
If we count the number of times that wa ter bap tism is men -
tioned in the New Tes ta ment, it be comes ap par ent be cause of the
many ref er ences that we must con sider it im por tant. How ever, if
we also search the Old Tes ta ment we would not find it men tioned
even once. We might well ask, if it is im por tant, why was it not
pres ent un der the Abra ha mic cove nant? A study of scrip ture will
re veal that wa ter bap tism is pre sented to be liev ers as a com mand,
not an op tion, and there fore is in deed im por tant. Fur ther more, it
can be shown that the ba sis for wa ter bap tism is found in the cove -
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nant made with Abra ham; the cove nant that un der girds God’s re -
la tion ship with His peo ple in both Old and New Tes ta ments.

Baptism in the Gospels

The era of the New Tes ta ment be gan very dra mati cally; af ter
a pe riod of many years with out a word from God, sud denly out of
the des ert places, there was heard the loud clear voice of a prophet
pro claim ing the ways of the Lord. It was John the Bap tist, call ing
the na tion of Is rael to re pen tance. His mes sage was not based on
tra di tion, for he did not di rect them to the Tem ple to of fer more or
bet ter ani mal sac ri fices. In stead, he fo cused on the state of their
hearts; in es sence he said: “re pent and get right with God.” His
mes sage of re pen tance was the first step of re demp tion, and is the
ba sis for all New Tes ta ment min is try. Only if their heart at ti tude
was right, could Is rael re ceive the per son and min istry of their
Mes siah, and John came to pre pare His way. He was the first voice
pro claim ing the new, un fold ing cove nant re la tion ship that God
would es tab lish with men through His Son.

Mala chi and Isaiah prophe sied of John:

Be hold, I am go ing to send My mes sen ger, and he will
clear the way be fore Me. And the Lord, whom you seek,
will sud denly come to His tem ple; and the mes sen ger of
the cove nant, in whom you de light, be hold, he is com -
ing. says the Lord of hosts. (Mala chi 3:1)

A voice is call ing, “clear the way for the Lord in the wil -
der ness. . . “ (Isaiah 40:3)

The word that John preached had three ma jor ele ments of
truth:

1. He pointed peo ple to Je sus, who was to be the sac ri fi cial
lamb of God to take away their sin.

Be hold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world. (John 1:29)

2. He made it clear that for Is rael to re ceive their Mes siah, it
was nec es sary for them to truly re pent of their sins. Those
who did re pent, John bap tized in wa ter.

. . . the word of the Lord came to John, the son of
Zacharias, in the wil der ness. And he came into all the
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dis trict around the Jor dan, preach ing a bap tism of re -
pen tance for the for give ness of sins. (Luke 3:2-3)

3. John prom ised that the One com ing af ter him was much
greater than him self, and He would bap tize with the Holy
Spirit all those who re pented and turned to Him.

As for me, I bap tize you in wa ter for re pen tance.; but
He who is com ing af ter me is might ier than I, and I
am not fit to re move His san dals; He Him self will
bap tize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. (Mat thew
3:11)

These three truths, in es sence dealt with blood, wa ter and
spirit; the sig nifi cance of which be came clear af ter the Lord’s death 
and res ur rec tion. 

When Je sus be gan His min is try, the first step He took was to
show His sup port of John, be ing bap tized by him in the Jor dan
(Mat thew 3:12-15). In this way He pro vided a con ti nu ity be tween
John’s min is try and His own. Al though He was much greater than
John, yet His words ex pressed the same prin ci ples. Through out
the pe riod He preached, which is re corded for us in the gos pels,
those who re ceived His words were also bap tized.

There fore when the Lord knew that the Phari sees had
heard that Je sus was mak ing and bap tiz ing more dis -
ci ples than John (al though Je sus Him self was not bap -
tiz ing, but His dis ci ples were) . . . . (John 4:1-2)

Af ter the Lord’s death and res ur rec tion, He mani fested Him -
self to His dis ci ples in struct ing and com mis sion ing them to be His
wit nesses. His fi nal word to them was a com mand that in cluded
wa ter bap tism.

Go there fore and make dis ci ples of all the na tions, bap -
tiz ing them in (into) the name of the Fa ther and the Son
and the Holy Spirit, teach ing them to ob serve all that I
com manded you . . . . (Mat thew 28:19-20)

The Early Church Practice of Baptism

Hav ing seen the em pha sis placed on wa ter bap tism in the
gos pel era, we will next ex am ine the prac tice of bap tism by the
church, as it is re corded in the Acts of the Apos tles. This prac tice
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is the pat tern for Chris tian bap tism to day. The church was born on 
the day of Pen te cost by the prom ised out pour ing of the Holy Spirit.
Many of those pres ent were greatly con victed of their sins. When
these peo ple asked what they should do, the Apos tle Pe ter charged
them as fol lows;

. . . repent, and each of you be bap tized in the name of
Je sus Christ for the for give ness of your sins; and you
will re ceive the gift of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2:38)

It is re mark able how simi lar these words of Pe ter’s were to
John’s. Some three  thou sand re sponded in obe di ence to his com -
mand, and were bap tized that day. 

The mes sage of the church was al ways cen tered in Je sus
Christ Him self and not on bap tism or any other sac ra ment.

And every day, in the tem ple and from house to house,
they kept right on teach ing and preach ing Je sus as the
Christ. (Acts 5:42)

Wa ter Bap tism be came im me di ately im por tant only when
peo ple re sponded to the mes sage of grace, re pented of their sins,
and turned to Christ as their Sav ior. This is very evi dent in the rec -
ord of Philip’s evan gel ism at Sa maria.

Philip went down to the city of Sa maria and be gan pro -
claim ing Christ to them. (Acts 8:5)

But when they be lieved Philip preach ing the good news 
about the king dom of God and the name of Je sus Christ, 
they were be ing bap tized, men and women alike. (Acts 
8:12)

Philip did not bring the peo ple to Christ and then put them
on pro ba tion to see if they were truly saved be fore bap tiz ing them.
On the con trary, as soon as they con fessed Christ, they were in -
structed and bap tized im me di ately.

A tre men dous ex am ple in scrip ture, show ing the im por tance 
at tached to wa ter bap tism, is found in the story of the Ethio pian
eunuch. This par ticu lar eunuch had gone to Je ru sa lem to wor -
ship. He was now re turn ing home, and was hun gry in his heart to
know the ways of God. Al though there had been other dis ci ples in
Je ru sa lem, the Lord did not use them to lead him to Christ; pos si -
bly to bet ter in struct us through the rec ord of Philip’s min is try.
The Lord di rected Philip to leave Sa maria and go to a des ert road
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lead ing from Je ru sa lem to Gaza. He ar rived at the eunuch’s char -
iot to find him read ing Isaiah 53. This is a won der ful scrip ture, of -
ten called the gos pel of the Old Tes ta ment since it deals
pro pheti cally with the Lord’s sac ri fi cial death. The eunuch asked
Philip for help in un der stand ing the scrip ture. Philip opened his
mouth and, be gin ning at this chap ter of Isaiah, preached Christ to
him. It might ap pear that there was no rea son to men tion bap tism, 
for there is no rec ord of wa ter bap tism in Isaiah 53, and there was
no ex pec tancy of find ing wa ter in the des ert. Nev er the less as Philip
preached, the eunuch in ter rupted and said:

. . . Look! Wa ter! What pre vents me from be ing bap -
tized? (Acts 8:36)

Upon his con fes sion of faith in Je sus Christ, it is re corded
that he and Philip went down into the wa ter and he was bap tized.
Al though the mes sage preached by Philip cen tered on the vi cari ous 
death of Je sus, it must also have in cluded the com mand to be bap -
tized in wa ter. Philip did not ne glect teach ing on bap tiz ing just be -
cause cir cum stances were not con ven ient for a bap tis mal serv ice.
Are we as faith ful as Philip in this re spect?

The first gen tiles to re ceive the grace of God did so un der Pe -
ter’s min is try to the house hold of Cor ne lius. When God gave these
men the Holy Spirit, it must have been a trau matic ex pe ri ence for
those Jew ish be liev ers pres ent. They be gan to re al ize that God’s
cove nant was be ing ex tended be yond the bor ders of Ju da ism to in -
clude even the un cir cum cised. The proper theo logi cal po si tion
would sug gest that they bet ter pray first, dis cuss it, and re search
the scrip tures be fore ac cept ing what God had done. How ever, Pe -
ter im me di ately fo cused their at ten tion on one thing:

Surely no one can ref use the wa ter for these to be bap -
tized who have re ceived the Holy Spirit just as we did,
can he? And he or dered them to be bap tized in the
name of Je sus Christ . . . . (Acts 10:47-48)

Wa ter bap tism was not pre sented as an option; it was given
as a com mand.

An other ex am ple of bap tism is found in the min is try of Paul
and Si las to a jailer at Philippi. For the cause of the gos pel, Paul
and Si las had been beaten, and put in jail with their feet in chains.
At mid night, while they were pray ing and wor ship ping the Lord, an 
earth quake opened the doors and loosed their chains. The jailer
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was about to kill him self since he faced death if the pris on ers es -
caped. When he re al ized that Paul and Si las were still pres ent, he
changed from a man who was about to take his life to one seek ing
eter nal life. His ques tion to Paul and Si las was the best he could
have asked:

. . . Sirs, what must I do to be saved? (Acts 16:30)

The an swer was not, “Be bap tized and you will be saved,”
but:

. . . Be lieve on the Lord Je sus, and you shall be saved . . . 

. (Acts 16:31)

That same hour, the word of the Lord was preached to the
jailer and his house hold. We are not told how many be lieved, but
all who did were bap tized that night: pos si bly only an hour or two
af ter mid night. There was no thought of any pro ba tion pe riod,
church mem ber ship, con sid era tion of the jail er’s re lig ious tra di -
tion or any thing else; bap tism was pre sented as an im me di ate act
of faith that should ac com pany re pen tance and faith in Christ.

Rebaptism

Fre quently I en coun ter Chris tians who ques tion whether or
not they should be re bap tized. Some are adults who were bap tized
as in fants, and are seek ing to re af firm what they be lieve took place
then. There are oth ers who pre vi ously had been bap tized as
adults, but did so with out true re pen tance and con ver sion. Still
oth ers are not at peace be cause they had such a lim ited un der -
stand ing at the time they were bap tized. There is a scrip tural ba sis
for re bap tism. Paul dis cov ered some be liev ers at Ephesus who
had fol lowed John the Bap tist and were bap tized by him. How ever, 
there had been no follow- up min is try to them. They ap par ently
were not fa mil iar with the death, bur ial, and res ur rec tion of Je sus; 
they cer tainly had not heard of the com ing of the Holy Spirit. In
other words their first bap tism had been based on prom ises of
what was yet to hap pen, and not to ap pro pri ate what had hap -
pened at Cal vary. Paul’s words brought these dis ci ples of John to a 
place of com mit ment to Christ.

. . . John bap tized with the bap tism of re pen tance, tell -
ing the peo ple to be lieve in Him, who was com ing af ter
him, that is, in Je sus. And when they heard this, they
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were bap tized in the name of the Lord Je sus. (Acts
19:4-5)

It is not nec es sary to make a great is sue of re bap tism. I be -
lieve when sin cere Chris tians hear sound teach ing on the sub ject,
the Holy Spirit will con vict those who need to be re bap tized. If God
should so deal with us, we must be faith ful to obey.

The Name

The prac tice of the early church was clearly in obe di ence to
Pe ter’s com mand in Acts 2:38, as well as to the Lord’s com mis sion 
in Mat thew 28. It might ap pear that their prac tice of bap tiz ing in
the name of the Lord Je sus Christ, was at va ri ance with this com -
mis sion. How ever, this is not the case. To be bap tized into “the
name of the Fa ther, and of the Son and the Holy Spirit” means just
that; we are to be bap tized into one name that em bod ies or en com -
passes the God head. “Fa ther” is a ti tle, not a name; the same is
true for “Son” and “Holy Spirit.” The key is found in the name of
Je sus. “Je sus” (which is Joshua in He brew) lit er ally means “Je ho -
vah saves.” Thus Je sus pos sessed the name of His Fa ther.

. . . and I come to You. Holy Fa ther, keep them in Your
name, the name which You have given to Me, that they
may be one, even as We are. (John 17:11)

Through the Spirit, all the full ness of De ity dwelt in Him (Co -
los sians 2:9) and He is called by the name “Christ,” or the anointed 
One. He was the only hu man visi ble mani fes ta tion of the Holy
Spirit.

Thus the name, “the Lord Je sus Christ” does em brace all of
the God head, and all author ity  had been given to Him (Mat thew
28:18). For this rea son, His name is to be used by the church as
her author ity for all ac tions, not just wa ter bap tism.

And what ever you do in word or deed, do all in the
name of the Lord Je sus . . . . (Co los sians 3:17)

The Sig nifi cance of Bap tism

The Gos pels and Acts pro vide a clear pic ture of the prac tice
of wa ter bap tism. How ever, it is the Epis tles that ex plain why it is
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im por tant. Sal va tion is based on the fol low ing three fun da men tal
truths:

1. Christ died for our sins.

2. He was bur ied.

3. He arose from the dead through the power of the Holy
Spirit.

For I de liv ered to you as the first im por tance what I also
re ceived, that Christ died for our sins ac cord ing to the
scrip tures, and that He was bur ied, and that He was
raised on the third day ac cord ing to the scrip tures. (1
Cor in thi ans 15:3-4)

Je sus died with a mor tal body, one like we have (al though
with out sin). His body was bur ied in the tomb where it re mained
for three days. When the Spirit of God raised Him from the dead,
Je sus did not sim ply re gain natu ral life in a mor tal body. In stead,
He arose in an im mor tal body, one with eter nal life. He came out of
the grave with a new, glo ri fied body; one that, al though it still bore
the marks of cru ci fix ion, was dif fer ent. Mary did not rec og nize
Him, nor did the dis ci ples on the road to Em maus.

Je sus will ingly shed His blood in death on the cross that
who ever will come to Him might live. When I re ceive Him as Sav ior, 
I am for given all my sins so that I stand in no cent be fore God. It is
His blood that cov ers my trans gres sions and sins, that cleanses
my con science and sets me free from the pen alty of sin.

God de sires more for us than the for give ness of our sins. He
wants to change us so that we do not con tinue in sin, and to con -
form us into His im age. More hap pened at Cal vary than the shed -
ding of His blood to for give sins. When Christ died, our old na ture
was also cru ci fied with Him.

Know ing this, that our old self was cru ci fied with Him,
that our body of sin might be done away with, that we
should no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died
is freed from sin. (Ro mans 6:6-7)

For this rea son, I am to iden tify with His death by the “bur ial
of  my old na ture” so that, just as Christ arose in a new body, I too
can come out of a grave of wa ter, no longer un der the domi na tion
of sin. The step be tween the for give ness of my sins and walk ing in
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right eous ness, re quires the ex er cise of my faith in put ting off my
old na ture through bap tism.

There fore we have been bur ied with Him though bap -
tism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the
dead through the glory of the Fa ther, so we too might
walk in new ness of life. (Ro mans 6:4)

In this con text, bur ial cer tainly means im mer sion; we would
never just sprin kle soil on a dead body if we wish to bury it. The
place for faith is great con cern ing our walk af ter bap tism; just as I
must be lieve that His blood cleansed my sins, so I must also be -
lieve that I am now dead to old habit pat terns of sin, and can walk
in right eous ness be cause He now lives His life in me through the
Holy Spirit.

Even so co nsider your selves to be dead to sin, but alive
to God in Christ Je sus. (Ro mans 6:11)

I have bap tized a number of be liev ers who, al though truly
saved for a pe riod of time, seem ingly could not give up some sin, or 
bad habit (such as smok ing). Through wa ter bap tism, with in -
struc tion, I have seen those hin drances dis ap pear from their lives.

I have been cru ci fied with Christ; and it is  no longer I
who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I
now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God,
who loved me, and gave Him self up for me. (Ga la tians
2:20)

By faith I see my self hav ing been cru ci fied with Christ two
thou sand years ago. Al though I physi cally could not have been
there on the cross, one thing I can do now is to iden tify with Him in
the like ness of His death through bur ial. By this act, I tes tify that I
have been cru ci fied with Him, and I am now put ting the old, car -
nal na ture into a grave of wa ter, out of which by the power of the
Spirit, I will arise to walk in new ness of life. This truth is so of ten
the ne glected key for those who do  not have vic tory in their walk.

. . . in the Cross of our Lord Je sus Christ, through which
the world has been cru ci fied to me, and I to the world.
(Ga la tians 6:14)

Christ was raised from the dead by the power of the Spirit; it
is equally true that we need the in dwell ing Holy Spirit for res ur rec -
tion life to be visi ble within us.
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The Threefold Witness

It is ap par ent that if we are to fully ap pro pri ate the death,
bur ial, and res ur rec tion of Je sus, we must iden tify our com mit -
ment to Him by our faith in His blood, in the wa ters of bap tism,
and in the Holy Spirit. These were the three sa li ent points of fo cus
in John the Bap tist’s mes sage, in the Lord’s work of atone ment,
and in the min is try of evan gel ism by the early church.

For there are three that testify, the Spirit and the wa ter
and the blood; and these three are in agree ment. (1
John 5:8)

There is an ex cel lent pic ture of this three fold wit ness of our
sal va tion, in God’s de liv er ance of Is rael out of Egyp tian bond age
(Exo dus 14). Egypt is a type of sin and the world, out of which we
have been called into fel low ship with Christ. The first step in Is -
rael’s de liv er ance was their obe di ence in plac ing some blood of the
Passo ver lamb upon the door- posts of their homes. By this act they 
es caped the judg ment of God’s death an gel (of course, Je sus is our 
Passo ver Lamb). The next act was their exo dus from Egypt. As they 
de parted, they were pur sued by their Egyp tian tor men tors and
task mas ters. By the su per natu ral power of God, they were di -
rected into the Red Sea which opened for them, but closed and de -
stroyed their ene mies. This fore shad ows wa ter bap tism and the
tak ing away of those ene mies in our life that had kept us in the
bond age of sin. The third part of the pic ture is how Is rael was
guided out of Egypt, through the Red Sea and to ward the prom ised 
land by the pil lar of fire and the cloud. God’s pres ence in the cloud
pro vided guid ance to His peo ple. This speaks to us of His pres ence 
with us, and the per sonal lead ing of His Spirit in our lives. Exo dus
there fore gives a pic ture of blood, wa ter, and Spirit in re demp tion.

The Cove nant Seal

The key to dis cern ing wa ter bap tism in the Old Tes ta ment is
found in the book of Co los sians. The fol low ing quo ta tion is from
the Am pli fied Ver sion:

In Him also you were cir cum cised with a cir cum ci sion
not made with hands, but in spiri tual cir cum ci sion per -
formed by Christ by strip ping off the body of the flesh
the whole cor rupt, car nal na ture with its pas sions and
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lusts. Thus you were cir cum cised when you were bur -
ied with Him in your bap tism, in which you were also
raised with Him to a new life through your faith in the
work ing of God as dis played when He raised Him up
from the dead. (Co los sians 2:11-12)

Every born- again Chris tian is a child of Abra ham who is the
fa ther of all the faith ful. Abra ham be lieved the prom ises of God
made to him, and on the ba sis of his faith, right eous ness was im -
puted to him (Ro mans 4:3, 12-17). Through faith, God es tab lished 
His cove nant with Abra ham; while the cove nant of the law of Moses 
was fin ished at Cal vary, this cove nant of faith has never been set
aside (Ga la tians 3:17-18). We en ter into the prom ises of this cove -
nant through Christ, who is the seed of Abra ham, and we do so on
the ba sis of our faith. The prom ises were made to Abra ham, and to 
his seed (sin gu lar) which is Christ, and by faith through Him to us.

Now the prom ises were spo ken to Abra ham and to his
seed. He does not say, “And to seeds,” as re fer ring to
many, but rather to one. “And to your seed,” that is,
Christ. (Ga la tians 3:16)

Now af ter Abra ham be lieved, God re quired that he take
upon him self a seal or sign of the cove nant they had en tered into.
He and all male Is ra el ites were to be cir cum cised. This was the
seal of their cove nant; since the cove nant con tin ues in ef fect, so
also should the seal.

. . . and he re ceived the sign of cir cum ci sion, a seal of
the right eous ness of the faith he had while un cir cum -
cised, that he might be the fa ther of all who be lieve with -
out be ing cir cum cised, that right eous ness might be
reck oned to them. (Ro mans 4:11)

Heart cir cum ci sion is the New Tes ta ment seal of our cove -
nant re la tion ship with Al mighty god. The seal given to Abra ham
pro vided clean li ness to the physi cal body, and was but a type or
shadow of the spiri tual clean li ness that we are to walk in. It is im -
por tant to see that Abra ham had right eous ness im puted to him by
faith be fore he was cir cum cised. Like wise, we be lieve in Christ and 
re ceive His im puted right eous ness be fore we are bap tized. We are
a cove nant peo ple and the sign of our cove nant is to be seen in our
walk of right eous ness.
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But he is a Jew who is one in wardly, and cir cum ci sion is 
that which is of the heart, by the Spirit . . . (Ro mans
2:29)

The seal of our cove nant is not the act of im mer sion, but the
spiri tual cir cum ci sion that takes place within us.

There are many sin cere Chris tians who seek for vic tory in
their walk through vari ous ways and be liefs. Some em pha size an
ex pe ri ence of sanc ti fi ca tion. Oth ers look for de liv er ance from evil
spir its, still oth ers at tempt to live un der le gal ism, fol low ing strict
rules of con duct. The true key for vic tory is our faith and ap pro -
pria tion of what Christ has al ready ac com plished for us on Cal -
vary. All that we will ever need is found in His death, bur ial and
res ur rec tion.


