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WHAT IS BAPTISM?
PAIGE PATTERSON
In the modern industrial city of Lyon in southern France, there stands a fascinating Catholic church, Primatiale St. Jean, constructed in 1192. Just outside of the building is a large immersionist baptistry accompanied by an explanatory sign, which acknowledges that the baptistry, though formerly larger, had been downsized due to "changes of doctrine." Church ruins in Turkey, Tunisia, and Algeria underscore the ancient practice of the earliest church of immersing those who professed Jesus as the Christ in a pool of water. Such baptistries are sometimes relatively simple and configured in the shape of the cross-often even large, spacious pools with complex symbols fashioned in mosaics. But why did the earliest Christians practice this immersionist baptism?
Here in MacGorman Chapel, this octagonal baptistry, featuring eight of the best-known New Testament baptismal texts, is designed to tell that story. The observer is introduced to the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan at the inception of His ministry.
When he had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him. And suddenly a voice came from heaven, saying, "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased" (Matt 3:16-17).
This text is important for several reasons. First, the Scriptures here affirm the trinitarian nature of God. Jesus, the incarnate, but also eternal, Son of God, is baptized; and as He ascends from the watery grave, the Holy Spirit, the third person of the triune God, descends upon Jesus with the elegant beauty of a dove. At that same moment, the voice of God the Father rings out from heaven saying, "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased."
The Scriptures present Jesus as sinless and having no need of forgiveness or salvation. John the Baptist sensed this and lodged an objection to Jesus’ request for baptism. Why then did Jesus insist on being baptized by John? Apparently, Jesus the Lord intended to state publicly the nature of His mission. He was born to die for the sins of the race since "the wages of sin is death" (Rom 5:8). He would be buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, but on the third day He would be raised by the glory of the Father. Thus in the burial and resurrection of baptism, Jesus declared that He would be a dying, buried, and resurrected Messiah.
The Lord’s mandate to His followers became the marching order of the church until Jesus returns.
Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age" Amen (Matt 28:19-20).
The only imperative in the text is the Greek term matheteusate or, literally, "make disciples" from among all the nations (Gk. ethne). The church of the Lord Jesus was to involve many ministries, but none is as important as the task of announcing to all people the good news (called "evangelism" in the New Testament). Jesus made atonement for all men (1 John 2:2) and thus opened the door for anyone to come to God through Christ.
Two other expectations were given to the church. First, those who received Christ were to be baptized, a public profession of faith in Christ in which the new follower of Jesus acted out his confidence in the atoning death of Christ by being buried beneath the waters and raised up in the likeness of the Lord’s resurrection. Following this public confession, new followers of Christ were to be carefully taught all that Jesus had commanded.
The Great Commission, as it has been called, has three distinct mandates. Until the church of Jesus Christ has faithfully discharged all three, the church cannot claim full obedience to Christ. Making disciples from among all ethnicities must be followed with baptism by immersion and then with careful instruction in the ways and teachings of Jesus. Only when the church has faithfully discharged all these duties can she expect to hear her Lord say, "Well done, good and faithful servant" (Matt 25:21).
About forty days after Jesus uttered these words, Jews from all over the world gathered in Jerusalem for Pentecost. At this massive assembly Peter began a powerful sermon introducing Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah and Savior. Many fell under profound conviction concerning their sinful rebellion against God and shouted to Peter inquiring about what they should do. Peter responded with the following instruction:
Then Peter said to them, "Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:38).
This text has often been misunderstood. Clearly its words join with the message throughout the New Testament in demanding repentance for sin. "Godly sorrow produces repentance unto salvation," declares Paul in 2 Corinthians 7:10. Repentance (Gk. metanoia) means "having a second mind," rejecting one’s former life and commitments in order to trust in Christ alone for forgiveness and salvation.
But does Acts 2:38 require baptism? On the one hand the answer is "yes;" baptism is required. Jesus said as much in the Great Commission, cited earlier. Baptism, therefore, is essential to faithfulness to Christ, and that someone would claim to be a follower of Jesus but refuse to be baptized is quite unthinkable.
Unfortunately, some read the verse to mean that obedience to the act of baptism somehow brings about salvation. But neither this verse, nor the New Testament as a whole, assigns saving efficacy to the waters of baptism. The misunderstood term in the verse is the preposition "for" in the expression "for the remission of sins." This preposition has various nuances in English. If you were asked, for example, "Did you go to the store for your wife?" there are several conceivable meanings. Did you go to a store to select your wife? Or did she, as your wife, call from the store for you to come and get her? Or did she simply request that you go to the store in her place and fetch a loaf of bread?
The Greek preposition eis, translated here as "for," also has numerous nuances. Does the verse mean that a person is to repent and to be baptized for (i.e., in order to obtain) forgiveness of sin? Or does the verse mean that forgiveness of sin is the provision that leads to repentance? Then the word "for" would be read "repent and let everyone of you be baptized for [i.e., because of] the remission of sins already fully provided by Christ on the cross." This last sense is the proper understanding. For example, in Matthew 12:41, the men of Nineveh are said to have repented "at [in Greek the same word eis] the preaching of Jonah." Clearly they did not repent "in order to obtain the preaching of Jonah." They repented because of the preaching of the prophet! In the same way, because of the atonement of Jesus, all are called to repent and to follow Jesus in baptism.
Panel four declares that those who gladly heard Peter at Pentecost and received his word were baptized.
Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added to them (Acts 2:41).
The text notes that 3,000 people received the Word of God and were baptized that day. The order of events is clear. Those who "gladly received his word" were the ones who were baptized. Critics of baptism by immersion formerly scoffed at the possibility of 3,000 being baptized in close proximity to Herod’s Temple. After all, where was there sufficient water for such a task? The Mazar Excavations of the Temple Mount area in Jerusalem revealed mikvaot (Hb. pl.), Jewish immersionist baptistries, quite sufficient in number for these baptisms. The mikvah (Hb. sing.) was a pool found throughout first-century Palestine, in which a worshipper immersed himself as a cleansing ritual or as a proselyte embracing Judaism by way of a public profession. Beginning apparently with the baptism of John the Baptist, an administrator was added. Since the dead never bury themselves, to picture the death, burial, and resurrection, an administrator was needed. Thus, Christian baptism added a significant new dimension.
While Jesus was a Jewish Messiah, the salvation that He offered, as promised in the Old Testament, extended to the Gentiles also. Cornelius and other Gentiles embraced Jesus as Savior, but some Jews struggled with the idea of admitting them into fellowship. The argument of Simon Peter is clear and pointed.
"Can anyone forbid water, that these should not be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?" (Acts 10:47).
This verse is critically important not only for its enthusiastic embrace of all ethnic groups into the body of Christ but also because of its lucid declaration of the relationship of baptism to salvation. Simon Peter concluded that Cornelius, based on his act of faith in receiving Jesus as his Savior, also received the Holy Spirit. Just as Jewish believers received the permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2, so the Gentiles have received the same Spirit of God. The Bible says that, "If a man has not the Spirit of Christ, he is not His;" i.e., he does not belong to Christ (Rom 8:9). Correspondingly, if a man is in possession of the Spirit, then by definition he belongs to Christ. Cornelius received the Spirit. He belonged to Christ. Peter argues that since this is clearly the case, no one should restrain Cornelius from the waters of baptism.
But, if baptism is not the vehicle that brings salvation, why is the mode of baptism important? There is now almost universal acknowledgement that the early church baptized only by immersion; but aside from arguments based on precedent, why is the mode significant?
Or do you not know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life (Rom 6:3-4).
The text in panel six presents baptism as a burial. Previously noted is the significance of baptism as a first public confession of faith in Christ, a salient identification of the follower of Christ with his Lord. But how does that burial in water identify the believer with Jesus? There are three foci, or critically important truths, depicted in baptism. These may be identified as memorable pictures of (1) a historical reality, (2) an experiential encounter, and (3) an eschatological assurance.
The Christian faith is grounded on the act of God in history when Jesus, the second person of the Trinity, clothed Himself with humanity (the incarnation), lived life without sin and in perfect harmony with the will of His Father in Heaven, died on the cross as a substitute for all sinners, and, though buried in a borrowed tomb, rose from the dead on the third day. As the candidate for baptism steps into the baptismal waters, he reenacts the death of Jesus, His burial, and His resurrection. In so doing, the disciple of Christ openly confesses his confidence and faith in that historic reality as the sole basis for his salvation.
In addition, the disciple declares that his repentance toward God and faith in the Lord Jesus, by the power of the Holy Spirit, has effected a radical change in his life. The old man of lawlessness has died and been buried and as a result of the grace of God alone, he is able to rise to walk in a new life with Christ. Baptism by immersion is then both a confession and a declaration on the part of the disciple of his sincere intention to walk according to the precepts of new life in Christ.
Finally, baptism by immersion looks with the eye of faith to the future. Barring the return of Christ, which could happen at any moment, all existing children of God will experience physical death. The Bible says, "It is appointed unto man once to die, and after that the judgment" (Heb 9:27). But the terror of this inevitable physical demise is dispelled by the amazing resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Disciples of Jesus are promised two wonderful prospects. At the moment of death, "To be absent from the body is to be present with Christ" (2 Cor 5:8). The second promise is that he will also experience a resurrection of the body at the time of the Lord’s return (1 Cor 15:52). The immersion of the believer in water pictures that coming death and burial; but when the believer rises from the water and walks out, he displays his full confidence in the return of Christ at the end of the age and in the resurrection to the glorification of his own body.
This important truth is also observable in another frequently misused but important text.
Otherwise, what will they do who are baptized for the dead, if the dead do not rise at all? Why then are they baptized for the dead? (I Cor 15:29).
Few texts have been subject to more misrepresentation. Some have thought that the text pictures baptism as a replacement for martyred Christians, while another large religious movement uses this verse as providing the authority to practice surrogate baptisms, often baptizing the same individual multiple times, each baptism for a relative who died without affiliating with this group. Neither interpretation comes close to what is actually a quite obvious meaning.
The verse is found in Paul’s long treatise on the resurrection of Christ and the consequent resurrection of the body of the believer in 1 Corinthians 15. Literally, the whole discussion is about the resurrection! The key to understanding the verse is the context plus the word "for" (Gk. huper). As mentioned earlier, prepositions have a range of meanings. While huper is often used in the sense of substitution, A.T. Robertson points to a number of cases in the New Testament where huper clearly means "about" or "concerning." As an example, in 2 Corinthians 8:23, Paul is anticipating possible questions "huper Titus." Here the word cannot mean "instead of Titus" but must mean "concerning Titus."1
Paul is pointing to the subject of the resurrection of the body. Knowing this resurrection to be one of the primary depictions of baptism, he logically inquires "What will they do who are baptized concerning death, if the dead do not rise at all?" In other words, the whole significance of baptism is lost if there is no resurrection from the dead. Baptism would become a false testimony both to the resurrection of Christ and to the believer’s resurrection. But since resurrection is certain, baptism is just another in a long line of affirmations of the resurrection, which Paul cites in 1 Corinthians 15.
The summation of the texts on baptism is concise and clear:
"One Lord, one faith, one baptism" (Eph 4:5).
In the face of religious pluralism, Paul reminds the reader that the reality is quite different. There is only one Lord. And that Lord, Jesus the Christ, said of Himself, "I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No man comes to the Father except through Me" (John 14:6). To follow Jesus is to acknowledge that exclusive claim. To represent oneself as a follower of Jesus and reject that claim fails the tests of both logic and integrity.
By extension, there is but one faith. "Faith" is a word that is used in two distinct ways. Sometimes it refers to the act of trusting Christ in salvation or in other areas of life (see Eph 2:8-9). However, the word is also employed as a summation of all Christian doctrine (Jude 3). Though either concept would be true in this passage, the latter idea is more likely in the mind of the apostle. There are not many acceptable ways. Just as there is but one Lord, so there is only one faith.
And there is but one true baptism. After conversion to Christ, a disciple makes just one public declaration or profession of his faith in Jesus. Therefore, two questions are imperative. Have you experienced godly sorrow for sin, which led you to repent and place your faith in Jesus alone for forgiveness and salvation? Second, have you publicly confessed Jesus as your Savior and Lord in baptism by immersion? May God bless you with the richness of heavenly understanding as you contemplate these questions.
If you have never before asked Jesus the Christ to forgive your sins and give you eternal life, offer to Jesus this sincere prayer of your heart:
"Dear Heavenly Father, today I repent of my sin and receive your Son Jesus as my Savior. I die to myself to live a new life in Christ. In Jesus’ name name I pray."
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1A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research (Nashville, Broadman Press, 1934), p. 632. Additional examples of the same use of the word are provided by Robertson. 2 Thess 2:1; 2 Cor 7:14; Rom 9:27; 2 Thess 2:1; and 1 Cor 10:30.
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