
Is Water Baptism really Important?
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The Bible does not confine to just one method for teaching a truth. It
employs parables, illustrations and history to cut the diamond of doctrine.
Questions are another tool. Several subjects become amazingly clear when
questions on them are studied. One such is Water Baptism.

The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews calls Baptism foundational just as
Faith towards God (Heb 6:1,2). An improper foundation will some day show on
the superstructure.

Here are nine questions on Water Baptism from the New Testament analysed
so as to get a complete picture of this important doctrine.

?

“The Baptism of John, where was it from?
From heaven or from men?”

(Mt 21:25)

Jesus literally cornered the chief priests and the elders with this question.
They knew either answer would trap them.

This is a question we too cannot avoid. We know for sure that Water Baptism
is not an invention of man but an institution of God. It was God who sent John
to baptize the repentant (Jn 1:33).  It was Jesus who with “all authority”
commanded His disciples to go, preach and baptize the believers (Mt 28:18,19).
None of God’s commands is unnecessary or unimportant. They are not debatable
or optional. We are just to obey His orders.

One person who never had to be baptized in water was Jesus. No sin to
repent of, no iniquity to wash off! Yet He submitted Himself to Baptism in order
to “fulfill all righteousness” (Mt 3:15). He obeyed. Obedience is better than
sacrifice (1 Sam 15:22,23; Heb 10:5-7). The Father was pleased. He immediately
opened up the heavens, sent the Dove and made a public proclamation, “This
is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mt 3:16,17).

Refusing Water Baptism means rejecting the counsel of God (Lk 7:30). Stop
getting public opinion but decide to please the Almighty. Are we wiser or
stronger than God? Let’s please Him at any cost.

?

“See, here is water;
what hinders me from being baptized?”

(Acts 8:36)
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This was the question of the Finance Minister of Ethiopia. He was a man of
great authority, yet he was sincere in worshipping God of ultimate authority. A
busy official as he was, he was utilising his travel time for reading the Bible. The
moment he understood the Gospel through Philip, he wanted to walk into the
waters of baptism.

The evangelist answered, “If you believe with all your heart, you may.” The
official confessed, “I believe.” He was immediately baptized.

This passage speaks of the condition for baptism. The one and only condition
is faith, which includes repentance. Jesus said, “He who believes and is
baptized will be saved” (Mk 16:16).

Each person must believe for himself to be baptized. Parents can teach and
pray for their children but not believe for them. Parental responsibility and
individual accountability are two different things. “Each of us shall give account
of himself to God” (Rom 14:12). God has no grandchildren. He never becomes a
grandfather! “As many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become the
children of God” (Jn 1:12).

Baptism cannot precede personal faith and confession. No one has the
authority to reverse the Biblical order. The New Testament does not know of any
baptism or ritual before repentance and conversion.

When one comes to Christ he renounces all his other faiths and embraces the
“one faith.” And true repentance says bye to the other lords and surrenders to
the “one Lord.” Similarly when we exercise the saving faith we submit to “one
baptism” (Eph 4:4,5). Even those already baptized by John received this “one
baptism” after they believed (Acts 19:4,5). The apostles did not teach that the
earlier baptism was sufficient and the “re-baptism” was unnecessary. Note, it
was to these Ephesian believers Paul wrote about “one baptism!”

?

“Do you not know that as many of us as were baptized
unto Christ Jesus were baptized unto His death?”

(Rom 6:3)

“Water Baptism is a physical rite with a spiritual reality, just as the Lord’s
Supper is a physical event with a spiritual effect,” says David Pawson, a
renowned Bible Teacher, in his excellent book, The Normal Christian Birth.

Apostle Paul writes about this significance of baptism to Colossians also.
“Buried with Him in baptism in which you also were raised with Him through
faith” (Col 2:12; Rom 6:4).

The Greek word “baptizo” means “to dip, to duck, to immerse.” If we read the
Scriptures without the spectacles of tradition, we will have no problem in
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understanding the mode of baptism. It has been always by immersion. After
baptism Jesus “came up from the water” (Mt 3:16). John was baptizing in Aenon
near Salim because there was “much water there” (Jn 3:23). Both Philip and the
official went “down into the water” (Acts 8:38). No other mode rightly portrays
our “burial” and “rising up” with Christ.

The water by itself does nothing. It is the means. The faith on the Lord saves
us through water (Mk 16:16). The Name of the Lord washes away our sins
through water (Acts 22:16). The Word of the Lord washes us through water (Eph 5:26).
The mercy of the Lord saves us through water (Tit 3:5). The Resurrection of the
Lord saves us through water (1 Pet 3:21).

The cardinal doctrines of the New Testament are foreshadowed by types in
the Old Testament. Baptism is the antitype of two important events. One is the
saving of Noah and his family in the ark through water, and the other is the
passing through the Red Sea (1 Pet 3:20,21; 1 Cor 10:1,2). Both these events
depict the destruction of the old and the evil leading to a new beginning and order.

If we know we are crucified and dead with Christ, why go on carrying the
dead body? Bury it!

?

“Into what then were you baptized?”
(Acts 19:3)

To Paul’s question, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” the
disciples at Ephesus replied, “We have not so much as heard whether there is
a Holy Spirit.” Surprised at this statement, Paul asked them, “Into what then
were you baptized?”

Any one baptized according to the Great Commission of Jesus Christ cannot
say he has never heard whether there is a Holy Spirit. Right in the baptismal
formula is enshrined the name of the Holy Spirit. “In the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19).

The trinitarian formula spells out the three aspects of the Christian initiation.
Repentance to the Father, Faith on the Son and reception of the Holy Spirit (Acts
2:38). The Christian life is lived under the love of God the Father, by the grace
of the Lord Jesus Christ and with the fellowship of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 13:14).
The formula further explains our new relationship in the family of God. God is
our Father, Jesus our Elder Brother and the Holy Spirit our Helper.

However, in the Book of Acts we don’t find the trinitarian formula explicitly
said. It was all “In the Name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5). Did
the apostles modify the formula? How do we explain this difference?
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What is brought out in Acts is the difference between the baptism of John
and the Christian baptism, and the change-over to a new lordship, even that of
Christ. The fulfilment of all the Law in Christ had to be stressed to the Old
Testament Jews. After all the Bible never contradicts itself. Applying this
principle and bringing the commandment of Christ and the apostolic practice
together, we conclude that baptism was administered “in the name of” the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit “on the authority of” Jesus Christ.

?

“Can anyone forbid water,
that these should not be baptized who have received

the Holy Spirit just as we have?”
(Acts 10:47)

Normally baptism in water precedes baptism in the Holy Spirit. It was when
Jesus came out of water, the Spirit like a dove alighted on Him (Mt 3:16). Those
in Samaria received the Holy Spirit after they were baptized in water (Acts 8:16).
The same was the order with the disciples at Ephesus (Acts 19:5,6). Also, in the
Old Testament, there was first the washing with water and then the anointing
with oil (Ex 29:4,7; Lev 8:6,12). Peter prescribed the same order (Acts 2:38). In
the list of foundational doctrines of Christ, “laying on of hands” comes next to
baptism (Heb 6:2).

But God in His sovereignty changed this order, exceptionally, in the case of
Cornelius. One reason could be to show that He accepted both the Jews and the
Gentiles on the same ground of faith. We know how much Peter hesitated to go
to this Gentile group to preach the Gospel (Acts 10:10-20,28,29).

Sure we have a lesson here. Between baptism in water and baptism in the
Holy Spirit, either one does not substitute or negate the other. Cornelius, his
family and friends received the anointing of the Spirit with visible signs, just like
the apostles. Even then the apostles “commanded” that they be baptized (Acts 10:48).

Spiritual experiences, however precious and profound, cannot cloud the
importance and significance of Water Baptism. It is God’s perpetual ordinance
in the New Covenant. Baptism is to discipleship what a wedding is to a marriage.

?

“I have need to be baptized by You,
and are You coming to me?”

(Mt 3:14)

John is shocked and surprised to see the “Lamb of God” coming to him to
be baptized. He wonders how a sinner could baptize the Sinless! Just the
previous day the Pharisees had challenged him, “Why then do you baptize, if you
are not the Christ, nor Elijah, not the Prophet?”  (Jn 1:25,29).
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The level of spirituality of the baptizer is not the criterion. In the strict sense
any believer can baptize a new believer. Philip was not an apostle. Preaching was
not his main ministry. He was just a business manager in the early church. But
being an evangelist at heart, as every Christian ought to be, he baptized the
Samaritan converts (Acts 6:2-5; 8:12,13). Ananias, an ordinary disciple, baptized
the would-be great apostle Paul (Acts 9:10,11,17,18).

It is not necessary that you should wait for a renowned preacher or a great
pastor to baptize you. Meet a servant of God right in your locality and be
baptized. God honours humility. Instead of sending word for John, Jesus
Himself came all the way from Galilee and joined the sinners’ queue.

A Pentecostal group refused admission to a lady for the Lord’s Supper simply
because she had been baptized by Brother Bakth Singh who did not speak in
tongues! They insisted that she should be baptized again by one of their own
pastors. She refused to bow down to such man made doctrines! Alleluiah!

?

“Were you baptized in the name of Paul?”
(1 Cor 1:13)

The divisions in the Corinthian Church were perhaps on who baptized who.
Paul, Apollos or Cephas (1 Cor 1:10-12). This spirit is highly prevalent today.

God uses individuals or ministries to help us spiritually at various stages. We
need to be grateful to them and thank God for them. But they cannot claim
ownership of us. For instance, one who baptized you cannot claim that you then
belong to him or his group. The saints don’t belong to the ministers but it is vice
versa! “Let no one glory in men. For all things are yours: whether Paul or Apollos
or Cephas... all are yours. And you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Cor 3:21-23).

Baptism is not meant to be a ritual to go through to join a particular church
or denomination. Paul, being a much-used apostle, in order to avoid giving
people the idea that they belonged to his group if they had been baptized by him,
did not baptize many but left that job to his associates (1 Cor 1:14-16). So also
Peter (Acts 10:48). This obviously they must have learnt from the example of
Jesus (Jn 4:1,2). It is always advisable that outstanding leaders, preachers and
pastors let their assistants do the baptizing.

Thank God for preachers like Paul who didn’t keep a baptism register to be
boasting about (1 Cor 1:16). Praise God who snatched away Philip immediately
after he brought the candidate out of water! (Acts 8:39). What a lesson!
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?

“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?”
(1 Cor 15:29)

This is an obscure passage and numerous explanations have been given to
this verse!

Baptism for the dead was neither taught by Christ nor practiced by the
apostles. This was obviously a practice of some who denied resurrection! Paul
says “they” and not “we!” It is clear from the context that he distinguished his
own practice and teaching from that described here. He mentions this custom
using it in his arguments substantiating the resurrection of the dead, but
without approving the practice.

In the mission fields we sometimes quote certain practices of the tribals to
explain a particular point in the Gospel. This way they understand the message
better. The film, Peace Child, is a classic example. Using such illustrations does
not of course endorse the practices.

Nothing can be added to a person’s credit after his death. If one believed on
Christ but died without baptism, the righteous Lord knows how to judge him.
The dying thief was never baptized but he was promised Paradise. However,
“living thieves” cannot quote him to excuse themselves!

?

“Now why are you waiting?
Arise and be baptized!”

(Acts 22:16)

Baptism should immediately follow repentance and faith. In John’s ministry,
preaching and baptizing were done side by side (Mk 1:4). Three thousand people
were baptized the same day when they believed (Acts 2:41). The Ethiopian
official was baptized right on the way during travel (Acts 8:38). The Philippian
jailor was baptized right in the night when he believed on the Lord (Acts 16:33).
The early church did not wait for the next Sunday or the annual Convention to
baptize new believers! They had daily baptisms! (Acts 2:47).

Postponing baptism on one pretext or the other displeases God. Delayed
obedience amounts to disobedience. It’s a blessing to have the family members
witness one’s baptism. But it’s quite unscriptural to wait for everyone’s approval.
Better have the Lord’s favour with people’s fury rather than the people’s favour
with the Lord’s fury. Any church or system which obeys not the Scripture need
not be obeyed.
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One doesn’t need to grow to a certain level of spirituality before he can be
baptized. The worst drunkard or debaucherer who genuinely repents and
believes in a Gospel meeting for the first time may be baptized then and there.
That’s Bible method. Some quote Mt 28:19 and teach that a person can be
baptized only after fulfilling all the demands of discipleship. This is “another”
Gospel. “Making disciples” here simply means “enrolling followers” for Jesus. A
disciple means a student, may be in the kindergarten or postgraduate class!

A question to you:

“AND NOW WHY ARE YOU WAITING?
ARISE AND BE BAPTIZED!”

(Acts 22:16)

Trust and Obey;
For there’s no other way,
To be happy in Jesus,
But to Trust and Obey!

— John H. Sammis, 1846-1919

- 7 -

(This Article is Chapter 4 of the book, Enlightening Essays,
available under Books & Booklets section.)
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