Christianity. It is a public act involving water, yet Christians 
describe its meaning in more than one way. This guide introduces shared themes and differences without treating 
one church tradition as the only Christian view.

A  F R E E  C H R I S T I A N  G U I D E

What Is 
Baptism?
– Free Plain English Christian Guide PDF

A gentle introduction to the meaning, practice and different Christian 
understandings of baptism.

There is no need to have everything settled before you read. The aim is understanding, not pressure. If you are 
exploring baptism for yourself or a child, you may want to talk with a trusted minister or local church as well.
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Water, welcome and a new beginning

Across Christian traditions, baptism is connected with Jesus, water, faith and entry into the life of the Church. Many 
Christians understand it as a sign of cleansing from sin, new life, and participation in Christ. Churches differ on 
whether baptism is also a means through which God gives grace, or primarily a sign and public testimony of grace 
already received.

 

Biblical foundations
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What is baptism?
Baptism is a Christian rite in which water is used as a sign of belonging to Christ and the Christian community. 
Churches baptise by pouring or sprinkling water, or by immersion, where a person is lowered into water and 
raised again.

Jesus sends his followers
In Matthew 28:19–20, Jesus commissions his 
disciples to make disciples and baptise them in the 
name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to follow his commands.

A picture of new life
Romans 6:3–4 connects baptism with sharing in 
Christ’s death and resurrection, and living a new life. 
Christians often refer to this passage when 
explaining baptism’s symbolism.

The first believers
Acts 2:38–41 describes Peter calling people to 
repent and be baptised. In Acts 10:44–48, Peter 
calls for the baptism of Gentile believers after they 
receive the Holy Spirit.

A shared community
1 Corinthians 12:13 uses baptism language to 
describe believers being brought into one body. 1 
Peter 3:21 also reflects on baptism, while 
emphasising an appeal to God through the 
resurrection of Jesus.

A note on interpretation: these passages are read in different ways. Some churches see baptism as closely joined 
to receiving grace; others emphasise it as a public response of faith. The Bible references are offered as starting 
points for reading, not as a claim that every denomination draws the same conclusions.
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Why do Christians get baptised?

 

Infant and adult baptism
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Why baptism, and what 
happens?
For many Christians, baptism is a meaningful step of faith and a visible welcome into the church community. The 
timing and the way it is understood vary among churches and families.

Following Jesus
Jesus’ teaching and example 
give baptism a central place in 
Christian life. Many people are 
baptised as a way of responding 
to his call.

Sharing faith
In traditions that baptise people 
who can profess faith, baptism is 
often a public declaration of trust 
in Christ and commitment to 
follow him.

Belonging together
Baptism is connected with 
joining the worshipping 
community. Churches may also 
share promises of prayer, 
teaching and support around the 
person being baptised.

Infant baptism
Many Anglican, Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran and 
Reformed churches baptise infants. The child’s 
family and church may make promises to nurture the 
child in the Christian faith. The infant does not make 
a personal profession of faith during the service.
These churches differ in how they explain the 
sacrament, grace, belonging and the role of later 
personal faith. Infant baptism does not mean every 
church sees the child’s future choices as settled.

Believer’s baptism
Many Baptist, Pentecostal and other evangelical 
churches baptise people after they can personally 
profess faith. This may be called believer’s baptism, 
and it is often done by immersion, though practices 
vary.
A person who was baptised as an infant may choose 
baptism later in some churches, while others regard 
their earlier baptism as the one baptism and 
welcome a public reaffirmation instead.

What may happen in a baptism service?
A service may include prayers, Bible readings, questions or promises, water, and a welcome from the 
congregation. The minister may pour water over someone’s head or immerse them in a pool, river or baptistry. 
Infant services often include promises from parents or godparents; adult services may include the person’s own 
testimony. The order, words and setting vary by church.
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Common questions

 

A moment for reflection

Gentle next steps
Read the cited passages in a Bible translation you trust. If you are part of a church, ask a minister to explain that 
community’s understanding of baptism and what a service involves. If you are still exploring, you are welcome to 
take your time. Christians may disagree about timing and meaning while seeking to follow Jesus with sincerity and 
care.
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Questions to explore
These common questions can help you begin a thoughtful conversation with a church or minister.

Does baptism make someone a 

Christian?
Christians answer this differently. Many connect 
baptism closely with becoming part of the Christian 
community and receiving God’s grace. Others 
describe it chiefly as an outward sign of faith. Most 
traditions also speak of a continuing life of trust, 
worship and discipleship.

Must baptism be by immersion?
No single practice is universal. Some churches 
baptise by full immersion, while others pour or 
sprinkle water. Each practice has a history and 
theological understanding within its community.

Can I ask questions before deciding?
Yes. It is reasonable to ask a church what it believes, 
what the service involves, and what preparation is 
expected. A conversation can be exploratory, with no 
commitment required.

What if I was baptised as a child?
Churches differ on whether a person should be 
baptised again, reaffirm their faith, or simply continue 
growing in their original baptism. Ask how the church 
you are considering understands this.

If it is helpful, take a little time with one or more of these questions. You can write, pray, or simply think them 
through.
• What do the Bible passages in this guide suggest about baptism and belonging?
• Which questions would you like to ask a church or trusted Christian?
• What would help you feel informed and at ease as you explore this subject?
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