Water Baptism, Part 1
Introduction
Like the Lord’s Supper, water baptism has many different meanings and expressions in the Christian church, worldwide.  And, like the Lord’s Supper, it seems that many of these expressions have taken on a life of their own that test the limits of New Testament theology.  Unlike the Lord’s Supper, however, the practice of water baptism precedes the First Century church and was adapted by John the Baptist, Jesus and the early church for the purposes of preparing the way for the Lord in the land of Israel and then for establishing his church.  The modality and meaning of Christian water baptism varies according to church and, even though rooted in Scripture and church tradition, Christian baptism has evolved to mean different things to different people.  Do these different expressions have validity in the Spirit?  Are there different nuances of the meaning of baptism that are legitimate?  Is there a most proper way to understand and to practice Christian water baptism?
The Evolution of Water Baptism

The Expositor’s Dictionary of the Bible postulates that even though ceremonial washings related to the idea of baptism were employed by both Jewish and Greek religions, the practice of “baptism,” per se, was really instituted by John the Baptist.1  But there is much evidence that in the decades preceding John the Baptist that not only ablutions (ceremonial cleansings) were employed by most of the Oriental religions of the day (the practice of ablutions is still a significant expression of many religions, including Islam and Hinduism) but, by the time of the first century before Christ, Jews were practicing two forms of complete immersion in water.  One was for the cleansing of sin and the other was for the initiation of converts to Judaism.2  Ritual cleansing, though not necessarily by immersion, was practiced by the Levitical priesthood (see Numbers 8:6).  It was also practiced by the Scribes who would immerse themselves in water as a purification rite before they began to transcribe the Hebrew Scriptures, especially the Torah.3  In addition to this cleansing aspect of ceremonial baptism, it was also common that conversion to Judaism was marked by an immersion in water.
So, when John the Baptiser came on the scene, baptism was a common and understood practice in the land of the Jews.  As you read the first five books of the New Testament, there is no indication that baptism was new or unfamiliar to the gospel personalities or to the intended audience.  It is interesting to note, then, that the two familiar objectives of Jewish baptism—cleansing and initiation—are two main reasons for baptism in the New Testament record.  These two incentives are still operative in Christian water baptism—as well as other nuances in practice and understanding that make for both diversity and controversy regarding the exact purpose and nature of the Christian rite of water baptism.  
One Christian will understand his or her baptism very differently from another.  One may see it as a symbolic witness to salvation in Christ.  Another may see it as salvation itself.  Some see baptism as the washing away of their sins.  Others see it as the declaration of death and resurrection—death to the old life of sin and resurrection to a new life in Christ.  Some see their baptism as their entrance into the family of God or the seal of the New Covenant between God and his people.  There are those who believe water baptism to be the precursor to the filling of the Holy Spirit or their graduation into full-fledged Christianity.  Many get baptized mainly as an act of obedience to the command of Christ as a witness to their faith in Jesus.  Some are baptized by sprinkling, some by pouring and some by complete immersion.  Some see baptism as necessary to salvation while others have a testimony of salvation without ever being baptized.
The Scriptural Witness
One of the reasons there is such diversity in the understanding and method of baptism is that there are different accounts and statements in the Scriptures that show different facets of the meaning of water baptism.  Adding to the jumble, there are five other kinds of baptisms referenced in the New Testament: Johns’ Baptism, Spiritual Baptism into Christ, Baptism with the Holy Spirit, Baptism with Fire and Baptism of Suffering (see the appendix for a brief explanation of these).  The following is a listing of the passages which reference (or possibly reference) Christian Water Baptism:
· As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." –Matthew 3:16-17
· Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  –Matthew 28:19
· He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” –Mark 16:15-16
· The Pharisees heard that Jesus was gaining and baptizing more disciples than John, although in fact it was not Jesus who baptized, but his disciples. –John 4:1
· "Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit….Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day. –Acts 2:38, 41
· But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women….When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them. When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. –Acts 8:12, 14-16
· As they traveled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, "Look, here is water. Why shouldn't I be baptized?" And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him.  -Acts 8:36-39
· Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized. –Acts 9:18
· Then Peter said, "Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have." So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. –Acts 10:46-48
· One of those listening was a woman named Lydia…the Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's message. When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. –Acts 16:14-15
· They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house…then immediately he and all his family were baptized. The jailer…was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family. –Acts 16:32-34
· Crispus, the synagogue ruler, and his entire household believed in the Lord; and many of the Corinthians who heard him believed and were baptized. –Acts 18:8 
· Paul said, "John's baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus." On hearing this, they were baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. –Acts 19:4-5
· “And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.” –Acts 22:16
· Don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. –Romans 6:3-4
· Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized into the name of Paul? I am thankful that I did not baptize any of you except Crispus and Gaius, so no one can say that you were baptized into my name. (Yes, I also baptized the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I don't remember if I baptized anyone else.) For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel… -1 Corinthians 1:13-17
· Now if there is no resurrection, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized for them? -1 Corinthians 15:29
· You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. –Galatians 3:26
· There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. –Ephesians 4:4-6
· In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. –Colossians 2:11-12
· …Eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also--not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.  It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ… -1 Peter 3:20-21
Baptism and Salvation
As a young man with a recent born-again experience, I remember sitting in the office of the Pastor of the church where I was baptized as a child.  We were discussing the merits of infant baptism and he used this metaphor:  “When you are baptized as a child you are placed on the ship of salvation.  When you are older and have the ability to confirm your faith you can do so, or you can choose to jump off the ship.”  He argued that my recent epiphany of faith was the embracing of the salvation and presence of the Holy Spirit which was given to me at my baptism when I was five years old.  Millions understand their salvation to have been imparted to them at their baptism—whether as infants/children or as adults.  Those in evangelical traditions understand their salvation to have been imparted to them when they personally repented of their sins, believed the gospel and confessed Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour.  There are tenable biblical arguments on both sides.  Some scriptures that support a baptismal salvation perspective are:
· Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved… -Mark 16:16

· Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. –Acts 2:28
·  Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name. –Acts 22:16
· All of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. –Galatians 3:26
· This water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also… -1 Peter 3:20
There is little question that baptism and salvation are inextricably linked—but in what sense?  Is there a cause and effect relationship?  Is salvation the result of baptism or vice versa or are there other ways to look at it?  In the book, Welcome, Holy Spirit edited by Larry Christensen, we find this perspective:
The Western mind has a hard time thinking in any other terms than an almost mechanical sense of cause and effect, and this may be part of the problem when we consider the sacramental tradition. The Western mind-set drives sacramentalists toward a virtually automatic view of Baptism: The rite of Baptism is the cause, union with Christ is the result. The same thinking drives those on the other end of the spectrum toward a purely symbolic view of Baptism: Since faith is the efficient cause of spiritual life, Baptism can be allowed no higher role than that of a symbol or confirming witness….A strategic view would approach Baptism from another direction: The Holy Spirit himself is responsible for spiritual life. Baptism is an indispensable part of His strategy for uniting a believer with Christ. Attempting to identify Baptism as the cause, or something other than the cause, of spiritual life is a little like asking whether weapons cause military victories. They are an indispensable part of a commander’s strategy. By themselves they do not guarantee victory, but victory can scarcely be conceived of apart from them. 4
Despite the clear analogy in the above statement, the cause and effect question is still valid.  How indispensible is baptism to salvation?  The question of the ages is, “What causes someone to be saved?”  Whereas baptism is importantly linked with salvation in the Bible, faith is more so.  Consider the following:
· To all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God… -John 1:12
· For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life… Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life.  –John 3:16, 36
· For my Father's will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life. –John 6:40
· All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name. –Acts 10:43
· Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.  –Acts 16:31
· I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus. –Acts 20:21

· I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.  -Romans 1:16
· This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  – Romans 3:22
· Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.  –Romans 5:1-2
· God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. -1 Corinthians 1:21
· …know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. –Galatians 2:16
· And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit… -Ephesians 1:13
· For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith… -Ephesians 2:8
· …how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. -2 Timothy 3:15
· …obtaining as the outcome of your faith the salvation of your souls. -1 Peter 1:9 (NASB)
It seems clear to me that if there is a cause that affects salvation, it would be faith more than baptism.  Of course, this is not of ourselves, for it is by grace (through faith) that we are saved (see Ephesians 2:8-9).  As we look at the whole of Scripture it is apparent that it is not baptism, but faith in conjunction with repentance, that is indispensible to salvation and which does indeed guarantee our victory in Christ (see 1 John 5:4-5).  Baptism cannot do that.  In examining the scriptures that link salvation to baptism, in every case, there are other causal factors that are mentioned alongside—such as faith (Mark 16, Galatians 3), repentance (Acts 2), calling on the name of the Lord (Acts 22), the pledge of a good conscience (1 Peter 3) and the resurrection of Christ (1 Peter 3).  Baptism never stands alone as the means of access to the grace of God.  Faith, on the other hand, does.
Because Jesus said that a person has to be born of water and the Spirit (John 3:5) some contend that the spiritual rebirth takes place at a person’s baptism, either as an adult or an infant.  They take Jesus’ reference to water to be about the water of baptism.  But Jesus is plainly contrasting the difference between the physical and the spiritual birth.   He says, “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit” (v6). The first birth is a physical birth and is accompanied with a flow of water when the mother’s amniotic sac breaks as she gives birth.  This is the first birth.  It is flesh giving birth to flesh.  The second birth is different, and is the one that is required to gain entrance to the kingdom of God.  It is the Spirit giving birth to spirit.  Jesus said, “You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again,’” and he goes on to talk about everyone born of the Spirit (v9).

Two important scriptural precedents argue against the idea that baptism is required for salvation.  First is the salvation of the thief on the cross who was promised Paradise apart from baptism (see Luke 23:39-43).  The other, and perhaps more compelling case in point, is the fact that Paul actually made it a practice not to personally baptize persons to whom he preached the gospel.  If baptism was necessary to salvation, I don’t think that Paul would have expressed such relief at the fact that he did not baptize people at Corinth (see 1 Corinthians 1:14) but would have made it a practice to personally baptize new believers.
There is also a link in the Scriptures between baptism and the forgiveness of sin—but again, the association is not cause and effect.  Water baptism cannot wash away sin.  Water baptism stands as a witness to the forgiveness of sin—never the effectual cause of it.  All the spiritual realities that baptism represents—new life in Jesus, the washing away of our sins, being clothed with Christ, death of the sinful nature with the impartation of the life and power of the resurrected Christ—are a result of the work of the Holy Spirit.  If the Spirit of God is not at work doing these things, baptism means absolutely nothing.  Rather than baptism being the weapon used to secure our victory in Christ, I see baptism as the flag that is raised to signify the securing of that victory.
The Purpose of Baptism

So, baptism does not stand as a cause of salvation or the forgiveness of sin but a God-ordained witness to them.  Baptism is indispensable to the vitality of Christian discipleship.  Baptism is a discipleship issue.  Why did Jesus get baptized by John in the Jordan River?  We know that it was not a repentance issue.  And certainly it was not a salvation issue.  More than anything else, it was a righteousness issue.  As Jesus came to be baptized, John tried to deter him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness." Then John consented (Matthew 3:14-15).  In Christian water baptism we do not get baptized in order to repent nor do we get baptized in order to be saved.  We get baptized for the same reason that Jesus got baptized:  To fulfill all righteousness.  In light of this purpose, consider the following scriptures about baptism:
· Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them… Matthew 28:19
· Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved... –Mark 16:15
· When they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized –Acts 8:12
· Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized. –Acts 9:18
· Then Peter said, "Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have." So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. –Acts 10:46-48
· Don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. –Romans 6:3-4
· In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. –Colossians 2:11-12
Every time we see a person baptized in the Book of Acts it is a response to salvation.  Baptism is the first step on the road to Christian discipleship and maturity.  A person hears the gospel, believes and then is baptized as a witness to their new faith in Christ.  Baptism does not bring salvation, it confirms it. Baptism does not precede faith, it follows it.  Baptism is the sign and seal of salvation.   New Testament disciples know that they are publically identifying with Jesus in his death and in his life.  It is no small thing—especially in cultures and families where baptism signifies not only a conversion from an old life to a new but from one religious allegiance to another.  Water baptism is the confirming public sign of conversion to Christ that is witnessed on earth, in heaven and in the heavenly realms.  As such, it affects great momentum in the Spirit. 
Extended Theological Meanings of Baptism

It is helpful to make the distinction between means and meaning in order to understand baptism.  Does baptism mean salvation in Christ?  Yes.  Does baptism mean that our sins are washed away?  Yes.  Does baptism mean that we are buried and resurrected with Christ?  Yes.  Baptism is so full of “meaning” of our life in Christ that it is easy to take it as the “means” of life in Christ.  So, baptism means salvation, the washing of sin, burial and resurrection with Christ, the pledge of a good conscience, and everything else the Scripture associates with baptism, but, of course, is not the means to those things.  Here is a brief summary of some of the major theological meanings of baptism:

Identification with Christ

· With His Salvation: First and foremost, Christian water baptism is an identificational witness to the saving grace of God through the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Those with accept the message of salvation in Jesus Christ are baptized as a witness to that gospel of salvation.
· With His Forgiveness: Perhaps more than anything else, baptism signifies the forgiveness and cleansing from sin.  Water cleanses and water baptism clearly and powerfully symbolizes the cleansing from our past sins.
· With His Burial: Romans 6 and Colossians 2 both say that we have been buried with him through (or in) baptism.  Those who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death (Romans 6:3).  The Christian life is about dying to self so that we can live in and for Christ.  The “water grave” of burial with Christ is essential to the meaning of water baptism.
· With His Resurrection:  In Christ, and in water baptism, resurrection follows burial. Just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life (Romans 6:4).  Baptism is not just going down under the water, it also coming up out of the water.
· With His Baptism: One of the reasons we are baptized is because Jesus was baptized.  Jesus set us an example in his baptism and we, too, fulfill all righteousness (Matthew 3:15) with our obedience to follow him in the waters of baptism.

Identification with the Church

 
Baptism continues to be a rite of initiation into the church universal.  There is one Lord, one faith and one baptism.  Water baptism cannot make you a member of Jesus’ church—only by the Spirit can you be born again into the family of God, but baptism is a way to identify yourself as a member of that family.  This is clearly one of the purposes of baptism in the book of Acts (i.e., Acts 2:41) and is certainly a compelling reason for those being baptized today.

Sign of the Covenant

A colleague of mine likes to compare water baptism to a marriage ceremony.  He prepares people for baptism by explaining that their water baptism will be the seal of the covenant between them and Jesus. He teaches them that baptism is the covenantal sign that they are giving themselves wholly and forever to their heavenly bridegroom.  Though I am not sure we can be quite that literal with the marriage analogy, there is certainly a pledge being made at one’s baptism (see 1 Peter 3:20) and it can be argued that in the same way that circumcision was the sign of the Old Covenant, water baptism can be seen as the sign of the New Covenant (see Colossians 2:11-12).

In part 2 of this paper we will look at the subjects of Infant Baptism, Modes of Baptism, Baptism and the Holy Spirit, Baptism for the Dead and Practical Issues such as when to be baptized, who is to do the baptizing, the practice of re-baptizing and in whose name we are to be baptized.  There will also be an appendix entitled, “Brief Answers to Questions Regarding Water Baptism” which can be given to baptismal candidates.
1 See Expositor’s Dictionary of the Bible, Baptism
2 Lumpkin, William. The History of Immersion. Nashville: Broadman Press, 1962. p5

3 Kolatch, Alfred. The Jewish Book of Why. New York: Jonathan David Publishers, 1985. p123

4 Welcome, Holy Spirit, Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1987, edited by Larry Christenson, p.78. Quoted in the book,  Let’s Quit Fighting about Baptism by Don Rousu 
Appendix

Biblical Baptisms

We find different kinds of “baptisms” in the New Testament.  Here are the major references to biblical baptisms:

John’s Baptism:  And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4).  John the Baptist said, “I baptize you with water for repentance…” (Matthew 3:11).  John came preaching a baptism of repentance to prepare the way for the message of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  Repentance always precedes saving faith (see Luke 7:30 for an enlightening example of this).  John’s baptism was very specific and unique to his time and setting.  He baptized in water as people came out to him at the Jordon River.  They responded to his baptism by confessing their sins as they were baptized.  Before the coming of Jesus, John preached repentance and baptism to all the people of Israel (Acts 13:24).  As Jesus came on the scene, the practice of “John’s baptism” began to decrease, and even though the need for repentance still remained, a different kind of water baptism began to be practiced as the church was born.

Christian Water Baptism:  Jesus commissioned his followers to make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19).  Believers in Christ would be initiated into the faith with a new type of water baptism (see Acts 2:38; 2:41; 8:12; 8:36; 9:18; 15:15; 16:33; 18:8; 19:4-5).  Their baptism would be even more than a baptism of repentance.  It would be in the name of Jesus and signify death to the old self and new life in Christ (see Acts 19:4-5; Romans 6:3-4; Colossians 2:12; 1 Peter 3:21).  
Baptism into Christ:  Paul spoke of another kind of baptism which was into Christ and his body, the church:  For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body… (1 Corinthians 12:13); all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ (Galatians 3:27); there is one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all… (Ephesians 4:5-6).  This is not a water baptism (with the possible exception of Ephesians 4:5) but a spiritual baptism into Christ and the church at the time of conversion.  It is the same as the spiritual birth to which Jesus referred when he said, “Spirit gives birth to spirit” (John 3:6).  Non-Charismatics equate this baptism to the baptism in the Holy Spirit.

Baptism in the Holy Spirit:  Before his ascension, Jesus said to his disciples, “John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 1:5).  The coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost was the fulfillment of Jesus’ prophecy.  The 120 persons gathered in the Upper Room experienced a true “immersion” in the Holy Spirit with supernatural signs as evidence of this baptism.  Similar signs and occurrences were recorded in the life of the church as the Holy Spirit continued to come upon disciples of Jesus to empower them to preach the gospel.  

Baptism with Fire: There are two references in the Gospels where John the Baptist says that Jesus will baptize… with fire (Mathew 3:11; Luke 3:16). Some see this fire as the tongues of fire which accompanied the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, some see it as a radical purging of sin in the believer’s life and still others see it as referring to suffering.  All three of these are plausible and completely consistent with biblical themes.  But the context in both Matthew and Luke suggests that the fire to which John the Baptist refers is the fire of judgment that will be executed by the Lord in the Last Day.

Baptism of Suffering:  The word baptism was also used to describe the suffering that Jesus and his followers would have to endure.  Speaking to James and John who were lobbying for places of honour in glory, Jesus said, "Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with" (Mark 10:38)?  In another place Jesus said, “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!  But I have a baptism to undergo, and how distressed I am until it is completed” (Luke 12:49-50).  The baptism to which Jesus was referring was the suffering of the cross.  Jesus indicated to his disciples that, indeed, they too would be called to endure a baptism of suffering for his name’s sake (see Mark 10:39).
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