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Biblical Baptism 

I was christened, rather than baptised, from my parents’ point of view, in an Anglican church when 3 

months old.  At the time neither of my parents were genuine followers of the Lord Jesus.  I began to 

recognise who he is when a young boy. As a teenager I sometimes attended a Baptist church, 

witnessed people my own age being baptised by immersion in a pool and wondered if I needed to be 

baptised by this method.  Later, in my twenties, I attended a Church of Christ church in the United 

States for about a year and recognised the considerable importance that particular church placed on 

being baptised as an adult by immersion.  I wondered if, upon returning to Australia, I should be 

baptised by immersion, so that there would never be a problem about whether or not I had been 

baptised properly. 

Baptism – the Reformers and the Early Fathers 

During the reformation period, the nature and importance of baptism was often the subject of very 

serious debate. Some people, who wished to be baptised as adults, having been baptised as infants, 

were drowned by those who thought that a second baptism was a heinous crime.  One idea which 

prevailed at the time was that in order to become members of what was conceived as the Church 

children needed to be baptised as soon as practicable.  Interestingly, in the early prayer books of the 

English church children had to be immersed unless they were ill. 

In our search for the truth about baptism, it will not help us very much to consider what the Early 

Fathers, those who wrote in the early centuries after the New Testament, thought about baptism.  

They made assertions, often without much reference to the Bible, about who could baptise people 

and how baptisms should be conducted and they debated about whether people could be baptised a 

second time.  The Bible itself must be allowed to tell us the truth about baptism without our simply 

believing what the Early Fathers claimed.  

The New Testament and Baptism 

What is Biblical baptism?  What does the Bible have to say about it? Or more precisely, what do we 

find in the New Testament about baptism given that the Old Testament is not concerned with the 

matter?  To answer that question we will first need to examine how the Greek words that lie behind 

our English words “to baptise” and “baptism” were used in the ordinary world, the world outside of 

the New Testament.  Indeed our main concern will be with the verb, “to baptise” since the main noun 

is very rarely found prior to or during the first century. 

 “To baptise” and” baptism” in Greek Literature  

In English we have not translated the Greek word, we have transliterated it.  That is, we have created 

an English word that sounds like the Greek word.
1
  The Greek verb is “baptizw” (baptizw), 

translated “I baptise”.  In Greek literature it is an ordinary word, having no technical significance.  

There seems to be some type of intensity about it - the circumstances being dramatic, serious, 

demanding or by nature complete or thorough. It has the general sense of “immerse” or “engulf” and 

                                                           
1
  The so-called Jerome’s Bible, the Latin Vulgate of the early 5

th
 century and so influential in the Western world, 

likewise has the word “baptizo”, “I baptise”, rather than one of the ordinary Latin words, “immergo” or “summergo”. 
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often refers to the sinking of ships or the drowning of humans.  The immersion often takes place in 

water, even very salty water, but it can be blood or human flesh.  Sometimes the item, for example, a 

person or a spear, is only partially immersed. Sometimes the verb is used metaphorically or 

abstractly, having a meaning such as, “overwhelmed.”  Intoxicated people can be immersed, 

drowning in their drink as it were. A person can be overwhelmed with grief, verbal argument or debt.  

The intensity of the word needs to be kept in mind when attempting to understand any text in which 

the word occurs. 

 “To baptise” and “baptism” in the New Testament 

In the New Testament, the verb, which occurs about 75 times, is used both literally and 

metaphorically. When used literally it almost always refers to a ceremonial baptism. This is its 

dominant usage.  John the Baptiser, the disciples of Jesus during his ministry (John 4: 1, 2) and the 

apostles and others, after the ascension of Jesus, baptised people. (While John is known as John the 

Baptist, the Greek word that is used of him, “baptisthj” (baptistes), describes him as one who 

does a lot of immersing.  That is why he can be referred to as John the Baptiser.) The verb is also 

used twice to refer to washing procedures which were not baptismal (Mark 7: 4, Luke 11: 38).  In 

Mark the reference is to “the Pharisees and all the Jews” when coming from the market place, 

“washing” themselves before they ate.  In Luke, reference is made to a Pharisee that is surprised 

because Jesus “did not wash” before coming to a dinner to which the Pharisee had invited him. This 

comment may suggest that before a formal meal, such a washing was the normal undertaking.  In 

both cases it is seems likely that the washing was of a formal kind.  Furthermore, given the 

overriding sense of “baptizw”, the washing procedure may well have involved a full immersion.  

The verb is used metaphorically when Jesus speaks of himself and his disciples being immersed in 

suffering (Mark 10: 38, 39), when John the Baptiser refers to Jesus immersing people with the Holy 

Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3: 11) and when Paul writes of preachers like himself being overwhelmed 

in suffering (1 Cor. 15: 29).  Traditionally this last passage has been thought to refer to a literal water 

baptism and its meaning and relevance difficult to comprehend.  The problem is solved once it is 

recognised that “baptizw” can have a metaphorical usage. The text, which is in the context of the 

subject of resurrection and Paul’s suffering for the Gospel, can be understood as follows, “What is 

the point of people who preach the gospel being overwhelmed, suffering so much, for the sake of 

those who have mortality written into them, if in the end those to whom they preach simply die, that 

is, if there is no resurrection?”  

In the first century, an ordinary Greek speaking person perusing the New Testament documents for 

the first time would not have been surprised to find the verb being used both literally and 

metaphorically.  However, he may well have been surprised to discover that its predominant usage 

was with respect to a water ceremony, although “ceremony” is probably too grandiose a word 

What applies to the verb “baptizw” almost certainly applies to the noun “baptisma” (baptisma).  

The noun is only found in Greek literature twice outside of the New Testament by New Testament 

times and one of its usages appears to relate to John the Baptiser.  It occurs about 20 times in the 

New Testament and almost always in association either directly or indirectly with the verb, 

“baptizw”.  There is another noun, baptismoj (baptismos), but it occurs only three or four times in 
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the New Testament and is not known outside of the New Testament prior to New Testament times. It 

may be that it means “a thorough wash”.  

Misunderstood Passages in the New Testament? 

There are a number of passages, generally understood to refer to literal water baptism, which may 

actually be examples of metaphorical usage.  Canon Knox
2
, a previous Principal of Moore 

Theological College argued that some references to the baptism of John the Baptiser (Acts 18: 25, 

19: 3), a reference to being baptised into the name of Paul (1 Cor. 1: 13) and another to being 

baptised into the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts 19: 5)
3
 as well as a reference to being baptised into 

Moses (1 Cor. 10: 2) all relate to coming under the leadership and instruction of those people, being 

immersed in their instruction rather than being immersed in water.  Both Bishop Robinson
4
, a 

previous Anglican Archbishop of Sydney and Canon Knox suggest that though 1 Peter 3: 20 refers to 

the water of Noah’s flood, the word “baptism” of the next verse relates to the suffering, associated 

with their salvation, that the readers were experiencing.  Perhaps the understanding is that their 

suffering tested and confirmed their salvation. Though Robinson tends to be more tentative than 

Knox, they view the use of “baptizw” and “baptisma” in Rom. 6: 3, 4; 1 Cor. 12: 12, 13; Gal. 3: 27; 

Eph. 4: 4 - 6 and Col. 2: 12 as metaphorical, the passages referring to something like being immersed 

in, engulfed in or enveloped in the death of Jesus or Jesus himself, or being enveloped or 

overwhelmed by the Holy Spirit. 

Romans 6: 3, 4 

Romans 6: 3, 4: “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised 

into his death.  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.”  In 

some sense Paul writes metaphorically when he associates what happens to those who are related to 

Christ, to the death and resurrection of Christ.  In similar vein, “baptizw” could be translated, with a 

metaphorical understanding in mind, as “immersed” or “enveloped”.  “Being enveloped in Christ” 

refers to the reality of “being in Christ” - being identified with Christ such that in his death we have 

our sins dealt with. Furthermore being in him we have a new life before God as Jesus came into the 

new life of his resurrection.  When children are very young they are represented by their parents.  

Their parents stand up for them. In a sense they are enveloped by their parents.  Being “in Christ” is 

being firmly associated with him.  He represents us.  We are enveloped or immersed in him. 

   1 Corinthians 12: 12, 13 

1 Corinthians 12: 12, 13: “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its 

parts are many they form one body.  So it is with Christ.  For we were all baptised by one Spirit into 

one body”.  Paul uses the word “body” metaphorically and later clearly identifies this body as the 

body of Christ (1 Cor. 12: 27).  Similarly, the phrase, “baptised ... into one body” can be understood 

                                                           
2
 For his views on baptism, see Knox, D.B., “New Testament Baptism” and “Addition to Manuscript on Baptism”, in D. 

Broughton Knox: Selected Works, Birkett, K. (ed.), Matthias Media, Kingsford, NSW, volume II, Church and 

Ministry, 2003, pp. 263 - 309 and 311-315 respectively. 
3
 In later discussion these passages are treated as though they provided examples of literal water baptisms. 

4
 For some of his views on baptism, see Robinson, D.W.B., “Towards a Definition of Baptism”, The Reformed 

Theological Review, xxxiv, (1), 1975, pp. 1-15. 
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metaphorically with the translation being, something like, “engulfed in one body”.  The work of the 

Spirit is not dependent upon a literal water ceremony. 

   Galatians 3: 27 

Galatians 3: 27: “For all of you who were baptised into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”  

In this statement Paul literally writes, “have put on Christ”.  The translators recognise that “have put 

on” is metaphorical and so use the word, “clothed”.  Similarly, “baptised into Christ” seems to be a 

metaphor for being immersed in him, that is, being enveloped in him or being in him, in a similar 

sense to that conveyed by Paul in his letter to “all in Rome who are loved by God”.  Paul, perhaps 

being aware that many had undergone a literal water baptismal ceremony at or around the time when 

they had responded to Christ, may have been making a dual reference to both the water ceremony 

and being “enveloped in” Christ.  However, the water ceremony itself could never have brought 

about their being in Christ or their being “clothed” with him. 

Ephesians 4: 4 - 6 

Ephesians 4: 4 - 6: “There is one body and one Spirit - just as you were called to one hope when you 

were called - one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and 

through all and in all.”  In the midst of all these spiritual realities, “the one body (of Christ)”, “the 

one Spirit”, “being called”, “the one hope”, “the one Lord”, “the one faith” and “the one God and 

Father of all”, it would be odd if “the one baptism” were not also a spiritual reality rather than a 

literal water ceremony, a ceremony of this world.  In this passage, “baptism” could have been 

translated, “immersion” understood as a spiritual immersion in Christ. 

   Colossians 2: 12 

Colossians 2: 12: “buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of 

God, who raised him from the dead.”  In this passage the reality of the “burial” or entombment of 

Jesus and his resurrection is used metaphorically to refer to a reality described as the burial and 

raising of those who have had faith in the power of God. Paul may have been making a metaphorical 

reference via a baptismal water ceremony, where a person was immersed in water and then raised out 

of water, since the ceremony often accompanied a person’s becoming united to Christ.  Additionally 

or alternatively, he may have been making a metaphorical reference via the ordinary idea of being 

immersed in water and in danger of drowning and then being rescued.  However, the reality he 

focuses on is this: To be buried with Christ is to receive the benefits of his death. To be raised with 

him is to be caught up in his resurrection and given new life. “Faith in the power of God” is what is 

crucial not the participation in a water ceremony.  “With him in baptism” could have been translated, 

“being enveloped in him”.  There is however, another alternative, an elaboration on the foregoing, 

and indeed this understanding may be the more likely. Literally the reference is to “buried with him 

in the baptism”.  Paul could have been saying that the believer is caught up in the baptism of Jesus, 

that is his great suffering, that is the death of Jesus, and so being caught up in his death the believer is 

also caught up in his burial. 

If literal water baptism is thought to be very important there will be a tendency to interpret the 

previous passages as referring to that type of baptism.  If it is not thought to have that importance 

there may be a tendency to interpret them metaphorically.  How important is literal water baptism? 
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   Matthew 29: 19, 20 

In attempting to answer this question, we need to properly understand the text - Matthew 28: 19, 20 

where Jesus instructs his followers - “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you.”  Clearly, after the day of Pentecost, Peter, Phillip, Paul, and others carried out 

literal water baptisms.  Given the sense of “baptizw” they were probably full immersion baptisms.  

And they were probably always associated with the necessity of repentance - a change of mind about 

Jesus whom God had sent (Acts 2: 38) - similar to the baptisms of John the Baptiser who also 

demanded a change of mind (Matt. 3: 2, 8, 11; Mark 1: 4). However the book of Acts does not record 

anyone being baptised in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  People were 

baptised in the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 2: 38, 10: 48) or in the name of the Lord Jesus             

(Acts 8: 16, 19: 5).  Yet Matthew 28: 19 pointedly refers to the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit. That the word “name” is used only once is understandable - there is only one 

God. However, the word “and” appears two times indicating the importance of each person of the 

Godhead.  Perhaps the command is not about literal water baptism!  Neither Canon Knox nor Bishop 

Robinson was convinced that water baptism was in mind. 

It is also significant that Paul, in writing to those Corinthian who had been sanctified in Christ Jesus, 

did not regard literal water baptism as of supreme importance.  In opposing the view that they 

belonged to different factions, defined in terms of who baptised them, he wrote, “Christ did not send 

me to baptise but to preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 1: 17).  How odd, if Christ commanded his disciples 

to carry out literal water baptism, that Paul is exempt from this commission! 

How strange too, if the command relates to water baptism, that only Matthew records it!  What all 

the Gospels indicate is that people are to be instructed. Mark records how Jesus said that before 

certain things occur, “The gospel must first be preached to all nations” (Mark 13: 10). Luke records 

Jesus telling his disciples that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be preached to all nations          

(Luke 24: 47) and John records Jesus saying to them, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you 

(with a message about forgiveness)” (John 20: 21, 23). 

What then does Matthew 28: 19, 20 mean?  The actual command is, “make disciples ...” The words, 

“go” (literally - “going”), “baptising” and “teaching” relate to that command.  “Make disciples” 

means instruct people about Jesus so that they will become his followers.  “Teaching them”, says 

something similar, though Jesus elaborates upon what the people are to be taught. The phrase, 

“baptising them” is bracketed or embraced by both these items and would it not mean the same sort 

of thing?  It could have a similar meaning, if understood as a metaphor.  Is not Jesus saying, “The 

disciples are to be, “immersed”, “thoroughly instructed” or “swamped” in all that pertains to the 

Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit”? As mentioned earlier, a Greek speaking person of the 1
st
 

century would find it unusual that in the New Testament “baptizw” was so often used to refer to a 

water ceremony.  What would appear more normal would be either an ordinary literal water usage or 

a metaphorical one and it makes good sense if this latter possibility is the way it is used in Matthew 

28: 19.  Besides, such an understanding means that all of the oddities mentioned earlier, disappear. 

  Baptism - an obligation or a custom? 
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However, what are we to make of the numerous references particularly in the Acts of the Apostles to 

people being baptised in a water ceremony by people such as Peter, Philip and Paul?  Surely, we 

might say, the baptismal water ceremony is being carried out in conformity with a command from 

Jesus.  We need to remember that John the Baptiser was baptising people well before the instruction 

recorded in Matthew 28: 19, 20.  He claims that the reason behind his coming, baptising with water, 

is so that “the lamb of God” “might be revealed to Israel” and that God (“the one”) had sent him “to 

baptise with water” (John 1: 31, 33).  We know that towards the end of the 1
st
 century, if a gentile 

wished to become a Jew he or she had to undergo a full water immersion - a type of baptism.  (In the 

Greek language such a practice however, for whatever reason, was not described by the word, 

“baptizw”.  Another significant difference between this proselyte type of baptism and the baptism 

carried out by the apostles and others was that the gentile wishing to be become a Jew baptised him 

or herself whereas the person who had newly responded to the grace of God in Christ was baptised at 

the hands of another.)  Perhaps this proselytising ceremony was already in force by the time that 

John began his ministry.  If that is the case then possibly, John, in calling his fellow countrymen, 

Jews, to be baptised, was indicating that they should regard themselves as no better than the gentiles.  

This would make sense of what John said to many Pharisees and Sadducees who came to see what he 

was doing - that they should not say to themselves that they are children of Abraham, that is that they 

are not gentiles, presumably implying that they believed they had no need to be baptised (Matt. 3: 9).  

We also know that the disciples of Jesus baptised people during the ministry of Jesus, probably 

because Jesus instructed them to do so, though such an instruction is not recorded.  It is not clear but 

perhaps their baptisms were accompanied by a similar message to that of John the Baptiser -“Repent 

for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matt. 3: 2), Jesus making a similar proclamation   (Mark 1: 15). 

What was happening in the days of the early church was a continuation of that practice but now with 

a focus on Jesus, the one whom God had sent, whom had been crucified and whom God had raised 

from the dead.  It was an extraordinarily powerful symbol of a person’s complete change of life, 

indeed a coming into new life, and a washing away of sins as they turned in faith to Jesus.  There 

were good reasons for this practice to continue not only among the Jews but also in the world of the 

Gentiles as well.  The practice had become so well known that an Ethiopian Eunuch upon coming to 

faith in Jesus and seeing water nearby exclaimed, “Look, here is water.  Why shouldn’t I be 

baptised?” (Acts 8: 36) 

Imagine for a moment that the word, “marriage” signified the actual union of a man and a woman as 

husband and wife but not a ceremony and that the word, “wedding” signified a ceremony that 

accompanied it.  Let us further imagine that the “wedding” is normally highly formalised.  For 

example - normally held in a church building, the bride normally dressed in white, hymns normally 

sung etc.  If someone then says to an engaged couple, “Get married and have a wedding”, he or she 

would not be claiming that the wedding, in spite of all its formality, would be obligatory but that it 

was the normal custom.  It would be getting married that was fundamental.  In the Acts of the 

Apostles, repentance towards Christ was fundamental, while baptism was the established custom. 

Concluding Remarks  

Given the nature of the Gospel with its focus on the grace of God displayed through the death of 

Jesus and the general teaching of the Apostle Paul that ceremonies such as circumcision were of no 

value in themselves, it would be very strange if Jesus had made it obligatory that a water ceremony 
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be performed - that it was absolutely essential for those being made disciples to be baptised.  Of 

course repentance and faith are demanded by God but these are matters of the heart or the mind not 

matters of ceremony.  And the giving of the Spirit, though often mentioned in Acts in association 

with baptism (e.g. Acts: 2: 38; 8: 14 - 17; 9: 17, 18; 10: 44 - 48; 19: 1 - 6) is the gift of God given 

independently of any ceremony, though the gift may precede or follow the ceremony as these 

passages record. The ceremony does not have any value in itself.  It does not make us any more or 

any less worthy before God. 

It was however and can still be a very helpful custom but it is not mandatory.  Probably, originally, 

the custom involved a complete immersion in water.  Probably, originally, I believe, it was only 

undergone by “adults”.  It was probably always associated, in principle, with a person repenting, 

radically changing their orientation towards God and when Jesus is in focus, radically changing their 

orientation towards him, as the one whom God had sent.  Its value was that it was a sign that the 

person had been washed from their sins and had entered into a new life with God their Father. 

It may be argued that many baptismal ceremonies carried out today do not truly reflect the water 

ceremony practised in the New Testament.  Does this matter?  Not necessarily.  If what the custom is 

meant to signify and what people understand by it is in line with the truths of the Gospel, the 

ceremony can be a blessing not only for the person involved but also for many who witness the 

ceremony.  It doesn’t really matter what the actual ceremony is like, whether a full immersion, 

pouring or sprinkling is involved or whether those baptised are young children or adults, as long as it 

is genuinely helpful and not misleading and provided it isn’t claimed that it is like New Testament 

water baptism if it isn’t.  We must however guard against any custom that conveys false ideas, such 

as, that to become a child of God a person has to be baptised, that only when a person is baptised 

does he or she receive the Holy Spirit, or that the ceremony brings about some mystical experience.  

There is a tendency in each of us to place too much value on ceremonies.  We must resist that 

temptation and invest in Christ himself rather than in any ceremony about him. Though you may 

have found a ceremony to be personally very valuable no ceremony is mandatory. The commands we 

find in the New Testament relate to loving God, loving the brothers and sisters and caring for all. 

Understanding literal water baptism as essential for entrance into the kingdom of God and believing 

that there was a command from Jesus to perform the ceremony, were mistakes made by some living 

after the New Testament period - mistakes probably brought about partly because of their love of 

ceremony and their love for authority.  We have perpetuated some of their errors. 

Baptism in no way leads to one’s justification before God.  It does not make anyone righteous.  It 

does not make anyone a child of God.  It does not in any way guarantee the giving of the Spirit.  It 

does not provide any reason for having confidence about one’s salvation.  It can be an exceedingly 

helpful custom but in the end it doesn’t really matter if you have been baptised or not.  As with 

Paul’s comments about circumcision, are you baptised?  That is all right.  Have you never been 

baptised?  That is all right as well.  Rather than focus on baptism, in the words of Paul, we should 

glory only in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ (Gal. 6: 14).  His death for us is the ground for all of 

God’s blessings to us.  Praise to him who died for us.  

Barry Newman 


