
BAPTISM 

Introduction  

Baptism has continued to be a vexatious issue within the Christian 

community.  

 Believed to be a development from the early reformation era [1500s 

AD]  

 A group called Ana Baptists claimed adult, ‘believer’s baptism’ to 

be the only biblically authentic practice.  

 Misunderstanding and misplacement of baptism was evident in 

biblical times - 1 Cor 1.10-13 

 Paul suggests that the believers used baptism as a divisive tool, 

identifying with one group over and against another.  

 Paul passionately challenged the Corinthian Christians to appreciate 

that, rather than baptism being symbolic of territorialism and 

partisanship, it should symbolize our unity/oneness in Christ.  

 As such we are baptised not in the name of, nor into the community 

of any one disciple but we are baptised in the name of and therefore 

into the community of Christ.  

 
This document hopes to bring some measure of clarity to this vexing 

issue and intends to contribute to baptism, once again, representing our 

oneness in Christ rather than being a central feature of church conflict, 

disrespect and division. This is a synopsis of a more comprehensive 

exploration of the subject which uses a purely ‘biblical’ and a somewhat 

apologetic approach. It is biblical in that it takes a deliberate look at the 

commonly used scriptures in the conversation, engaging them 

holistically - juxtaposing one passage with another. It is apologetic in so 

far as it is responsorial – the exploration of the issue takes deliberate 

cognizance of the view that adult baptism by immersion is the only 

legitimate baptismal practise. As such while at times it may seem as an 

anti-immersion bias it is simply because it is a response to this popularly 
articulated position.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

It is extremely necessary when exploring this subject to distinguish the 

issues. There are three main issues with a fourth adding perspective to 

the three.  

(1) When was a person baptised in scripture and when should a person 

be baptised.  

(2) How was a person baptised – what method was used to perform 

baptism in scripture  

(3) Why a person was baptised and by extension is baptism necessary 
for salvation.  

(4) This explores the two different types of baptism – referring 

particularly to the clearly articulated and repeated difference 

between John’s baptism with water and Jesus’ baptism of the Holy 

Spirit. 

HOW 

There are primarily three methods that have been used in Christianity 

throughout the years when baptising; sprinkling, pouring and immersion. 

Is immersion the only method of baptising with biblical basis? In fact 

NONE of these three methods are clearly described in scripture – 

NONE!! What we have are allusions and suggestions.  

 Acts 8.34-39 and Matt 3.13-16, the Ethiopian Eunuch and Jesus’ 

baptism. In Acts 8 it has often been argued that “down into” and “up 

out of” or the down and up of the passage refers to the method of 

immersion. This is a gross misinterpretation of the text. It is THEY 

that went down into and up out of. This was by no means a 

reference to how HE was baptised. It is clear that the passage is 

speaking of where the baptism took place leaving us to ask further 

questions about how. Look again at the locational language (1) they 

went down into…. HE baptized HIM… THEY came up out of… 

They went from the chariot down into the water and they came up 

out of the water. How he was baptised we do not know. Similarly, 

in Matt 3.16 the word apo also speaks to location – “Up out of”, “up 
from”, “away from”. If one considers that Acts 8 occurred in a 

desert and the unlikelihood that there was an abundance of water or 

deep water it raises questions about the use of immersion in this 

instance.  

 This consideration will not be inconsistent with other biblical texts – 

consider the following; John 1.28 KJV - the place John was 

baptising was Bethabara which means the house of the fords. A 

ford is the shallow part of a river that people used to cross on foot.  

 Rom 6 – Immersion? The symbolism of buried and Paul’s 

connecting our being buried in baptism with the burial of Jesus is 

where the difficulty occurs. The image we have imposed on the 
passage of being buried in the ground [6ft under] is not consistent 

with Jesus’ burial, where he was in fact placed/pushed into a tomb. 

The imagery is potent, it presents a dramatic and captivating image 

but to claim that this means immersion is purely speculative and an 

imposition on the text.  

 1 Cor 10.1-2 - what image of baptism Paul had in mind when he 

spoke here of being baptised - referring to the crossing of the red 

sea, under the cloud [rain?].  

 John 3.22-23 - superficially interpreted that the baptism took place 

at aenon because there was much water there, therefore - 

immersion. The word aenon actually means place of springs. There 
were many springs there… springs!!!  

 Consider also what is implied by the fact that immediately Paul 

stood up and was baptised… Acts 9.18 and at that very hour the 

Philippian Jailor was baptised – Acts 16.33.  

 It has been said that some have accomplished amazing feats of 

baptism in the past however it still raises questions as to what 

method was employed when the 3000 were baptised at Pentecost. If 

the 12 performed the baptism [as the text suggest] and they started 

at 9.00 am, if we stretch it to the latest hour – midnight, each 

disciple would have needed 4 minutes for each baptism to be 

completed.  

 John the Baptist speaks of baptizing with water, not IN water [Matt 

3.11] 

 It has been an unfortunate omission that the only meaning given for 

baptizo is immerse. It also means to overwhelm or wash. 

 

There is no doubt that there are several circumstances where immersion 

seemed unlikely if not impractical, yet since the scripture makes no 

effort to describe what was done we cannot make any definitive claim 

except to assume that this was not a matter of primary importance for the 

early church. While Ezekiel 36.25 and Heb 9.11-14 refer to an already 

Jewish practice of ritual washing, my study of baptism has given me a 

bias towards pouring because of its symbolic value. Several instances 

when the Holy Spirit comes into a person’s life it is experienced as 
coming from above – Jesus at his baptism, the apostles at Pentecost, 

Paul’s laying on of hands in Acts 19.6. When this is connected with the 

Pentecost experience and the; I will pour out my spirit, along with 

scripture speaking of being ‘baptised by the Holy Spirit, it seems there 

was a strong possibility that speaking of being baptized by the Holy 

Spirit is used analogously because of a practise of baptising by pouring. 

Much like speaking of raining mangos - mangoes falling like rain. 

 

WHY 

Why were people baptized in scripture? There is no doubt that baptism 

was administered when people responded to and accepted the gospel. 

There is no doubt that there was a call by Peter in Acts 2.38 and other 
similar incidences where people who were believed to have repented 

were baptised. However, many misunderstandings pervade: It is often 

said that people were baptized to show that they had become believers, 

while others attach a necessity to baptism; either to argue that baptism is 

necessary in order to be saved or in order to complete your salvation. So 

rather than seeing baptism as ‘useful’ they claim necessity. This is a 

view based on some inaccurate or insufficient understandings of 

scripture.  

 John 3.1-10 – you must be born of water. A careful look at the 

dialogue with Jesus and Nicodemus will enable the reader to 

appreciate that Jesus was not speaking about baptism but about 
human birth and the water in the womb from which birth takes 

place. It was Nicodemus’ question that Jesus responded to, making 

the point that there is physical birth and there is spiritual birth. Born 

of or from speaks of source. While the spirit is the source of our 

spiritual rebirth, no one can honestly argue that baptism is the 

source of spiritual rebirth or new birth. Rather just as the spirit is 

that from which new birth comes, water in the womb is that from 

which physical birth comes.  



 1 Peter 3.21 – baptism now saves. Read the full verse and it is clear 

that Peter ensures no misunderstanding by clarifying that it is not 

the water ritual [washing of water] which saves but our turning to 

God in sincerity – with a clear conscience.  

 Matt 3.15 – necessary for us to fulfil all righteousness along with 

the view that Jesus himself was baptised and therefore we must 
follow his example has led to some claims of necessity. It is 

important however that these passages be held up against John 4.2 

and 1 Cor. 1.17. It is obvious that neither Paul nor Jesus believed 

baptism to be critical in one’s salvation. Jesus in Matt 3 was 

speaking about the transitioning that must needs take place from 

John to him. This was a handing over ceremony where Jesus was 

affirming the ministry of John in preparing for his coming. John 

1.31 - I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water 

for this reason, that he might be revealed.... 

 Mark 16.16 – believe and is baptised. Mark is not referring to the 

necessity of baptism. Note the alternative where he does not say if 
you are not baptised you will be condemned. Your condemnation is 

not about baptism but belief. This is neither about the Baptism of 

the Holy Spirit since it is a necessary part of our relationship with 

God and to not receive the Holy Spirit will lead to your 

condemnation.  

 Acts 19.1-7. Paul doesn’t enquire about water baptism since 

learning of them becoming believers but about receiving the Holy 

Spirit. This is what is necessary for our salvation. 

 1 Cor 1.11-18 – Paul argues that baptism is in the name of Christ, 

becoming identified with Christ, becoming a part of the community 

whose identity is in Christ. It is the same concept in 1 Cor 10.1-2 

and being baptised into Moses. See also 1 Cor 12.13 

 Once we are clear that baptism as with all works cannot save nor 

that by its absence invalidates salvation, once we are clear that 

salvation is by grace through faith Eph 2.8-9, John 3.16 hearing and 

believing the Word - Rom 10.13-17 then we will be better 

positioned to understand the why. 

 Repent and be baptized [Acts 2.38] – Repent and join the 

community. A new convert is not expected to be isolated. The 

importance of joining the community cannot be adequately 

underscored as isolationist Christianity is not Christianity based on 

sound biblical teaching. This critical communal feature of baptism 

is often lost on this verse and other similar situations because of the 
over-individualized view of baptism. It was a key message in 

baptism that persons hearing about this ‘new’ way of living were to 

join the community and learn to live the Faith – baptise and teach 

was the instruction to the disciples Matt 28.19-20. 

Baptism affirmed the importance of being in community for the nurture 

of faith. Interestingly Wesley discovered in his ministry of preaching 

and seeing people saved that if they did not come together in community 

with other believers they lost their way. Reread scripture and the various 

baptismal situations with the understanding that this meant joining the 

community, being identified with Christ to nurture or learn the faith and 

you will discover that this provides a healthy overarching understanding 

of why the practice was done. The immediate situation was that people 

received the gospel and were baptized – joined the community but over 
time not only individuals but households joined the community after the 

head of the household had an encounter. Consider other development in 

the life of the community, e.g. In Jesus’ ministry there were no bishops 

or deacons but by Acts 6 deacons were installed.  

 

WHEN 

The heart of this timing question is whether or not there is legitimate 

Biblical reason for the baptism of babies. There is no disputing that the 

incidents of baptism are dominated by the baptism of adults and in the 

context of a response to the gospel e.g. Acts 2.38. There is no explicit 

evidence or example of the baptism of babies however there is 

suggestive evidence on the one hand and there is a biblical-theological 
framework on the other. Let us first address some misconceptions:  

 1 Cor. 10.1-2 – Paul speaks of all being baptized referring to Ex. 

12.31-39, 17.1-3. Undoubtedly Paul had no real issue with the 

baptism of babies with his emphasis on ALL. 

 1 Cor. 1.12-16, Acts 16.14-15, Acts 16.33-34 – The International 

Standard Bible Encyclopaedia helpfully puts these passages into 

perspective – “baptism of entire households is presumptive evidence 

that children and infants were baptized in apostolic times”  

 Acts 16.33-34 – The baptism of this household was not the product 

of each person’s belief but of the belief of the head of the 

household.  Vs. 34 – YLT (Young’s Literal Translation) “having 

brought them also into his house, he set food before them, and was 

glad with all the household, HE having believed in God.” 

 Matt. 18.1-5 [NB. Vs.5], Mark 10.13-14/Luk 18.15 – Scripture is 

clear that little ones are a bona fide part of the Kingdom. If baptism 

then is denied the ‘little ones’ then the child/infant can be in the 

Kingdom but denied baptism. The Children in the Kingdom in these 

passages is not in the context of a decision by the children but the 

parents bringing their children.  

 Interestingly, in trying to resolve the issue of the place of infants 

and children in the Church, some “offer up” and “dedicate” – both 

practices have very weak or non-existent biblical precedence in the 

Christian community. Jesus’ being brought to the temple was to 

adhere to Jewish rites and practices.  

 

While the common practice was the baptism of adults, Paul’s 1 Cor. 10 

and the varied unqualified references to baptising households clearly 

indicate that the jealous concern for only baptising adults that we now 

have did not occur in biblical times. When this is held against the basis 

used to deny babies and children (own choice, inability to understand) it 

seems that our approach to baptism is more a reflection of our 

individualistic thrust of the faith rather than the real communal character 

of Christianity as exhibited in scripture and which allowed heads of 

households to bring their families to join the community and learn this 
new faith.  The pervasiveness of adult baptism is a natural outcome of 

the new and evangelistic context of the faith but the development of the 

community gave occasion for the nurture of babies and children in the 

very faith. It is not either adults or babies – a church breaking new 

ground will always have adults to be baptised and a church developing 

the community of believers will always have children to be received in 

baptism.  

 

TYPE 

The value of this aspect of the study to the discussion is its ability to put 

things into perspective. It always beats me that water baptism has taken 

such a divisive route in the Christian community when (1) John clearly 
and repeatedly distinguished his baptising with water from that of Jesus 

with the Holy Spirit. (2) He reinforced that what mattered was that of 

Jesus. He never once said I baptise with water AND, it was always BUT 

– ‘but’ is in contrast to not in tandem with. (3) Jesus in Acts 1.4-5 and 

Paul in Acts 19.4 reiterated what John said, clearly pointing to a new 

dispensation. So John was already saying BUT Jesus, then, Jesus himself 

never baptized with water, yet baptism has become a ritual of 

significance and controversy. Since in scripture the Jews gave such 

prominence to this ritual that they thought John had to be either the 

messiah or a great prophet. In John 4 the disciples of John wonders 

about Jesus ‘baptizing’ more than John. The BUT of these two 
references to baptism makes it clear that the expectation was for us to 

focus on the receiving of the Holy Spirit. That was the defining feature 

of Jesus’ ministry. Paul reflects this in Acts 19.1-7 where he enquires 

about their receiving the Holy Spirit since becoming believers – not of 

their baptism.  

 

CONCLUSION 

If we begin by appreciating that there is no biblical basis for seeing 

baptism as necessity and if we are willing to appreciate that there is no 

clear description of how baptisms were performed it can create an 

openness to the subject. This will then enable an understanding of the 

value of baptism in the community and the value of the community in 
the life of an individual.  

 


