Foundation Course

Segment One

Full Christian Initiation

Part 4 - Baptism in water

Acts 2:37-39
37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"

38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, 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.  39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off — for all whom the Lord our God will call."

To the human mind, the need for repentance may not be welcome, but it is logical.  Once you understand that Jesus Christ is the King of Kings, and that he has set a standard for human life that your own life doesn’t match up to, then it makes sense to change how we think and what we do.

But, to the human mind, baptism doesn’t seem a particularly logical thing to do.  Why would God want us to take a bath in Jesus’s name?
The Definition of Baptism in water

The English word “baptise” is a transliteration (not a translation) of the everyday Greek word “baptizo”.  Its primary meaning is “to immerse” or “to dip”.  Thus, for a person, to be baptised in water is to be immersed in water.

In Mark 7:4 and Luke 11:38, “baptizo” is also used of ceremonial washing.
But “baptism” sounds such a religious word.  We don’t often talk about baptising a pair of socks, but that is what we do when we wash them.  In Greek, they would say just that.
Jesus commands us to baptise Christians
After his resurrection and just before the ascension, Jesus commanded his disciples (and so us) to make disciples and to baptise them.

Matthew 28:18-20

18 Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."

So we can see immediately that: 

· Baptism in water is commanded by Jesus.

· Jesus saw baptism as being part of becoming a disciple.
The first thing Jesus tells us that we should do after making disciples is to baptise them.  He doesn’t say baptism should be given to those who are not disciples.  He doesn’t say we should wait until disciples have reached some stage of maturity.  He says we should make disciples and baptise them.  Baptism is part of Christian initiation.

Notice that Jesus says “baptise”, not “baptise in water”.  This is because, when not qualified by some additional phrase, the word “baptise” generally means “baptise in water”, in just the same way that “wash” usually means “wash with water”.
Peter instructs believers to be baptised

Baptism in water is important. And it’s the first thing we are commanded to do after coming to faith.  
As we’ve already seen,

Acts 2:38-39
Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, 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.  39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off — for all whom the Lord our God will call."

Peter’s instructions to the crowd that had gathered that day to witness the first outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the church indicate the normal order of events:

· Baptism in water must follow faith and repentance.
· Baptism in the Holy Spirit will usually follow baptism in water (although not always).

It seems strange to me that some of those who would like to retain the non-Biblical idea of baptising babies, and who are usually quite careful in their use of scripture, use this passage (Acts 2:38-39) to defend that practice, because it mentions children.  Their reasoning appears to be:

· All who repent and are baptised are promised forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit.

· This promise is made to “you and your children” so when we repent, our children can be baptised and they too will be saved.
I hope I’ve misunderstood them, because this interpretation fails dismally:
· The promise is not only to their children but also to “all who are far off — for all whom the Lord our God will call”.  So, if their logic is correct, then because I am saved, all who are far off will be saved if they are baptised.
· The promise is: “if you repent and are baptised you will receive forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit”.  What this means for the children of believers is the same as what it means for anybody else; if they repent and are baptised, then they will receive forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit.
· Nowhere does the Bible suggest “Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And baptise your children before they have repented or believed and they will receive the same gifts”.
In the book of Acts, believers always are baptised

Acts 2:41

Those who accepted his message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.

All who believed were baptised – and it should be the same today.  It’s not normal for a Christian to go any length of time without being baptised.  This passage doesn’t quite say that the three thousand were baptised the same day that they came to faith – but it does at least give the impression that is was very soon after.  
The same is apparent in our next passage:
Acts 8:12

But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptised, both men and women.

Furthermore, this passage mentions men and women, but not children.

And, a few verses later, we see someone definitely baptised the same day that they come to faith and repentance:

Acts 8:26-38

26 Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, "Go south to the road — the desert road — that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza." 27 So he started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to Jerusalem to worship, 28 and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet.

29 The Spirit told Philip, "Go to that chariot and stay near it." 30 Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. "Do you understand what you are reading?" Philip asked.

31 "How can I," he said, "unless someone explains it to me?" So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him.

32 The eunuch was reading this passage of Scripture: "He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so he did not open his mouth. 33 In his humiliation he was deprived of justice. Who can speak of his descendants? For his life was taken from the earth."

34 The eunuch asked Philip, "Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?"

35 Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus.

36 As they travelled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, "Look, here is water. Why shouldn’t I be baptised?"

37 38 And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptised him.

Sometimes, God baptises us in the Holy Spirit before we have been baptised in water.  In our next passage, we see the only occasion in the Bible when this happened.  But the main reason that I include it here is that I want us to see again that all who came to faith were baptised – soon after coming to faith.
Acts 10:45-48

45 The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in tongues and praising God. Then Peter said, 47 "Can anyone keep these people from being baptised with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have."

48 So he ordered that they be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days.

The impression given is that they were baptised Baptism in water during the few days that Peter was with them.  

Paul taught that baptism is part of Christian initiation

The two best known passages in which baptism is taught are:

Colossians 2:12

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.

Romans 6:3-8

3 Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? 4 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.

5 If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. 6 For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin— 7 because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.

Both these passages can be interpreted in two ways.  This sounds – and is – a bit confusing, but both interpretations eventually work out the same.

Remember that “baptise” really means “immerse”.  Both passages can refer either to:

· The moment of conversion, at which point we become “in Christ”. 

· The moment of water baptism, which symbolises the moment of conversion.

Colossians 2:12 says that we were “buried with him [Christ] in baptism”.

This means either:

· That our old lives were buried when we yielded our lives to God at conversion, or 

· That water baptism is a representation of burial, which commemorates the fact that our old lives were buried at conversion.  

Both of these interpretations are, of course, true.

Romans 6:3-10 says that: “all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death”.

This means either:

· That at the moment of conversion, we were immersed into his death. 

or

· That water baptism is a representation of death, which commemorates the fact that our old lives died at conversion.

Again, both of these are true.

To understand why both these interpretations are possible, but they are actually equivalent, consider the following analogy.

When we marry, it’s usual to exchange rings towards the end of the wedding ceremony.  Now a wedding doesn’t require the exchange of rings, but it is rare for a wedding to take place without it.  And the exchange of rings is a valuable piece of symbolism, signifying that we and all that is ours belong equally to our marriage partner.

In the same way, we can be saved without being baptised, but this should be very rare, and baptism should occur soon after conversion, just as the exchange of rings comes soon after the exchange of vows at a wedding.  And baptism is a very valuable piece of symbolism, so valuable that God commands us to do it, and he blesses us as we obey him in this.

Now, although a wedding can occur without the exchange of rings, a married couple may, at some future date, be encouraged to remember what happened “when they exchanged rings” as a way of keeping their marriage vows.  Or a husband may be asked to remember what it meant “when he slipped his ring onto his bride’s finger”.  What is really being alluded to is the wedding but what is explicitly mentioned is the exchange of rings.  This works because the wedding – the initiation of the marriage – included the exchange of rings.  In the same way, Christian initiation includes baptism.

However, the situation regarding baptism is more complicated that that regarding wedding rings, because the word “baptism” just means “immersion”.  It is therefore possible to regard the two passages that we’re currently considering not to refer to water baptism at all but to conversion – the moment when we were included “in Christ”.  
But since all are agreed that we are referring either to redemption or to the God-given ceremony the signified and celebrates redemption, this distinction is not all that important.  What is important to understand though, is that just as exchanging of rings does not bring about marriage, so baptism does not bring about redemption.  Both are symbols and celebrations of what they signify.

The importance of baptism in water
I want to address three questions at this point.

The first question is:
· Can you be a Christian without being baptised in water?

Consider this passage from Mark’s gospel:
Mark 16:15-16

15 He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. 16 Whoever believes and is baptised will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned”

If you have a logical turn of mind, you will notice that this passage says:

· We will be saved if we believe and are baptised.
· We will not be saved if we do not believe.
But it doesn’t say what will happen if we believe but are not baptised.

I think the reason that Jesus leaves this little gap in logic in what He teaches in this chapter is simply that His instruction to us is that those who believe should be baptised.  So, for the obedient, the question is an academic one.
The early church (including the writers of the New Testament) would have had the same view.  Some of them had experienced the ministry of John the Baptist.  The 12 apostles worked with Jesus in baptising disciples (John 3:22, John 4:1-2).  They heard Jesus’s teaching about baptism.  They understood about baptism – that when you became a disciple, you got baptised.  The idea of Christians debating whether or not to be baptised would have seemed very strange to them.

Nevertheless, the short answer to our question, “Can you be a Christian without being baptised in water?” is “yes”.  
We know this, because Jesus assured one of the thieves who were crucified next to Him that they would be together in paradise that very day (Luke 23:39-43).  That thief died on the cross, and clearly, he wouldn’t have had an opportunity to be baptised, but he entered paradise with Jesus that very day. 

We’re saved before we are baptised so, of course, we can be saved without being baptised.  It’s very important to understand that:

Baptism doesn’t make you a Christian
Salvation doesn’t depend on baptism.  Rather, baptism depends on salvation.  We’re called to be baptised because we have been saved.

The second question I want to address here is the opposite of the one we just asked.  It’s this:

· Can you be baptised in water without being a Christian?

And the short answer to this question is “no”.  
Of course, anyone can be immersed in water any time they like, but Christian baptism is the baptism of a Christian.  It occurs after a person becomes a Christian.  In fact:
Being baptised depends on salvation

Indeed, if someone was immersed in water in a religious ceremony before that person became a Christian, then that ceremony was not Christian baptism.  Since this is true, that person should be baptised with Christian baptism soon after becoming a Christian.

Louis Berkhof: 
“Calvin and Reformed theology proceeded on the assumption that baptism is instituted for believers, and does not work but strengthens the new life”.
Systematic Theology

Berkhof uses the word “work” in the old-fashioned sense of “make happen”. He is saying that baptism is for those who have new life and it strengthens that new life but it doesn’t give us new life.

That is, it makes no sense to baptise someone who has not already received eternal life – that is, someone who is a Christian – baptism does not bring that new life about – rather, it strengthens the new life that is already there.

Remarkably, Berkhof then goes on to claim that the children of believers should be baptised!  He provides several paragraphs of explanation for this position.  It’s only with great reluctance that I take issue with the writings of so great a scholar, but it seems to me that he has already demonstrated in the quoted sentence that these children should only be baptised when they have become believers themselves.  Berkhof’s justification for the baptism of the non-believing children of believing parents is fairly standard for those who take this view.  I can only say that, whenever I study it again, it seems to me to involve a lot of hand-waving and very little exegesis or logic.

The third we need to think about is simply:

· Should a Christian be baptised in water?
And the short answer to this question is “yes”. 
Remember Peter’s answer in Acts 2:37-38:
37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"

38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, 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.

Peter was saying that – if we believe the gospel that he preached that day – which is (or should be) the same gospel that is still preached in this church today – then our response should be to repent and be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ.

Let’s make this as clear as possible.  We’ve already seen in previous chapters of this book that a person can’t become a Christian without repentance and faith.  Thus we know that:
Baptism does not make anyone a Christian

because 

Baptism does not cleanse us from our sin
But baptism is commanded by Jesus.

So the first question we asked:

· Can you be a Christian without being baptised in water?

Should be answered:

· “Yes, but why would anyone want to be a Christian and disobey Jesus’s command to be baptised?”

Baptism is not necessary for salvation but it is necessary for obedience to God’s will, as revealed in the Bible.  If you‘ve repented of your sinful way of life and put your faith in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Saviour, then you’ll want to obey Him in all things.  And the first thing we’re commanded to do after salvation is to be baptised.  The first sermon ever preached by a Christian included (as we have seen) the words “repent and be baptised, every one of you”.  
Consequently, we should question the salvation of anyone who refuses to be baptised.  
Sadly, different churches and different denominations teach a variety of things about baptism in water.  For example, some denominations teach the Christian baptism is valid for non-Christians in certain circumstances, such as if their parents are Christians (e.g. Berkhof).  Some teach that baptism does not involve full immersion, and that a sprinkling of water over a person is sufficient.  Some teach that baptism is necessary for conversion.  I reject all these views utterly, because I’m convinced that they’re contrary to what the Bible teaches.
Baptism is of great significance for the Christian.  It’s what theologians call a “means of grace”.  That is, God does something for us when we are baptised.  But it doesn’t help in regeneration (that is, being born again, becoming a Christian) or justification (see Chapter 2-5).  Indeed, Christian baptism always follows regeneration and justification.  
So what is baptism in water really about?

Of the five aspects of Christian Initiation, baptism is the only one that is an event, rather than a life-long process:

· Our faith in Christ must last our whole life

· Repentance towards God continues through life

· We are to go on being filled with the Holy Spirit

· Our commitment to the local church is for life

But baptism is a once-only event in the life of each Christian.  We’re only baptised once, because we are only converted once.
Baptism is different from the other elements of Full Christian Initiation because it’s our initiation ceremony.  Like all initiation ceremonies, like a wedding, baptism is important but it’s not as important as the thing that the ceremony signifies.  

Baptism is given to us by God himself as a blessed act of symbolism.  Like most initiation ceremonies (but not like a wedding) baptism is not absolutely essential – but it is extremely valuable.  

We can make two equal and opposite errors:

· Error 1: We can think that, because it’s “only” symbolism, God’s not involved in it, it’s not important and doesn’t make any difference.

· Error 2:  We can think that it’s more than it is, as if it was essential for being saved. 

Baptism symbolises both death and resurrection and washing, both as symbolism regarding conversion.  

The symbolism of washing

The Bible talks about Christians having been washed in the blood of Jesus.  This may seem strange, since we would usually wash in water.  But the washing away of sin requires washing with blood – Christ’s blood:

Hebrews 9:14

How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!

Hebrews 9:22

In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.

1 John 1:7

But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.

Revelation 7

13 Then one of the elders asked me, "These in white robes — who are they, and where did they come from?"

14 I answered, "Sir, you know." And he said, "These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

The moment you believed in Jesus’s redeeming blood, your sins were washed away.  God now proclaims you to be innocent.  Baptism in water symbolises this washing.

Acts 22:16

And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptised and wash your sins away, calling on his name.’

This should not be misconstrued as “be baptised in order to wash your sins away” because sins are washed away through faith in the blood of Jesus – not through a religious ceremony.  We are baptised, because we have been saved through faith.
Hebrews 10:22

let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.

The reference to sprinkling here means sprinkling with blood.  For an understanding of this, see Exodus 24:1-8.  Thus this verse speaks of coming to forgiveness of sin through faith in Jesus’s blood, followed by baptism in water, as a symbol of this.
Titus 3:5

he [Jesus] saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit
The real washing that we experience is the washing away of our sins on the day we came to faith in Jesus Christ and are born again – reborn.  And baptism in water symbolises this.

The Heidelberg Catechism (Question 69) says:
Q. How is it signified and sealed unto you in holy baptism that you have a part in the one sacrifice of Christ on the cross?

A. Thus, that Christ has appointed the outward washing with water and added the promise that I am washed with His blood and Spirit from the pollution of my soul, that is, from all my sins, as certainly as I am washed outwardly with water, by which the filthiness of the body is commonly washed away”.

Note: The fact that you have a part in the one sacrifice of Christ is “signified and sealed” in baptism.  Baptism is not what saves us – it’s a symbol and a seal of that salvation.

The symbolism of death and resurrection

As we’ve already seen, the Bible teaches us:

Colossians 2:12

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.

Romans 6:3-8

3 Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? 4 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.

5 If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. 6 For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin — 7 because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.

We’ve already said that these two passages speak – at least primarily – of what happens what a person comes to faith in Christ.  

The act of going under the surface in water baptism and then rising up again is a powerful symbol of the death and resurrection we experience in coming to Christ.  This is one reason why baptism must be by full immersion – the symbolism is lost otherwise (the main reason, of course, is because this is what the bible teaches).  As we come out of the water, we symbolise the act that we are a new person in Jesus Christ:
2 Corinthians 5:17

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!

Baptism helps is to understand this, and so helps us in our faith.
So, in summary:

· Baptism in water is not essential to salvation, but is commanded for every believer
· Baptism in water is an act of celebration of the fact that our sins have been washed away, our old life has gone and we have inherited new life in Christ

· In this act of celebration, God graciously strengthens our faith and increases our ability to live in accordance with this new life.  That is, it celebrates and confirms – to us and to others – that we now truly belong to Jesus Christ
The Value of Baptism through the Christian Life

Throughout our Christian life, and especially when things get tough, it’s helpful to look back to our baptism and to remember the great salvation that our baptism symbolises, to help us to continue to live in righteousness and love.

Question 167 of the Westminster Catechism says:
Question 167: How is our Baptism to be improved by us? 
Answer: The needful but much neglected duty of improving our Baptism, is to be performed by us all our life long, especially in the time of temptation, and when we are present at the administration of it to others; by serious and thankful consideration of the nature of it, and of the ends for which Christ instituted it, the privileges and benefits conferred and sealed thereby, and our solemn vow made therein; by being humbled for our sinful defilement, our falling short of, and walking contrary to, the grace of baptism, and our engagements; by growing up to assurance of pardon of sin, and of all other blessings sealed to us in that sacrament; by drawing strength from the death and resurrection of Christ, into whom we are baptised, for the mortifying of sin, and quickening of grace; and by endeavouring to live by faith, to have our conversation in holiness and righteousness, as those that have therein given up their names to Christ; and to walk in brotherly love, as being baptised by the same Spirit into one body. [image: image1.png]
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