
 

“Baptism Now Saves You?” 
(1 Peter 3:21) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  As we come to this very debated passage of Scripture this morning, I would 
like to remind you of the context of last week’s two sermons.  Peter has been arguing in his 
letter that if God should will it so, it is better for you that you suffer for doing what is right, 
rather than for doing what is wrong.  God ordains whatsoever comes to pass.  He knows the 
end from the beginning.  His knowledge knows no limitations.  And He has a plan, a plan 
which encompasses all things, in which He works all things together for His glory and for the 
good of His people.  Sometimes this means that He will put His children through suffering.  
Sometimes it means that He has ordained that you and I will suffer for what we do.  But Peter 
is telling us, in times like these, let it be for doing what is right.  If you suffer for what is 
wrong, you are only getting what you deserve.  If you suffer for doing what is right, this finds 
favor with God, for you are suffering in the place of the righteous One, Jesus Christ, who also 
suffered for you.  And this is what Peter told us in verse 18, where He pointed to the One 
who was perfectly just, who suffered for those who were unjust.  He did it for a righteous 
purpose, that He might bring His people to God after they had fallen away from Him in 
Adam.  Christ was put to death in the flesh, that is, He died the cursed death of the cross.  
But He was made alive by the Spirit:  the Spirit of God raised Him from the dead.  He 
suffered for what was right, and in the end, God vindicated Him and gave Him the name 
which is above every name.   
 Peter also gave us the illustration of Noah.  Noah also did what was right in the face 
of a godless world and suffered for it.  But in the end he was vindicated by God, when God 
sent the flood upon the ancient world, saving him, while destroying all those who did 
wickedness.  He thus proves through these two illustrations, that “it is better, if God should 
will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong,” because 
in the end, the Lord will vindicate you.   
 And this brings us to verse 21, “And corresponding to that, baptism now saves you -- 
not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience -- through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”  This morning, I would like for us to consider what Peter is 
saying here, what baptism is, and what it isn’t.  And what I want you to see is that,  
 
 Baptism is a very appropriate sign from God which guarantees our final vindication 
at God’s bar of justice, if we truly trust in Christ.   
 
I.  First, I Would Like You to See What Baptism Is Not.   

A.  Baptism Is Not That Which Saves You.   
1.  There are those historical denominations of the church which teach that baptism has 

the power to save.   
a.  For instance, the Roman Catholic Church teaches that the Lord has deposited His 

saving grace within the sacraments.   
(i)  Their view of how a person is saved is through his participation in the 

sacraments of the church.   
(ii)  Why?  Because Christ has ordained the sacraments as the sole means by 
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which a person may obtain the grace of God.   
(iii)  In their opinion, only a priest who is in succession from the apostles has the 

power to administer that grace, through a gift handed down to him through the 
laying on of hands.   

(iv)  The priests and bishops alone have the power to consecrate the waters of 
baptism and cause God’s grace to be administered through them.   

(v)  Then, when that water is applied to a child or to an adult, grace is 
automatically conferred upon them.  And as long as a person has any grace in 
him when he dies, he will eventually make it to heaven.   

(vi)  But this is not what the Bible teaches.  It does teach that there is grace 
conferred in the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, but it is only 
given to those to whom it belongs, to God’s elect.  And it is given sovereignly 
by the Spirit of God in His timing, and received by faith.   

(vii)  A person who is baptized, but who does not have that saving faith, will not 
receive that grace, but will be like a rock which repels the water which is 
poured on it.   

 
b.  The Lutheran Church also teaches a baptismal regeneration.   

(i)  They teach that every infant or adult who is baptized, receives the grace of 
the Lord and is born again.   

(ii)  Now they recognize that no one can receive God’s grace except through 
faith, so they believe that the Lord gives them that faith at the moment of their 
baptism.   

(iii)  But again, this is not what the Bible teaches.  Yes, a person must have faith 
so as to receive the grace of God in the sacrament of baptism, but it nowhere 
guarantees that he will receive it at the time of baptism.   

(vi)  He may receive it before baptism, so that he already trusts in Christ when he 
comes in obedience to be baptized.  Even an infant may have been given 
God’s grace sovereignly, so as to have a heart inclined toward God, before he 
or she is baptized.   

(v)  He may receive it after his baptism, in a short time or in long.   
(vi)  Or he may never receive it.   
(vii)  It is given sovereignly by God’s Spirit to those for whom it was 

determined.   
 

c.  But of course, the most prominent example of those who misunderstand this 
passage is the Church of Christ.   
(i)  They teach that baptism saves you.  They believe that there must be faith in 

the person who is baptized, that it doesn’t work by itself.  But unless you 
believe that you must be baptized in order to be saved, you will be lost, for the 
Gospel is ‘Believe and be baptized.”   

(ii)  But again, this is not what the Scriptures teach.  The thief of the cross was 
never baptized, and yet he was saved.  Those who repented and believed in 
Christ on the day of Pentecost already showed the fruits of God’s work in their 
lives by presenting themselves for baptism.  Cornelius and his family were 
certainly saved before they were baptized.   
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(iii)  Paul wrote, “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel, 
not in cleverness of speech, that the cross of Christ should not be made void” 
(1 Cor. 1:17).  If salvation came through baptism, then Paul did not do 
enough.  But he was not sent out to baptize, which means that salvation does 
not come through baptism.   

 
2.  But why do these groups hold to teachings like these?  Why do they feel compelled 

to add baptism to their prerequisites for salvation?   
a.  Well, they point to passages like our text this morning, and say, The Bible plainly 

says it.   
b.  How could the Bible say it any clearer than what you have in front of you?  

“Baptism now saves you.”   
c.  They realize that it is not the bare water itself that saves you.  Peter plainly says 

it is not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good 
conscience.   

d.  But yet they still hold that baptism itself is indispensable to salvation.  But is 
that what Peter is teaching?   

 
II.  This Brings Us to the Second Point.  What Does Peter Mean When He Says that 

Baptism Now Saves You?   
 A.  Notice Again, First of All, the Context.   

1.  Peter is speaking to his audience of the persecution of those who are seeking to do 
what is right and their eventual vindication by God.   
a.  He told us of the sufferings of Christ, and His vindication by God when He 

raised Him up from the dead.   
b.  He also told us of the faithfulness of Noah, and how the Lord vindicated him by 

bringing the promised flood, and saving him and his family through it.   
 

2.  It is in reference to his second illustration about Noah that Peter now draws this 
correlation.   
a.  He says, “And corresponding to that, baptism now saves you.”   
b.  The question arises, Corresponding to what?  It must refer to the previous event 

mentioned in which Noah and his family were all saved through the flood, 
because they trusted in the Lord.  Although it may have reference to his first 
illustration, as well, since it forms the foundation even of Noah’s salvation from 
the flood.   

c.  Perhaps it was the idea of the water that influenced Peter to speak now of 
baptism.  Or, more likely, it is the fact that baptism is the seal of our deliverance 
and vindication at the hand of God.  I think that this is what best fits the context.   

 
B.  What Is It that Peter Is Then Saying?   

1.  He is saying that what happened with Noah and his family when they were saved 
through the waters of the flood in the ark, is a type of what baptism also signifies.   
a.  How where Noah and his family saved?  What means did the Lord use to deliver 

them?  Wasn’t it through the preparation of the ark and their fleeing into it to be 
saved from the wrath of God?   
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b.  But how is a person ultimately saved from the wrath of God?  Is it by building a 
boat and waiting to run into it when the wrath of God is poured out?  Obviously 
not!  For one thing, God has promised never to destroy the world again by a 
flood.  He has reserved the present heavens and earth for the fire of the great day, 
when the whole universe will pass away with a roar and the elements will melt 
with fervent heat (2 Peter 3:12).   

c.  But does that mean that we should be building bomb shelters instead.  No.  No 
one is saved ultimately from God’s eternal wrath through anything that he does, 
but only through the work of Christ.   

 
2.  Dr. Pipa reminded us through the simple preaching of the Gospel that no one can be 

saved through any of their own works.  Our own works fall miserably short.  We 
cannot even shelter ourselves from God’s wrath.  There is no protection anywhere, 
except in Christ.  We can only be saved by running into Him.   
a.  Christ is what the ark was a type of:  salvation from the wrath of God.  The one 

who fled into the ark was saved from destruction.  The one who flees into the ark 
of Christ, through faith in Him, is forever kept safe from the eternal wrath of God.   

b.  Baptism is an outward sign of this invisible reality.  It is a symbol of our 
salvation in Christ.  It is a picture of our union with Him in His death, burial and 
resurrection, as I read this morning in Romans 6.  Christ is the One who has 
come through the waters of burial, and emerged on the other side.   

c.  It is not the baptism itself which saves you, but what it signifies does:  union 
with Christ.   

d.  It is not uncommon for the Bible to refer to the sacraments by what they signify 
and picture.   
(i)  Jesus, when He was serving the first sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, took the 

bread and said, “Take, eat; this is My body” (Matt. 26:26).  When He took the 
cup, He gave it to them and said, “This is My blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many for forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28).   

(ii)  When we participate in the Lord’s Supper, do we eat Christ’s body and drink 
His blood?  The Roman Catholics and Lutherans believe so.   

(iii)  Peter says, “Baptism now saves you.”  When we are baptized in Christ’s 
church, does the water cleanse us of our sin?  The Roman Catholics and 
Church of Christ believe so.  But are they right?   

(iv)  Think about it for a minute.  When Jesus was serving that holy Supper, 
were they really eating His body?  How could they?  He was still alive and 
well and whole.  They didn’t tear off pieces of His flesh to eat, and open His 
veins to fill their cups.  Rather, Christ, by His words, was instituting a sign 
that would point to the work that He would accomplish in His death, burial and 
subsequent resurrection.  It is through His humanity that Christ wrought the 
redemption of His people.  It is through His deity that the value of His 
sacrifice is great enough to actually save them.   

(v)  The bread and wine represent the invisible spiritual truths to us in tangible 
form, to strengthen our faith.   

(vii)  The same thing was true of the tree of life in the garden of Eden.  It was 
not the fruit which could give eternal life, but it was what the tree signified:  
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the gift and blessing of God; and now, after the Fall, the grace and virtue of 
Christ.   

(viii)  The OT animal sacrifices in themselves did not take away the sins of the 
people.  But it was the sacrifice of Christ which they pointed to that did.   

(vi)  The same thing is true of baptism.  It is not the water itself that saves us, 
but it is the cleansing of the blood of Christ which it represents to us.   

 
e.  Peter says, it is “not the removal of dirt from the flesh” that saves us, “but an 

appeal to God for a good conscience -- through the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead.”   
(i)  It is not the outward washing, but the inward reality.   
(ii)  For the adult, it is the request of God to cleanse him of his guilt and to give 

him a clear conscience knowing that his sins have been forgiven in Christ.   
(iii)  For the infant, who is brought by the parents for baptism, it is an appeal to 

God on their part that He would cleanse the child through the washing of 
regeneration of the Holy Spirit.  It is also a pledge on their part to use all of 
God’s means in the raising of that child to bring him to Christ.   

(iv)  It is not the washing that saves, but the appeal, which can only come 
through the gracious working of God and can only be answered by a 
sovereignly gracious God.   

 
f.  And notice again what gives baptism its efficacy:  “Through the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.”   
(i)  It is through Christ and Christ alone that you or I or anyone will ever be 

saved.   
(ii)  We cannot do it on our own.  We cannot live up to God’s holy standard.  

God has not given a lower standard that we can keep.  There is no work that 
you or I can perform by which we can be saved.   

(iii)  It is only by trusting in the finished work of Christ.  Christ has kept the 
Law perfectly.  He has atoned for sin, removing it once and for all by the 
offering up of Himself on the cross, and His resurrection was His justification 
before all men that the Father has accepted Him.   

(iv)  And after Christ was raised, Peter tells us that He was exalted to the right 
hand of God.  Christ, as the God-man, was placed at the highest seat of honor 
and authority.   

(v)  After He was raised, He ascended into heaven and was crowned Lord over 
all Creation, that He might rule over all things for the good of His church.  All 
the angels and authorities and powers have been subjected to Him.   

(vi)  As the eternal Son of God, He always had this authority.  But as the 
God-man, He was given this authority to rule over His kingdom, until the time 
He returns to put an end to human history and to judge all men.   

 
g.  Christ is the ark of God’s salvation.  And if you would be brought safely 

through the tribulation of this world and be delivered ultimately from all danger, 
you must flee into this Christ.   
(i)  If you are outside of Christ, you are like those who lived in the days of Noah 
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who were standing on the outside of the ark when the floods came.   
(ii)  The Bible says that there is coming a day when the door of His grace will be 

forever shut.  It happens to an individual at death.  The author to the Hebrews 
writes, “It is appointed for men to die once and after this  comes judgment” 
(9:27).  Once you die, it is too late to do anything to change your eternal state.  
It is forever set.   

(iii)  But the door will one day be shut on the whole world, as it was in the days 
of Noah, when Jesus comes again.  Jesus said, “For the coming of the Son of 
Man will be just like the days of Noah.  For as in those days which were 
before the flood they were eating and drinking, they were marrying and giving 
in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and they did not 
understand until the flood came and took them all away; so shall the coming of 
the Son of Man be” (Matt. 24:37-39).   

(iv)  On that day the final judgment will come.  The Son of God will gather 
before Him all of the nations and will separate them, as the shepherd separates 
the sheep from the goats.  He will say to the sheep on His right, “Come, you 
who are blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:34).  But He will say to the goats on His 
left, “Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been 
prepared for the devil and his angels” (v. 41).   

(v)  What makes the difference between the two groups?  The sheep are those 
who loved Jesus and who lived their lives for His glory.  But the goats are 
those who did not trust in the Lord and fear Him, or who professed to, but 
never brought forth the works of a true believer.   

(vi)  Where will you stand on that day?  Will you be in the ark or outside?  Will 
you be counted among Christ’s sheep, or among the goats?  Will you be in 
Christ, or forever separated from Him?   

(vii)  Jesus said, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow 
Me” (John 10:27).  Do you hear His voice this morning?  Are you willing to 
follow Him wherever He leads you?  Then come to Him now.  Reach out in 
faith and embrace the Savior.  He promises to you eternal life if you will.  
Lay hold of Christ and receive all that He has promised.   

(viii)  But if you do not hear His voice, may the Lord have mercy on you and 
open your eyes and ears to the truth, before the day of His mercy is over and 
the door is forever shut.  Amen.   


