
Baptising in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

Introduction 

I have found writing this blog series to be quite demanding.  It has been demanding partly 

because it proposes something that is likely to be unacceptable to many.  I think some will be 

biased against the proposition I am endeavouring to make and at least some of that bias in 

some cases will be unjustified.  The mind shift required before one is able to consider the 

possibility of the correctness of what I want to suggest could be considerable. 

The reader may find the series to be tedious in parts.  I hope that it is not found to be too 

tedious and that some sections of it, even if the reader does not agree with the main tenant 

being proposed, are actually interesting and perhaps helpful. 

The way this series develops is somewhat complicated.  I apologise for that.  I am sure that 

some other writer would have made it simpler and would have better presented the material 

in many ways.  For me there was no simple way to proceed.  I thought it necessary to 

consider so many aspects of the problem, the significance and relevance of which would not 

be immediately clear.  Some matters have been raised not because I thought they were all that 

relevant but because I considered that others might view them as quite relevant.  There are 

bound to be areas that I have not dealt with that others will think should have been.  

In some sections I repeat a little of what was written earlier and sometimes I begin to drive 

towards my conclusion even though the argument is at a preliminary stage.  I found it 

convenient to draw out some implications to some extent earlier rather than later while still 

trying to lay down a foundation for the final and more explicit conclusion.  I sometimes make 

a suggestion the justification for which is not attempted until later. Sometimes I elaborate 

upon an item simply for the sake of some sense of “completing” the picture. These features 

do not lend themselves to creating a steadily flowing document.  Again I apologise 

recognising that there must have been a better way. 

In an attempt to make it a little less confusing than it might otherwise be I have tried to map 

the “journey” undertaken in this series, as it goes from section to section, by indicating at the 

beginning of almost all sections what is being attempted within that section.  As a further aid 

I now list the headings to the sections as they occur: 

Questions 

“Immersed” in – with reference to “in” 

In the name – with reference to “in” 

“Eis” 

 “Epi” 

 “En” 



“Immersed” in the name 

 Immersed “epi” the name 

 Immersed “en” the name 

 Immersed “eis” the name 

In the name – with reference to “the name” 

 Old Testament Perspectives 

 Other perspectives 

The water “baptism” practice 

Water baptism epi/en/eis in the name 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

Immersing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

Different practices – different understandings? 

The teaching of Jesus about the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

“Baptizo” – meaning in Matthew 28: 19? 

The verbal and situational context of Matthew 28: 19b 

 The situational context 

 The verbal context 

“Baptising”, “immersing” them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit – a possible understanding 

Concluding Remarks 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Questions 

What does this well know phrase from Matthew 28: 19 really mean?  Of course we know 

what it means – comes the swift reply: This is a command from Jesus to be baptised and the 

baptism has to be carried out in the name of the Father and in the name of the Son and in the 

name of the Holy Spirit.   

There are a number of errors in this statement – some quite consciously inserted.  The actual 

command was not to be baptised.  It was to baptise.  Then again it is actually a participle 

phrase and only acquires its imperative force because it “hangs on” the explicit imperative 

which is “make disciples of all nations”.  That “make disciples of all nations” is the 



substantial imperative on which the other participle phrases in Matthew 28: 19 hang should 

not be overlooked.  Furthermore, there is only one reference to “name”.  It is “the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”, not individual names. 

The problems however do not stop with such errors.  Over many centuries different 

“churches” seem to have understood the text differently when it came to what should be said 

at the baptismal ceremony.  This matter will be referred to later.   

And why do we have to translate the Greek “baptizo”
1
 as baptise?  “Baptizo” is a an ordinary 

“run of the mill” Greek word which has the general sense of “immerse” and outside of the 

New Testament has no automatic association with a ceremony.  Even in the New Testament 

the verb is sometimes used in a context that has nothing to do with a ceremony.  Sometimes it 

is clearly used metaphorically rather than literally.  This is the case where Jesus is described 

as referring to his sufferings and when it is used of John the “baptiser” when speaking of 

Jesus “baptising” in the Holy Spirit and fire.  Of course “baptise” is not a translation at all.  

Rather it is a transliteration.  Because we see this transliteration so often in the New 

Testament and because a ceremony of immersion is often being referred to we tend 

automatically to associate almost every usage of the word with a ceremony and see other 

usages as oddities.  In the Classical/Hellenistic world, the view would have been the other 

way around.  Any association of “baptizo” with a ceremony was quite the exception.  A 

number of my previous blog series have made references to “baptizo” and of necessity more 

will have to be said in this series, towards the end, on what the term can signify. 

In order to prevent us from automatically associating “baptizo” with a water ceremony I will 

tend to use the word “immerse” from time to time. It may be claimed that “baptizo” (together 

with its associated nouns) became technical terms in the New Testament and that the 

“translations” “baptise” (and “baptism”) are quite appropriate.  I think at best they became 

“pseudo-technical” terms.  “Technical”, because they are used in the New Testament more 

often than not of a water ceremony and that usage appears to be novel. “Pseudo- technical”, 

because in the New Testament, that is not the only way in which they are used.  If it is 

maintained that in the New Testament the other type of usage is simply metaphorical in 

character, it should be noted that both literal and metaphorical usages of “baptizo” are to be 

found in the Classical/Hellenistic literature.  In that respect, there is no difference between 

“baptizo” as used in the New Testament and “baptizo” as it is found in the Greek literature 

external to the New Testament. “Immersing” or something similar, such as, “overwhelming 

or “engulfing” is the overriding notion associated with “baptizo” in the Classical/Hellenistic 

world and underlies even the water ceremony practice.  Hence, for the reason given – as a 

way of preventing us from automatically seeing the water ceremony practice wherever we 

come across “baptizo” in the New Testament, I will use the term, “immerse” from time to 

time. 

As this document proceeds it will be obvious that we are trying to answer a number of 

questions.  Questions such as, “What can ‘in the name’ mean, particularly in its association 
                                                           
1
 References to “baptizo” are to be understood as references to any of the cognates of the 

verb. 



with ‘the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit’ and specifically in the context of Matthew 

28: 19”?  “What would “immersing in that name” signify? We will need to look at these and 

related questions separately but in the end with a view to understanding the complete phrase, 

“immersing in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

“Immersed” in – with reference to “in” 

Perhaps one of the first tasks is to examine the prepositions that are used when reference is 

made to “immerse” in both the Greek world outside of the New Testament and the New 

Testament itself.  

With respect to the first part of this task, a search was carried out, using the Thesaurus 

Linguae Graeca for the periods, “Prior to 1
st
 century B.C.” and “1

st
 century B.C. to 1

st
 

century A.D.”  

For “Prior to 1st century B.C.” in three instances the preposition is “en”: Philochorus 

(“baptizoi” in a place), LXX - 4 Kings 5: 14 (“baptizei” in the Jordan) and LXX - Isaiah 21: 4 

(“ebaptizeto” in the camp at [epi] the fountain). In the last, the sense seems to be that the 

“washing” took place within the camp – that is at this general locality, at the fountain.  In the 

first two instances, “en” may have been chosen rather than “eis” because in both cases a 

locality, again, rather than the water in which the actual immersion took place, may have 

been mainly in mind.  There are a few examples where the sense of being immersed “in” or 

“into” is conveyed by the simple use of the dative alone rather than by use of a preposition 

(for example, turnips being immersed in brine; a person being immersed in the waves of the 

sea; a person being immersed in taxes). There are no examples of the use of either “epi” or 

“eis” in association with “baptizo”.  

For “1
st
 century B.C. to the 1

st
 century A.D.”, the preposition used is “en” in one instance: 

Josephus (“baptizomenos” in a swimming bath) and “eis” eleven times: Josephus 

(“bebaptismenon” into sleep, “ebaptisen” into a person’s own neck), Plutarch (“baptison” in 

a sea, “baptisas” in blood, “baptizon” in the lake), Strabo, (“baptisthenti” into it [the lake]), 

Soranus (“baptizein” in the embryo) and Heron on four occasions refers to (“baptizomenon” 

[2x], “baptizesthai” and “baptizomenou” in water).  Josephus may have chosen “en” rather 

than “eis” in the first instance because the actual locality where the immersion (a drowning) 

took place was a swimming bath – immersion occurring in the actual water itself. Again, 

there are examples of the simple dative alone being used to indicate immersed “into” or “in”, 

without appeal to a preposition (for example, something or somebody immersed in water, a 

person immersed in debts).  There are no examples of “epi” occurring in association with 

“baptizo”. See Table 1 for both periods. 

 “en” “epi” “eis” 

Prior to 1
st
 century 

B.C. 

3 - - 

1
st
 century B.C. to 1

st
 

century A.D. 

1 - 11 

 



Table 1 

The frequency of occurrence the three prepositions, “en”, “epi” and “eis” in association with 

“baptizo” outside of the New Testament for the periods: “Prior to 1
st
 century B.C.” and “1

st
 

century B.C .to 1
st
 century A.D.”. 

It might be argued that “eis” commonly appearing in association with “baptizo” in this period 

but not at all in the previous period is simply an example of a change in language usage.  

However, we do not really know enough to be sure of such a claim.  

According to Liddell and Scott, “eis” commonly has the sense of “into” or “to” a place.  It is 

also found with verbs which express the idea of rest in a place where a movement towards 

that place is implied.
2
  

Given that the underlying meaning of “baptizo” is “immerse”, “eis”, with one of its general 

senses being “into”, seems to be an appropriate preposition to be used in conjunction with 

“baptizo”, whatever the historical situation – a sense of “immersed into” a medium of some 

type or another being conveyed.  However see immediately below for the frequency of use of 

“en” as well as “eis” in association with “baptizo” in the New Testament.    

In the New Testament the preposition “en” in conjunction with “baptizo” is found 14 times 

(Matthew 3: 6, 11 (2x); Mark 1: 5, 8; Luke 3: 16; John 1: 26, 31, 33 (2x); 3: 23; Acts 1: 5; 10: 

48; 11: 16), the preposition “epi” in conjunction with “baptizo” once (Acts 2: 38) and the 

preposition “eis” in conjunction with “baptizo” 11 times (Matthew 28: 19; Acts 8: 16; 19: 3, 

5; Romans 6: 3 (2x); 1 Corinthians 1: 13, 15; 10: 2; 12: 13; Galatians 3: 27.  See Table 2. The 

simple dative “hudati” (with or in water) is used four times (Mark 1: 8; Luke 3: 16; Acts 1: 5; 

11: 16). 

“en” “epi” “eis” 

14 1 11 

 

Table 2 

The frequency of occurrence of the three prepositions, “en”, “epi” and “eis” in association 

with “baptizo” in the New Testament. 

Perhaps it should be noted that “en” is used six times when the object is the “Holy Spirit, four 

times when the object is water, three when a locality is in mind and once when the reference 

is to “in the name of ...” (Acts 10: 48).  See Table 3. 

Object of the Preposition 

“en” 

Frequency of 

Occurrence 

Textual References 

The Holy Spirit six Matthew 3: 11; Mark 1: 8; Luke 3: 

                                                           
2
 Liddell, H.G. and Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon, founded upon the 

seventh edition of, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1889, p. 230 

 



16; John 1: 33; Acts1:  5; 11: 16 

Water four Matthew 3: 11; John 1: 26, 31, 33 

A locality three Matthew 3: 6 (river Jordan); Mark 

1: 5 (river Jordan); John 3: 23 

(Aenon) 

The name of ... one Acts 10: 48 

 

Table 3 

The objects governed by “en”, in the New Testament, when in association with “baptizo”, 

their frequency of occurrence and where the references are located. 

On the other hand, “eis” is used five times when the object is “the name of ...”, three times 

when the object is a person named, once when it is “what” (in a question being asked), once 

when the object is “his (Jesus’) death and once when it is “one body”.  See Table 4. 

Object of the Preposition 

“eis” 

Frequency of 

Occurrence 

Textual References 

The name of ... five Matthew 28: 19; Acts 8: 16, 19: 5;  

1 Corinthians 1: 13, 15 

A person named three Romans 6: 3 (Christ Jesus);             

1 Corinthians 10: 2 (Moses); 

Galatians 3: 27 (Christ) 

What (in a question being 

asked) 

one Acts 19: 3 

His (Jesus’) death one Romans 6: 3 

One body one 1 Corinthians 12: 13 

 

Table 4 

The objects governed by “eis”, in the New Testament, when in association with “baptizo”, 

their frequency of occurrence and where the references are located. 

 Where “baptizo” is involved with a prepositional phrase, the following are worthy of note:  

A reference to the Holy Spirit, whether in the Gospels or in Acts, is always such that it is 

governed by the preposition “en”.  Paul only ever uses “eis”.  The simple dative, without a 

preposition is used on four occasions (Mark 1: 8; Luke 3: 16; Acts 1: 5, 11: 16), each being a 

reference to the water into which John the baptiser baptised with translations often employing 

the word, “with”.  The writers of Mark and Luke seem to employ the simple dative when the 

reference is to water as opposed to “en” followed by the dative when the reference is to the 

Holy Spirit.  This is in contrast with the four instances recorded in Matthew and John where 

again the reference is to John’s ministry and the same comparison is being made between 

“immersing” in water and “immersing” in the Holy Spirit.  In these instances “en” is 

employed with water as its object. It is also noteworthy that there is only the one usage of 

“epi” and it is used in association with “the name of ...”, with “en” also being used in 



association with “the name of ...” once and “eis” being used in association with “the name of 

...” five times.  But see later. 

What has just been noted suggests that one should be careful not to try to draw too strong a 

conclusion about the significance of one preposition being used rather than another or that no 

preposition has been used.  Paul, for instance, might simply prefer “eis” as a personal choice. 

Mark and Luke might have chosen to heighten the difference between “water” and “the Holy 

Spirit” by not using a preposition in the case of the former but in using one in the case of the 

latter whereas Matthew and John did not see that as necessary.  That “en” is always used and 

used by all four Gospel writers, when referring to the Holy Spirit may be significant. “En” 

might have been regarded as more appropriate when the object was a neuter noun. It may 

have been because the idea of being “immersed” “in” the Spirit, he who is sometimes spoken 

of coming upon a person, is more appropriate than the notion of being “immersed “into” 

implying “within” the Spirit.  There may have been another reason or no special reason at all! 

That when the object is water and a preposition is used it is always “en” may be because the 

similar expression but regarding the Holy Spirit also involved that preposition. 

One could make some comments about when “eis” is used as the preposition with Christ 

Jesus, Moses, Christ, the death of Jesus and the “one body”.  Suffice it to say at this stage that 

one should not lightly dismiss the idea that in each of these instances the “baptism”, the 

“immersion” is metaphorical in nature, with overtones of the water ceremony possibly being 

in the background or not at all.  See later. 

What is also noteworthy is that when associated with “baptizo” and used in connection with, 

“the name of ...”, “eis” is the most common preposition, with “epi” and “en” each being used 

only once.   

The “into what were you immersed” question of Acts 19: 3 is interesting.  At the beginning of 

the episode, Paul asked some Ephesian disciples if they had received the Holy Spirit.  Upon 

the reply being in the negative he then asked “into” (“eis”) what then they had been baptised, 

employing “eis” rather than “en” though he had just referred to the Holy Spirit.  They replied 

that it had been into (“eis”) the “baptism” of John.  Paul then related how John told people to 

believe in (“eis”) him who was to come, that is, in (“eis”) Jesus the Christ.  They were then 

“immersed” in (“eis”) the name of the Lord Jesus.  In this passage “eis” is employed five 

times however only once in connection with the words with which we are most concerned, 

“the name of”. 

Though in the New Testament “en” appears a slightly greater number of times than “eis” 

when they accompany the verb “baptizo”, “eis” is obviously still an appropriate preposition 

to be used in conjunction with that verb in many circumstances.  It may be that simple 

personal choice predominates, regardless, but when the reference is to “immersing” followed 

by “eis” the overall idea of “immersing into” would seem to come to the fore, particularly if 

“immersing” and the medium into which the “immersion” occurs are both considered to be 

significant.  By contrast “en” does not have the sense of “into”. 

In the name – with reference to “in” 



Another early task is to make some brief comments about the Greek words, translated “in”, 

where the reference is to “in the name”.  Our main focus however will be upon the 

preposition “eis” since it is the preposition occurring in the phrase “in the name” where it is 

found in Matthew 28: 19.  

 “Eis” 

Using the Thesaurus Linguae Graeca search engine I only located two instances of the 

precise phrase “eis to onoma” in the Greek literature apart from the New Testament up until 

about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D. One was in a remark by Plato in which the 

reference is to the construction of words
3
 and the other was in II Maccabees 8: 4 where it 

relates to, “blasphemies against his (the Lord’s) name”. Fortunately, the phrase occurs a total 

of eleven times in the New Testament.  Unfortunately or otherwise, perhaps complicating the 

picture a little, the similar phrases, “en to onomati” and “epi to onomati”, phrases often 

translated the same way - “in the name” also occur a number of times in the New Testament.  

They are also commonly found outside of the New Testament, prior to and during New 

Testament times, with a number of instances being located in the Greek Septuagint. 

Leaving further references to these “complications” aside for the moment, let us briefly 

examine the eleven instances of “eis to onoma” in the New Testament.  Five of these are 

associated with the word, “baptizo”: Matthew 28: 19 (“baptizontes”), Acts 8: 16 

(“bebaptismenoi”); 19: 5 (“ebaptisthesan”) and 1 Corinthians 1: 13 and 15 (“ebaptisthete”). 

Four are associated with the word, “pisteuo” (believe): John 1: 12; 2: 23; 3: 18 and 1 John 5: 

13.  And one relates to the verb “endeixo” (show): Hebrews 6: 10 and another to the verb 

“sunecho” (gather): Matthew 18: 20.  See Table 5. Except for the 1 Corinthian texts, which 

are almost identical, all instances relate to the Lord Jesus by one means or another.   

“baptizo”(immerse) 5 

“pisteuo” (believe) 4 

“endeixo” (show) 1 

“sunecho” (gather) 1 

 

Table 5 

Frequency of the occurrence of the phrase “eis to onoma” in the New Testament and its 

association with three verbs 

While any “hard and fast” rules governing the use of the phrase could be misleading, it 

appears that John always uses “eis to onoma” when he writes of, “believe in the name”, the 

name always being a reference to the Lord Jesus.  It is interesting that he uses “en to 

onomati” thirteen times in his Gospel but the verb is other than “believe” in each case, 

examples being, “ask” “come” “send”, “keep”, “give”.  

                                                           
3
 Plato, Cratylus, in Plato IV, Cratylus, Parmenides, Greater Hippias, Lesser Hippias, 

LOEB Classical Library, (trans. Fowler, H.N.), Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 

1977, pp. 146, 147 



As mentioned earlier, Liddell and Scott, state that “eis” commonly has the sense of “into” or 

“to” a place and that it is also found with verbs which express the idea of rest in a place 

where there has been an implication of movement towards that place. It may be that John sees 

those who “believe in the name” as a reference to those who have come to believe, they have 

moved from unbelief to belief and have “settled down” in that belief. Additionally, for John, 

the use of “eis” in conjunction with “to onoma” in this context may carry with it the idea that 

the belief has been “imbedded in” who Jesus is. (See later for a discussion on how “to 

onoma” can be understood.).  It is a belief “into” his name.   

It may similarly be argued that “baptise” or “immerse” in (“eis”) the name has the sense of 

coming to be immersed, with that immersion understood as “imbedded in” who the person is. 

But again see later. There has been “movement” from not having been immersed to what has 

come to be the case, the person is now immersed.  And as implied earlier, given that the idea 

of “immersion” carries with it the notion that there is some medium into which the immersion 

takes place “eis” can be understood as a suitable preposition to accompany “baptizo”. 

The phrase, “eis onoma” is found in the New Testament and it occurs five times. The 

reference is to “in the name of a prophet” twice, “in the name of a righteous man” “in the 

name of Cleopas” and “in the name of Agabus” once each.  

There are no examples of “eis ta onomata” in the New Testament. However using the 

Thesaurus Linguae Graeca I came across 15 examples in the Greek literature apart from the 

New Testament up to about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century.  One of these, attributed to 

Plato, related to the formation of words and the other 14, attributed to Euclid, related to the 

bisecting of a line into its component parts. 

 “Epi” 

Using the Thesaurus Linguae Graeca I came across about 40 instances of “epi to onomati” 

appearing in the Greek literature apart from the New Testament up until about the beginning 

of the 2
nd

 century A.D.  35 or so of these are to be found in the LXX.  In the Greek literature 

external to the LXX there are two references to something being done in the name of a 

person, two references to something or somebody being named after someone and one 

reference to something like, “on the basis of the reputation of a person”.  More than two 

thirds of the instances occurring in the LXX are references to something being said or done in 

the name of the Lord.   

In the New Testament the phrase “epi to onomati” is found 14 times.  Eight of these, all 

recorded in the Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke,  are references to something being done 

in the name of Jesus (all but one of these being, “epi to onomati mou”). Four of the instances, 

all recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, are references to speaking in the name of Jesus (two 

of these being, “epi to onomati touto”). There is a single reference to John the baptiser as a 

new born, being named after his father.  The other reference is to being baptised in the name 

of Jesus the Christ in Acts 2: 38. 

The phrase “epi onomati” does not occur in the New Testament. 



There are no examples of “epi tois onomasi” (in the names) in the New Testament but a 

cursory search of the Thesaurus Linguae Graeca revealed six instances in the period up until 

about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century. One is found in the LXX: Exodus 28: 11 where the 

reference is to two stones being engraved with the names of the children of Israel. No further 

analysis of the usage of  “epi tois onomasi” was carried out. 

“En” 

Using the Thesaurus Linguae Graeca I came across four instances of “en to onomati” 

appearing in the Greek literature apart from the New Testament up until about the beginning 

of the 2
nd

 century A.D. One related to a person’s reputation, the other three seemed to be 

related to words as names for things. 

In the New Testament, the phrase, “en to onomati” occurs 29 times. On 23 occasions the 

reference is to Jesus in one way or another, the phrase being “in my name” eight times, “in 

your name” three times, “in the name of Jesus Christ” three times, “in the name of the Lord” 

three times, “in the name of Jesus” twice, and “in the name of the Lord Jesus”, “in the name 

of the Lord Jesus Christ”, “in his name” and “in that name” (i.e. “Christ” as in “Christian”?) 

once each. Other references are to the Father (as “in the name of the Father” and “in your 

name”, each twice), with one reference being to “in his own name” (an unnamed “another 

person”) and another being to “in what name”.  The contexts are: some action being carried 

out, some situation occurring or something being said or requested “in the name”   “In my 

name” is to be found seven times in John’s Gospel with one occurrence in Mark’s Gospel. 

The references to the names ascribed to Jesus are to be found in the Acts of the Apostles, 1 

Corinthians, Philippians, James and 1 Peter.  Acts 10: 48 records Peter commanding that 

Cornelius and his company be baptised. 

The phrase, “en onomati” also occurs in the New Testament and is found there 12 times. On 

six occasions the reference is to “in the name of the Lord” (God), “in the name of Christ” and 

“in the name of the Lord Jesus” twice each and “in the name of Jesus Christ” and in the name 

of the Lord Jesus Christ”, once each. 

There are no instances in the New Testament of the phrase, “en tois onomasi” (in the names). 

However a cursory search of the Thesaurus Linguae Graeca turned up many instances of its 

occurrence up until about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D. 26 of these are attributed to 

Galen, and six each to Dionysius Halicarnassus, Apollonus Dyscolus and Philo Judaeus.  No 

further analysis of the usage of “en tois onomasi” was carried out. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I do not think the material relating to “eis ta onomata”, “epi to onomati”, “epi tois onomasi”, 

“en to onomati” or “en tois onomasi” is all that relevant to the subject on which we are 

mainly focussed.   However it may be helpful to keep in mind that “eis”, “epi” and “en” 

often seem to function like each other.  Perhaps it simply depends on who the author is.  For 

example, “eis” occurs in the phrase, “in his name” in John’s Gospel, whereas, “en” occurs in 



the phrase, “in your name” in Mark’s and Luke’s Gospels and in the phrase “in my name” in 

John’s Gospel, and “epi” occurs in the phrase, “in my name” in each of the synoptic Gospels.   

“Immersed” in the name 

Now we will refer to what is called the intensive nature of “baptizo” and examine where the 

phrases, “eis to onoma”, “en to onomati” and “epi to onomati” are associated with “baptizo” 

in the New Testament and the frequency of those occurrences. 

“Baptizo” is a verb “intensive” in form, as indicated by the presence of the “iz” stem, there 

being something thorough, about the idea of immersion. Any entity or part of an entity that is 

immersed is completely, thoroughly immersed. There are no half measures to the actual 

immersion that has taken place. The idea that the object is to be withdrawn from the fluid 

medium is generally, if not always, not part of the concept.  This is not to say that the object 

is not withdrawn later. It often is.  It is simply that the idea of removal from the medium is 

not “written into” the verb itself.  

It is derived from the verb “bapto” which has the general sense of “dip” but in certain 

contexts takes on other notions such as “dye”. It does seem to have the notion of withdrawal 

from the medium as part of the concept.
4
 It is found four times in the New Testament (Luke 

16: 24’ John 13: 26 (2x), Revelation 19: 13).  

There are several other Greek verbs commonly used in association with water, e.g. “bapto”, 

“louo”, “nipto”, “pluno”, “raino”, “cheo”, and each has an intensive form created by the 

addition of the prefix, “apo”.  For example, “raino” carries it with the idea of “sprinkle” but 

“aporaino” refers to the notion of “spurting”. As another example, “luoo” refers to “washing” 

but “apolouo” has the notion of thoroughly washing, that is, “washing clean”. “Baptizo” has 

no such intensive form. It is already of an intensive nature.  The intensive nature of “baptizo” 

has implications for our understanding of Matthew 28: 19, whatever final view one decides to 

take. 

----------------------------------------------------- 

The word “baptizo” occurs, along with the prepositional phrase “in the name”, seven times in 

the New Testament.  As mentioned earlier, on five occasions (Matthew 28: 19; Acts 8: 16, 

19: 5; 1 Corinthians 13 and 15), “the phrase translated “in the name” is “eis to onoma”. 

However on one occasion (Acts 10: 48), it is “en to onomati” and on another (Acts 2: 38) it is 

“epi to onomati” with a variant to this latter reading being, “en to onomati”. See Table 6. 

 eis to onoma en to onomati epi to onomati 

baptizo 5 1 1 

                                                           
4
 Schnabel, E. J., “The Language of Baptism: The Meaning of “Baptizo” in the New 

Testament”, in Understanding the Times: New Testament Studies in the 21
st
 Century, 

Crossway, Wheaton, IL, 2011, pp. 217-246, is of the view that “bapto” and “baptizo” are 

almost equivalent and refers to “baptizo” being used in the sense of dyeing.  Yet, there is no 

example of “baptizo” being used to refer to dyeing at least up until about the beginning of the 

2
nd

 century A.D. 



 

Table 6 

Frequency of the occurrence in the New Testament of three prepositional phrases (“in the 

name”) in association with “baptizo”  

It eventuates that there are no examples of “baptizo” used in association with “name”, 

whether prepositions are used or not, outside of the New Testament prior to New Testament 

times and at least up until about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D. 

For whatever reason “eis” is the dominant preposition to be found in the phrase “in the name” 

when the governing verb is “baptizo”.  We have already commented that it is a suitable 

preposition to use in conjunction with “baptizo” but the same could have been said for “en” 

in its association with “baptizo” given its frequency of occurrence with that verb at least in 

the New Testament. 

Furthermore we cannot ignore the exceptions. What are we to make of the two instances, one 

where “en” is used” and the other, where “epi” is used?  This is probably a question 

impossible to answer with any degree of confidence.  A writer may choose to employ 

language with a freedom that in itself makes such a question pointless.  Besides we have only 

one instance to examine in each case. None the less, an attempt should probably be made.  

The suggestions offered in what follows are only suggestions. 

 Immersed “epi” the name 

We will now attempt to provide and answer to the question of why, “epi” is used in 

association with “baptizo” and “the name” in Acts 2: 38.  The phrase under scrutiny is, 

“baptistheto epi to onomati”. 

To begin with it should not be surprising that Acts 2: 38 with its “epi” should have as a 

variant “en”, the appearance of “epi” seemingly being an oddity.   Yet it is more likely that 

“epi” is the original” rather than “en” since, independently of the weight of the manuscript 

evidence being in favour  of “epi”, it would be less likely for “en” to have been changed to 

“epi” than the other way around.   

Liddell and Scott, indicate that one of the usages for “epi” with the accusative has a causal 

sense – “of the object or purpose for which one goes”, “as regards”, “of persons set over 

others” or, “according to, by”.
5
  The first three of these alternatives may be the most 

significant in the present instance.  It might also be worth noting that Acts 2: 38 is the only 

instance when “baptizo” appears in the imperative in the New Testament. Furthermore, there 

is no such instance to be found in the Greek literature at least up until the beginning of the 2
nd

 

century A.D.  

Given that this is Peter’s imperative on the Day of Pentecost to the crowds that had gathered, 

perhaps the emphasis in what Peter is demanding is not so much on the performance of a 
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 Liddell, H.G. and Scott, Ibid., p. 287 



water ceremony but the completely new appraisal that his listeners are to have of this Jesus of 

Nazareth.   He begins with the notion of repentance rather than with that of water baptism. 

“Repent and be baptised” are his words.  Whatever people previously thought of him, this 

Jesus of Nazareth is to be seen as the Christ and they are being told to be immersed in the 

name of Jesus Christ or Jesus the Christ
6
.  The extent to which Peter elaborates upon the 

person of this Jesus, the appeal he makes to his mighty works, the outworking of the purposes 

of God through him and the fulfilment of Scripture concerning him is consistent with “epi” 

being used in the sense of “with respect to”. And it is with respect to “the name” of Jesus the 

Christ.  That is, I suggest it is with respect to who this Jesus the Christ is.  He is at least the 

Christ!  See later for discussion on the significance of “name”. 

In spite of all that has been said above and its significance, I do not think that the use of “epi” 

in Acts 2: 38 is all that relevant to our consideration of Matthew 28: 19 where “eis” is used.  

None the less, what occurred on the Day of Pentecost will again be referred to, from time to 

time, later. 

As an aside it should be noted, as indicated earlier, that it is not that the phrase, “epi to 

onomati” is rare in the Greek literature, it is not.  It is simply rare when used in conjunction 

with “baptizo”, the only occurrence known up until New Testament times being in the Acts 2: 

38 passage.  

Immersed “en” the name 

We will now attempt to provide an answer to the question of why, “en” is used in association 

with “baptizo” and “the name” in Acts 10: 48.  The phrase under scrutiny is, “baptisthenai to 

onomati”. 

The Acts 10: 48 passage with its “en” has some common elements with Acts 2: 38.  Although 

“baptizo” is not in the imperative, it is linked with the verb of “command” – Peter, 

“commanded” Cornelius and his company to be baptized.  Furthermore, the name in which 

they are to be baptized is the same name as the name in Acts 2: 38 – the name of Jesus the 

Christ – the only other time that this name is used in conjunction with baptism in the New 

Testament.  But why “en” in the case of Acts 10 and not “epi” as with Acts 2 or “eis” as in 

the other five instances? 

Liddell and Scott, give as one illustration of the use of “en” with the dative case - “of the 

state, condition, position in which one is”
7
.  Noting that again an imperative is to the fore, 

perhaps “en” in Acts 10: 48 is used to give emphasis to the new situation arising for these 

God fearers (Acts 10: 2).  They were to be seen as having the same state as that of the Jews of 

Acts 2.  Luke gives considerable attention to this perspective in Acts 10 and 11.  “Epi” might 

have given greater focus to “regarding Jesus the Christ” and “eis” might have given greater 

focus to what one was being immersed into but “en” perhaps draws attention to the state – the 
                                                           
6
 I think that it is more likely that at the baptismal ceremony, the sense is “Jesus the Christ” 

rather than Jesus Christ.  I will tend to refer to “Jesus the Christ” hereafter particularly when a 

baptismal ceremony in the New Testament is being discussed. 
7
 Ibid., p. 257 



same state as the believing Jew.  Peter commanded that the baptism take place perhaps 

because he wanted it to be clear that though Cornelius and his group were not Jews, they 

were to be treated as having the same status in Jesus the Christ as the believing Jew. 

In terms of a conclusion, I think that when considering issues relating to Matthew 28: 19 it is 

important to give some recognition to the circumstances in which Peter commanded that 

Cornelius and his company be baptised.  Understandably then, the baptism of Cornelius and 

his company will again be referred to later. However, that “en” is used in Acts 10: 48 and not 

“eis” is probably of no great relevance for our understanding of the Matthew 28 text. 

Again as an aside it should be noted that the phrase, “en to onomati” is not rare.  It is simply 

that in conjunction with “baptizo” it is quite rare.  

 Immersed “eis” the name 

We turn now to four of the five instances where “eis” is used in association with “baptizo” 

and “the name”.  Additionally, we will examine three texts where “baptizo eis” is used but 

instead of the reference being to “to onoma”, the person is named.  

In Acts 8: 16 and 19: 5 the name into which people are to be immersed is that of “the Lord 

Jesus” or “Jesus the Lord”
8
 – the Samaritan believers in Acts 8: 16 and the Ephesian disciples 

in Acts 19: 5.   Perhaps we are to see that the reference to “Jesus the Lord” is more 

appropriate for these non-Jews (identifying who the Ephesians really were, is problematic) 

than the term, “Jesus the Christ” used on the Day of Pentecost and with the God fearing 

Gentiles - Cornelius and his company.  Furthermore, as suggested earlier, “eis” is a 

preposition suitable for use in conjunction with “baptizo” when both the “immersing” and the 

medium into which the “immersion” takes place are considered significant. The Samaritans 

and Ephesians are to be immersed into the name of the Jesus the Lord, that is, I suggest, 

immersed into “who this Jesus the Lord is” and the water ceremony of immersion will 

symbolise this.  They will come under his authority.  They will recognise him as Lord.  They 

will understand to some extent, what his relationship to the Father and the Holy Spirit is and 

what he has accomplished. 

In both Acts 8 and Acts 19 the situation was that the believers had not yet received the Holy 

Spirit. In both instances, the Holy Spirit came upon them after the laying on of hands.  It 

would seem that in each instance those present are to witness this special manifestation of the 

Spirit coming upon these new believers as a sure indication of God’s blessing not only upon 

Jews and God fearing Gentiles but also upon the Samaritans and other Gentiles as well.  

Contrary to the situation that applied in Acts 8 and 19, in Acts 2 the disciples had already 

received the Spirit and Peter promised the giving of the Holy Spirit to all those who would 

repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus the Christ for the forgiveness of sins.  And in 
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rather than the Lord Jesus.  I will tend to refer to “Jesus the Lord” hereafter particularly when 
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Acts 10 the gift of the Holy Spirit was given to the new believers even before the command 

given for them to be baptized. Their baptism could not be denied given that the Holy Spirit 

had been poured out on them. 

The 1 Corinthian 1: 13 and 15 texts are exceptional in that they amount to a denial of “being 

immersed in the name of” and the person being referred to is Paul.  The context is that of 

Paul’s concern with divisions that had arisen amongst the Corinthians.  Perhaps these 

divisions had come about because different ones saw themselves attached to, obligated to, or 

as having learnt from different Christian leaders or because they believed some leaders 

deserved more esteem than others.  Whatever the root causes of these divisions, Paul refers to 

each one of them saying, “‘I am of Paul’ and ‘I of Apollos’ and ‘I of Cephas’ and ‘I of 

Christ’”. And in retort he writes, “Has Christ been divided? Paul was not crucified for you 

was he? Or were you baptized (‘immersed’) in the name of Paul (‘eis to onoma Paulos’)? I 

thank God I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius so that no one would say you 

were baptized in my name (‘eis to emon onoma’). Now I did baptize also the household of 

Stephanus; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized any other” (NASB).   

In this response he resists mentioning Cephas or Apollos a second time probably finding it 

more suitable to simply refer to himself.  And by using “eis” (although it has been noted that 

he always uses “eis” in connection with “baptizo”), he may have been pointedly drawing 

attention to what the immersion was into – himself.  And this for him was what made it so 

appalling.  Christ had been crucified for them, no one else.  

Note that he begins by referring to the notion of some Corinthians being “of Paul” 

(“Paulou”), others “of Apollos” (“Apollo”), others of Cephas (“Kepha”), and yet others of 

Christ (Christou”), rather than their being “baptised”, “immersed”.  

As an aside, why did Paul mention Christ along with the others as though Christ was on par 

with the others? Was it really the case that some saw Christ as comparable though superior to 

the others?  Or did Paul mention him and locate him in last place as a way of focussing on the 

one in whom there were no divisions, the one, the only one, who had died for them? 

More significantly, in the present discussion, what was intended by Paul, to begin with,  

simply using the genitive without any reference to “baptised”, ”immersed”? Perhaps it was 

Paul’s way of dealing with the fact that there were a variety of reasons why different 

Corinthians appealed to different leaders, without these differences being simply ones 

associated with “baptism”, “immersion”. Perhaps when he first raises the matter of 

“baptising”, “immersing” he intends to use the word, “baptizo” somewhat metaphorically, 

rather than by way of making a reference to a water ceremony. He has rhetorically asked, 

“Paul was not crucified for you was he?  Why then do some of you consider yourselves 

“immersed” in my name, in who I Paul am?  

As mentioned earlier, “baptizo” can be used in a metaphorical sense and a couple of 

examples of this were given earlier – “being ‘swamped’ in or by taxes, or in or by debt”.  

Paul is after all not so much concerned with a ceremony but under whom the believers are to 

consider themselves subject, to whom they are to consider themselves obligated or something 



similar.  Then not unnaturally having used the word “baptizo” perhaps metaphorically he then 

uses it to refer to the water ceremony. “I thank God I baptized none of you so that no one 

would say you were baptized in my name.”  

Finally he asserts, “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel” (v. 17).  

However we are to precisely understand Paul’s text in vv. 12 to 16, we cannot escape Paul’s 

view of the relative importance of the water ceremony – he was not even sent to perform it!  

Instead he was sent to preach the gospel. 

At this point mention should be made of the text of 1 Corinthians 10: 2 where reference is 

made to “all were “baptised”, “immersed” into (eis)  Moses in (en) the cloud and in (en) the 

sea.  Although it is not an example of being baptised into a name, a name is mentioned – 

Moses.  “Immersed” into Moses has some parallel with being “immersed” into Paul, though 

in the case of Moses, a metaphorical usage, at least in part, is clearly the situation.  The sense 

here seems to be that the Israelites are caught up into Moses. As their leader they follow him.  

Where he goes, they go, at least on the occasion being referred to.  The medium into which 

they are “immersed” is not foremost the sea or the cloud, however.  It is the person of Moses. 

None the less presumably the imagery of “immersion” conjures up such as a cloud and sea, 

into which one could be immersed.  In actual fact the Israelites had the sea on either side with 

the cloud behind – perhaps suggestive of a type of immersion for which Paul thinks the 

appropriate preposition is “en” (in). 

Similarly, mention should be made of Romans 6: 3 and Galatians 3: 27.  In Romans the 

reference is to all who have been “baptised”, “immersed” into (“eis”) Christ Jesus having 

been “baptised”, “immersed” into (“eis”) his death.  In Galatians, the reference is to those 

Galatians “baptised”, “immersed” into (“eis”) Christ having put on Christ.  It is commonly 

understood that the first reference to “baptised” in Romans and the single reference to 

“baptised” in Galatians are references to the water ceremony undergone by the believers.  

Would this imply that a believer who had not undergone the water ceremony had not been 

immersed into Christ’s death and had not put on Christ or additionally that the person was not 

even really a believer?  Surely not! 

However, to the rescue, a metaphorical understanding of “baptizo” is quite possible in both 

instances.  Just as in 1 Corinthians 10: 2 the Israelites are understood as being caught up, 

“immersed” in Moses, so too in these two texts, the sense could be that believers are caught 

up, “immersed” in Christ.  In Romans 6: 3 the sense would then seem to be that a person 

“immersed” in Christ is obviously also “immersed” in his death with Romans 6: 4 pointing 

out that upon the death comes newness of life, given that Christ upon his death was raised 

from the dead.  In Galatians 3: 27 the sense would then seem to be that a person “immersed” 

in Christ can be understood as having put him on, as with clothing, with Galatians 3: 28 

pointing out that consequently no distinction can be made between Jew or Greek etc. for 

those who are “in Christ”.   It should be noted that in both instances part of the context is 

clearly metaphorical in character.  In Romans the believer is “immersed” into the death of 

Christ and in Galatians, the believer has “put on” Christ. In my view the word “baptizo” used 

twice in the Romans text and once in the Galatians text is best understood as being 



metaphorical in character.  At the same time, it could be that the water ceremony is part of the 

backdrop against which the text has been written. 

As an aside, the phrase, “baptised”, “immersed” into one body (1 Corinthians 12: 15) could 

well be a reference to being “immersed” into that one body of believers but without that 

implying that a water ceremony was necessarily involved.  Paul follows the reference with 

“whether Jews or Greeks ... all were made to drink of one Spirit.”  This strikes a chord with 

the Galatians text and again part of the context is clearly metaphorical in character - “to drink 

of one Spirit”. 

By way of a conclusion, the Acts 8 and 19 and 1 Corinthian 1 texts on which we have 

focussed would seem to be relevant for our understanding of Matthew 28: 19, at least because 

they indicate that “eis to onoma” in association with “baptizo” is not exceptional. Though 

they do not refer to “’baptising’, ‘immersing’ in the name of ...”.  The 1 Corinthian 10, 

Romans 6 and Galatians 3 texts are important because they illustrate the plausibility of 

“baptizo eis” being understood metaphorically in some instances where a person is named. 

In the name – with reference to “the name” 

Some consideration will now be given to how we should understand the notion of “name” 

beginning with how the word, translated “name” is used in the Old Testament.  Reference 

will be made to the opinions of a number of authors, particularly with respect to how “name” 

in “in the name” could be understood. There will be some focus on “eis to onoma” in 

particular. In discussion earlier, “into (‘eis’) the name” was sometimes referred to as though 

“the name” in that phrase could be understood as “who a person is”. Some justification for 

this understanding is now required. 

 Old Testament perspectives 

The Hebrew word, “shem” in its various forms is to be found about 825 times in the 

Masoretic text of the Old Testament.  It is often used simply in terms of a particular name 

given to a person or other entity and sometimes the name has special significance.  

Occasionally the person or a group of people such as Israel as referred to but in terms of their 

“name,” e.g.  their name will stand, they will be summoned by name. Occasionally it can be 

found denoting the idea of “fame” or “renown” - the person or nation having a “name” 

amongst other people.  Often the name is God’s name and there are expressions such as, 

singing praise to his name, calling on his name, building a sanctuary for his name,  

Perhaps of most significance given our main area of focus is the Hebrew word, “beshem”. It 

along with ubeshem” is often translated, “in the name”, though sometimes, with other words 

such as “on the name” or “by the name”. In about 50 of the 71 instances the name is a 

reference to God with phrases such as, glorying in the name, speaking in the name, calling on 

the name, help being in the name of Yahweh, trusting in the name of Yahweh, serving in the 

name of Yahweh, being named by the name of Yahweh.  There are other forms of “shem” 

where most of the references are to God and where “in the name” or something similar is a 

possible translation. These are: “bishemi” and “ubishemi” where translations refer to “in” or 



“by” or “on” “my name” (the references are to God 18 times from a total of 19), “bishemeka”, 

“beshimka” and “uleshimka” where the translations refer to “in” or “by” or “on “your name” 

(the references are to God 12 times from 15), and “bishmo” and “ubishmo” where the 

reference is to “in” or “by” or “on” his name (the references are to God 9 times from 10). 

It might be thought that the Hebrew words, “leshem” and “uleshem” are relevant when 

considering the notion of “in the name of” or similar.  See later.  Taken together there are 32 

instances where these words occur in the Masoretic text. However the notion generally 

conveyed seems to be in terms of something being done “for” or “to” such as in the phrases, 

“a house being built for the name of the Yahweh”, “thanks being given to the name of 

Yahweh”.  Translations commonly use the words, “for” or “to” in these instances.  I will not 

appeal to “leshem” or “uleshem” as relevant to the present discussion. 

Of importance then is what we might say about the significance of “name” in the expression 

“in”, “by” or “on” “the name” as it is found in the Old Testament.  Sometimes, the name 

given seems to be simply the name as a label of the entity: the city was called by the name of 

Dan, Bezaleel being called by name, towns being allotted by name. More commonly, and 

almost in almost all instances, where the reference is to God, or to a person of some 

prominence, something more or indeed much more, seems to be involved.   For example, the 

actual appeal might be to God’s authority or his power.  And his authority or power is some 

aspect of who he is. Indeed sometimes, it seems to be a reference to who he is without there 

being a focus on some aspect of his being.  To call upon the name of the Lord is not simply to 

call upon the name, “Yahweh”.  One is calling on him who has that name.  Prophesying in 

the name of the Lord is prophesying as the spokesperson of Yahweh, Yahweh being who he 

is. Trusting in his name, is not making a mere name the object of one’s trust but he who is 

behind, as it were, that name.  Swearing by God’s name is not simply invoking his name as 

part of some oath but invoking him in so doing.  Though sometimes it is his actual name that 

is being called upon, the expectation or hope is that he himself will act. Even with respect to 

another god, though sometimes the context might be that of invoking the particular name of a 

god, it is the god, who has been envisaged, in which one has placed one’s hopes. 

 Other perspectives 

Bietenhard discusses how “onoma” is used in a number of different contexts: the Greek 

World and Hellenism, the Old Testament, Hellenistic Judaism, and Later Judaism and the 

New Testament.
9
  In general terms, although he recognises that “onoma” can be used in a 

variety of ways, including a reference to “people”, a person’s reputation, and simply 

providing an appropriate label to an entity, he indicates that it often denotes more than a 

“name” itself.    
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Focussing on “eis to onoma” for the moment, Schaberg considers the possibility that it “may 

simply be a common phrase, without the overtones of the OT ‘name’ theology.”
10

  He writes, 

“In Hellenistic inscription and papyri, “eis to onoma” is frequent with a financial meaning: a 

sum of money is paid ‘into the account’ of someone.” Referring to Schweizer he states that, 

“Soldiers took an oath and pseudonymous documents were written ‘eis to onoma’”.  With 

this usage in mind he posits that the phrase in Matthew could be that the baptised person, as 

he sees it, was dedicated to Father, Son and Spirit, becoming their property.”  However he 

cites, Hartman warning against such a technical understanding supplying the imagery for the 

New Testament text.  “He is of the opinion that the phrase was more neutral and carried 

different meanings.”
11

 Schaberg claims that “An explanation of the phrase based on the 

Hebrew-Aramaic expression ‘leshum’ or ‘leshem’, a term found in the Mishnah and Talmud, 

and elsewhere leads to a similar interpretation, though the Semitic phrase is more elastic.  

Here ‘shem’ does not have a strict meaning, ‘Name’ but the phrase (that is, ‘eis to onoma’) 

means ‘with regard to’, ‘with reference to’, ‘for the sake of’, ‘because of’, ‘in the interests 

of’, ‘with the obligation of venerating’, ‘for’ (I take it that “the name” is understood).  It is a 

flexible phrase and can denote both the basis and purpose of that which is named.”
12

  

Schaberg continues, “The meaning of the baptismal context (as he sees it) would have to do 

with the relationship between the baptized and the Father, Son and Spirit.”
13

 Schaberg again 

refers to Hartman however, who “cautions ... against finding too precise a grammatical aspect 

and of distinguishing too sharply between a causal and final meaning of the phrase.”
14

   

Obviously the notion, “in the name of” does denote different things with different names 

being involved and in different contexts. However we are concerned with the general notion 

of “in the name of” when that applies to God and ultimately in the phrase, “immersing in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” as found in Matthew 28: 19. 

I suggested earlier that “onoma” in “eis to onoma” when the reference is to being “baptised”, 

“immersed” in the name of Jesus or similar or when it is to believing in the name of Jesus or 

similar can generally be understood to imply something like, “who he is”. The New 

Testament, and in this Matthew is no exception, has a high view of Jesus, such a high view, 

that he is referred to along with the Father and the Holy Spirit and bracketed between them in 

the phrase, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”!  I have 

suggested that “name” in “in the name” in the Old Testament where the reference is to God 

can generally be understood as a reference to who God is or to some significant aspect or 

aspects of God.  One might expect a similar situation when the name is a reference to Jesus. 

So now a few comments on how “the name” is sometimes used in association with Jesus in 

the New Testament: Many will say that they prophesied in his name, cast out demons in his 

name and did mighty works in his name (Matthew 7: 22).  Whoever receives such a child, as 
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the one he held in his arms, in his name, receives him and whoever receives him receives him 

who sent him (Mark 9: 37).  His disciples will be hated by all for his name’s sake (Luke 21: 

17).  Whatever the disciples would ask the Father in his name he would give to them (John 

15: 16). Paul was a chosen instrument of the Lord Jesus who declared to him that he Paul 

would carry his name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel (Acts 9: 15). The 

name of the Lord Jesus was extolled when an evil spirit reacted adversely upon the use of the 

name of the Lord Jesus by those the evil spirit did not recognise (Acts 19: 17).  Paul urged the 

Colossian believers to do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus (Colossians 3: 17).  The 

name that he obtained is more excellent than their name, being much superior to angels 

(Hebrews 1: 4). As Jesus has been given the name, “Lord”, God’s own name (Philippians 2: 

11), so his name can be invoked as though it were God’s and vice versa – “Whoever calls 

upon the name of the Lord shall be saved (Joel 3: 5, Acts 2: 21, Romans 10: 13). Belief in his 

name is not a reference to claiming that one knows he exists but to him, he being who he is. 

He, what is denoted by his name, has become the object of one’s trust (John 1: 12).  He is 

worthy of such trust. And such trust leads to eternal life (John 3: 16). And many believed in 

his name (John 2: 23). That sins are forgiven for the sake of his name” (Acts 10: 43) implies 

that sins are forgiven, when one might have thought only God can forgive sins, somehow or 

another, because of what his name represents.  Does not his name represent who he is?   

In conclusion, it depends on the context, but reference to “the name” within the phrase, “in 

the name” can often bring to the fore, some specific aspect of a person, for example, his 

power or his authority.  However in some instances it can become too artificial to so limit it. 

“In the name” with reference to God or with reference to Jesus seems, in general terms, often 

to carry with it, to a lesser or greater degree, “who the person is”.   Consequently, the position 

that I have adopted in relation to the “to onoma” of “eis to onoma” when used in association 

with “Jesus the Christ”, “Jesus the Lord” and “the Father, Son and Holy Spirit” (and even 

“Paul”) is a reference to something like, “who the person is”.  And I do not think any 

consideration of how “name” is understood  in such a phrase as, “eis to onoma” in the Greek 

speaking world, external to the New Testament, has much bearing on how one should 

understand it in the New Testament particularly when the reference is to such as those just 

named. 

The water “baptism” practice 

Before proceeding any further I thought it appropriate to “take a breather”, to some extent, 

and to do so by examining the origins and nature of the practice of water baptism especially 

as revealed in the New Testament.  

The practice of water baptism in the New Testament has a short history.  John the baptiser 

seems to have begun a unique practice of baptism (Matt. 3:1-6; Mark 1:4; Luke 3:1-3; John 

1:26-28).  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). Given his prophetic character, perhaps baptism is to be 

understood as an enacted sign, somewhat along the lines of the enacted signs of Ezekiel 

(Ezekiel 4:1-5: 4; 12:1-11; 24:15-27) and Hosea (Hosea 1:2-9).  He may have seen himself as 



involved in fulfilling something like, Ezek. 36: 25 – “I will sprinkle clean water on you and 

you will be clean.” Indeed he preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins 

(Mark 1: 4) and the notion of “the forgiveness of sins” probably carried with it the notion of 

“cleansing”.  And Paul, in recounting his personal experience, referred to Ananias saying, 

“Be baptised, and wash away your sins” (Acts 22: 16).  In John 3: 25 there is a reference to 

the disciples of John discussing with a Jew the matter of “purification” and this might 

indicate that what John was doing entailed a certain notion of purifying. However, what the 

Jew understood by purifying probably had little to do with how John’s disciples saw the 

matter of “forgiveness” or even “the washing away of sins”. Yet in spite of these references 

to “cleansing” it should be realised that, “baptizo” is very rarely directly associated with 

cleansing in the Classical/Hellenistic literature before or at this time. The imagery of being 

immersed in water bringing about one’s death, should not be ignored as another contender  

for what was being symbolised, with coming out of the water being associated with a new life 

- a new approach to how to live, having repented of the old way of life.  Indeed given that 

“baptizo” in the Greek world was not uncommonly associated with death by drowning this 

may have been the main point of the symbolism.  John may have adopted a custom associated 

with Jewish proselyte baptisms but the date at which such baptisms occurred is uncertain and 

they may have had their beginnings some time after John’s ministry. Furthermore, Jewish 

proselyte baptisms were self administered rather than by another.    

Sometime after John began baptising, the disciples of Jesus and perhaps Jesus himself began 

to baptise (John 3:22; 4:2).  That great crowds became familiar with what both John and the 

disciples of Jesus were doing is well attested. (Matt. 3:5-6; Mark 1:5; Luke 3:7; John 3:26).  

Though to our ears an exaggeration, Mark records that, “the whole Judean countryside and all 

the people of Jerusalem went out to him (John)” (Mark 1:5).  At one time it appeared that 

Jesus, or his disciples were baptising even more disciples than John (John 4:1). Presumably, 

by the time of the apostolic period, by whatever means, water baptism had become a very 

well known practice in their part of the world.  Thus the command of Peter to “repent and be 

baptized” (Acts 2: 38) can be understood as a reference to the necessity of repentance to be 

followed by a custom having considerable precedence.  The references in Acts to Peter and 

then others baptising indicate that the practice was becoming very well established, though 

unlike the situation with John, it now revolved around the person of Jesus.  That it had 

become a common practice is also suggested by what happened in the case of the Ethiopian 

Eunuch. When he came to understand who Jesus was he immediately asked whether he could 

be baptised as soon as he came across some water (Acts 8: 36).  He was returning from 

Jerusalem where presumably he had heard about or witnessed people being baptised. 

It began with the water baptisms of John the baptiser, continued with the baptisms carried out 

by the disciples of Jesus during his ministry and then became a common practice for new 

believers in the apostolic period, as is evident in the Acts of the Apostles. 

It is not clear to what extent the disciples of Jesus were baptised.  Simon Peter was a disciple 

of John the baptiser and he became a disciple of Jesus (John 1: 35 – 42).  John, the writer of 

the Gospel was possibly the other disciple mention alongside of Peter.  Both, being disciples 

of John the baptiser had probably been baptised by him.  Had Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother 



been baptised by John?  Had Philip and Nathaniel (Bartholomew?) been baptised by John 

(John 1: 43-51)?  There is no evidence that other disciples, like Matthew, were baptised by 

anyone.  Though it became the accepted practice for new disciples to be baptised, it is not 

clear that water baptism assumed the status of a ceremony that had to be performed of 

necessity. 

Aside from the idea put forward here that the water baptismal practice became customary, I 

do not think that this section is all that relevant in attempting to understand Matthew 28: 19.   

However the idea being suggested that the practice became customary is important when 

considering whether or not undergoing a water baptismal ceremony is mandatory or not and 

whether or not there is such a mandatory command in the Matthew 28: 19 text.  If the 

practice came to be seen as customary, though important, rather than mandatory, it weakens 

the idea that Matthew 28: 19 must be seen and was seen as a mandatory statement concerning 

the water baptismal practice.  Of course, in the final analysis, Matthew 28: 19 must stand 

independently of whether or not the practice became customary.  One could argue that the 

text makes it mandatory whether it became customary or not. 

Water baptism epi/en/eis in the name 

Returning to the notion of “in the name”, this section provides, a summary of the suggestions 

that have been made as to what was meant by that phrase in Acts 2: 38, 8: 16, 10: 48 and 19: 

5, along with references to what was possibly being symbolised by the water ceremony and 

what was possibly said at that ceremony. 

In Acts 2: 38 Peter commanded that people repent, that is change their attitude towards 

themselves, towards God, and towards Jesus and that they undergo a water ceremony which 

had become closely associated with the Messianic movement. The ceremony symbolised the 

washing away of sins and death to an old way of life and old perspectives, carried out in such 

a way that gave recognition to who this person Jesus was – the Christ. They were probably 

baptised with the words “in (epi) the Name of Jesus the Christ” in the language spoken on the 

occasion. 

In Acts 10: 48, a similar ceremony was performed.  Peter commanded that it be performed 

perhaps to make it obvious to all present, Jews and non-Jews alike that even Gentile God  

fearers were recipients of the blessings of God – forgiveness and the gift of his Spirit. They 

were to be seen as having that same state as that of the Jews of Acts 2.  They too were to take 

part in a ceremony with its symbolism of the washing away of sins and death to old 

perspectives. However, perhaps in their case some focus was given to their new state, a 

situation enabled by this same Jesus, who was to be still recognised as the Christ. They were 

baptised “in (en) the Name of Jesus the Christ”, words again probably being uttered as the 

ceremony was performed, in the language spoken on the occasion. 

In Acts 8: 16 and 19: 5, the believers underwent the water baptism ceremony, with its 

powerful symbolism but they were to be seen as being immersed into this Jesus whom they 

were to recognise as Lord.  The words that were probably invoked at their baptism were “in 



(eis) the Name of Jesus the Lord” or equivalent words in another language.  They underwent 

a “death” to their old allegiances coming to life with only one allegiance in mind – Jesus.  

The Samaritans now recognised this Jesus as their Lord.  The Ephesians were able to see that 

the baptism of John with which they were familiar pointed to Jesus, and now saw him as Lord 

as well.  

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

This section focuses on the phenomenon of the “name” in Matthew 28: 19 being applied to 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit as a unity.  A suggestion is also made as to how this 

reference to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit functions as part of the literary structure 

of the Gospel. 

What an intriguing phrase it is.  For starters, would it have surprised us if the words had 

simply been, “in the name of Jesus Christ” or “in the name of Jesus the Lord” or “in my 

name”?   Perhaps we would have expected it.  One cannot be sure but the Acts of the 

Apostles may have been in circulation before Matthew’s Gospel and given its references to 

being baptised “in the name of Jesus ...” one might have been more than surprised to find the 

reference to “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in Matthew 28. 

But the phrase is what it is and surely we are meant to think of some sort of unity between 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit because of the one “name”.  It is their name!  That Jesus should 

utter these words is highly significant.  He, the son sees himself as one with the Father and 

one with the Holy Spirit.  They are one together.  There is a unity to the Godhead.  Each was 

caught up in the one plan.  It was their plan.  And this unity is relational and of a specific 

kind.  Jesus could have referred to “God the Creator”, “Myself, the Messiah” and “The Spirit 

who will come upon you.”  But he did not.  He is the Son to the Father and the Spirit is the 

Holy Spirit, the one who comes from God the Father. 

And see how they acted together in the one enterprise 

An angel of the Lord God – the Father disclosed to Joseph that Jesus, the Son, was to be born 

through the activity of the Holy Spirit: “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way.  

When his mother had been betrothed to Joseph before they came together she was found to be 

with child from the Holy Spirit ... But as Joseph considered these things, behold an angel of 

the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, 

for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit’” (Matthew 1: 18, 20). And the Lord 

God – the Father put his Spirit upon his servant, Jesus, his Son and the activity of the Spirit 

was evident in the works of the Son: “And many followed him and he healed them all and 

ordered them not to make him known.  This was to fulfil what was spoken by the prophet 

Isaiah, ‘Behold my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my soul is well 

pleased.  I will put my Spirit upon him and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles.’” 

(Matthew 12: 15 – 18). 

While there are over 40 references to the “Father” in Matthew there are only 12 references to 

the Spirit, identified as the “Holy Spirit” on five of those occasions.  But all three – the 



Father, the Son and the Spirit are only clearly mentioned together on a few occasions.  In 

addition to the two just referred to, all three are mentioned together at the baptism of Jesus.  

Perhaps it is the most striking instance partly because it is very dramatic in itself, but perhaps 

also because on that occasion of a water baptism, “baptising”, “immersing” was also 

strikingly mentioned in a metaphorical sense.  John proclaimed, “I baptise you with water for 

repentance but he who is coming after me is mightier than I ... He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire ... Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John ... And when 

Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water and behold, the heavens were 

opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on 

him, and behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my beloved Son with whom I am well 

pleased.’” (Matthew 3: 11-17).   

This text of Matthew 3, with a foretaste of some of its content in Matthew 1 and the one we 

are focussing on, Matthew 28: 19, appear to act as “book ends” to his work.  And somewhat 

half way through, we were kept informed of the basic scenario, in Matthew 12.  The story 

that began, that developed, that continued and that had a conclusion is a story of the one 

name, their plan, their activity - the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit! 

Immersing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

This section questions the idea that in Matthew 28: 19 we have a direct reference to a 

mandatory water ceremony. 

Whatever we make of this oft quoted passage: “Going therefore, make disciples of all nations 

baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them 

to observe all that I have commanded you”, we need to be reminded that Jesus gave no 

imperative to” be baptised”.  There was an imperative but strictly speaking it involved 

“baptising” not “being baptised”.  The substantial imperative however was to make disciples 

of all nations and “baptising in the name of ...” only gained imperative force because the 

phrase was attached to the substantial imperative.  For an imperative, “to be baptised”, the 

only appeals that can be made are to Acts 2: 38 and 10: 48.   

With respect to Acts 10: 48 the command by Peter for Cornelius and his group “to be 

baptised”, as suggested earlier, could well have arisen from Peter’s desire for there to be a 

“public” witness that these God fearing Gentiles must also be considered as entitled to the 

blessings of God and entitled to be part of the Messianic movement.  They were baptised into 

Jesus the Christ.  The Messiah had not come only for the Jews. 

In the Acts 2: 38 passage, although the imperative is used, such does not automatically 

devolve into some sort of “hard command”. In fact the first imperative is for repentance.  The 

second could be understood more as a direction, flowing from the first.  Perhaps what Peter is 

saying is a little like: “Take her as your wife and put a ring on her finger”.  The first is what is 

mandatory.  The second is a reference to what by this time has become part and parcel of 

joining the Messianic movement.  See earlier. 



A further matter:  Would it not strike the reader of Matthew’s Gospel as a little odd to have in 

this Gospel (or any of the Gospels) a ceremony made mandatory and furthermore, for this 

mandatory practice to be given special prominence by being placed almost at the very end of 

this Gospel?  In this Gospel much has been made of “matters of the heart, of the mind, of the 

soul and of the body”.   

See the “Sermon on the Mount”, the question about fasting,  persecutions, whom to fear, 

rewards, woe to unrepentant cities, unclean spirits, the many healed and delivered from 

demons, the great parables of the sower, and the weeds amongst the wheat,  the teaching 

against the traditions of the elders, the faith of the Canaanite woman, Jesus words about those 

who seek signs, the leaven of the Pharisees and the Sadducees, Peter’s declaration about 

Jesus, the transfiguration of Jesus, those who are great in the kingdom, temptations to sin, the 

parable of the lost sheep, forgiveness, divorce, wealth, God’s grace exemplified in the parable 

of the vineyard workers, the cleansing of the temple, the parables of the vineyard and the 

tenants, the marriage feast, loving God with  all one’s heart, with all one’s soul and with all 

one’s mind and loving one’s neighbour as oneself, Jesus foretelling his death and 

resurrection, the great “woes” of Jesus against the scribes and the Pharisees, his lament over 

Jerusalem, the coming of the Son of Man, the parables of the waiting maidens and what to do 

with the talents, the judgement of the nations, the anointing of Jesus, the last Passover meal, 

Peter’s denial, praying in Gethsemane,  Jesus his arrest and “trial”, being brought before 

Pilate, the mocking of Jesus, the two robbers, the cruel crucifixion - a must for sinners, the 

shaking of the earth, the torn curtain, the entombment, the glorious earth shaking 

resurrection, and  who can easily forget the warm words, “Come to me all who labour and are 

heavy lade, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me; for I am 

gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my 

burden is light.”    

At the end of all these things, that Jesus should institute a mandatory ceremony?  Does it not 

seem at least counter intuitive if not incredible? 

And the matter appears in no other gospel?!  No command to be baptised, at the end of the 

other Gospels, dealing, as all the Gospels do with matters of sin, righteousness, judgement 

and deliverance?  How extraordinary! 

And what are we to make of the stark difference between being baptised “in the name of 

Jesus the Christ” or “in the name of Jesus the Lord” in the Apostolic period and being 

baptised “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” in Matthew 28: 19?  

Were the apostles simply being perverse and disobedient?  Surely not!  Appealing to the fact 

that the Father and the Spirit are mentioned in some way or another at the same time as the 

person or persons being baptised in the name of Jesus ... in some of the instances, cannot 

really be conceived of as providing a solution.  The phrases are explicit.  They begin with, “in 

the name of” whatever the preposition used. Attempts to see “in the name of Jesus ...” as 

inclusive of “in the name of the Father and of the Holy Spirit” in some way or another, defy 

credibility. 



Different practices – different understandings? 

We now attempt to indicate how for a number of centuries there appear to have been different 

understandings of how the Matthew 28: 19 text should be understood.  Reference is made to 

the views on this matter of a couple of modern authors in particular. 

Justin Martyr was born in Flavia Neapolis (modern Nablus in Palestine) and executed in 

Rome around 165.  In his Apologia addressed to the Emperor, the Senate and others, in 

explaining the nature of Christian baptism, he wrote, “For in the name of God, the Father and 

Lord of the universe, and of our Saviour Jesus Christ and of the Holy Spirit, they then receive 

the washing with water ... there is pronounced in the water over him ... the name of God the 

Father and Lord of the universe; he who leads to the laver the person that is to be washed 

calling Him by this name alone ... And this washing is called illumination ... And in the name 

of Jesus Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and in the name of the Holy Ghost, 

who through the prophets foretold all things about Jesus, he who is illuminated is washed.”
15

  

It could be that Justin Martyr is referring to a baptismal ceremony in which a triadic 

formulation is used at the point where the person is baptised but the only name that is 

“proclaimed in the water” is that of “God the Father and Lord of the Universe”. 

The Didache, the date of which (end of 1
st
 century to early 3

rd
 century?), place of writing, and 

original composition are uncertain, is seemingly written from the viewpoint of Jewish 

Christians. It states, “And concerning baptism, baptize thus.  Having first recited all these 

things, baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in running 

water.  But if thou hast not running water, baptize in other water; and, if thou canst not in 

cold, in warm.  But if thou hast neither, pour water thrice upon the head in the name of the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”
16

  It is clear in this passage that baptism was carried using the 

triadic formula. 

Irenaeus, a Bishop in Gaul, writing about and against Gnosticism, around 180 AD stated, 

“Others lead them to water, and baptize them, with the utterance of these words over them, 

‘Into the name of the unknown Father of the universe –into truth, the mother of all things, 

into Him who descended on Jesus, into union, and redemption, and communion with the 

powers.’”
17

 Perhaps little attention should be payed to what certain Gnostics did, although 

reference to “the name of the ... Father of the universe” resonates with what Justin Martyr 

referred to.  And here it is not clear that “the name” refers to anything or anyone other than 

“the  ... Father ...”. 

The Apostolic Tradition ostensibly written by Hippolytus of Rome, perhaps around 215 AD, 

original composition uncertain, refers to a baptismal interrogation, in which the person 

pursuing baptism is asked, “Do you believe in God, the Father Almighty?”  Upon saying “I 

believe”, the person is baptised once. The person is then asked, “Dost thou believe in Christ 
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Jesus, the Son of God, who was born by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was 

crucified under Pontius Pilate, and was dead and buried, and rose again the third day, alive 

from the dead, and ascended into heaven, and sat at the right hand of the Father, and will 

come to judge the quick and the dead,?”Upon saying that he believed he was baptized again.  

He was then asked, “Dost thou believe in the Holy Ghost, in the holy church and the 

resurrection of the flesh?”  He was then baptised a third time upon saying that he did so 

believe.  Coming out of the water, he was anointed with oil and the words, “I anoint you with 

holy oil in the name of Jesus Christ.” were then pronounced over him.  Later, when brought 

into the church, the bishop again anointed him with oil and declared that he has been anointed 

with oil in the Lord, the Father almighty and Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit.
18

 The three 

immersions may indicate that the person being baptised was baptised in the name of the 

Father, then in the name of the Son, then in the name of the Holy Spirit.  However one cannot 

be sure. It does appear that at the conclusion of the final immersion a reference was made to 

“in the name of ‘Jesus Christ’” even though that was an anointing with oil that occurred after 

the person made a confession concerning the Holy Spirit and after a third baptism.. It was 

later that the person who had been baptised was again anointed with oil “in the Lord, the 

Father almighty and Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit”. 

Tertullian of Rome, writing in the early 3
rd

 century A.D, in “On the Soldier’s Crown” stated, 

concerning the practice of baptism, of persons to be baptised, after professing that they 

disowned the devil etc., “Hereupon we are thrice immersed, making a somewhat ampler 

pledge than the Lord has appointed in the Gospel.”
19

  The threefold immersion may or may 

not indicate that each was in the name of one of the persons of the Godhead. 

It is not possible to be precise about what was actually said and done at various times and in 

various places, but there is sufficient evidence that what was said and done was not 

consistent.  Whitaker, surveying a period extending beyond that covered above, writes, that 

“the literature of the Latin church provides no clear and incontestable reference to our 

modern forma (using the Trinitarian baptismal formula) earlier than De Cognitione Baptismi 

of Hildephonsus of Loedo”, written shortly before 667 AD with the earliest Roman reference 

appearing “in a letter written by Pope Gregory !! in the year 726”
20

  He is of the view that the 

Trinitarian baptismal formula which he refers to as the Syrian type of formula was in use 

early but was not used universally for many centuries.  What he refers to as the Western type 

of formula – baptism in the Name of Jesus only, he claims involved a creedal formula of an 

interrogative kind and was used universally outside of Syria. 

Duck, maintaining a similar position, writes, “Only after eight centuries of the Christian era 

was the baptismal formula ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ 

used in Christian baptisms throughout the world.  Almost as many centuries passed again 
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before the Western church explicitly required the formula.”
21

  She claims that similar 

accounts to those of Justin Martyr and “The Apostolic Tradition” with variations are to be 

found in the 6
th

 century Gelasian Sacramentary and in the Stowe Missal, a Gallican document 

dated around 800 A.D.
22

 She quotes Yarnold, as saying, “Evidently the Early Church did not 

believe that fidelity to Mt 28: 19 required the minister to quote Christ’s words as we do today 

at the moment of baptism.”
23

 Her explanation as to what happened historically is as follows: 

Syrian churches were probably the first to baptise with the Trinitarian formula.  Matthew and 

the Didache were probably written in Syria. The Syrian formula may have travelled to the 

West by way of Alexandria into Spain somewhere between 537 and 651 A.D. with Pope 

Nicholas 1 in the 9
th

 century accepting baptism in the name of Jesus or in the name of the 

Holy Trinity.
24

 She rightly believes that it is evident that by the 3
rd

 century some Syrian 

baptismal liturgies included the triadic baptismal formula and refers to a 4
th

 century Egyptian 

adoption of The Apostolic Tradition having the officiant using the triadic formula after each 

interrogation and immersion.
25

  Referring to Thomas Aquinas quoting Ambrose she indicates 

how Thomas “held that baptism in the name of Christ is acceptable, because ‘in the name of 

Christ the whole trinity is implied and therefore the form which Christ handed down in the 

gospel ... would at least be presented with implied integrity.’” 
26

  Thomas Aquinas recognises 

the oddity between baptising in the name of Jesus only and baptising using the triadic 

formula.  In this writer’s opinion his attempt to reconcile a practice which only mentioned “in 

the name of the Jesus” with a practice where the triadic formulation was used lacks 

plausibility.  See earlier. 

What is probably true is that some early Christian churches found that the Matthew 28: 19 

text implied that water baptisms had to be carried out using a triadic formula.  Others 

however seem to have adopted either the practice evident in the Acts of the Apostles or a 

practice, where only  the name of God the Father is referred to, if such is the practice being 

described by Justin Martyr, for example.   

Perhaps some saw the differences between what was reported in the Acts of the Apostles and 

the Matthew 28 text as necessitating some sort of “safety” procedure, a “hedging of bets”, by 

baptising in the name of Jesus alone but at the same time carrying out an interrogation 

concerning each person of the trinity.   Perhaps for others, it was a matter of deciding that 

referring to the name of the Father was essential at the moment of baptism but that the names 

of the Son and of the Holy Spirit should also be mentioned as part of the procedure.  It might 

even be the case that some saw “baptising in the name of” in Matthew 28: 19 as metaphorical 

in character, not a direct reference to a water ceremony. 
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Duck’s view is that there are three main positions held by Biblical Scholars concerning the 

source of the triadic phrase in Matthew 28: 19: the original words were “baptize in my 

name”, Matthew composed the words for his own purposes, or the early church composed the 

words for its  own purposes.
27

  The position adopted here is that the triadic phrase is original 

but that it has been misunderstood.  This understanding underlies some of what has already 

been stated earlier in this blog but will be further elaborated upon later.  The disparity 

between baptising in the name of Jesus only as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles and the 

phrase in Matthew 28: 19 has a solution without recourse to manipulation of the original 

Matthew text or without arguing that baptism in the name of Jesus implies baptism in the 

name of the trinity or without arguing that a triadic statement is to be found in the surrounds 

of the Acts of the Apostles’ texts. 

The teaching of Jesus about the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

Although this section might appear to be a diversion, it forms part of the argument that 

questions that Matthew 28: 19 refers to a mandatory water ceremony. It focuses on the 

teaching of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel concerning the Father, the Holy Spirit and himself.  

Given that Matthew 28: 19 is followed by, “teaching them”, might it not be helpful to briefly 

consider what Jesus taught about the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, at least according to 

Matthew? 

By simply focussing on the use of the term “Father” by Jesus, we learn: Glory is to be given 

to the Father who is in heaven. He makes the sun to rise upon the evil and the good; He is 

perfect; He gives rewards; He sees in secret. He knows what his children need before they 

ask him. He forgives but on condition that his children likewise forgive. He feeds the birds. 

He gives good gifts to those who ask him. Only those who do his will, will enter the kingdom 

of heaven. No sparrow falls to the ground apart from the Father. He receives 

acknowledgement from the Son. He is Lord of heaven and earth. He hides and reveals things. 

He has handed all things over to the Son. He knows the Son. He who does the will of the 

Father is related to Jesus. He has a kingdom. In his judgement he will root up every plant he 

has not planted. The Son will come in the glory of the Father. The angels see the face of the 

Father in heaven. It is not the will of the Father that one of his little ones should perish. He 

will do what two of his children who agree about a matter will ask of him. He has prepared 

places of honour for those he chooses. There is only one Father who is father to the disciples 

of Jesus. He alone knows the day of the coming. There are those who are blessed by the 

Father. There are those who are cursed and who are ordered to depart from the Father. If 

appealed to by the Son he would send 12 legions of angels to deliver him. 

By simply focussing on the term, “Spirit” as it pertains to the “Holy Spirit” we learn from the 

teaching of Jesus according to Matthew: When persecuted and having to bear witness, the 

Spirit of the Father will speak through them. God has put the Spirit upon Jesus his servant. It 

is by the Spirit of God that Jesus casts out demons. Blasphemy against the Spirit will not be 

forgiven. He is the Holy Spirit. David in the Spirit called the Messiah Lord. 
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And what can we say of the teaching of Jesus about himself, the Son of the Father? There is 

too much to list.  Suffice it to indicate: He teaches with authority. He is submissive to the 

Father. His trust is in his Father. He recognises that the Spirit is upon him. He is known by 

the Father. He will bring before the Father those whom he acknowledges. His disciples have 

only one teacher, he himself. He, the Son of man will come in power and great glory. He will 

judge the nations. He will give up his life for many for the forgiveness of sins. By his very 

appearance he declared to his disciples that he had come back from the dead. He has been 

given all authority on heaven and on earth. 

“Baptising disciples in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”, 

whatever is explicitly meant by “baptising” certainly meant something that related to the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit about whom Jesus had taught a great deal. 

“Baptizo” – meaning in Matthew 28: 19? 

Approaching nearer to our goal, this section refers to three nouns related to the verb, 

“baptizo” and the verb itself as they are found outside of the New Testament and as they are 

found in Matthew’s Gospel in particular. 

The word “baptises” is found only once outside of the New Testament before approximately 

the beginning of the 2nd century A.D.  It is the term that Josephus uses of John the “Baptist”.  

He describes him as the “immerser”! The New Testament uses the same term.  In Matthew’s 

Gospel it is found seven times (3: 1; 11: 11, 12; 14: 2, 8; 16: 14; 17: 13) and in the New 

Testament as a whole, 12 times, on each occasion it also refers to this same John.  He is the 

“baptises”, the “baptiser” – the “immerser” in water.  “Baptistes” is of course derived from 

“baptizo”. 

The noun “baptisma” is found only twice outside of the New Testament before about the 

beginning of the 2nd century A.D.  In one instance it is used by Plutarch as one item in a list 

of what he refers to as “superstitions”. In the other it is used by Josephus to relate to the 

baptisms carried out by John the baptiser. It is also derived from “baptizo”. In Matthew’s 

Gospel it is found twice (3: 7; 21: 25).  Both instances refer to John’s baptism – the 

immersion that he carried out.  It is found a total of 20 times in the New Testament. Of these 

20 instances, 13 are clearly references to the baptisms carried out by John the baptiser. Three 

refer to the sufferings of Jesus at his death. The other four are to be found in Romans 6: 4, 

Ephesians 4: 5, Colossians 2: 12 and 1 Peter 3: 21. 

The third noun derived from “baptizo” is “baptismos”.  It occurs three times in the New 

Testament (Mark 7: 4, Hebrews 6: 2; 9: 10), and it is not found outside of the New Testament 

at least up to about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century.  All three references relate to 

“immersions” which are associated with ritual washings.  Mark 7: 3, 4 amounts to an editorial 

comment on such procedures carried out by “the Pharisees and all Jews” for themselves and 

for certain utensils.  

 

The word “baptizo”, the verb, is found about 100 times outside of the New Testament before 

approximately the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D.  Except for one or two occasions it is 

simply used without any reference to a regular rite with the sense of “immersing”, 



“engulfing” or something similar. About one third of the time its usage is metaphorical or 

abstract in some sense rather than literal. See later. The word occurs 7 times in Matthew’s 

Gospel (3: 6, 7, 11, 13, 14 and 16; 28: 29) and 76 times in the New Testament as a whole.  

Twice the reference is to ritual washings (Mark 7: 4 [see above], Luke 11: 38), presumably 

involving “immersions” – see below. One could note that verses 2 and 3 prior to Mark 7: 4 

employ the verb, “nipto” - a word used when a part of the body is washed.  In this case the 

reference is to “hands” being unwashed in v. 2 and washed in v. 3. 

 

A few more comments about “baptizo” as it is found in the Greek literature external to the 

New Testament: I have maintained that basically “baptizo” carries with it the sense of 

“immersion”.  Even where the entity immersed later emerges from the medium into which it 

was immersed, the focus of “baptizo” is not even partly on that emergence but on the 

immersion itself.  

 

This does not mean however that “immerse” or even something similar is always a suitable 

translation.  Up until at least the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D. when a person dies by 

immersion in water, that is, drowns, the verb “baptizo” is sufficient in itself to indicate this.  

No other verb is appealed to.  Hence the translation “drown” would seem to be appropriate.  

The same situation occurs when a ship is sunk.  The verb “baptizo” is sufficient to indicate 

that the ship has “gone down” and the translation, “sink” would seem to be appropriate.  The 

words “drown” and sink” carry with them the notion of immersion. On the other hand, 

sometimes the “immersion” is carried out with a view to washing. However, simply to refer 

to “wash” in a translation would be to neglect that “immersion” was involved, rather than, for 

example, a simple dipping or superficial washing.  “Wash” may imply “immerse” but it may 

not. There are only about four examples from the 100 or so available up until about the 

beginning of the 2
nd

 century where “baptizo” is associated with washing.  In each case 

however, it seems plausible to assume that “baptizo” is used to indicate that the “washing” 

involved a thorough immersion.  The example in IV Kings 5: 14 in the LXX is interesting.  

Here Naaman immerses himself seven times in the river Jordan.  However in the preceding 

verses 10, 12 and 13, the word, “louo” (wash) is referred to.  He washes by immersing 

himself.   

 

Where “baptizo” is used metaphorically, “immerse” may be a suitable translation, understood 

metaphorically, but other words also come to kind.  A person who is understood to be 

“immersed” in many words may be almost overcome by them being confused by them.  

Being “immersed” in iniquity is somehow being overwhelmed by it. Someone who is 

considered to be “immersed” in debt is engulfed in debt being thoroughly surrounded by 

debt.  One who is intoxicated by the drinking of too much wine, being now “immersed” as a 

result, is typically “drowning” in drink.  A person who is “immersed” in sorrow is hardly able 

to survive the sorrow, being almost overwhelmed by it.   

 

Focussing on Matthew’s Gospel alone and putting aside 28: 19 for the moment, all usages of 

“baptizo” except where it occurs in Matthew 3: 11 refer to the activity of John.  He 

“baptized”, he “immersed” in water.  And all of these instances are found together in the one 

chapter – chapter 3.  The exception for this chapter is the reference by John to the one who 

would come after him, “baptising”, “immersing” in (en) the Holy Spirit and fire (3: 11).   

“Baptizo”, in this instance, is used metaphorically.  A metaphorical usage is to be found in 



the other Gospels, not only with respect to the same matter (Mark 1: 8; Luke 3: 16; John 1: 

33) but also in the way that Jesus speaks about his suffering (Mark 10: 38, 39; Luke 12: 50)
28

. 

What then of Matthew 28: 19?  Considering Matthew’s Gospel alone, we are presented with 

three situations in which “baptizo” is used: John’s activity, “immersing” in a literal sense; the 

activity of Jesus, “immersing” in the Holy Spirit and fire, - a metaphorical usage; the activity 

to be carried out by the disciples of Jesus as referred to in Matthew 28: 19.  How is this last 

usage to be understood?  Given that Matthew has one situation where a literal usage is 

evident and another where a metaphorical usage is evident, one cannot rule out on the basis 

of internal reference alone, that the usage is metaphorical or that it is literal. 

The verbal and situational context of Matthew 28: 19b 

The meaning of any word, or better, the understanding that was intended to be conveyed by 

the person who uttered the word or by the person reporting on the utterance, cannot be 

determined by an examination of that word alone.  Nor can it be determined with absolute 

confidence by examining all other instances of how the word is used, even by the same 

person around the same time. 

In the case of Matthew 28: 19, the verbal context in which the word was uttered and the 

verbal context created by the one reporting the word, if they are different, and the situational 

context existing for the one – in this case Jesus, of whom it is claimed, gave utterance to the 

word and the situational context created by the writer himself, need to be examined before 

deciding what was intended by the statement being reported.  Other matters that are thought 

relevant might also need to be considered. 

We are finally ready to do that.  But to arrive at this point we have had to refer to a number of 

matters, hopefully with the result that we are able to consider possibilities fairly, particularly 

those that otherwise we might never have been willing to consider or even able to consider. 

The situational and verbal contexts of Matthew 28: 19b are now examined.  This involves 

some detailed discussion of the verses 18 to 20 excluding detailed comment on the phrase, 

“immersing in the name of ” itself.  

 The situational context 
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 Schnabel, E. J., “The Language of Baptism - The Meaning of “Baptizo” in the New 

Testament”, in Understanding the Times: New Testament Studies in the 21
st
 Century, 

Crossway, Wheaton, IL, 2011, pp. 217-246, makes a strong case for “baptizo” having the 

general sense of “immersion”.  He also recognises that it may have a metaphorical sense in 

the New Testament more commonly than normally thought.  Additionally he comments on 

the use of “baptizo” for Jewish immersion rites and refers to the nouns, “baptismos” and 

“baptisma” in so doing. On the basis of the paucity of evidence available, it is very difficult 

to say very much at all about “baptizo” and its association with Jewish immersion rites during 

the New Testament period. 



For Matthew the statements of Jesus beginning at 28: 18 and ending at 28: 20 come at the end 

of his Gospel.  From that we might guess that these words of Jesus have considerable 

significance.  Yet their appearance here is quite natural given that they are uttered at the end 

of his earthly ministry.  However that they are the last words of Jesus as recorded by Matthew 

surely adds to our suspicion that they are exceedingly important as far as both Jesus and 

Matthew are concerned.
29

  

Of course the very last words are, “Lo, I am with you always to the close of the age”.  How 

encouraging for his disciples and even for us, we his later disciples.  For surely we are meant 

to assume that all his disciples including those yet to come, will enjoy his presence, for he is 

to be present with his disciples till this present age should end.  But at that time, he made it 

clear to his then disciples that he was just about to depart. 

Occupying a significant place in his final statements are those words concerning his authority 

and the making of disciples, “baptising” them, and teaching them.  Yet, why the reference to 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit”?  We emphasise the “make disciples” component of 

the command of Jesus and rightly so. However it is important to note that these disciples, yet 

to be, are to come from “all the nations”.  That phrase is part of the imperative statement.  

The words “all the nations” would be particularly important for Matthew to mention, if the 

assumption that his Gospel was largely written for a Jewish audience, is correct.  It was 

understandably barely conceivable that Jesus would have disciples from peoples other than 

the Jews.  Yet that is to be the case. Jesus sees it as important to make this abundantly clear 

and Matthew sees it as important to include what Jesus said in his account.  Given how poor a 

Gentile understanding of the revelation of God to the descendants of Abraham before the 

time of Jesus but also his revelation through Jesus would be, the reference to, “the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit” could have special significance.  In the course of time these 

would be disciples would need to understand a great deal about the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit.  The questions concerning each of the persons of the trinity, asked of those 

wishing to be baptised, recorded in the Apostolic Tradition bears witness to this need.  Of 

course Luke also refers to the nations towards the end of his Gospel (24: 47) and again at the 

beginning of Acts where Jesus specifies, “Jerusalem, all Judea and Samaria and the ends of 

the earth” (1: 8).  Given the assumption that Luke has a largely Gentile audience in mind it 

also makes good sense for him to give these utterances a place of prominence – the place that 

Jesus gives them – words uttered at the end of his earthly ministry. 

But to return to Matthew.  The situation is one where Jesus is giving his final words to his 

disciples.  They must be quite important.  “And Jesus came and said to them ....” And 

Matthew wrote his Gospel so that these final words concerning something for the nations 

should not go unnoticed. They appear at the end of his Gospel.   

And we need to return, at some point to the question, “Is it likely, given all that is taught 

about the Father, the Holy Spirit and the Son in Matthew’s Gospel and that he now focuses 
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 I have earlier stated that I assume that the reference to baptising in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is original. I also assume that Matthew was the author. 



on the last words of Jesus, that Jesus in these words, refers to the importance of a ceremonial 

washing?” 

 The verbal context 

I will assume that Matthew is recording the words that Jesus uttered, though they were 

probably not given in the Greek language and they are not necessarily exactly what Jesus 

said.  I will also assume that Matthew was not attempting to alter the understanding that Jesus 

intended to convey by using the words he, Jesus, did use. 

Jesus begins his last words, according to Matthew, with the utterance, “All authority has been 

given to me, in heaven and upon earth”.  He had demonstrated his authority over the demonic 

world, the world of diseases and the world of deformities.  It was obvious that he taught with 

authority (7: 29) and he entered into discussions with the chief priests and elders of the 

people about this authority, without disclosing by what authority he taught as he did (21: 23-

27).  He claimed he had authority to forgive sins (9: 2-6).  He acted with authority as he gave 

to his disciples, authority to cast out evil spirits, to heal diseases and infirmities (10: 1).  Now 

at the end of his time on earth he declares, “All authority has been given to me, in heaven and 

upon earth.”  What an extraordinary statement – “all authority”, “in heaven and upon earth”!  

It is difficult to sidestep the “all authority”.  And he speaks of it as having been given - it was 

not his to begin with.  

However, why does he see it as necessary to utter these words at this time?  We are probably 

right to assume that it is because he is about to make a commandment but it is no ordinary 

commandment.  It is a commandment to make disciples from “all nations”.  Is it the case that 

Jesus sees this commandment as so unpalatable for a Jew that he has to begin with a 

statement saying he has been given this “all authority”.  Of course stating that he been given 

such authority implies more than just “this commandment must be obeyed”, but it implies 

this at least. Indeed Matthew records that upon Jesus making his claim about all authority, he 

then says, “Therefore going, make disciples of all nations.”  Having all authority he has the 

authority to make the command.  

What is the significance of “going”, the participle occurring first in the line of verbs that 

follow his reference to the authority given to him?  Perhaps it is also part of the recognition 

that for these Jewish disciples this commandment will not be readily appreciated.  They will 

have to leave their homeland and go where the nations are.  If we are on the right track see 

how significant the “all nations” reference is. 

And to make disciples, that is, other disciples of Jesus, for they cannot be anybody else’s 

disciples, means that these disciples will have to be told much about Jesus – his birth, what he 

did, what he said, why he died, that he rose again and that he will come again in glory to 

judge the nations (Matthew 25: 31-46) and about repentance, forgiveness and the gift of the 

Spirit.  But they will not readily understand Jesus unless they begin to understand the Father 

and his relationship to the Son and they will not readily understand their relationship to the 

Father and the Son unless they begin to understand the relationship of the Father and the Son 

to the Spirit. 



The imperative to make disciples of all nations, with its implication that the original disciples 

will have “to go” is the immediate verbal context preceding the participle phrase with which 

we are ultimately concerned – “baptising”, “immersing” them in the name of the Father and 

of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Given that disciples of Jesus from all nations have to be 

made, that they will need to know about the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but that to begin 

with that they will know so little about Father, Son and Holy Spirit, it should not be too much 

of a surprise to find this reference to “the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” following 

upon, “make disciples of all nations”.  

Notice at the same time, that though there is this unique reference to the persons of the trinity 

there is a focus on Jesus himself underlying each of the last statements that he makes.  He has 

been given all authority, his disciples are being commanded to make other disciples of his, 

and as we are soon to note, these new disciples are to be taught to observe all that Jesus 

commanded his present disciples to observe and he is going to be with his disciples always to 

the end of the age.  It should therefore not overly surprise us then that when new believers 

were baptised in water as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, they were not baptised in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit but in the name of Jesus the Lord or 

Jesus the Christ. 

Let us now turn to what has just been mentioned above and which forms the immediate 

verbal context following the phrase with which we are ultimately concerned. Again it is a 

participle phrase - “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you”.  “Didasko” 

(teach) could quite legitimately be translated “instruct” and that seems to be its meaning here 

given that these disciples to be are to be instructed to “observe” or “keep” (“tereo”) all that 

Jesus had commanded his original disciples. Strictly speaking, the focus in this phrase is not 

on what the disciples to be are to be taught but on the matter of the necessity of their keeping 

those commands given by Jesus to the original disciples.  Of course this will require that they 

know what these commands are and to some extent the phrase implies that knowledge of 

what Jesus commanded has to be acquired.  However the thrust of the phrase is “observing” 

or “keeping”. 

In this phrase we are also being given another reason why Jesus began the statements with 

“all authority has been given to me in heaven and upon earth”.  He has the authority to 

stipulate what these disciples of the future to be are to be instructed to do.  They are to be 

instructed to observe all that he had earlier commanded the disciples to whom the remarks are 

addressed.  

What are these commands?  Do they only refer to things like, “Love the Lord your God with 

all your heart”. “Love your neighbour as yourself”, “Love your enemies.” “Forgive those 

who sin against you,” or for starters, “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” – that is, 

strict imperatives?  Almost certainly, what Jesus intends is a reference to all that he had 

taught the disciples whether by way of a direct command or by way of explanation etc.  Yet 

Jesus could have said, “Instructing them to observe all that I have taught you.”  He did not.  

Just as “observe” or “keep” focuses on the necessity to “conform” so does “command”. Jesus 

intends for his disciples to see that all would be disciples must bow to that authority. That is, 



we are almost certainly meant not only to take “command” as being broader in application 

than the imperatives of Jesus but also to recognise that Jesus by implication is emphasising 

the reality that he has the authority to command and that any disciple to be will need to bow 

to that authority.  Jesus will need to be seen as “the Christ who is the Lord” by the Jew and as 

“the Lord who is the Christ” by the Gentile.   

So now we have the preceding and following verbal contexts for, “baptising”, “immersing” 

them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”.  Like, “going”, and 

“instructing”, “baptizo” appears in participle form.  We must not forget that the substantial 

imperative was “make” – make disciples. “Going”, ‘baptising” or “immersing” and 

“instructing” gain their imperative force because they hang on the principal phrase, “make 

disciples of all nations”. It is what has to be done if disciples from all nations are to be made. 

At this stage one might ask but where is the explicit reference in the instructions of Jesus to 

what these disciples of the future are to be taught?  A question well worth asking! 

“Baptising”, “immersing” them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit – a possible understanding 

Finally, we consider an understanding of Matthew 28: 19 that is contrary to the conventional 

view.  The argument draws on much material dealt with earlier, either directly or indirectly. 

However, a few preliminary remarks are made about the conventional view and its 

significance.  

Some might claim that a vital part of being made a disciple is to undergo a specific water 

ceremony.  That is, what Jesus was saying in Matthew 28: 19 was, “Make disciples from all 

the nations and the first part of doing that will be to baptise them (in a water ceremony).” 

There is no doubt that a water baptism was practised both by John the baptiser, the disciples 

of Jesus during his ministry and some of his followers after his earthly ministry had ended.  

However would it be the case that one could not be a disciple if one did not undergo a 

baptismal water ceremony?  

Some might argue, that even if Jesus did not directly command people to be baptised, his 

command actually relating to his disciples baptising, Peter on the Day of Pentecost made it 

abundantly clear that it was mandatory to be baptised.  However I have earlier suggested that 

the imperative which came from Peter, “Repent and be baptised” could be understood in the 

sense of “Take the girl in marriage and give her a ring.” The strict commandment is to marry 

her.  The reference to the ring is a reference to abiding by a custom which is commonly 

followed. Not all imperatives are strict commands.  Some merely give directions for what 

could be done or for what might be expected to be done.  I suggested earlier that the practice 

of water baptism, with its extensive use, first, by John the baptiser, then the disciples of Jesus 

and then the Apostles during their era and others, became customary without there being 

necessarily a mandatory element to its practice. The idea that the practice became customary 

indeed casts doubt on the idea that it must have been regarded as mandatory unless its 

mandatory character can be established elsewhere, for example, by appeal to Matthew 28: 19.  

The idea that the practice, though customary was not mandatory is consistent with Paul 



viewing the practice as one from which he could rightly endeavour to distant himself (1 

Corinthians 1: 17). 

An aside: if undergoing a water rite is considered an absolute necessity for people to become 

disciples, then those who practise such a water rite should endeavour to duplicate what Jesus 

is supposed to be referring to.  The ceremony as actually performed was not any old water 

rite.  It had particular characteristics – characteristics which symbolised and were associated 

with realities.  Immersion in water was what occurred and it seems that this was carried out 

upon the person to be baptised repenting, changing their mind, at about that time, about Jesus 

Christ the Lord and consequently about themselves, their behaviour and orientation. This type 

of situation still occurs here and there today and the symbolism that accompanies the 

practice, if rightly understood, is still as powerful as it ever was. However, where the person 

is not immersed or where the person being baptised, actually repented long ago or was 

brought up as a believer from early childhood, a childhood of many years ago, the realities to 

be symbolised are not so symbolised.  One is not being obedient to what one considers a 

command if one feels free to change the nature of the practice and when it is to be performed.  

What has happened historically is that there have been, what I regard as, painful attempts to 

justify practices which are not in accord with New Testament practice, as though they were.   

However please do not take offence.  What I think is justifiable is to develop customs, 

whatever their character, which are actually beneficial, which are not misleading, of which 

one do not claim historical precedence that is false and which are not mandatory.  In my mind 

it is not all that important what customs we human beings develop and practice in whatever 

cultural sphere, explicitly Christian or otherwise, happens to be the case, provide that 

something like those four criteria are met.  One should not forget however, the pointed and 

powerful symbolism of the practice as performed by John the baptiser, the disciples of Jesus, 

the apostles and others.  

Arguments against considering “baptising”, “immersing” in Matthew 28: 19, as a reference to 

a “water baptism”, a water “immersion”, include: the Acts of the Apostles only records 

people being baptised (in a water ceremony) in the name of Jesus the Christ or Jesus the 

Lord; some elements of the early Christian communities also only baptised in the name of 

Jesus; the birth of Jesus, the teaching and the great acts of Jesus and the death and 

resurrection of Jesus as narrated to us by Matthew in the preceding textual material do not 

prepare us for the final utterances of Jesus to indicate that the making of a disciple will 

involve the undergoing of a mandatory water ceremony.  

Let us now consider an alternative, particular in light of both the situational and verbal 

contexts of the participle phrase.  Hints about such an alternative have been fairly obvious 

from time to time.  It is possible that “baptizo” in Matthew 28: 19 is to be understood 

metaphorically.  There is no reference to “‘baptising’ in the name of” in the Greek literature 

at least before about the beginning of the 2
nd

 century A.D., outside of the New Testament.  

However, of the 100 or so known instances of usage of “baptizo” in that literature, about 30 

are used in some metaphorical or other abstract sense.  Furthermore it has been noted earlier 

that the reference to the ancient Israelites being “immersed” in (“eis”) Moses (1 Corinthians 



10: 2) is clearly metaphorical in character.  It has also been argued that the references to 

believers being immersed in (“eis”) Christ (Romans 6: 3 and Galatians 3: 27) are quite likely 

metaphorical in character as well though in each of the three instances, “to onoma” does not 

appear, actual names do. (As a further indication of the value of considering the possibility of 

an abstract usage for “baptizo”, such a consideration contributes significantly to solving the 

age old problem phrase, in 1 Corinthians 15: 29, “baptised on behalf of the dead”.  See a 

previous blog series.) 

Words that appear appropriate as translations for “baptizo” in either a literal or abstract sense 

include: immerse, whelm, overwhelm, enshroud, engulf, envelop. As mentioned earlier, in 

the case of persons immersed in the sea or rivers etc. the word, “drown” is appropriate and 

where ships are immersed in the sea, the word, “sink” is suitable.  Of the various possibilities 

I think that the word “immerse” is a reasonably appropriate one when translating, Matthew 

28: 19. 

I have indicated earlier that I think that the “to onoma”, in the phrase “eis to onoma”, when 

the phrase is used in association with “baptizo”, can be a reference to “who this person is”, 

and this is likely to be the case if the person is God or his son Jesus.  I have also referred to 

the suitability of “eis” (into) as a preposition to accompany “baptizo”, especially when both 

the immersing and into what the immersing is being made is the focus.  The relevant phrase 

of Matthew 28: 19 reads, “baptizontes ... eis to onoma”.   And I have also pointed out that 

“baptizo” is intensive in form – the entity is well and truly, thoroughly immersed, noting also 

that the idea of withdrawal from the immersed state is not “written into” the word itself.  

On the basis of what has been said in the previous paragraphs and the situational and verbal 

contexts for Matthew 28: 19b as argued above, that phrase could be translated, “immersing 

into who the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit is,” with the understanding that this would 

amount to teaching them, in depth, intensely, those of all nations that are to be made 

disciples, who the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit is. And Jesus taught his original 

disciples much about the Father, himself and the Holy Spirit that they could pass onto the 

would-be disciples. 

The answer to the question previously asked, “Where is the explicit reference in the 

instructions of Jesus to what these disciples of the future are to be taught?” is that it is in the 

phrase, “immersing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”.  

Note how understanding the phrase, “immersing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit” as a direct reference to “teaching them in depth who the Father, 

the Son and the Holy Spirit is”, allows one to better understand the role played by the next 

phrase, “instructing them to observe all that I have commanded you”.  The second phrase 

does not replace the other or act as some mere explanation of the other.  The first indicates 

those matters about which a person needs to be taught before becoming a disciple.  The 

second phrase, indicates how these would be disciples must conform to what has been taught 

with specific reference to what Jesus taught.  In so doing they will recognise the authority of 



Jesus and bow to that authority.  One phrase without the other would be incomplete. The 

second phrase compliments the first and makes clear that what Jesus taught must be obeyed. 

There are two instances in the Greek literature (one uttered by Demosthenes, the other by 

Plato)  where “baptizo” is used metaphorically, where what a person is being immersed into 

is “words” – words in a verbal engagement, the person is being “swamped” by them.   Thus 

there is some type of precedent, though a rather weak and indirect precedent for the 

immersion to be consider as immersion into something like “knowledge of”. Even if there 

was no such precedent, the uses to which “baptizo” are put metaphorical or otherwise 

abstractly in the Greek literature are many and there are no obvious boundaries to the way it 

can be used metaphorically or abstractly. 

With this understanding of this part of v. 19, vv, 18- 20a as a whole have the sense of: Jesus 

declares to his disciples that all authority has been given to him, so that what follows will not, 

in any way, be taken lightly by his disciples.  They are to make disciples from all nations.  

This will mean they will have to go to “all nations”.  If people are to be made disciples, they 

will need to be thoroughly taught about who the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit is, and they 

will need to be instructed to observe, to keep all that Jesus had taught, nay commanded, his 

original disciples. In so doing, they will recognise the authority of Jesus and become his 

disciples. Making disciples of all nations will involve, going, teaching about the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit and instructing them to observe the commands of Jesus.  

No longer do we have a reference to a ceremony as though this was part of the immensely 

important matter that Jesus gave as a command to his disciples in his final words to them.  

They are being commanded to make disciples of all nations and this will entail going to the 

nations and teaching the disciples to be about the Godhead and instructing them to abide by 

all that Jesus had commanded them.  People from the nations will need a great deal of 

teaching before they could ever become disciples. And they will also need to bow to the 

authority of Jesus and abide by all that he had said. Surely people cannot be made disciples 

by being baptised in a water ceremony. To become a disciple does require repentance 

however and that is what John the baptiser and Peter, for example, called people first of all to 

do. 

Understanding vv. 18- 20a as outlined, has the phrase “immersing into the name of ...” fitting 

tightly within its verbal context.  It makes an explicit reference to what the disciples of the 

future need to be taught, something which otherwise would only be implicit in the 

instructions Jesus gives. It allows for the fact that some early Christians did not think it 

necessary to carry out water baptisms in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit, whatever they actually made of verse 19. It explains why the Acts of the 

Apostles only records water baptisms in the name of Jesus the Christ or Jesus the Lord.  It 

recognises the difficulty of making disciples from the Gentile world.  It recognises the 

difficulty that the disciples would have of seeing the necessity of engaging with the Gentile 

world.  It provides an explanation as to why there is no command of Jesus to actually be 

baptised in a water ceremony.  It provides a partial understanding of why the writers of the 

other Gospels did not consider it essential to refer to “baptising in the name of ...” which 



otherwise one would expect them to do so, if it were indeed part of a command statement 

made by Jesus at the end of his earthly ministry.  It underlines the idea that the command that 

Matthew refers to is a command that is especially important to record for a Jewish audience.  

It answers any objection that the mandatory requirement of such a ceremony seems to be 

inconsistent with the grace of God revealed in Christ and the freedom he gives his people - 

that grace conveyed through the gift of the Lord Jesus Christ himself and that freedom God 

grants to his people to serve him genuinely, from the heart, walking by the Spirit. 

It may well be that by using the word, “baptizo” Jesus allows for the water ceremony to be 

part of the conceptual background.  After all it was a ceremony that had been regularly 

performed and was going to continue to be regularly performed.   Yet it is being contended 

here that reference to a water ceremony was not his main consideration.  His concern was the 

making of disciples and that task would entail going to the nations, thoroughly immersing the 

disciples to be in who the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit is and instructing them to 

observe all that Jesus had commanded his earlier disciples. 

Concluding Remarks 

Perhaps when Jesus said, “baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit” he really did have in mind that his disciples, in making new disciples should 

baptise them in a water ceremony in the name of the triune God.  I would still find it difficult 

to believe that he was indicating that such a baptism was compulsory. That such a ceremony 

is compulsory does not seem consistent with the general tenure of his teaching as conveyed in 

Matthew or in any of the Gospels and t does not seem consistent with the gospel itself.  

Furthermore, an interpretation of the text which refers to a ceremony, mandatory or not, 

leaves hanging the awkward question as to why in the Acts of the Apostles, the only 

references to baptising “in the name of” refer to “in the name of Jesus the Lord” or “in the 

name of Jesus the Christ.”   

But I could still be wrong. 

From time to time, we believers need to faithfully reflect on our practices and beliefs.  We 

need to do so because we know how easy it is to get things wrong.  We know that from 

personal experience.  We know it from history.  We need to check out beliefs and practices 

against the Scriptures.  The New Testament itself teaches us that early believers often went 

astray. Paul and others had to rebuke, correct and inform.  The Reformation was a time when 

humble, courageous, thoughtful and honest people learnt from the Scriptures that they and 

others had gone badly astray.  It is true that they did not only refer to the Scriptures to support 

their positions.  Appeal was also made to some of the writings of the Early Fathers.  However 

if it ever comes to a contest between what the Early Fathers said (and they said some things 

that surely we would not agree with today) and what the Scriptures say, the Scriptures must 

win.  They must win, even if for only historical reasons.  They take precedence historically. 

But they must win because they are the inspired words of God. The views of the reformers 

are not.  It is thus a mistake to automatically assume that what the reformers claimed was true 



is indeed the truth. (How could it be?  They could not even agree with each other on a 

number of issues.  As a group they made contradictory claims as to what the truth is.)   

It will take humble, courageous, thoughtful and honest people, to day, to reassess their 

understanding of Matthew 28: 19.  

“Humble” because one has to consider the possibility that one has got it wrong, that one has 

had an incorrect understanding for some time or for a short time. 

“Courageous” because it means that one has to acknowledge the possibility of having to 

renounce something treasured and something enmeshed into one’s doctrinal claims, 

something with which others, perhaps many others, also have allegiance – one’s friends, 

one’s colleagues, fellow members of the same denomination. It will be costly for some 

people to so renounce and that is why one would need to be courageous even to start on the 

journey. But the truth is always to be pursued above personal comfort.  To avoid the truth is 

to remain in ignorance.  To be ignorant and to teach others one’s own ignorance is to teach 

others what is false.   

Ceremonies can be valuable and the ceremony of water baptism has immense value because 

potentially it has immense significance concerning the truth.  But whatever value we place 

upon ceremonies, it would be important for both ourselves and for those to whom we preach 

the gospel to realise, if it is true, that ceremonies, from God’s point of view, in themselves, 

ultimately, are not mandatory, as valuable as they might be.  Surely our trust is in the Lord 

Jesus Christ not in ceremonies.  Surely, the righteousness which God declares and grants is 

on the basis of the righteousness of the Lord Jesus Christ – his faithfulness, not on the basis 

of a participation in a ceremony. 

“Thoughtfulness and “honesty” are required because truth is not obtained without 

“reflection” and “honesty” is need for that reflection to be fruitful. 

May God grant to us all “humility”, “courage”, “thoughtfulness” and “honesty” for his 

name’s sake! 


