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A Biblical Study of Christian Baptism

Introduction to Baptism

Although there are many views concerning baptism, it is our aim to see what the New Testament explicitly teaches about the subject.  Church traditions and misinterpretations of God’s Word have no place in any study of what the Bible teaches, and it is no less true in this study.
In the New Testament there are at least twelve different baptisms spoken of, only one of which is Christian water baptism, which is our concern in this study.  This should cause us to be very careful when we read the New Testament to make sure we understand which baptism the biblical author intends when he uses the term.  The following is a list of all the different baptisms in the New Testament categorized as either referring to water or Spirit baptism.
Spirit baptism:

1. The baptism by Jesus with the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:11)

2. The baptism by Jesus with fire (Matt 3:11)

3. The baptism of Jesus into death (Matt 20:22)

4. The baptism of the disciples into martyrdom (Matt 20:23 – not in some manuscripts)

5. The baptism of the children of Israel into Moses (1 Cor 10:2)

6. The baptism of the Holy Spirit for believers (1 Cor 12:13; Rom 6:3-4; Gal 3:27 – same as #1)

Water baptism:

7. The baptism of John to repentance (Mark 1:4)
8. The baptism of Jesus to fulfill all righteousness (Matt 3:13)
9. The baptism of Jesus and His disciples (John 3:22)
10. The baptism for the dead (1 Cor 15:29)
11. The doctrine of baptisms (Heb 6:2)

12. The baptism commanded by Jesus before His ascension for all disciples (Matt 28:19)
It is this last baptism that concerns us in this study.  Jesus commanded the apostles right before His ascension to make disciples of every nation.  The way disciples are made is by, first of all, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and then teaching them to observe everything that Jesus commanded (Matt 28:19-20).  This is the Christian baptism we will be referring to through the rest of this study.  We understand this to mean that the church today is to baptize all who come to Jesus Christ by faith as an act of obedience to this explicit command.
Although we cannot do an exhaustive study on baptism in this study, we will discuss Christian baptism, infant baptism, the reason for Christian baptism and the proper mode of Christian baptism.

What Baptism Is
What we are first to understand about baptism is that it is only for those who truly believe in the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation.  Baptism is a public display of what God has done for them in their lives and also what they have done and will do for the Lord until they are with Him in glory.
First, baptism is a picture of what God has done for the believer

Observing what Jesus commanded the apostles before He left in Matthew 28:19-20, we see that only disciples are to be baptized.  Although early in the Gospels the word “disciple” can mean anyone who follows Jesus Christ, either saved or unsaved (see John 6:66), by the end of the Gospel the word primarily means a truly saved follower of Christ.  Infants, because they cannot believe yet nor can they follow Christ, cannot be classified as disciples then and, therefore, should not be baptized.  But those who do believe in Christ and follow Him are to be subsequently baptized as a public display of what God has done in their lives when they were saved.  And basically three things took place at that time which water baptism portrays:
#1: Baptism portrays cleansing from sin.   The first grace God gave believers in salvation was the gift of regeneration by the Holy Spirit which made them alive in Jesus Christ (John 4:5-8).  When this happened, the Spirit spiritually washed away their sins based on the shed blood of Christ (Titus 3:4-6).  Paul also spoke of this washing away of sins when he wrote to the Corinthians, saying that they were very sinful people before they were saved: fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, homosexuals, sodomites, thieves, covetous, drunkards, revilers, and extortioners.  But when they came to Christ, they “were washed . . . in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:9-11).  So baptism first signifies a washing away of sin, water being the symbol of the Holy Spirit’s ministry in cleansing the believer.
#2: Baptism portrays identification with Christ.  What God did for the believer in salvation was immediately identify him with Christ through a spiritual baptism (Rom 6:3-10; Gal. 3:27).  When salvation occurred, the believer was spiritually baptized or plunged into Christ.  He was actually identified with Christ in His death.  When Christ died to sin, the believer died with Him.  Likewise, when Christ rose from the dead, the believer also rose with Him to a new life, sin no longer having dominion over him as it did before he was saved.  All this occurred at the moment of salvation by a spiritual baptism into Jesus Christ.  This was a non-experiential event, but has subsequent experiential results in the believer since it affects him to no longer serve sin but Christ.
#3: Baptism portrays union with Christ.  What God did for all believers at the moment of salvation was also place or baptize them into union with Christ by the Holy Spirit.  This union is very closely connected to identification with Christ; but unlike identification with Christ being a one time event into His death and resurrection with continuing results, union with Christ is an ongoing eternal reality in and of itself.  Being in union with Christ also means being in union with all other believers who are also immersed into union with Him.  Thus the universal church of Christ is in union with Christ and with each other.  
Being placed or baptized into this union with Christ is the same spiritual baptism the believer underwent when he was identified with Christ.  Paul refers to this in 1 Corinthians 12:12-13, saying, “For as the (human) body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one (human) body, being many, are one (human) body, so also is Christ (His spiritual body, the church).  For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body (the church) – whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free – and have all been made to drink into one Spirit.”  
This is what is called the baptism of the Holy Spirit which is also a non-experiential event, contrary to what Pentecostals and Charismatics teach today.  First, we learn from this verse that spiritual baptism is not to be sought after.  Rather it is a sovereign work of the Holy Spirit.  Second, spiritual baptism is for all believers, not just some.  And third, spiritual baptism occurs at the moment of salvation, not sometime later as a second work of grace or experience.  If a believer is not baptized by the Holy Spirit at the moment of salvation, he is not in union with Christ or part of His universal church (Rom 8:9), which is biblically impossible.
Summary.  So when a believer is baptized in water, it is a public portrayal of what God did immediately when that person was saved.  First, when a person goes down into the water, it signifies the Holy Spirit’s cleansing of his sin, and when he comes up out of the water, it shows that he is clean as a result of his washing.  Second, going down into the water signifies the believer’s death with Christ to the power of sin.  And when he comes up out of the water it signifies his rising with Christ to walk in a new life, sin no longer having dominion over him.  Third, going down into the water signifies the Holy Spirit immersing the believer or plunging him into union with Christ and His body, the church.
Second, baptism is a picture of what the believer has done and will do for Christ

Just as there are several parts of a believer’s salvation that God does for him portrayed by baptism, so there are to be several responses by the believer at his baptism:

#1: Baptism is a public profession of repentance.  In baptism the believer is making a public profession that he has repented of his sins.  When he came to Christ in salvation, he was convicted by the Holy Spirit to see that he was a sinner before God and that his sin would condemn him to an eternity in hell.  The Holy Spirit then granted him repentance to turn from his sins and place his faith in Jesus Christ for salvation, trusting in His finished work on the cross to take away his sins.
#2: Baptism is a public acknowledgement of the Trinity.  The believer, at his baptism, also publicly acknowledges that he has believed in the triune God.  Jesus very clearly told the apostles to baptize “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19).  By baptism the believer is publicly announcing that he has relied on the triune God for his salvation, understanding that the Father sent the Son to be his Savior, the Son voluntarily came to die for sinners, and the Holy Spirit brought him to repentance and faith in Christ for his salvation.
#3: Baptism is a public pledge to follow Christ.  When the believer is baptized he also publicly pledges to follow Christ all of his days until he is with Christ in glory.  In His commission to the apostles to make disciples, Jesus told them to teach every baptized believer to observe or obey everything He had taught.  So in his baptism, the believer publicly pledges to do just that.  He is promising that his old life of sin has come to an end.  And from this time forward, those who witness his baptism can hold him accountable to the public pledge he has made to walk in newness of life, following his Savior.
Third, baptism is an ordinance, not a sacrament

The reason baptism should be considered an ordinance and not a sacrament is because the word “sacrament” has been understood by many to mean that some type of grace is conveyed in baptism.  But the New Testament clearly teaches that God’s grace saves us through faith in Jesus Christ, not through any human efforts, including baptism.  Baptism is rather a picture of the grace that the believer experienced when God worked in his life previously, bringing him to faith in Christ for salvation.  The subsequent views all hold to infant baptism which either imparts grace or in some measure gives grace to the one being baptized:
The Roman Catholic View.  According to Catholic doctrine, baptism imparts saving grace to the one being baptized.  In this view it takes away both original and personal sins, and consequently removes punishment for all sin.  In this view no faith is required when the rite is properly performed.  In the case of infants, if the child dies, baptism will save him.  This is why it is critical for Catholics to baptize infants as soon as possible after birth.
The Lutheran View.  In this view, baptism does not impart saving grace, rather faith is required for salvation.  In the case of infants, however, sponsors or godparents express the child’s faith for him.  Lutheran’s rightly believe that faith is a gift of the Holy Spirit, but in their view it is mystically conveyed by the Spirit to the baby who is not personally capable of believing.  A later “confirmation” of the child (at age 12-13), when he is capable of owning the faith that was spoken for him at his baptism, assures him of his salvation.  So in this view, the child is saved at his baptism, not by baptism but by faith spoken for by the child’s sponsor.
The Reformed and Presbyterian View.  Like Lutherans, those who hold to this tradition do not believe that baptism imparts saving grace.  Rather it is a sign and seal of the covenant of grace God made with His people in the Old Testament.  Baptism in the New Testament replaces Old Testament circumcision which placed the child in the sphere to receive God’s promises, particularly salvation.  Those who hold this view see the New Testament church as the continuation of Old Testament Israel along with all the covenant promises made to Abraham.  Since children were under the Abrahamic covenant in the Old Testament, likewise children should be today.  Baptism, like circumcision, is to be done in faith, not by the child, but by the parents and the congregation who promise to see the child raised under the covenant.
Evaluation.  Although, all of these views are well intentioned, none of them have any biblical support.  The Catholic view explicitly denies personal faith which is necessary for salvation.  The Lutheran view, although it acknowledges the necessity of faith for salvation and denies that God imparts salvation directly to infants apart from faith, nevertheless it says that faith is conveyed to the child for salvation as a result of the faith of the child’s sponsors.  But this, too, denies personal faith in Jesus Christ for salvation, which is the only kind of faith the New Testament speaks of.  
The Reformed and Presbyterian view does not recognize the clear distinction between Old Testament Israel and the New Testament church which began at Pentecost.  Therefore, to say that baptism replaces circumcision and that the church is under the Abrahamic Covenant is a theological conclusion, not a biblical one.  Consequently, to baptize infants into a covenant of grace by baptism is not supported anywhere in the Bible.

Lack of New Testament Evidence for Infant Baptism
Those who hold to infant baptism mainly use the household baptism passages in the New Testament, along with the blessing of little children by Jesus, to argue their position.  The household baptism passages are found in Acts 10:47-48; 16:15, 29-34; 1 Corinthians 1:16.  The blessing passages are found in Matthew 19:13-14; Mark 10:13-15; Luke 18:15-16.

Household baptism 
In each of the household baptism passages there is nothing explicitly stated concerning the baptism of infants in those households.  Therefore, those who hold to infant baptism cannot use these passages to prove their position.  It is merely an argument from silence.  Since we have no explicit instance in the New Testament of an infant or small child being baptized, whereas we are explicitly told that believers are to be baptized, we have to conclude that infants were not baptized in the early church.
These few passages do not even state that infants were present in the households mentioned.  In Acts 16 we first see Lydia and her household baptized with no mention of who was in her household.  The same is true concerning the household of Stephanas in 1 Corinthians 1:16. Therefore, it is impossible to prove that infants were even present in those households much less baptized.  There is simply no way to know who was in the household.  But to argue an entire doctrine on silence is certainly the poorest way to interpret the Bible, especially when it contradicts Jesus’ clear command to only baptize His disciples, and also when it denies the clear passages that explicitly say to baptize believers.
In the case of Acts 10:24 and 47-48 it is clear that infants were not baptized in Cornelius’ house even if they were present.  Peter asked if baptism should be denied those “who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.”  Peter was referring to only those in Cornelius’s house who spoke in tongues just as the apostles had on the day of Pentecost.  It should also be noted that those who were baptized “asked him to stay a few days.”  Clearly none of them were infants.
Later in Acts 16:29-34 when the Philippian jailer asked Paul what he must do to be saved, Paul told him to “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you and your household.”  Now no one would say that Paul meant only the jailer needed to believe and then his whole household would be saved without believing.  He certainly meant that his household also needed to believe in order to be saved.  By “household” Paul must have meant those capable a believing the gospel, which could not include infants or small children incapable of believing.
There is one other passage which shows that only adults were baptized after the preaching of the gospel.  In Acts 8:12 when Phillip preached to the people, it does not necessarily mean that only adults were present, although it could mean that.  To say that infants were not present would be highly unlikely, since it says that a multitude was present (8:6).  But assuming that infants were present, only “men and women were baptized.”  This would argue against infants being baptized.
Jesus’ blessing of little children
The gospels state that on a certain occasion young children were brought to Jesus.  All three Gospels seem to refer to the same occasion (Matt 19:13-14; Mark 10:13-15; Luke 18:15-16).  This instance did include infants, but it cannot be argued that because Jesus took them up in His arms, put His hands on them, and blessed them, that they were baptized.  Baptism is nowhere mentioned in any one of the three Gospels.  These passages are teaching about Jesus blessing the little children, not infant baptism.  Again, this contradicts clear statements of the New Testament to baptize only believers.

Conclusion
The only proper conclusion based on all the New Testament evidence concerning household baptisms and Jesus’ blessing of the little children is that only believers were baptized.  Proper biblical interpretation does not allow for setting unclear and silent passages above clear explicit passages, especially when the former actually contradict the latter.  The universally accepted rules of biblical interpretation state that clear passages always are to be preferred before unclear passages.  The former must shed light on the latter, not the other way around.

Further, when the Ethiopian eunuch wanted to be baptized, Phillip said he could only if he believed in Jesus Christ with all of his heart, something infants and little children cannot do (Acts 8:36-37).  We have to conclude, then, based on all the biblical evidence that baptism is only for believers in Jesus Christ, which would exclude infants and small children.
Believers Being Baptized or Not
Question # 1: Is baptism optional?
Baptism should be the believer’s first step of obedience.  From the direct command of Christ, a true believer should not say baptism is optional anymore than he can say any other command in the Bible is optional.  Jesus clearly commanded all who believe in Him to be baptized (Matt 28:19-20.  There should be no reason for any believer not to obey that command.
Jesus said in Mark 16:16 that “he who believes and is baptized will be saved.”  In this verse Jesus did not mean that baptism saves.  He only meant that baptism is so closely related to the believer’s faith that it would be inconsistent for anyone to say they are Christians and not be baptized.  We know Jesus did not mean baptism saves because of what He said next: “he who does not believe will be condemned.”  In this parallel phrase condemnation is only connected with unbelief, not the lack of baptism.  So baptism in the first phrase is only connected with faith, not salvation.  Also, if Jesus meant that baptism (which is a human work) is necessary for salvation, it would contradict what He, as well as the apostles, taught all throughout the New Testament concerning salvation being obtained only through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9).
Further, the pattern of the apostles in the book of Acts shows us that when people believed in Christ for salvation they were baptized.  In Acts 2:38 Peter told those who wanted to know how to respond to his gospel message to “repent and be baptized,” and in 2:41 they were.  In Acts 8:12 Phillip preached the gospel in Samaria and “when they believed Phillip as he preached the things concerning the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, both men and women were baptized.”  Later in the same chapter Phillip baptized the Ethiopian eunuch after he believed in Christ (35-38).  In Acts 9:18 after Paul was saved on the Damascus road “he arose and was baptized.”  Cornelius in Acts 10:47-48 was baptized with those who believed the gospel.
There can be no doubt, based on the overwhelming evidence in the book of Acts alone, that the apostles obeyed Jesus’ command in Matthew 28:19 to baptize those who believed in Him.  Further, this was to be the pattern for the church until the end of the age.  In Matthew 28:19 Jesus commanded baptism of those who were His disciples and in verse 20 He said “lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” in doing that.  Therefore, all believers are to follow Christ in baptism just as they are to obey any other command He has given them.
Question # 2: Isn’t my infant baptism sufficient?
We have already answered this objection in the previous arguments concerning baptism as a sacrament, along with the arguments showing that baptism is only for believers in Jesus Christ.  No infant can have personal faith, and consequently cannot be baptized according to the New Testament command.  When a person who was baptized as an infant later comes to faith in Christ, he or she should be baptized as a believer following Christ in obedience to His command. 
Question # 3: Isn’t it okay not to be baptized if it will offend someone I know? 
In some cases parents, relatives, or friends may object to a person being baptized, particularly if they were baptized as an infant.  Many objections come because of sacramentalism.  Those who hold to this view think that the biblical requirements have been met and that any subsequent baptism undermines their long held traditions.  
Jesus made it very clear, however, that for His sake and the sake of the gospel all believers must be willing to offend even those closest to them if they are going to be his true disciples.  He said in Lk. 14:26, “If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple.”  What Jesus means by “hate” is that every other relationship we have, even those closest to us such as husband and wife, father and mother, and children are to take second place to Him.  In other words anything He commands us is to be obeyed even if it offends our closest relations.  If we refuse we cannot be His disciples.  
From a positive perspective a believer’s baptism gives him an opportunity to witness to those who are in the error of sacramentalism or even of another religious belief, since in the very act of baptism the gospel of Jesus Christ is proclaimed.  Further, God may use the obedience of the believer in his baptism to bring those who oppose it to true saving faith in Christ.
Question #4: If I have only trusted in Christ for salvation, but not as my Lord, shouldn’t I refrain from baptism, since it is only for those who commit themselves to follow Him?  
Anyone who has only trusted Christ as Savior but not as Lord should not be baptized since they cannot be a believer.  This objection assumes a person can be a Christian without being committed to Christ.  But no one can trust Christ to save them from the penalty of sin but not save them from the power of sin in their lives every day.  This is contrary to the doctrine of salvation.  No true believer can take Christ as “Savior” not Christ as “lord.”  The command in the gospel is to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Explaining this more fully, theologically it is impossible for a person to trust Christ as Savior but not as Lord, because when God saves a person He gives him a new heart to follow Christ (see Rom 6:1-10).  If a person wants to stay in his sins it only shows that he has never truly believed in Christ for salvation.  The term “salvation” means saved Christ to save him from all aspects of his sins, he cannot have Christ as Savior.
Also the clear commands of Christ and the apostles demand a turning from sin to Christ in obedience when a person is saved (see Luke 14:26ff).  Jesus also told His disciples that “whoever desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow Me.  For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s will find it” (Mark 8:34-35).  Paul said he preached to both Jews and Gentiles “to open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, from the power of Satan to God . . . that they should repent, turn to God, and do works befitting repentance” (Acts 26:18, 20).  When a person comes to Christ for salvation he must have a desire to be saved from his current sin as well as hell.  Therefore, baptism is only for those who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Proper Mode of Baptism
Throughout our whole discussion we have either implied or stated that immersion was the mode of baptism practiced in the New Testament.  The historical church, however, has never agreed on whether sprinkling, pouring, or immersing is the proper biblical mode.  However, based on the biblical evidence the picture of Spirit baptism, the definition of baptism, and the practice of baptism in the New Testament, immersion was the biblical mode for baptism.
The picture of Spirit baptism
Spirit baptism is best portrayed by immersion.  We have already seen that when a person is saved God by the regeneration by the Holy Spirit not only makes him alive in Christ, but also cleanses him from all his sins.  This is beautifully pictured when a believer goes down into the water to signify his cleansing from sin, and then coming up out of the water to signify his now being clean.  Also, when a believer was saved he was plunged into Christ’s death and raised with Him in His resurrection to newness of life.  Going down into the water pictures his death with Christ, and coming up out of the water signifies his being raised with Christ from death to walk in a new life of freedom from the dominion of sin.

The definition of baptizo
The definition of the term baptizo also indicates that baptism should be done by immersion.  The term literally means to “dip” or “immerse.”  This is how it was used in early non-Christian literature.  In one particular writing baptizo described the sinking of a ship which was completely submerged or “baptized” under water.  It was also used to refer to a garment which was submerged or “baptized in dye to change the color of that garment.  Clearly a ship cannot be submerged in water or a garment dyed in a solution without being completely immersed.
The practice of baptism in the New Testament
In Matthew 3:16 when Jesus was baptized He “came up immediately from the water.”  This indicates that Jesus was in the water and then came out.  If he was baptized by sprinkling or pouring there would have been no need to “go into” the water.  Also, John was baptizing “in Aenon near Salim because there was much water there” (John 3:23).  There would be no need to mention that “there was much water there” unless much water was necessary for baptism.  If sprinkling or pouring was the biblical mode then only a little water in a cup or pitcher would be needed.
Further, when Phillip baptized the Ethiopian eunuch it was by immersion.  This is indicated by the prepositions in Acts 8:38-39.  It says that both Phillip and the eunuch went “down into the water.”  The accusative preposition eis or “into” means to be placed into a sphere or place.  After they were finished they came “up out of the water.”  The genitive ek or “out of” means to come out of a sphere or a place.  If pouring or sprinkling were the mode for baptism, Phillip would not have needed to go “down into the water” and then come “up out of the water.”
Conclusion

From these arguments there does not seem to be much room for sprinkling or pouring in the New Testament mode of baptism.  But even if there were no biblical evidence for the mode, immersion would still be the best choice based on the picture of the Spirit’s baptism of the Christian when he believes.  The New Testament practice of baptism does strongly outweigh any arguments sprinkling or pouring adherents may set forth, since those arguments are biblically weak or non-existent.  Therefore, the evidence supports immersion as the mode of baptism in the New Testament.  

97 Uses of the term Baptism (and its derivative) in the New Testament

Baptism (22) – Matt 3:7; 20:22f; 21:25; Mark 1:4; 10:38f; 11:30; Luke 3:3; 7:29; 12:50; 20:4; Acts 1:22; 10:37; 13:24; 18:25; 19:3f; Rom 6:4; Eph 4:5; Col 2:12; 1 Pet 3:21

Baptize (8) – Matt 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:25f, 33; 4:2; 1 Cor 1:17

Baptized (59) – Matt 3:6, 13f, 16; 20:22f; Mark 1:5, 8f; 10:38f; 16:16; Luke 3:7, 12, 21; 7:29f; 12:50; John 3:22f; 4:1; Acts 1:5; 2:38, 41; 8:12f, 16, 36, 38; 9:18; 10:47f; 11:16; 16:15, 33; 18:8; 19:3ff; 22:16; Rom 6:3; 1 Cor 1:13ff; 10:2; 12:13; 15:29; Gal 3:27

Baptisms (1) – Heb 6:2

Baptizing (7) – Matt 28:19; Mark 1:4; John 1:28, 31; 3:23, 26; 10:40
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