Water Baptism, Part 2
Infant Baptism

My wife was preaching on the topic of Christian unity one Sunday morning and said that we as a church would not let differing “modes of baptism” separate us from other members of the body of Christ.  A woman who had recently started attending our church informed us that immersion was the only way and she would not be returning because of our stance.  A friend and mentor, who is an advocate for infant baptism, tells of the time when a neighbouring pastor wrote a tract of scathing criticism against the practice of infant baptism and had it delivered to every home in their town—severely damaging the good will of all the Christians who believed as such.  Should differences over infant baptism be allowed to bring division in the body of Christ?  Are there not those in each theological camp who truly know and love the Lord and are called according to his purposes?  

Your view on whether or not it is appropriate to baptize infants hinges largely on whether or not you have a sacramental view of water baptism.  If there is intrinsic grace that is imparted in the rite of baptism that transcends cognition and works (or works toward) salvation—then infant baptism is certainly valid.  Even so, very few advocates of this sacramental grace would argue a carte blanche offer of salvation based merely on whether or not you were baptized.  The fact that we have no example or indication in the New Testament of the baptizing of infants is also problematic for this viewpoint.  Salvation involves cognition (“cognition is defined as “knowledge acquired through reasoning, intuition or perception” (Encarta)).  God wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth (1 Timothy 2:4).  The knowledge of truth—regarding our sin and the salvation offered in Jesus Christ for those who believe—is necessary to salvation.  Faith in Jesus Christ must be exercised to procure the benefits of saving grace.  Infants cannot do this.  This, of course, does not mean that infants or those with limited mental functioning can’t be saved—but it will not be by the means of baptism.  Baptism was never meant to be the means of salvation but rather the witness and seal of it.

Even though we have no precedent for infant baptism in the Scriptures, we do have precedent for child dedication that is applicable yet today.  As Samuel was brought to the House of the Lord at Shiloh to be given over to the Lord (see 1 Kings 1:24-28) and as Jesus was brought to the Temple to be presented to the Lord in accordance with Jewish custom (see Luke 2:22-23) it is fully appropriate for parents to bring their new children before the congregation of God to publically dedicate their children and themselves to see that the purposes of God be fulfilled in the lives of their children.
Modes of Baptism

There are basically three different modes of water baptism in the Christian church:  Sprinkling, pouring and immersion.  Sprinkling and pouring are usually employed with the baptism (sometimes known as the “christening”) of infants but also with children and adults.  The only real difference between sprinkling and pouring is that sprinkling is done with the hand and pouring is done with a pitcher.  In most church communions which employ these modes, neither sprinkling nor pouring involves a lot of water—usually just enough to apply to the head or forehead without getting any other part of the body wet.  Very few communions, especially in Western church culture, employ the kind of pouring depicted in movies and biblical art where the person getting baptized stands in a pool or body of water and the water is poured over their heads, running down on their body.  

Sprinkling and pouring can be understood to be a very practical alternative to total immersion when it comes to baptizing infants, or in cases where the supply of water is limited, or in cases where the person being baptized is immobile.  It seems to me that the custom of sprinkling came more out of a practical way to baptize infants than a theological or biblical precedent.  The practices of sprinkling and pouring can be traced to some early Christian traditions but it cannot be definitively traced to any of the churches of the New Testament.  Virtually all sprinkling and pouring practitioners will sprinkle/pour three times reflecting the formula of Matthew 28:19 of baptizing in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

Those who practice water baptism by total immersion do not practice infant baptism—with the exception of the Eastern Orthodox Church.1 The church communions who baptize by immersion are usually those who adhere to what is known as “believer’s baptism”—baptizing only those who are able to make a faith decision to follow Jesus Christ.  I am convinced that “believer’s baptism” by immersion is the most appropriate form of water baptism:

1. In just about every biblical context the word “baptism” means to be “immersed” in something.  Whether it is water, fire, the Spirit or suffering, the picture you get from someone who is being “baptized” is someone who is being inundated.  The Greek verb, “bapto” literally and simply means “to dip” (i.e., Luke 16:24; John 13:26; Revelation 19:13).  I have read many commentators who try to argue that “bapto” doesn’t necessarily mean to dip or to immerse, but their arguments don’t really hold water (.  
2. Immersion lends itself theologically to the symbolism of Romans 6 and Colossians 2 in a way that sprinkling or pouring cannot.  Being buried with Christ in baptism is part of the symbolic meaning of baptism and is much more clearly understood in immersion than in sprinkling or pouring.
3. There are twelve instances of water baptism recorded in the Gospels and Acts.  There is no indication from these or from the apostolic commentaries in the Epistles that water baptism was done by sprinkling or pouring.  The natural inference in the baptism accounts is that the normative practice of baptism was by immersion:
a. As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. –Matthew 3:16
b. Now John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim, because there was plenty of water… -John 3:23
c. 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. When they came up out of the water… -Acts 8:36-39
4. As mentioned earlier, it is a faith response to the gospel, not baptism, that leads to salvation.  In the book of Acts, water baptism is always a witness to the salvation that has come when a person has believed the good news about Jesus.
The subject of baptismal mode can be a contentious one among Christians of different persuasions.  There is little room for movement on the issue because, for most of us, the praxis comes before the doctrine.  Once we are established in the practice, doctrine becomes a prop so that history, tradition and the biblical witness is shaped to support our a priori convictions regarding the proper mode of baptism.  This would be true whether the practice is sprinkling, pouring or immersion.  Fortunately, Christian fellowship does not have to depend on mode of baptism but allegiance to the person of Christ.  There are millions in each baptismal camp who know the Lord, are part of his church and are aligned with his kingdom.  Mode of baptism neither qualifies you for nor disqualifies you from for the Kingdom of Heaven.

Water Baptism and the Holy Spirit

What connection is there between water baptism and the coming of the Holy Spirit?  Just as some believe that there is a cause and effect relationship between baptism and salvation, some believe that water baptism is the prerequisite to Spirit baptism.  This is foundational to the theology of infant baptism as well as the practice of some Pentecostal groups where the expectation is for the baptized person to come up out of the water speaking in tongues.  As we see a link in the New Testament record between salvation and baptism, we see this connection between baptism and the coming of the Holy Spirit:

· 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. –Matthew 3:16
· 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… -Acts 2:38
· On hearing this, they were baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied.  –Acts 19:5-6
Is the link between baptism and the baptism of the Holy Spirit coincidental or causal?   It is not reasonable to argue that it is purely coincidental.  In these cases, the water baptism is part and parcel of the working of God and the coming of the Holy Spirit.  But it is mostly coincidental in the sense that the baptism and the coming of the Holy Spirit are co-incidences in the pouring out of God’s grace and power on Jesus and the church.  It cannot be argued that baptism is a prerequisite for the coming or fullness of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit of God was poured out on the household of Cornelius before they were baptized (see Acts 10:44-48).  In their case, water baptism followed the coming of the Holy Spirit.  Today, many are filled with the Holy Spirit before they receive water baptism.  This was very common in the outpouring of the Spirit in the “Jesus People” movement.
Baptism for the Dead

In making a case for the resurrection, Paul says to the Corinthians, “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).  The Mormons, especially, take their cue from this verse and practice baptizing for the dead—yet virtually no other group of Christians of any significance follows suit.  The Mormons are on shaky ground for two reasons.  One, it is never appropriate to base doctrine and practice on a singular isolated verse of the Bible.  There is absolutely no corroboration for this practice elsewhere in Scripture.  Two, the whole tenor of biblical theology on this subject is that once a person passes from life here to life in the hereafter, it is impossible for them or anyone else to effect change in their eternal destiny (i.e., Luke 16:20-31 (Lazarus and the rich man) and Hebrews 9:27).  It cannot be conclusively said that Paul is advocating here for the practice of baptizing for the dead—only that he is using it as an example.  Why he would use it as an example is very hard to understand and is beyond most commentators.  It could be that as Paul makes his case for the validity of the resurrection, he is really appealing to the symbolism regarding the resurrection from the dead which is inherent in baptism itself.  If there is no resurrection from the dead, then why does the act of water baptism so patently represent the believers’ identification with death and resurrection?  This would be an excellent point in the Corinthian context and could be the question that Paul is actually asking.
Practical Considerations

When should someone be baptized?  The clear precedent in the book of Acts is that people were baptized immediately after coming to faith in Christ.  Those who received the gospel on the day of Pentecost were baptized that same day.  Baptism confirms and solidifies the faith decision and is most effective when it comes early in the discipleship process.  I know of a church that during the “Jesus People” revival in the early 70’s would keep their baptismal tank full of water and get people “saved, baptized and filled with the Spirit” all in one night.  There may be a certain amount of practical preparation that should be made in terms of the understanding of water baptism or the invitation of family and friends to witness the baptism, but one should not wait long to be baptized.  Water baptism has nothing to do with achieving a level of biblical knowledge or spiritual maturity—it is meant to be the initial step in the process of discipleship.  So, generally speaking, the answer to the question of when someone should be baptized is “the sooner, the better.”
Who should do the baptizing?  There is no solid confirmation in the New Testament regarding whose responsibility it should be to baptize.  We can be certain that persons were not self-baptized considering that the verb form in the New Testament accounts is always in the passive voice.  We know that both Jesus and Paul were reluctant to do individual baptizing—leaving it to others.  The reason for this could have been to avoid wrong assumptions that persons might make about the greater efficacy of their baptism if their baptism was administered by someone with recognized authority.  In regard to who should do the baptizing there are two valid viewpoints.  First, because baptism in the Book of Acts was almost invariably administered on the heals of the preaching of the gospel, it is natural that the evangelist(s) responsible for leading a person to Christ be the one(s) to do the baptizing.  For example, Philip baptized the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8).  It is fully appropriate that the person who led you to Christ also baptize you.  There is also validity in the idea that those in the church who have charge of your spiritual well-being be the ones to baptize you.  Since baptism is a bridge from hearing and receiving the gospel into the life of a disciple of Christ—both the “evangelist” and the pastor can, and should, be involved in the baptism of the new convert, if possible.
Where should someone be baptized?  A person does not have to be baptized in a church building.  My favourite baptisms have been at a boat launch in our city’s river and also in a park near our church building.  I love the public witness aspect as passers by would stop and observe the entire baptismal service that was being held in the public setting.  Of course, we have done many baptisms in the church (especially in the winter) where friends, family and church family gather to witness the baptism.  I will never forget marching through the streets of a town in South India with baptismal candidates as they made their way down to the river singing “Victory, Victory, Hallelujah.”  I also remember reading about Chinese Christian, Brother Yun, also known as The Heavenly Man, as he baptized a new convert in prison with a teeny bit of water that they had saved from their very limited daily ration.2
What about re-baptizing?   From time to time, I am approached by people wanting to be re-baptized.  Re-baptism requests usually come from those in the following situations:

· They were baptized as an infant (or child), have had a born again experience through faith and want to follow the Lord in believer’s baptism by immersion.  Most in this category do not see their original baptism as either a valid or full expression of biblical water baptism.  I usually do not hesitate to re-baptize persons in this category.
· They were baptized in another church but are now worshipping with us and want to be baptized into the fellowship of our church.  We do not re-baptize persons in this category.  I explain to them that they are not baptized into a local fellowship but into Christ.  Their baptism into Christ makes them a member of his one church no matter what fellowship they may be a part of.
· They came to faith in Christ and then were baptized by sprinkling or pouring but now want to be baptized by immersion.  Though I have never encountered this situation, I would advise them that even though I see immersion as the most biblically appropriate form of water baptism, they need not be re-baptised since their original baptism was a faith response to the gospel and their baptism by sprinkling or pouring carries heavenly validity.  I probably would not deny their re-baptism if they had a strong conviction that it needed to take place to fulfill all righteousness.
· They came to faith in Christ and were baptized earlier in life but “fell away” and now want to be baptized as part of their re-commitment to the Lordship of Christ.  I have encountered many persons like this and am sometimes willing to re-baptize them as a part of their re-identification with the Lord Jesus—though I advise them that re-baptism is not necessary for them to return to living in the grace of God.  A person may ask, “Where do you draw the line on re-baptism—how many times would you allow a person to be re-baptized and could the practice not go on indefinitely depending on how many times a person was making a re-commitment to the Lord in their lifetime?”  This is a very legitimate question and, accordingly, I would be very reluctant to re-baptize a person more than once.
Whether or not you see the practice of re-baptizing as legitimate depends on your theological understanding of baptism.  Those who consider baptism a sacrament of the impartation of God’s grace are no less than appalled at the notion of re-baptism and see it as a gross de-valuing of our great salvation and the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit promised to us in baptism.  Those, like me, who see baptism as a witness to our salvation in Christ and identification with Jesus and his church, can, for those reasons, see the legitimacy of re-baptism in certain cases.  For those who see it as a sign or seal of our covenant with Christ—re-baptism would be no more necessary than re-marriage, especially since Jesus would never default in his covenant with us.
What is the proper formula to be spoken at one’s baptism?  Certain “Oneness” or “Jesus Only” groups such as the Apostolic Church and the United Pentecostal Church baptize “in the name of Jesus only” and not in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit as Matthew 20:19 suggests.  They argue that the  Matthew 20:19 formula cannot be found in the Book of Acts as people were baptized in the name of Jesus only by the first apostles.  But it is the theology of the Oneness groups (see doctrinal paper on “The Trinity’) more than early church example that dictates that the Matthew 20:19 formula not be used.  The Great Commission to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit… is unequivocal and the Oneness groups do not have an adequate explanation regarding the dismissal of Jesus’ instructions concerning the formula for baptism.
Conclusion

There are two keys to the proper understanding Christian water baptism.  The first is to understand baptism as a discipleship issue.  By doing so, we can avoid the mistake of either making too much or too little of the importance of baptism.  The second key is to differentiate between “means” and “meaning” as we study the Scriptures regarding water baptism.  Because water baptism abounds in theological meaning it is often assumed to be the means to those theological graces.  This is a bad assumption that diverts attention away from the person of Christ onto the act of baptism itself.  Our faith is not in our baptism but in the living Christ—and yet baptism stands as the consummate public witness to that faith.  As such, water baptism will always play a vital role in the life of the church and every believer who fulfills all righteousness as they follow the Lord in water baptism.
1 http://www.orthodox.net/articles/baptism.html
2 see Brother Yun and Paul Hathaway, The Heavenly Man, London: Monarch Books, 2002
Brief Answers to Important Questions 
Regarding Water Baptism
1.  What is baptism?
         Baptism is the God-ordained act where you publically identify yourself as a believer in Jesus Christ and a member of His church.

2.  What does baptism symbolize?
         Baptism symbolizes a number of things, including the washing away of your sins, dying to self and receiving new life in Christ.


3.  Who should be baptized?
        Anyone who 1) Has received salvation by believing in Jesus and 2) Understands what baptism is.  Children certainly can meet these criteria but infants obviously cannot.

4.  When should someone be baptized?
        As soon as possible after becoming a Christian.  In Acts 2, three-thousand people who accepted Christ were baptized right away.  Baptism solidifies your commitment to Jesus.  The sooner one is baptized, usually the better.  But even if you've been a Christian for a number of years it's never too late to be baptized.

5.  Don't I need time to become a stronger Christian and learn some things before I'm baptized?
        No, not at all.  Baptism was meant to give you a good start in your Christian life.  It is in no way a measure of Christian maturity.

6.  So what are the reasons that I should be baptized?
        1) It is the Lord's command.  2) It builds your faith and gives momentum to your Christian life.  3) It is a testimony to the world.  4) It is an encouragement to the Church.

7. Do I have to be baptized to be saved?
        No, salvation is through faith by God's grace.  The thief on the cross was unable to be baptized.  Baptism is not a “sacrament” of grace.  It is a God-ordained witness to saving faith.

8. Where should someone be baptized?
        Any place where there is enough water.  Usually it is good to have it in a place where friends, family and church family can witness the baptism.

9.  How should someone be baptized?
        The word baptized means “to be immersed.”  To fulfill the symbolism of baptism one must be completely immersed in the water.

10.  Are there any requirements or preparations for baptism?
        A basic understanding concerning water baptism, along with an experience of faith in Jesus Christ are the only pre-requisites for baptism.  There are some practical items regarding the actual baptism about which a person should receive instructions.

11.  Who does the baptizing?
        The baptism can be performed by those who led you to Christ, those in the church who will be most responsible for your spiritual growth or, better yet, both.

12.  Will I have to say anything at my baptism? 
        Yes.  You must give a testimony, short or long, to your salvation in Christ.
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