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6 The Doctrine of Baptism

Introduction

To baptize disciples of all nations is a direct command of our risen Lord Jesus (Matt 
28:18–20); and, to be baptized is a calling of our Lord to all who believe in Him 
and the gospel that offers the promise of salvation (Mark 16:15–16). Wherever the 
gospel of Jesus Christ is preached, His baptism must follow. Whoever calls on the 
name of the Lord Jesus must be baptized. Baptism is so integral to the proclamation 
of God’s kingdom and faith in Christ that it is inseparable from conversion.

The baptism of John the Baptist paved the way for the New Testament baptism. 
His baptism was a divine institution from heaven (Matt 21:23–25). It was preached 
alongside the call to repentance and was received with the confession of sins. The 
acceptance of John’s baptism was equated with the acceptance of God’s purpose 
(Luke 7:28–30).

When the Lord Jesus came, He was also baptized (Matt 3:13–17; Mark 1:9–11; Luke 
3:21–22; John 1:32–34). The baptism of Jesus has a profound significance in the 
Gospels and for all believers. Through Jesus’ act of obedience, God revealed Him 
to all Israel as the beloved Son. His submission to God, which fulfilled all righteous-
ness on behalf of mankind, established a prime example for us to also submit to 
God’s purpose through baptism.

Having commissioned the disciples to baptize, the Lord also gave them the authority 
to forgive and retain sins through the promised Holy Spirit (John 20:21–23). When 
the Holy Spirit was poured out after Jesus’ ascension, the church went forth into 
the world to preach the gospel and to baptize in accordance with the Lord’s com-
mand. Through baptism, believers were added to the church. Baptismal accounts of 
individuals as well as households are consistently recorded in the missionary and 
conversion narratives in the Book of Acts.
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In the apostolic writings, it is understood that all believers in Christ were baptized 
(Rom 6:3–4; 1 Cor 6:11; 12:13; Gal 3:27; Col 2:11–13; Titus 3:5; 1 Pet 3:21). It is also 
important to note that the apostles taught and expounded the purpose, effect, and 
meaning of baptism. Through baptism, the blood of Christ washes away the sins of 
the believer (Acts 2:38; 22:16) and thus the body of the flesh is put off (Rom 6:1–7; 
Col 2:11–12). By way of baptism, the remission of sins and numerous spiritual bless-
ings, such as rebirth (John 3:3–5; Titus 3:5; Rom 6:1–11; Col 2:11–12), justification 
and sanctification (1 Cor 6:11), putting on Christ (Gal 3:27), sonship (Gal 3:26–29), 
and salvation (Mark 16:16; Titus 3:5; 1 Pet 3:21) come to the believer. Baptism is so 
vital to God’s saving grace and faith in Christ that the Scriptures always speak of 
salvation in relation to it. Baptism is of grace and faith, and not of works.

Today, the church continues the work of the early church. By the authority of the 
Holy Spirit, she baptizes believers in obedience to the Lord’s commission. The Lord’s 
promise of salvation to those who believe and are baptized still stands now just as it 
was true then. Wherever the gospel is preached in the world, believers are called to 
be baptized into Christ and His body in order to receive eternal life and all the gifts 
of grace promised to the heirs of God’s kingdom.

This section provides a systematic presentation of the doctrine of baptism. The 
objective is to help you gain a clear understanding of the role of baptism in the Bible 
as well as its meaning and necessity for believers. In addition, a thorough discus-
sion of its administration aims to shed light on how the church is to carry out the 
command to baptize. Wherever a passage is examined extensively in the exegetical 
studies section, it would be beneficial to also refer to its corresponding commentary 
as indicated in the footnotes.

Introduction
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Chapter 1
THE FORESHADOWERS OF BAPTISM  
IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

While the institution of the Christian baptism is a divine ordinance unique to the 
New Testament church, it is not without its precedence in the Old Testament. 
Concepts essential to baptism, including remission of sins, washing with water, and 
atonement by blood, are all rooted in the Old Testament.

1.	 Washing w ith Water

a.	 God’s requirement for cleanliness

The purpose of God’s election is for His chosen people to be a holy nation 
(Exod 19:6). As evident in His laws to the Israelites, one of God’s chief 
concerns for His people is their cleanliness. In the book of Leviticus, the 
theme of cleanliness clearly occupies a dominant place.

The requirements for cleanliness begin with the service at the tent of 
meeting. Great care is to be taken to ensure that no holy thing is defiled 
by anything unclean. Only those who are clean may eat of the flesh of the 
sacrifice (Lev 7:19–21; 22:4–7; Num 18:13). Any priest who profanes the 
offerings of the people by coming near them while they are unclean would 
be cut off from God’s presence (Lev 22:1–3). The remains of sacrifices are 
to be disposed of in a clean place (Lev 4:11–12; 6:10–11). The flesh of the 
sacrifice that has touched anything unclean must not be eaten (Lev 7:19).

The demand for cleanliness extends outward from the sanctuary to the 
daily life of every Israelite. God gave specific laws on distinguishing the 
clean and the unclean animals, birds, fish, and insects (Lev 11). Only the 
clean creatures may be consumed for food. Touching the carcasses of ei-
ther the clean or unclean creatures causes one to become unclean. Other 
sources of uncleanness include childbirth (Lev 12), skin ailments (Lev 
13–14), mildew (Lev 14), and bodily discharges (Lev 15). The law further 
prescribes in meticulous detail the steps in purifying from uncleanness.
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Along with the numerous regulations on cleanliness, the LORD entrusted 
to Aaron and his sons the duty of discerning and teaching: 

Do not drink wine or strong drink, neither you nor your sons with you, when 
you come into the tent of meeting , so that you do not die—it is a permanent 
statute throughout your generations—and to make a distinction between the 
holy and the profane, and between the unclean and the clean, and so as to 
teach the sons of Israel all the statutes which the LORD has spoken to them 
through Moses. (Lev 10:9–11)

The purpose of maintaining the cleanliness of the Israelites is twofold. 
First, preserving their cleanliness ensures the sanctity of God’s dwelling 
and the safety of the people, as we can see in the LORD’s command to 
Moses and Aaron: 

And so you shall keep the sons of Israel separated from their uncleanness, so 
that they will not die in their uncleanness by their defiling My tabernacle that 
is among them. (Lev 15:31) 

Second, the laws of cleanliness, together with the ethical demands God 
has also laid down, set the chosen race apart from other nations to be holy 
unto the LORD: 

You are therefore to make a distinction between the clean animal and the 
unclean, and between the unclean bird and the clean; and you shall not make 
yourselves detestable by animal or by bird, or by anything that crawls on the 
ground, which I have distinguished for you as unclean. So you are to be holy to 
Me, for I the LORD am holy; and I have singled you out from the peoples to 
be Mine. (Lev 20:25–26)

i.	 Purification rites

In addition to stipulating what constitutes uncleanness, the law further 
prescribes in great detail the methods for purification. Washing with 
water, sometimes followed by a sacrifice, is a dominant feature of these 
purification rites.

1.	 Cleansing from uncleanness

In most cases of uncleanness, cleansing involves washing the body 
in water and the washing of clothes. These include cleansing from 
carcasses (Lev 11:25, 28, 39–40; 17:15–16), skin ailments (Lev 13:6), 
leprosy (Lev 14:8–9, 47), bodily discharge (Lev 15:1–13, 16–22, 
25–27; Deut 23:10–11), and touching or being near a corpse (Num 
19:19). Items that have become unclean are also to be washed in 
water (Lev 11:32; 13:53–54, 58; 15:17).

The men who have gone to the battle are to wash their clothes on 
the seventh day in order to be clean and to return to the camp. All 
articles that can endure fire are to be put through the fire and be 
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purified with water. Other articles may be put through water only. 
(Num 31:21–24)

If a priest goes near the holy things while he is unclean, it consti-
tutes profaning the LORD’s name and he is subject to death (Lev 
22:1–9). Whoever touches anything by which he would be made 
unclean must not eat the holy offerings unless he washes his body 
with water. And when the sun goes down he shall be clean; and 
afterward he may eat the holy offerings (Lev 22:4–7).

The law generally does not specify what kind of water to use for 
cleansing, except in one instance where it explicitly prescribes the 
washing of the body with running (or living) water (Lev 15:13). Two 
particular purification rites entailed the use of water that is specially 
prepared. Running water, along with the blood of a bird, is one of 
the elements in the cleansing from leprosy (Lev 14:1–8; 48–53). 
Running water mixed with the ashes of a heifer burnt for purifica-
tion is to be sprinkled on the persons or objects that have touched 
or been near the dead (Num 19:17, 18).

2.	 Preparatory washing

In addition to cleansing from uncleanness, washing with water is 
also for the purpose of preparation for drawing near God’s pres-
ence. Even when no particular impurities are introduced, washing is 
necessary on such occasions. 

The LORD commanded Moses to set up the tent of meeting and to 
consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve as priests. He said to Moses, 
“And Aaron and his sons you shall bring to the door of the taber-
nacle of meeting, and you shall wash them with water” (Exod 29:4; 
40:12). Having washed them, Moses was to put on them the priestly 
garments, make offerings for them, and perform on them rituals 
that involved the application of blood. So Moses did as he was com-
manded (Lev 8:6–30).

The consecration of the Levites likewise involves purification with 
water as the first step in the cleansing process. The LORD told Mo-
ses to sprinkle water of purification on them and to let them shave 
themselves and wash their clothes to become clean (Num 8:5–7). 
And so the Levites purified themselves (v. 20–21).

Washing is required of priests before they draw near to God to 
minister:

Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: “You shall also make a laver 
of bronze, with its base also of bronze, for washing. You shall put it 
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between the tabernacle of meeting and the altar. And you shall put 
water in it, for Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and their feet 
in water from it. When they go into the tabernacle of meeting , or when 
they come near the altar to minister, to burn an offering made by fire to 
the Lord, they shall wash with water, lest they die. So they shall wash 
their hands and their feet, lest they die. And it shall be a statute forever 
to them—to him and his descendants throughout their generations.” 
(Exod 30:17–21; cf. 40:30–32).

After the death of Aaron’s two sons, God instructed Moses that 
Aaron was not to enter the Holy Place and come before the mercy 
seat just any time lest he die. On the Day of Atonement, before 
putting on the holy garments and offering the offerings, Aaron is to 
wash his body in water first (Lev 16:4).

Other than the preparatory washing of priests, we read of an 
instance where washing applied to the entire assembly of Israel. 
When the Israelites came to the Wilderness of Sinai, the LORD 
told Moses that He would come down upon Mount Sinai in the 
sight of all the people on the third day. The people must first con-
secrate themselves and wash their clothes (Exod 19:10, 14). Thus, 
washing with water serves a sanctifying purpose for the people in 
this unique historical event.

3.	 Washing after a rite

The LORD also stipulated washing on certain occasions during a 
priestly rite even though no explicit impurities are mentioned.

The priest who slaughters the red heifer used for purification is to 
wash his clothes and bathe in water after the burning of the heifer 
(Num 19:7). The one who burns the heifer shall wash his clothes in 
water and bathe in water (v. 8). The man who gathers the ashes of 
the heifer as well as he who sprinkles the water of purification on 
the unclean shall also wash their clothes (v. 10, 21).

After the completion of the atoning in the Holy Place on the Day of 
Atonement, Aaron shall wash his body in water in a holy place and 
put on his garments (Lev 16:24). Both he who releases the scape-
goat and he who burns the skins, flesh, and offal of the sacrificial 
animals need to wash their clothes and bathe their bodies in water 
(v. 26, 28).

In the process of offering the sin offering, the garment on which any 
of the offering’s blood is sprinkled must be washed in a holy place 
(Lev 6:27).
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b.	 Washing of water as a metaphor

The washing involved in the temple worship and service underlies the 
concept of inward, spiritual washing found in the wisdom literature and 
prophetic teachings. References to washing in this case are metaphorical, 
with its background in the physical washings prescribed in the law.

The LORD calls out to his people through Isaiah:
Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean;  
Remove the evil of your deeds from My sight.  
Stop doing evil, 
(Isa 1:16).

A similar message is found in Jeremiah:
Wash your heart from evil, Jerusalem,  
So that you may be saved.  
How long will your wicked thoughts  
Lodge within you? 
(Jer 4:14)

Proverbs 30:12 speaks of those who remain in wickedness as not having 
been washed:

There is a kind who is pure in his own eyes,  
Yet is not washed from his filthiness.

In his psalm of contrition, David writes:
Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being ,  
And in secret You will make wisdom known to me.  
Purify me with hyssop, and I will be clean;  
Cleanse me, and I will be whiter than snow. 
(Ps 51:6–7)

The language here is based on the purification rite for the cleansing of  
a leper, which involves the sprinkling of the blood with cedar wood,  
the scarlet, and the hyssop as well as washing of the body in water  
(Lev 14:1–9).

The LORD promises that in the last day He will gather His people, who 
had been scattered. At that time, He will also cleanse them through the 
sprinkling of clean water: “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and 
you shall be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all 
your idols” (Ezek 36:25). The LORD likewise promises an eschatologi-
cal cleansing in Zechariah: “On that day a fountain will be opened for 
the house of David and for the inhabitants of Jerusalem, for sin and for 
defilement.” (Zech 13:1). In Isaiah 4, the prophet envisions the day when 
the LORD will sanctify the remnants of Jerusalem, “When the Lord has 
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washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion and purged the bloodshed 
of Jerusalem from her midst, by the spirit of judgment and the spirit of 
burning” (Isa 4:4).

As we shift our focus from the external washings demanded by the law 
to the inward washing alluded to by the prophets, we gain an increas-
ing awareness that ultimately cleansing from iniquity is a divine act. It is 
something God will do for His people. Anyone who longs to be washed of 
all impurities must turn to God in expectation of the divine washing.

It is also noteworthy that the Spirit will be at work in the cleansing that 
God will perform, as stated in Isa 4:4. The act of washing away impurities 
will in fact be an act of God’s Spirit. 

2.	 Atonem ent

a.	 Meaning of atonement

The Hebrew root word for “atonement” (kpr, כפר) means “to cover” (cf. 
Gen 6:14). The Piel form of kpr, כפר, kipper, ּר  is ,(”translated “atone) כִּ�ּפֶּ�
used mainly in a religious sense. It connotes “removal of guilt” or “bearing 
guilt” (Lev 10:17). The need for atonement is occasioned by sin, whether 
it is committed intentionally or in ignorance (Exod 32:30; Lev 4:35; 
5:6, 13, 18; 10:17; 16:16, 30; Num 15:28; 16:46, 47; Ps 78:38; Ezek 45:20). 
Purification from uncleanness also requires atonement, even if no ethical 
misconduct is involved. This is so in the cases of uncleanness through 
childbirth (Lev 12:7–8), leprosy (Lev 14:18–21, 29, 31, 53), and bodily dis-
charges (Lev 15:15, 30). The result of atonement is the forgiveness of sins 
and cleansing (Lev 4:20, 26, 31, 35, 5:10, 13, 16, 18; 6:7; 12:7, 8; 16:30; 19:22; 
Num 15:25, 28).

The LORD also requires atonement even for the altar and the Holy Place. 
After consecrating Aaron and his sons, Moses is to also cleanse and sanc-
tify the altar for seven days by making atonement for it so that the altar 
becomes most holy (Exod 29:36–37). On the Day of Atonement, Aaron is 
to bring the blood of the goat of the sin offering inside the veil and make 
atonement for the Holy Place (Lev 16:15–16). The reason, as the LORD 
stated, is “because of the impurities of the sons of Israel and because 
of their unlawful acts regarding all their sins” and that the tabernacle 
“remains with them in the midst of their impurities” (Lev 16:16). After 
making atonement in the Holy Place, Aaron is to go out to the altar and 
make atonement for it, consecrating it from the impurities of the sons of  
Israel (Lev 16:18–19). This statute for making atonement for the Holy 
Sanctuary, the tent of meeting, and the altar is to be carried out once a 
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year  
(Lev 16:29–34). In Ezekiel’s vision of the temple, we also read of similar 
stipulations for making atonement for the altar and the temple (Ezek 
43:20, 26; 45:18–20).

b.	 Means of atonement

The making of atonement is a priestly duty, and the one who makes atone-
ment takes on the role of an intercessor or mediator. Moses was the first 
person recorded in the Scripture who is said to have made atonement. 
When the LORD’s wrath burned against the Israelites because they had 
fashioned and worshiped a golden calf, Moses interceded for the people 
before the LORD. He went up to the LORD to make atonement for their 
sin (Exod 32:30).

After the erection of the tabernacle of meeting and the institution of the 
temple worship, atonement was achieved through sacrificial offerings.1  
This is explicitly stated in the case of the burnt offering (Lev 1:4; 9:7; 
Num 15:22–25; 28:30), the sin offering (Exod 30:10; Lev 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 
9:7; 10:17; Num 15:27, 28; 28:22; 29:5, 11; 2 Chron 29:24; Neh 10:33), and 
the guilt offering (Lev 5:6, 10, 13, 16, 18; 6:7; 19:22).2  In addition, the ram 
offered for restitution is also for atonement (Num 5:8).

The Scripture records that the offerings made on certain occasions ef-
fected atonement:

i.	 The offerings made for cleansing and the rites associated with them 
(Lev 12:6–8; 14:18–21, 29, 31, 53; 15:15, 30). In such purification rites, 
sacrifices for atonement follow the washing with water.

ii.	 The sin offerings and burnt offerings on the Day of Atonement for the 
high priest, his household, the people of Israel, the altar, the tabernacle 
of meeting, and the Holy Place (Exod 30:10; Lev 16:6, 10, 11, 16–18, 24, 
27, 30, 32–34).

iii.	 The purification of a defiled Nazirite (Num 6:9–11)

iv.	  The consecratory cleansing of the Levites (Num 8:12, 21).

1	 The Bible, particularly the Book of Numbers, records instances or scenarios where atonement is made 
apart from sacrificial offerings. These include the giving of atonement money or spoils of war (Exod 
30:11–16; Num 31:50); Aaron’s intercessory use of the incense (Num 16:46, 47); Phinehas’ ending 
the plague (Num 25:13); and the shedding of the blood of the murderer (Num 35:33). Nevertheless, 
atonement in the context of the temple worship is always achieved through offerings.

2	 In Ezekiel’s vision, the grain offering and the peace offering, along with the sin offering and burnt 
offering are mentioned as part of making atonement (Ezek 45:15, 17).
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v.	 The purification of the priest and the altar (Exod 29:31–37; Ezek 
43:20-26).

c.	 Blood and atonement

i.	 Blood rituals

Blood carries a central significance in the Old Testament cult. God re-
serves the blood of animals for Himself for a special purpose. From the 
primeval days, God has strictly prohibited the consumption of blood. 
After the flood, God blessed Noah and his sons to be fruitful and 
multiply. God promised that all living creatures will fear mankind and 
gave the living creatures to man as food. But a condition was attached 
to the permission to consume flesh—man must not eat the blood of 
the living creatures: “But you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its 
blood” (Gen 9:4). The blood of a living creature is its life, and it is not 
for human consumption.

We also read the prohibition of blood in Deuteronomy (Deut 12:13–16, 
23–25). God commanded the Israelites to make sacrificial offerings 
only in the place which the Lord chooses but granted them permis-
sion to slaughter domestic livestock for food within their gates. Even 
if the slaughter is not for the purpose of offering, the Israelites were 
not to consume the blood. Instead, they must “pour it on the earth like 
water.” The reason is thus stated, “Only be sure not to eat the blood, for 
the blood is the life, and you shall not eat the life with the flesh” (Deut 
12:23). As in Genesis 9:4, blood is identified as the life of the creature.

In Leviticus, the command to refrain from eating blood is given in con-
nection with stipulations on offerings. According to Leviticus 3, the fat 
of the sacrificial animals is the LORD’s. It is not to be eaten, but must 
be burned on the altar upon the burnt sacrifice as a sweet aroma to the 
LORD. Likewise, no one should eat blood (v. 17). As part of the sacrifi-
cial rituals, the priests must handle the blood according to the LORD’s 
instructions. Similarly, in Leviticus 7:22–27, the LORD also forbids the 
eating of any blood in the context of reserving the fat of the offering 
for the LORD. Thus it is apparent that blood has a significant place in 
offerings and this special function of blood underlies the prohibition 
to consume blood.

Leviticus 17:10–12 records an even more explicit reason for abstain-
ing from blood. The warning against violating the command is severe: 
“And anyone from the house of Israel, or from the strangers who reside 
among them, who eats any blood, I will set My face against that person 
who eats the blood, and will cut him off from among his people” (Lev 
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17:10). The reason follows: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood,  
and I have given it to you on the altar to make atonement for your 
souls; for it is the blood by reason of the life that makes atonement”  
(Lev 17:11).

Once again, we see the close connection between blood and life. 
Furthermore, God makes it explicit that He has given the blood of 
animals to His people on the altar. The blood is to be placed on the  
altar, and the Lord has assigned it its special place for the benefit of  
His people.

The purpose of placing the blood on the altar is “to make atonement 
on behalf of your souls” (ּר עַַל־נַפְְַשֹׁ�ׁתֵֵיֶכֶם  Since the blood of .(לְְכַַפֵּ�
the animal is identified with its life, we may say that placing the blood 
of the animal on the altar is equivalent to placing the life of the animal 
on the altar, and the end result is the atonement for the lives of God’s 
people. Finally, the LORD explains that it is the blood that makes 
atonement for the soul. Thus we have here an explicit statement that 
draws a definite link between blood and atonement.

ii.	  Place of blood in atonement rites

We may observe in the detailed description of the procedures for of-
ferings that the blood and the handling of the blood are central to the 
sacrificial rite.3 

Even prior to the institution of the temple cult, God had prescribed 
special rites, performed on specific occasions, which involved the use 
of blood. Before the LORD sent the final plague on the land of Egypt, 
He commanded the Israelites through Moses and Aaron to observe 
the feast of the Passover. They were to strike the lintel and doorposts 
with the blood of the Passover lamb. When the LORD passed through 
to strike the Egyptians and saw the blood on the lintel and doorposts, 
He would pass over the door and not allow the destroyer to enter the 
house of the Israelites (Exod 12:1–28). Thus the blood of the sacrificial 
lamb, applied to the entrance of the house, served as a sign to protect 
the lives of the Israelites.

When the Israelites had journeyed to the wilderness of Sinai, the 
LORD established His covenant with the Israelites by issuing His laws 
and decrees through Moses. In the covenantal ceremony that followed, 
Moses built an altar and twelve pillars. He sent young men to offer 
burnt offerings and peace offerings to the LORD. Then he took half 

3	 See Gilders’ meticulous analysis of blood manipulation in the Bible. Gilders, William K. Blood Ritual in 
the Hebrew Bible : Meaning and Power. Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004.
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of the blood and put it in basins and sprinkled the other half of the 
blood on the altar. Upon hearing the Book of the Covenant, the people 
pledged to obey all that the LORD had said. Then Moses took the 
blood and sprinkled it on the people, calling the blood “the blood of 
the covenant” (Exod 24:1–11). The blood of the covenant had a central 
significance to the sacrifices and to the ceremony.

In Deuteronomy 12, we observe a distinction between the handling 
of blood in a non-cultic slaughter and in an offering. When slaughter-
ing and eating meat within their gates, the Israelites were to pour the 
blood on the ground like water (Deut 12:15–16; 21-24). On the other 
hand, the blood of burnt offerings and eaten sacrifices must be poured 
out on the altar (Deut 12:27). The emphasis on the proper handling of 
the blood indicates its important place in offerings.

The detailed stipulations for the various kinds of offerings recorded  
in Leviticus give us further insight into the significance of blood  
in offerings.

First, we observe that the handling of blood is assigned to the priest. 
Second, the prescription for the offering process always lays out how 
the blood is to be handled.

1.	 Presentation, tossing, and draining of blood 

The person who brings the offering lays his hand on the head of the 
offering and slaughters it. But it is the priest who brings the blood 
to the altar. Then the priest tosses4 the blood all around the altar 
(Lev 1:5, 11; 3:1–2, 8, 12–13; 7:2; 8:19; 9:12, 18). If the offering is of 
birds, the procedure is somewhat different, but it is also the priest 
who drains out the blood at the side or base of the altar (Lev 1:14, 
15). The focus on the handling of the blood, and the fact that it is 
the priest who presents, tosses, sprinkles, and drains out the blood 
at the altar indicates that the blood is central to the sacrificial ritual.

2.	 Sprinkling, daubing, and pouring of blood

For the sin offering, the LORD specified a different mode of blood 
handling. If the sin has to do with the people of Israel, the anointed 
priest is to take some of the bull’s blood and bring it to the tent of 
meeting.

Then the anointed priest is to take some of the blood of the bull and 
bring it to the tent of meeting , and the priest shall dip his finger in the 

4 “Sprinkle” (zāraq, זָרַַָק) may be translated “toss,” which renders a different action than the word for 
“sprinkle” (nāzâ, ָנָזָָה) as found in the ritual for the sin offering (e.g Lev 4:6). See Gilders, William K. Blood 
Ritual in the Hebrew Bible : Meaning and Power. Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004, pp. 25–26.
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blood and sprinkle some of the blood seven times before the LORD, in 
front of the veil of the sanctuary. The priest shall also put some of the 
blood on the horns of the altar of fragrant incense which is before the 
LORD in the tent of meeting; and all the rest of the blood of the bull 
he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering , which is at 
the doorway of the tent of meeting. (Lev 4:5–7; cf. 16–19)5

If the sinner is a ruler or one of the common people, “the priest 
is to take some of the blood of the sin offering with his finger and 
put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering; and the rest of its 
blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering” 
(Lev 4:25, 30).6  In such a scenario, the blood is not brought into 
the sanctuary.

At the ordination ceremony of Aaron and his sons, Moses slaugh-
tered the sin offering, took the blood, and daubed some on the 
horns of the altar. This purified the altar. Then he poured out the 
rest of the blood at the base of the altar and consecrated it, to make 
atonement for it (Lev 8:14–15; cf. Exod 29:12). After offering the 
ram of the burnt offering, Moses offered the ram of consecration. 
He slaughtered the ram, and took some of its blood and daubed 
it on the lobe of Aaron’s right ear, on the thumb of his right hand, 
and on the big toe of his right foot. He did the same for Aaron’s 
sons (Lev 8:22–24; cf. Exod 29:19, 20). The daubing of blood on the 
extremities may be understood as serving a consecratory pur-
pose, based on the same verb that is used for daubing the blood to 
consecrate the altar. After the daubing of blood, Moses tossed the 
blood all around on the altar (Lev 8:24).7 Upon the completion 
of the consecration offerings, Moses took some of the anointing 
oil and some of the blood on the altar, and sprinkled it on Aaron 
and his sons as well as on their garments. This sprinkling of blood 
consecrated Aaron, his sons, and their garments (Lev 8:30; cf. Exod 
29:21).

When Aaron offered the sin offering for the first time at the inau-
guration of the cult, he followed the procedure of the handling of 
blood for a sin offering for a ruler or a commoner, as described 
earlier. “Then the sons of Aaron brought the blood to him. And he 
dipped his finger in the blood, put it on the horns of the altar, and 
poured the blood at the base of the altar” (Lev 9:9).

5 “Put,” (nātan, נָתַַָן) may be translated “daub.” See Gilders, 27–28.
6	 ibid.
7	 See a similar daubing of blood on the extremities in the case of cleansing from leprosy in Lev 14:14, 25.
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3.	 Day of Atonement

The central place of blood is particularly prominent in the prescrip-
tion for the priestly duty on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:1–28). 
The LORD requires a bull and two male goats as sin offerings and 
a ram as a burnt offering. Aaron is to first offer the bull as the sin 
offering, which is for himself. Having put the incense on the fire be-
fore the LORD so that the cloud of incense may cover the atoning 
cover, “he shall take some of the blood of the bull and sprinkle it 
with his finger on the atoning cover on the east side; also in front of 
the atoning cover he shall sprinkle some of the blood with his finger 
seven times” (Lev 16:14). Then he shall slaughter the goat, which is 
for the people, and bring its blood inside the veil and “do with its 
blood as he did with the blood of the bull, and sprinkle it on the 
atoning cover and in front of the atoning cover” (v. 15). After mak-
ing atonement in the Holy Place, Aaron “shall go out to the altar 
that is before the LORD and make atonement for it; he shall take 
some of the blood from the bull and some of the blood from the 
goat, and put it on the horns of the altar on all sides. With his finger 
he shall sprinkle some of the blood on it seven times and cleanse it, 
and consecrate it from the impurities of the sons of Israel” (vv. 18, 
19).

iii.	Effect of blood

We have seen earlier that since the establishment of the temple cult, 
offerings have become the means of atonement. More specifically, 
however, we have also noticed that the blood of the offering, as well as 
the application of the blood, is central to the sacrificial rituals. A few 
references speak explicitly of the blood rituals as achieving atonement.

In stating the law regarding the sin offering, the LORD said to Moses, 
“But no sin offering of which any of the blood is brought into the tent 
of meeting to make atonement in the Holy Place shall be eaten; it shall 
be burned with fire” (Lev 6:30). The conveying of blood into the tent 
of meeting is for the purpose of making atonement.

Two specific actions involving the application of blood in the priestly 
ordination ceremony are said to have accomplished atonement: “Next 
Moses slaughtered it and took the blood and with his finger put some 
of it around on the horns of the altar, and purified the altar. Then  
he poured out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar and conse-
crated it, to make atonement for it” (Lev 8:15). Incidentally, we may 
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also take note of the association of blood, purification, consecration, 
and atonement.

On the Day of Atonement, Aaron makes atonement for himself, his 
household, and the assembly of Israel by sprinkling the blood of the 
bull and the goat on and before the atoning cover in the Holy Place 
(Lev 16:14–18). After making atonement in the Holy Place, he is to go 
out to the altar of incense and make atonement for it by daubing some 
of the blood on the horns of the altar on all sides (v. 18; Exod 30:10). 
It is clear here that the sprinkling and daubing of blood achieves 
atonement.

In Ezekiel’s vision of the temple, the LORD instructed the prophet 
concerning the altar on the day when it is made. He shall take some of 
the blood of the sin offering and daub it on the four horns of the altar, 
on the four corners of the ledge, and on the border all around,  
to “cleanse it and make atonement for it” (Ezek 43:18–20). We have 
here yet another direct link between the blood of the offering  
and atonement.

Encompassed within the effect of atonement are specific aspects of 
atonement, including cleansing, purification, and consecration. We 
also find references, some of which we have seen already, where these 
effects are attributed to blood rituals. For example, the purification 
and consecration of the altar (Lev 8:15; 16:18–19; Ezek 43:18–20); the 
consecration of Aaron, his sons, and their garments (Lev 8:30); and 
the cleansing of the leprous person and house (Lev 14:14, 25, 49–52).

In Leviticus 17, the key passage on blood and atonement, we have seen 
that it is God who assigned blood its special significance, function, and ef-
fect. Having laid down all the laws concerning offerings and purification, 
the LORD commanded Moses to convey to Aaron, his sons, and all the 
children of Israel to take heed to the exclusive use of the blood.

Verses 3–9 stipulate that the Israelites must bring offerings to the LORD 
at the tent of meeting and to the priest instead of sacrificing in the open 
field. Slaughtering an ox or lamb or goat for an offering away from the tent 
of meeting constitutes murder and sacrificing to demons. The conse-
quence for the one guilty of an illegitimate shedding of blood of sacrificial 
animals is severance from the people.

Verses 10–12 are the prohibition against eating blood and the penalty for 
violation. The reason is that the LORD has given the blood, as the life of 
the flesh, to His people upon the altar to make atonement for their souls. 
The LORD explains further, “for it is the blood that makes atonement for 
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the soul” (v. 11). The blood is reserved for atonement on the altar, and the 
power of atonement is in the blood. It is on this premise that the LORD 
forbids the consumption of blood or any blood ritual outside of the 
temple cult.

The blood of the offering, therefore, is the means of atonement by God’s 
design. While other aspects of an offering, such as the laying of hands on 
the head of the offering and the burning of the offering on the altar, as 
well as the entire sacrificial or purification ritual as prescribed by the law, 
are integral to achieving atonement, all of these revolve around the shed-
ding of the blood of the offering. For this reason, Hebrews sums up the 
essential place of blood in removing guilt and uncleanness: “And almost 
all things are cleansed with blood, according to the Law, and without the 
shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb 9:22).

d.	 God as the source of atonement

As noted before, the making of atonement is a priestly duty. The one who 
makes atonement stands as an intercessor or mediator between God and 
man. However, the Scriptures also point to God as the ultimate source of 
atonement.

Contemplating the mighty deeds of God with the Israelites in the wilder-
ness journey, the psalmist writes,

But He, being compassionate, forgave their wrongdoing and did not  
destroy them;  
And often He restrained His anger  
And did not stir up all His wrath. 
(Ps 78:38)

The Hebrew word for “forgave,” (kipper, ּר  is the same word as that (כִּ�ּפֶּ�
which is translated “made atonement” elsewhere. It was the LORD God 
who removed the iniquity of the Israelites.

In a number of places in the Bible, we also read appeals to God as the 
source of atonement:

“Forgive Your people Israel whom You have redeemed, LORD, and do not 
place the guilt for innocent blood in the midst of Your people Israel.” And the 
guilt for bloodshed shall be forgiven them. (Deut 21:8)

For a multitude of the people, many from Ephraim and Manasseh, and 
Issachar and Zebulun, had not purified themselves, yet they ate the Passover 
contrary to what was written. For Hezekiah prayed for them, saying , “May 
the good LORD pardon” (2 Chr 30:18)

Wrongdoings prevail against me;  
As for our offenses, You forgive them.  
(Ps 65:3)
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Help us, God of our salvation, for the glory of Your name;  
And save us and forgive our sins for the sake of Your name.  
(Ps 79:9)

But You, LORD, know  
All their deadly schemes against me;  
Do not forgive their wrongdoing  
Or wipe out their sin from Your sight.  
But may they be overthrown before You;  
Deal with them in the time of Your anger!  
(Jer 18:23)

The basis of such appeals is the trust that God will provide atonement for 
His people. Thus we see the assurance in Moses’ song:

Rejoice, you nations, with His people;  
For He will avenge the blood of His servants,  
And will return vengeance on His adversaries,  
And will atone for His land and His people.  
(Deut 32:43)

The prophet Micah likewise prophesies that God will remove all of the 
sins of His people:

He will again take pity on us;  
He will trample on our wrongdoings.  
Yes, You will cast all their sins  
Into the depths of the sea.  
(Mic 7:19)

In fact, the appeal to God for atonement ultimately rests on the LORD’s 
own promise. The LORD speaks to the Israelites through Ezekiel with 
regards to the covenant He will establish with His people,

“So I will establish My covenant with you, and you shall know that I am 
the LORD, so that you may remember and be ashamed, and not open your 
mouth again because of your disgrace, when I have forgiven you for all that 
you have done,” the Lord GOD declares. (Ezek 16:62–63)

A divine promise of similar nature is also found in the prophecy through 
Jeremiah:

And I will cleanse them from all their wrongdoing by which they have sinned 
against Me, and I will forgive all their wrongdoings by which they have sinned 
against Me and revolted against Me.  (Jer 33:8)

Therefore, even with the provisions in the law for atonement by means of 
offerings and blood rituals, we can see a consciousness that the ultimate 
source and means of atonement can be none other than God. True to His 
promise, God will eventually atone for the sins of His people by means of 
becoming the offering Himself.
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3.	 Circumcision

a.	 Origin

God first established circumcision when he made a covenant with 
Abraham, as recorded in Genesis 17. The LORD appeared to Abraham and 
declared Himself as the Almighty God. He commanded Abraham to walk 
before Him and be blameless and indicated that He would make His cov-
enant between Him and Abraham. God stated the covenant with a series 
of promises, namely, that nations and kings would come from Abraham, 
that the LORD would be God to him and his descendants, and that he 
and his descendants would possess all the land of Canaan (Gen 17:4–8).

As the beneficiaries of God’s covenant, Abraham and his descendants 
shall keep the covenant. To do that, Abraham and every male child shall 
be circumcised. Every male child born in the household or bought with 
money must be circumcised on the eighth day (Gen 17:9–13). The circum-
cision is a sign of the covenant between God and Abraham (Gen 17:11). 
Not receiving circumcision is paramount to breaking God’s covenant and 
the penalty is severance from God’s people (Gen 17:14).

Although God’s promises seemed impossible, Abraham submitted to God 
and kept the covenant he had received. On the same day God spoke to 
him, he took Ishmael and all the other men in his house, whether born in 
his house or bought with money, and circumcised them. Abraham himself 
was also circumcised (Gen 17:23–24). In the fullness of time, Sarah gave 
birth to Isaac, just as the LORD had said. Abraham likewise circumcised 
Isaac in accord with the LORD’s command (Gen 21:4).

b.	 Observance and Significance

God established circumcision to be a sign of His covenant with Abraham. 
It is an external mark in the flesh that indicates God’s covenant. Thus 
the LORD said, “My covenant shall be in your flesh for an everlasting 
covenant” (Gen 17:13b). Abraham’s descendants must keep this command 
throughout their generations (Gen 17:9). Hence, circumcision was a pre-
requisite for participation in the Abrahamic covenant. It set apart God’s 
people from all other nations. The uncircumcised were excluded from the 
chosen race, being “excluded from the people of Israel, and strangers to 
the covenants of the promise” (Eph 2:11–12).

When Shechem the Hivite sought to marry Dinah, the daughter of Jacob, 
the sons of Jacob explained that giving their sister to one who is uncir-
cumcised would be a disgrace to them (Gen 34:14). They laid down a 
condition which must be met before they would consent to Shechem’s 
request: “if you will become like us, in that every male of you will be 
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circumcised” (v. 15). While their words were spoken in deceit, they 
indicate how circumcision was viewed. It identified the descendants of 
Abraham as a special people, and intermarriage with the uncircumcised 
would be  
a disgrace. 

While Moses lived under the shelter of his father-in-law in Midian, his son 
was uncircumcised. On the way back to Egypt, the LORD met him and 
sought to put him to death (Exod 4:19–26). God had commanded Moses 
to warn Pharaoh that He would kill his firstborn son if he refused to let 
Israel, God’s firstborn, go and serve the LORD. Now, the LORD sought 
to kill Moses because his uncircumcised son. Having left the house of his 
father-in-law and being the head of the house now, Moses would have 
been guilty of breaking God’s covenant if he let his son remain uncircum-
cised. Zipporah, Moses’ wife, cut off her son’s foreskin and threw it at 
Moses’ feet, and the LORD left him alone.

The Israelites kept the covenant of circumcision up until the exodus.  
We may infer this from God’s ordinance for the Passover:

And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “This is the ordinance of the 
Passover: no foreigner is to eat it; but as for every slave that someone has 
purchased with money, after you have circumcised him, then he may eat it. A 
stranger or a hired worker shall not eat it. It is to be eaten in a single house; 
you are not to bring any of the meat outside of the house, nor are you to break 
any bone of it. All the congregation of Israel are to celebrate this. But if a 
stranger resides with you and celebrates the Passover to the LORD, all of his 
males are to be circumcised, and then he shall come near to celebrate it; and 
he shall be like a native of the land. But no uncircumcised male may eat it.” 
(Exod 12:43–48)

The uncircumcised was forbidden to take part in the Passover. Any strang-
er or hired worker must first receive circumcision and let all his males be 
circumcised before he may participate in the Passover. Thus, circumcision 
separated the community of God’s people from outsiders.

In the law of purification, God formally laid down the stipulation to cir-
cumcise a male child on the eighth day of his birth (Lev 12:1–3). However, 
those Israelites who were born on the wilderness journey did not receive 
circumcision ( Josh 5:5–7). Therefore, after crossing the Jordan, Joshua 
commanded that all the sons of Israel be circumcised again the second 
time (vv. 2–3). The place where the circumcision was performed was 
called Gilgal because the LORD said to Joshua, “Today I have rolled away 
the shame of Egypt from you” (v. 9). After the circumcision, the children 
of Israel also celebrated the Passover (v. 10).
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Because of its vital place in God’s covenant with His people, circumci-
sion had become the mark of the chosen race. The uncircumcised were 
excluded from God’s people and from participation in the divine cov-
enant. Among the Israelites, the term, “uncircumcised,” was often used in 
a derogatory way to designate the foreign nations ( Jdg 14:3; 15:18; 1 Sam 
14:6; 17:26, 36; 31:4; 2 Sam 1:20; Ezek 28:10; 31:18; 32:19, 21, 24–30, 32; 44:7, 
9). In Isaiah 52:1, the uncircumcised are mentioned together with the 
unclean. We have also observed how being uncircumcised was viewed by 
God and by His people as a disgrace.

The sign of circumcision is in fact closely related to faith. When writing 
about Abraham, Paul stated,

and he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith 
which he had while uncircumcised, so that he might be the father of all who 
believe without being circumcised, that righteousness might be credited to 
them, and the father of circumcision to those who not only are of the circumci-
sion, but who also follow in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham which 
he had while uncircumcised. (Rom 4:11, 12)

Abraham believed in the LORD when He promised Abraham an heir 
from his body and numerous descendants. Therefore the LORD credited 
it to him for righteousness (Gen 15:4–6). According to Paul, the circum-
cision Abraham received was a seal of the righteousness of faith God 
had credited to him. By keeping this mark in the flesh, Abraham and his 
descendants expressed that they were a people of faith in God’s covenant.

c.	 Circumcision as a metaphor

The Scripture often uses the term “circumcision” figuratively to refer to 
something other than the sign in the flesh that Abraham had received. 
When used as a metaphor, to circumcise connotes removal of something 
undesirable.

When the LORD sent Moses to appear before Pharaoh, Moses replied 
that he was “of uncircumcised lips” (Exod 6:12, NKJV), meaning that he 
was slow of speech and of tongue (cf. Exod 4:10). One of the laws God 
gave to the Israelites concerned the holiness of newly planted fruit trees in 
the Promised Land: “When you come into the land, and have planted all 
kinds of trees for food, then you shall count their fruit as uncircumcised. 
Three years it shall be as uncircumcised to you. It shall not be eaten” (Lev 
19:23, NKJV).

The metaphor of circumcision is also used to indicate a person’s attitude 
toward God. An uncircumcised ear is one that turns away from the word 
of the LORD ( Jer 6:10). An uncircumcised heart is a heart of rebellion 
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towards God (cf. Lev 26:41; Jer 9:26; Ezek 44:7, 9). Moses appealed to the 
congregation of Israel to love the LORD and keep His commandments, 
saying, “So circumcise your heart, and do not stiffen your neck any lon-
ger” (Deut 10:16). The LORD likewise called His people to repentance:

Circumcise yourselves to the LORD  
And remove the foreskins of your hearts,  
Men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem,  
Or else My wrath will spread like fire  
And burn with no one to quench it,  
Because of the evil of your deeds 
(Jer 4:4). 

It is this inward circumcision of the heart that Paul especially refers to 
when discussing the essence of circumcision (Rom 2:25–29; Php 3:3).

Just as the LORD promised to cleanse and make atonement for His 
people, He would also circumcise them. When Moses declared the words 
of the covenant to the people, he warned them of the curse that would 
befall them if they turn their hearts away from the LORD. But after the 
pronouncement of the curse, he assured them that the LORD would 
bring them back from their captivity when they return to the LORD and 
obey His voice. Furthermore, Moses prophesied, “Moreover, the LORD 
your God will circumcise your heart and the hearts of your descendants, 
to love the LORD your God with all your heart and all your soul, so that 
you may live” (Deut 30:6). This promise already looks beyond the exter-
nal sign at the inward seal of righteousness that can only come from God. 
In the new era of redemption, God will accomplish this spiritual circum-
cision, effecting righteousness and holiness in His people.
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Chapter 2
JOHN THE BAPTIST

Among the first things we encounter when reading the gospels are the appearance 
and works of John the Baptist. John came to be known as “the Baptist” because 
baptism characterized his ministry. Therefore, baptism already figured prominently  
at the dawn of the New Testament era. But what were the significance and purpose 
of this baptism? For us to fully appreciate the importance and meaning of John’s  
baptism, it is necessary to see it in light of who John was and what he had been 
called to do. By examining the person John, his ministry, and the message  
of his preaching, we will gain insight into the nature of the baptism he preached  
and administered.

1.	 The birth a nd mission of John

John was born in a priestly family. Zechariah the priest and his wife Elizabeth 
“were both righteous in the sight of God, walking blamelessly in all the 
commandments and requirements of the Lord” (Luke 1:6). John’s birth was 
a miracle. Elizabeth was infertile, and both she and her husband were well 
advanced in years (Luke 1:7). The angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah while 
he was serving as priest before God in the temple and announced the coming 
of a son.

The name John was given by divine ordinance. The identity and life of John 
were likewise predetermined by God and foretold by the angel. The angel 
said to Zechariah,

You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice over his birth. For he 
will be great in the sight of the Lord; and he will drink no wine or liquor, and 
he will be filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his mother’s womb. And he 
will turn many of the sons of Israel back to the Lord their God. And it is he 
who will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, TO 
TURN THE HEARTS OF FATHERS BACK TO THEIR CHILDREN, 
and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, to make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord. (Luke 1:14–17)
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John would be filled with the Holy Spirit even in conception—an indication 
of God’s call to accomplish His purpose. While still in his mother’s womb, 
he leaped when his mother heard the greeting of Mary, who had also been 
revealed of the birth of Christ. This extraordinary response from an unborn 
child exemplifies the work of the Spirit in this chosen vessel. According to 
the word of the Lord through Gabriel, John would be great in the sight of the 
Lord. His birth would be a joyful occasion for his father and many others. 
The reason for joy lies in the mission for which he was born. Therefore, from 
the very beginning of his life, John had been uniquely set apart by God.

According to the prophecy of Zechariah his father, spoken under the guid-
ance of the Spirit, John would be “the prophet of the Most High” (Luke 1:76). 
The endowment of the Holy Spirit upon him attested to this appointment. As 
the Lord’s prophet, he must first receive the word of the Lord. Hence, Luke 
tells us that when John began his ministry, “the word of God came to John, 
the son of Zechariah, in the wilderness” (Luke 3:2).

God’s mission for John was to “turn many of the sons of Israel back to the 
Lord their God” and “to turn the hearts of fathers back to their children, 
and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, to make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:16–17). This would be the fulfillment of the 
prophecy of Malachi:

Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the 
great and terrible day of the LORD. He will turn the hearts of the fathers 
back to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I 
will not come and strike the land with complete destruction. (Mal 4:5–6)

John, as the eschatological prophet, was sent to arouse a wakening of hearts. 
By bringing back the wayward hearts of the people back to God, he would 
restore a unity in the household founded upon obedience to God.

Such a ponderous mission called for a stringent lifestyle that would prepare 
the prophet for the work he had been sent to do. Like the priest on duty or 
a Nazirite who had consecrated himself to the Lord, John was to abstain 
from wine or strong drink (Luke 1:15; cf. Lev 10:9; Num 6:2–4). The years of 
preparation for his ministry were spent in the deserts, as Luke noted, “Now 
the child grew and was becoming strong in spirit, and he lived in the deserts 
until the day of his public appearance to Israel” (Luke 1:80). Through such 
training and consecration, he was endued with the spirit and power of Elijah 
to embark on his mission.

His clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt and his diet of locusts and wild 
honey reflected his life in the deserts and remind us of the prophet Elijah 
(Matt 3:4; Mark 1:6; cf. 2 Kgs 1:8). He and his disciples also devoted them-
selves to frequent fasting and prayer (Matt 9:14; 11:18; Mark 2:18; Luke 5:33; 
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7:33). The Lord Jesus contrasted the prophet in the wilderness with those 
wearing soft clothing and living in royal palaces. From this and other descrip-
tions of John, we may infer a life of extreme simplicity and harshness—one 
that was consistent with his mission.

2.	 John’s ministry

True to his calling, John the Baptist rose up as the prophet who would lead 
the people back to God. He began his ministry in the wilderness of Judea 
(Matt 3:1; cf. Mark 1:4). This was where he had spent a considerable amount 
of time and where the word of the Lord first came to him (Luke 1:80; 3:2). 
He came into “all the region around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3).

The impact of John’s baptizing ministry was extensive. Matthew records that 
Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan were going out 
to John to be baptized (Matt 3:5; cf. Mark 1:5; John 10:40–42). His mighty 
works aroused such an awakening that the people were in expectation and 
thinking in their hearts whether he was the Christ (Luke 3:15; John 1:19). His 
influence even reached Herod the tetrarch of Galilee, who eventually impris-
oned and killed him (Matt 14:3–11; Mark 6:17–29; Luke 3:19–20). 

Luke introduces John the Baptist in a manner that recalls God’s calling of the 
Old Testament prophets, setting the ministry of John in a historical context:

Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate 
was governor of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee and his brother 
Philip was tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was 
tetrarch of Abilene, in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word 
of God came to John, the son of Zechariah, in the wilderness. (Luke 3:1–2)

Matthew uses the words, “in those days” to link the beginning of John’s 
ministry to the previous infancy narrative of Christ. The implication was that 
his appearance and work were according to a divinely appointed time. The 
Gospel of Mark is even more explicit. Mark opens the book with this note, 
“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” and immedi-
ately brings John the Baptist onto the stage (Mark 1:1–8). The placement of 
John’s ministry at the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ reveals that it 
ushered in the new era of the kingdom of God. Acts 1:21–22 confirms that the 
ministry of John marked the opening of the Christian age, because the selec-
tion criteria for the new apostle who would replace Judas was that he had 
accompanied the other apostles “beginning with the baptism of John” to the 
day of the Lord’s ascension.

From the timing of John’s ministry, his calling, and his extraordinary birth, 
we can understand at least two things. First, John was not a self-appointed 
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prophet. Instead, God raised him up as the prophet who would turn the 
hearts of His people toward God. God had sent him to preach and to baptize 
for this purpose. Second, the ministry of John the Baptist was to prepare for 
the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. He was to lead the people to put their 
faith in Jesus, who came after him.

The Gospel of John clearly states both of the above points:
A man came, one sent from God, and his name was John. He came as a wit-
ness, to testify about the Light, so that all might believe through him. He was 
not the Light, but he came to testify about the Light. This was the true Light 
that, coming into the world, enlightens every person. (John 1:6–9)

An examination of the various portrayals of John the Baptist helps us to 
understand his role in the larger scheme. All four gospels present John the 
Baptist as the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah (Matt 3:3; Mark 1:2–3; 
Luke 3:4–6; John 1:23):

The voice of one calling out,  
“Clear the way for the LORD in the wilderness;  
Make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  
Let every valley be lifted up,  
And every mountain and hill be made low;  
And let the uneven ground become a plain,  
And the rugged terrain a broad valley;  
Then the glory of the LORD will be revealed,  
And all flesh will see it together;  
For the mouth of the LORD has spoken.” 
(Isa 40:3–5)

Mark also connects the words of Isaiah with Malachi’s prophecy, “Behold, I 
am sending My messenger, and he will clear a way before Me” (Mal 3:1). John 
the Baptist was the messenger whom God had sent to prepare the way of 
the Lord. He came so that every mountain and hill may be made low, every 
uneven ground become a plain, and the rugged terrain become a broad valley 
in the hearts of the people. This pioneering work was in preparation for the 
salvation of God that was about to be revealed to all flesh (cf. Luke 3:6). 

Although John denied being Elijah or the Prophet whom the Jews had been 
waiting for ( John 1:19–22), the Lord Jesus confirmed that John the Baptist 
was indeed the Elijah prophesied in the Scriptures (Matt 11:14; 17:10–13; 
Mark 9:11–13). According to Jesus, John was actually more than a prophet 
(Matt 11:9; Luke 7:26) because he had been sent to accomplish an unprec-
edented and unique mission. The Lord said,

Truly I say to you, among those born of women there has not arisen anyone 
greater than John the Baptist! Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of 
heaven is greater than he. And from the days of John the Baptist until now the 
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kingdom of heaven has been treated violently, and violent men take it by force. 
For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. (Matt 11:11–13; cf. 
Luke 16:16)

No one born of a woman was greater than John in the sense that no other 
prophet before him was commissioned to usher in the greatest era in re-
demption history. He marked the transition from the period of the Prophets 
and the Law to the era of the kingdom of heaven that was inaugurated and 
fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The role he had been assigned was instrumental in 
this transitional stage, for he was called to bring about a total transformation 
in the hearts and lives of the people of God in preparation for the coming of 
the Savior.

The work of John the Baptist consisted mainly of preaching and baptism, 
and the two are intimately linked. He preached a baptism of repentance, and 
those who came to be baptized must heed the message of his preaching.

a.	 John’s preaching

John was a witness for the truth ( John 5:33). His preaching, admonitions, 
and exhortations turned the hearts of many to the Lord and paved the 
way for the coming of Christ.

He proclaimed the same message that Jesus and His disciples would 
later preach: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 3:1, 2; 
cf. Matt 4:17; 10:7). The call to repentance was also a call to baptism, an 
aspect we will discuss in more detail.

John addressed the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, including 
the Pharisees and Sadducees, as “brood of vipers” (Matt 3:7; Luke 3:7). 
His unreserved words laid bare the sinfulness of the people, but they also 
brought the hope of escape from the wrath to come.

Repentance is not merely a sense of contrition for past transgressions, but 
it also entails a conversion of the heart toward God, resulting in a change 
of the person’s life (see commentary on Matthew 3). Therefore, John the 
Baptist emphasized a concrete renewal of behavior that reflects a change 
of heart.

He commanded the people to “produce fruit consistent with repentance” 
(Matt 3:8; Luke 3:8). They must not take confidence in the fact that they 
were the children of Abraham and presume to be indispensable members 
of God’s election, for God is able to raise up children to Abraham from 
the stones. The judgment on the unrepentant is imminent. Continuing 
the analogy of fruit trees, John warned them, “And the axe is already laid 
at the root of the trees; therefore, every tree that does not bear good fruit 
is being cut down and thrown into the fire” (Matt 3:10; Luke 3:9). God’s 
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judgment is not in the distant future but is an immediate reality. Leading 
a godly life in keeping with a changed attitude is the only way to escape 
God’s wrath.

John helped the people apply the call to repentance to their everyday 
lives. When the people asked him, “Then what are we to do?” he an-
swered, “The one who has two tunics is to share with the one who has 
none; and the one who has food is to do likewise” (Luke 3:11). To the 
tax collectors who came to be baptized and wanted to know what to do, 
John said, “Collect no more than what you have been ordered to” (Luke 
3:12, 13). To the soldiers he said, “Do not extort money from anyone, nor 
harass anyone, and be content with your wages” (Luke 3:14). Through 
these practical instructions, John directed the people back to the ethical 
requirements of God’s law as the way to bear fruit worthy of repentance.

The second aspect of John’s preaching had to do with the coming of the 
Christ. The urgent call to repentance was founded on this anticipation. 
As powerful as John’s ministry was, John did not for a moment divert 
from the goal of his mission—to prepare the way of the Lord. While all 
the people reasoned in their hearts whether John was the Christ, John 
was unequivocal about it. “And he confessed and did not deny; and this is 
what he confessed: ‘I am not the Christ.’” ( John 1:20). Being a witness to 
the Light, John proclaimed to the people:

As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after 
me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He 
will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will gather His wheat into 
the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. (Matt 3:11, 12; 
cf. Mark 1:7, 8; Luke 3:16, 17; John 1:15, 26, 27)

John clearly established the status of Christ. Even though He was coming 
after John, Jesus was mightier and greater than John. John deemed himself 
unfit to even offer Christ such menial service as removing His sandals.

Whereas John baptized with water unto repentance, Christ would baptize 
the people with the Holy Spirit and fire. The Lord Himself would pour 
out the Holy Spirit unto His people (Acts 1:4–8; 2:32, 33; cf. 11:15–16). 
This would be the fulfillment of the eschatological promise as recorded 
in the Scriptures (cf. Isa 32:15; 44:3; Ezek 36:26, 27; 37:14; Joel 2:28, 29; 
Acts 2:16–21). But those who do not bear good fruit worthy of repentance 
would be consumed with the fire of judgment (Matt 3:10, 12).

John depicted Christ as a farmer clearing His threshing floor. Just as 
the farmer separates the wheat from the chaff, the Lord would separate 
the righteous from the wicked. He would gather the righteous into His 
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kingdom but cast out the wicked into eternal condemnation. Although 
John’s warning was stern, his message was not merely one of doom, but 
also one of hope. The Messiah, who was soon coming, would bring with 
him the gift of the Holy Spirit to purify His people. Turning back to God 
and leading fruitful lives through faith in the Savior means escape from 
God’s wrath and salvation into the heavenly kingdom.

When Jesus came and was ready to embark on his ministry, John’s role 
as His witness was instrumental. The most significant event recorded in 
the Gospels that serves as the opening of Jesus’ public ministry was His 
baptism by John. We shall study this important moment in greater depth, 
but suffice it to say for now that John the Baptist served a crucial part in 
this event in introducing Christ to the masses.

In the Fourth Gospel we read that John “saw Jesus coming to him, and 
said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This 
is He in behalf of whom I said, “After me is coming a Man who has proved 
to be my superior, because He existed before me.”’”( John 1:29, 30). Then 
John the Baptist continued to bear witness that the descent of the Holy 
Spirit upon Jesus testified that He was the Son of God. In this proclama-
tion John announced to the world that Jesus was the mightier one he 
had been preaching about. He also brought out both the divinity of Jesus 
and His atoning sacrifice for mankind. On the following day John looked 
at Jesus as He walked and said to the two disciples who were with him, 
“Behold the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard John’s testimony and 
followed Jesus ( John 1:35–37).

John’s devotion to his mission as the witness for Christ was wholehearted. 
When Jesus’ baptizing ministry was gaining greater popularity, John’s 
disciples came and reported that everyone was going over to Jesus. But 
John cheerfully acknowledged his lesser status. He compared himself to 
the friend of the bridegroom who rejoices greatly because of the bride-
groom’s voice ( John 3:25–29). Thus he recognized and upheld God’s will 
in giving Jesus increasing prominence as well as his own receding role. His 
faithfulness, humility, and pure adoration for Christ all contributed to his 
testimony for the Lord.

During His ministry, Jesus once went over beyond the Jordan and stayed 
at the place where John had baptized initially. Many came to Him and 
were saying, “While John performed no sign, yet everything John said 
about this man was true.” The presence of Jesus among the people of the 
region reminded them of the testimony of John about Jesus. Jesus was 
indeed the Son of God as proclaimed by John the Baptist. Consequently, 
many believed in Jesus there ( John 10:40–42). John’s voice continued 
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to speak for Christ even after his time had passed. Although he was no 
miracle-worker, his truthful and powerful preaching about repentance and 
about the Lord Jesus truly paved the way for Christ.

b.	 John’s baptism

The area in which John began preaching was the wilderness of Judea and 
all the region around the Jordan (Matt 3:1; Mark 1:4; Luke 3:2, 3), and 
he baptized those who came out to him in the Jordan River (Matt 3:5, 
6, 13; Mark 1:5, 9). The Fourth Gospel records that John first baptized in 
Bethany beyond the Jordan ( John 1:28; 10:40). Later, he also baptized in 
Aenon near Salim ( John 3:23).

John was known as “the Baptist” (ὁ βαπτιστὴς or ὁ βαπτίζων). This 
indicates that baptism was the chief feature of his activities. The fact 
that the description was used only of John distinguishes the baptisms he 
performed from other lustrations. John 3:25 records a dispute that arose 
between the disciples of John and a Jew about purification. We have 
no information on the nature of the dispute, but we may observe that 
while John’s baptism was in some ways associated with purification, the 
reason for the dispute was probably due to the distinction between John’s 
baptism and the purification rites in the law. On the one hand, religious 
washing was not a foreign concept to the Jews, especially in view of the 
purification rites and proselyte baptism. On the other hand, John’s bap-
tism certainly introduced something that was new.

When the delegates of priests and Levites from Jerusalem came to inquire 
about John’s identity, John confessed that he was not the Christ or Elijah 
or the Prophet. Then they asked him, “Why then are you baptizing, if you 
are not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” ( John 1:25). We may infer 
here that in the Jewish expectation, the Messiah or the prophet God sends 
before the last day would baptize the people. Such an expectation might 
be rooted in the promised eschatological washing offered in the prophetic 
writings such as Ezekiel 36:25 and Zechariah 13:1. It also explains why 
John’s baptizing activities made the people think in their hearts whether 
he was the Christ. The amount of attention John’s baptism gathered also 
shows that his baptism was unlike any other religious washings of his day.

Unlike purification rituals, in which a person washes himself, the bap-
tism of John was administered by the Baptist. The people were “baptized 
by” John (Matt 3:6; Mark 1:5; Luke 3:7). The passive verb, “baptized” 
(ebaptisthē, ἐβαπτίσθη) and the preposition “by” (hypo, ὑπὸ with the 
genitive) indicate that John did not just witness the baptism but actu-
ally administered it. The person who comes to baptism is the recipient, 
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not the administrator, of the washing. Receiving baptism is a gesture of 
submission to God’s will. When Jesus came to be baptized by John, John 
deterred Him and said, “I have the need to be baptized by You, and yet 
You are coming to me?” In John’s mind, to be baptized means to submit  
to one of greater authority who has been sent by God. Thus, John’s 
baptism called for submission to the work of God on the part of the one 
being baptized.

John’s baptism also differed from Jewish proselyte baptism, if proselyte 
baptism was already practiced at this time, in that it was preached to 
all the people, not just to converts to Judaism.8 Those who came to be 
baptized were the children of Abraham by descent (cf. Matt 3:9; Luke 
3:8). The entire nation of Israel was called to turn to God, confess their 
sins, and bear fruit worthy of repentance in view of the coming of the 
Savior and impending judgment. This total, once-for-all, transformation 
and the baptism that brought the people into a renewed relationship with 
God was a central characteristic of John’s baptism, which set it apart from 
proselyte baptism.

The message of John’s preaching was not only about the need for 
repentance, but also the need for baptism. He preached “a baptism of re-
pentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3). John’s baptism 
and repentance were integrally related. Those who responded to his call of 
repentance came out to him to be baptized in the Jordan.

What was the relationship between baptism and repentance? Was the 
baptism of John purely an expression of one’s repentance, or did it also 
have a spiritual effect? It is clear that repentance was required of those 
who came to be baptized, for the people confessed their sins as they 
received baptism (Matt 3:6; Mark 1:4). However, John’s baptism was more 
than an outward expression of repentance.

It is important to bear in mind the source of John’s baptism. When the 
chief priests and elders asked Jesus what the source of His authority was, 
Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question, which, if you tell 
Me, I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. The baptism 
of John was from what source: from heaven or from men?” (Matt 21:24, 
25). The purpose of Jesus’ question was to confound the scheme of those 
who confronted Him, but the point is clear. John’s baptism was from 
heaven just as Jesus’ authority was from heaven. John, being the prophet 
of the Most High and God’s messenger, baptized the people as his divine 
commission. His baptism came from heaven, and he was sent by God to 

8	 Whether proselyte baptism was practiced at the time of John is not certain. See Taylor, Joan E. The 
Immerser : John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism. W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1997, pp. 64–69.
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baptize. Bearing witness about Christ, he said, “And I did not recognize 
Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water said to me, ‘He upon whom 
you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon Him, this is the One 
who baptizes in the Holy Spirit.’” ( John 1:33). God the Father was the 
one who commissioned John to baptize. Therefore, his baptism was not a 
mere human expression of repentance. It involved the sending and work-
ing of God. Submitting to the baptism of John was submitting to God and 
His purpose (Luke 7:28–30).

In Matthew 3:11, John the Baptist stated that he baptized the people with 
water “for repentance” (εἰς μετάνοιαν). The preposition “unto” (eis, εἰς) 
connotes purpose or result. Not only is repentance the prerequisite, it is 
also the outcome of baptism. By receiving the baptism of repentance, the 
sinner enters into a converted life.

Furthermore, both Mark and Luke record that John preached “a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3). Once 
again, the preposition “for” (eis, εἰς) indicates purpose or outcome. 
The baptism of repentance John preached was for the purpose of the 
forgiveness of sins. Baptism accompanied by repentance results in the 
forgiveness of sins. If only repentance were necessary for the forgiveness 
of sins, and baptism was only an expression of repentance, then the term 
“a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” would be problematic 
because it includes baptism in the process of attaining the forgiveness  
of sins.

Which, then, is effective for the remission of sins? Baptism, repentance, 
or both? The answer is neither without the atoning sacrifice of Christ. 
If John’s baptism of repentance was sufficient in itself for the remission 
of sins, then it would have rendered the work of Christ unnecessary. 
However, we have seen that the ultimate mission of John the Baptist was 
to witness for the Lord Jesus and lead the people to Him. The forgive-
ness of sins is to be received through faith in the Lord Jesus (Acts 10:43). 
To this end, John preached repentance and administered baptism. Thus, 
we may say that the effect of forgiveness of sins through the baptism of 
John was a promised effect, which was made possible with the coming of 
Jesus, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Historically, 
the sacrifice of Jesus had not yet occurred at the time of John. But in the 
eternal perspective, the Lamb had already been slain from the foundation 
of the world (Rev 13:8). Thus, the effect of remission of sins in the baptism 
of John was based on the atoning sacrifice of Christ—an event that was 
future from a historical perspective but was beyond time in God’s eternal 
perspective. Before the coming of Christ, those who repented and were 
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baptized by John did receive the promise of the forgiveness of sin. After 
Christ had come, this promise would be fulfilled through faith in the  
Lord Jesus.

The effect of forgiveness of sins in John’s baptism is analogous to the ef-
fect of sacrifices in the Old Testament. God established and commanded 
the offerings through which the sins of the people may be atoned for. 
However, without the coming of Christ, the ultimate offering, the of-
ferings themselves had no effect. They were but a reminder of sins (Heb 
10:1–4). Nevertheless, the LORD Himself promised the atonement of sins 
through the offerings. The effect of the offerings was a promised effect, to 
be received in faith first and realized eventually at the coming of Christ 
in the flesh. For this reason, Hebrews tells us that the men and women of 
faith in the Old Testament, “having gained approval through their faith, 
did not receive what was promised, because God had provided some-
thing better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect” 
(Heb 11:39, 40). The saints who lived before the time of Christ are made 
perfect with believers who lived after the coming of Christ. They are all 
made perfect by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ, who fulfilled what was 
promised to them in the Old Testament.

The baptism of John, although preached and practiced in preparation for 
the coming of Christ, was but the beginning of the New Testament era.9 
The effect of the baptism of John, similar to that of the Old Testament 
offerings, was a promised effect. The promise is good and necessary 
before the coming of what is promised. After the reality comes, the 
promise must give way to the reality. Those who came to John were 
baptized through faith in the coming Lamb of God. After Christ had died, 
risen from the dead, and poured out the Holy Spirit, they needed to be 
baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins. 
If, however, anyone who had been baptized by John passed on before 
they had the opportunity to be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus, 
they would have been like those who died in faith in the Old Testament. 
Through faith they had obtained a good testimony, and would be made 
perfect with the New Testament saints. In time, the baptism in the New 
Testament superseded the baptism of John because of the saving grace 
Christ accomplished on the cross. From this point forward, baptism must 
be administered and received in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for the 
remission of sins, and even those who had once been baptized by John 
needed now to be baptized into Christ.

9	 See commentary on Mark 1:1-11
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With this in mind, we may examine the accounts of Apollos and the 
disciples Paul met at Ephesus.10 Apollos, an eloquent man mighty in the 
Scriptures, had been instructed in the way of the Lord and was fervent in 
spirit, but he was acquainted only with the baptism of John (Acts 18:24, 
25). Although the text is not explicit, “the way of the Lord” and “the things 
of the Lord” imply that he was already a believer of the Lord Jesus. But the 
one thing that he lacked was that he was acquainted only with the baptism 
of John. Therefore, Aquila and Priscilla deemed it necessary to explain to 
him the way of God more accurately. We can infer from the passage that 
he still needed to be educated about the significance of the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit, which had been made possible by the resurrection of Christ, 
and of baptism in the name of the Lord Jesus. The work of salvation that 
the Lord Jesus had accomplished called for a fuller understanding of the 
washing of regeneration and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Knowledge of only 
the baptism of John would have been insufficient in the Christian mission.

The disciples at Ephesus had not received or heard of the Holy Spirit. 
When Paul learned that they had been baptized into John’s baptism, he 
explained to them, “John baptized with a baptism of repentance, telling 
the people to believe in Him who was coming after him, that is, in Jesus.” 
The disciples, upon hearing Paul’s words, were baptized in the name of the 
Lord Jesus (Acts 19:1–7).11 The final goal of John’s baptism of repentance 
was to lead the people to put their faith in Christ. After Christ had ac-
complished His saving works on the cross, been exalted, and poured out 
the promised Holy Spirit, faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and baptism in 
His name became necessary for the forgiveness of sins and receiving the 
Holy Spirit. The baptism of John was no longer adequate in light of the 
resurrected Christ. The effect of John’s baptism lay not in itself but in the 
Mightier One who came after him, the One who baptizes with the Holy 
Spirit and fire.

John the Baptist stated clearly the purpose of his baptism:
…Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is He 
in behalf of whom I said, ‘After me is coming a Man who has proved to be my 
superior, because He existed before me.’ And I did not recognize Him, but so 
that He would be revealed to Israel, I came baptizing in water. (John 1:29–31)

John was sent to baptize in order that the Lamb of God should be revealed 
to Israel. His baptism would have been meaningless without the revela-
tion of the Christ and His atoning blood.

10	 See commentary on Acts 18:24–19:7
11	 See commentary on Acts 19:1-7
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John the Baptist made it explicit to the people the transitory nature of 
his baptism: “I baptized you with water; but He will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:8; cf. Matt 3:11, 12; Luke 3:16, 17). After His resurrec-
tion, the Lord reminded the disciples of this truth as He promised them 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, “for John baptized with water, but you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now” (Acts 1:5). 
A few days later, on the day of Pentecost, the Lord poured out the Holy 
Spirit just as He had promised. Starting from this point, forgiveness of sin 
would be received through baptism in the name of the exalted Lord Jesus, 
and the gift of the promised Holy Spirit would be poured out on all who 
are baptized into this name (Acts 2:38). The Lord’s words about John’s 
baptism versus the baptism of the Holy Spirit once again echoed in Peter’s 
mind when he saw the Holy Spirit falling upon Cornelius and those who 
were with him (Acts 11:15, 16). The transition from the baptism of John to 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit had already occurred. Believers, Jews and 
Gentiles alike, must be baptized with the Holy Spirit. The marvelous bap-
tism of the Holy Spirit upon the Gentiles compelled Peter to immediately 
baptize these new believers in the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 10:46–48). 
Therefore, in Christ Jesus the offer of the forgiveness of sins through 
John’s baptism of repentance had been fulfilled. Everyone who repented 
of their sins at the preaching of John and was baptized with water must 
now come to the Lord Jesus to believe on Him, be baptized in His name 
for the forgiveness of sins, and receive His promised Holy Spirit.
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Chapter 3
THE BAPTISM OF JESUS

Immediately before the Lord Jesus appeared to the public to preach the gospel of 
the kingdom, He first came to John to be baptized in the Jordan River (Matt 3:13–17; 
Mark 1:9–11; Luke 3:21–22; cf. John 1:29–34).12 In the midst of John’s proclama-
tion about the coming of the Mightier One, the Messiah came and submitted to 
the baptism of His forerunner. This event is remarkable in many respects, as it was 
significant for the Lord Jesus Himself as well as for all believers. Jesus’ action was 
surprising to John the Baptist. How could the Messiah be baptized by a messenger 
who was much lesser than Him? Readers of the Gospels may likewise ask why 
Jesus needed to be baptized with a baptism of repentance. But the fact that Jesus 
indeed received baptism and the revelation that ensued behoove us to study this 
matter and understand its important meaning. 

1.	 Fulfilling a ll r ighteousness

A close study of the narratives in the Gospels reveals that Jesus was baptized 
to accomplish a divine purpose. Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee to the 
Jordan (Matt 3:13; Mark 1:9). According to Matthew, He came to John at the 
Jordan “to be baptized by him.” In other words, His purpose for traveling this 
great distance was to receive the baptism of John. Whereas the multitudes 
that came out to John to be baptized were from Judea and Jerusalem, Jesus 
came down from the north to be baptized. Hence, Jesus was baptized not be-
cause He happened to be in the vicinity, but because He deemed His baptism 
a necessary and important mission.

When Jesus came to John to be baptized, John tried to prevent Him (Matt 
3:14). According to John 1:33, John the Baptist testified that he did not 
recognize Jesus at first, but He who sent him to baptize in water revealed 
to him and told him that He upon whom he saw the Spirit descending and 
remaining upon Him was the One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit ( John 
1:32–34). The words “did not recognize” do not mean complete ignorance 
of Jesus. Rather, they indicate that John did not possess full knowledge of 

12	See also the commentaries on these passages.
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Jesus’ identity initially. We do not know exactly how much John knew about 
Jesus when He came to be baptized. However, he must have been acquainted 
with Jesus and knew at least to the extent that Jesus was greater than him. 
Therefore, he believed it was inappropriate for him to baptize Jesus. The one 
who baptizes assumes greater authority because he is sent by God to baptize. 
To John, Jesus had a higher authority and should be the One baptizing him.

Jesus answered John, “Allow it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to 
fulfill all righteousness” (Matt 3:15). Without denying the reason for John’s 
hesitation, Jesus asked John to allow for the moment what would have been 
otherwise inappropriate. Jesus reminded John that it was fitting for both of 
them to fulfill all righteousness. This means that Jesus as well as John must 
conform to God’s will in every way. John’s baptism was done “in the way of 
righteousness” (Matt 21:32) in that he had been sent by God to carry out 
God’s purpose. By submitting to John’s baptism, Jesus was also treading on 
the way of righteousness and obeying God’s righteous requirement. In the 
same manner, Jesus would dedicate His whole life to carrying out the entire 
righteous will of God. Thus, Jesus invited John to join Him in fulfilling all 
righteousness. As such, John consented.

2.	 Being R ev ea led to Isr a el

It was God’s will for Jesus to be baptized. But what was the purpose of God’s 
will in Jesus’ baptism? The key is found in the words of John the Baptist 
himself.

The next day he saw Jesus coming to him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world! This is He in behalf of whom I said, 
‘After me is coming a Man who has proved to be my superior, because He 
existed before me.’ And I did not recognize Him, but so that He would be re-
vealed to Israel, I came baptizing in water.” And John testified, saying , “I have 
seen the Spirit descending as a dove out of heaven, and He remained upon 
Him. And I did not recognize Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water 
said to me, ‘He upon whom you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon 
Him, this is the One who baptizes in the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen, 
and have testified that this is the Son of God.” (John 1:29–34) 

John stated that the purpose he had been sent to baptize with water was that 
Jesus should be revealed to Israel. John’s baptism of repentance and proc-
lamation about the Mightier One were all in preparation for the coming of 
Jesus. All these led up to the crowning moment—the arrival of Jesus. And in 
His sovereign will, God chose to reveal Jesus to Israel by first sending Him to 
be baptized by John.
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First of all, the revelation of Jesus to Israel was in connection with John the 
Baptist. Jesus did not begin his ministry in complete independence of His 
forerunner. The Gospel writers’ juxtaposition of John’s arrival and Jesus’ ar-
rival using the same language (“John the Baptist came” and “Jesus came”13 in 
Matthew 3:1, 13) hints at the close relationship between these two figures.

The timing of Jesus’ arrival also underscores His connection with the Baptist. 
Mark notes, “In those days Jesus came… was baptized by John in the Jordan” 
(Mark 1:9). Just when John was preaching and baptizing in accord with God’s 
purpose, Jesus arrived on the scene to be baptized.

Luke records, “Now when all the people were baptized, Jesus also was 
baptized” (Luke 3:21). Although John continued to baptize even after Jesus’ 
baptism (cf. John 3:22, 23), in Luke’s perspective it was as if Jesus was the 
last of all the people to be baptized. Hence, from the various accounts of the 
Gospel writers we see that Jesus’ baptism was the climax of John’s preaching 
and baptism. The point is clear. When Jesus came to be baptized, it was a 
proclamation to all that He was the Mightier One that John had been preach-
ing about and the One who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire.

All four Gospels describe the unique event that accompanied Jesus’ baptism 
(Matt 3:16, 17; Mark 1:10, 11; Luke 3:21, 22; John 1:32–34). When He had 
been baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water. While Jesus was 
praying, the heavens opened. The Holy Spirit of God descended bodily like a 
dove upon Him and remained on Him. Suddenly a voice came from heaven, 
saying, “You are My beloved Son; in You I am well pleased.”14

In the Bible, the opening of the heavens is a sign of divine action. It either 
signals a special revelation from God or symbolizes the bestowment of God’s 
favor.15 The opening of the heavens after Jesus’ baptism likewise indicates a 
special moment of revelation as well as divine approval.

The Holy Spirit, i.e. the Spirit of God, descended in a visible form upon Jesus. 
Either the form or the motion resembled that of a dove. According to John, 
the Holy Spirit also remained on Jesus ( John 1:33). In the prophecies about 
God’s chosen Servant and King, the Spirit of the Lord shall rest on Him 
(Isa 11:2; 42:1; 61:1). They were now fulfilled in Jesus. At this moment, God 
anointed Jesus and sent Him into the ministry. In the subsequent narratives 
in Luke, we observe mentions of Jesus being filled with the Holy Spirit (Luke 
4:1) or returning to Galilee in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:14). Referring 

13	The verb paraginetai, παραγίνομαι (“came”), is the same in both verses, although the NASB translates it 
as “arrived” in verse 13.

14	 In Matthew’s account the voice from heaven spoke in the third person, “This is My beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased.”

15	Cf. Deut 28:12; Ps 78:23–25; Ezek 1:1; Isa 64:1; Mal 3:10; John 1:51; Acts 7:56; 10:11; Rev 4:1; 19:11.
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to Himself, Jesus turned to the prophecy in Isaiah, where it stated that the 
Spirit of the LORD is upon God’s anointed (Luke 4:18, 19). John the Baptist 
bore witness that the descent and abiding of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus was 
the sign he had been given by God that Jesus was the One who would baptize 
with the Holy Spirit. Having seen this sign take place upon Jesus, John testi-
fied that Jesus is the Son of God ( John 1:32–34).

The voice from heaven, which is God’s voice in prophetic visions,16 confirmed 
John’s testimony and declared to all who Jesus was. Jesus is God’s beloved 
Son17 in whom God is well pleased. This pronouncement from heaven is 
the climax of the narrative and clearly established Jesus’ divine nature. The 
designation of God’s beloved Son may be found in the coronation hymn in 
Psalm 2 and in the prophecy about the suffering servant in Isaiah 42:1,18 allud-
ing to Jesus’ roles as both the powerful King as well as the humble Servant. 
Furthermore, since Jesus is the Son of God, all the people must hear and 
obey Him (cf. Luke 9:35; 20:13).

Therefore, God’s purpose in Jesus’ baptism was to reveal Jesus’ identity to 
Israel and to inaugurate Jesus to public ministry. Having been anointed by 
the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 10:38), Jesus would from this point forward fulfill 
His role as the Messiah through His ministry and His final sacrifice.

Why must God’s revelation of Jesus’ identity and His inaugurating Jesus for 
ministry take place in Jesus’ baptism? There can be no doubt that God willed 
for Jesus to submit to John’s baptism of repentance.

Luke’s account that Jesus also was baptized when all the people were bap-
tized (Luke 3:21) places Jesus side by side with all the sinners who came to be 
baptized by John. Although He was without sin, He stood alongside all those 
who needed the forgiveness of sins. In the same context in which John wit-
nessed that Jesus was the Son of God, he also declared that He was the Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world ( John 1:29–31). It should not be 
surprising that the One who would mediate on behalf of the people and bear 
their iniquities had to first identify with them. This was in perfect accordance 
with the Scriptures’ portrayal of the Messiah. Furthermore, Jesus’ baptism 
teaches believers the necessity of baptism. If even Jesus submitted to baptism 
according to the Heavenly Father’s will, and He did so to stand alongside us, 
can we dismiss baptism as unnecessary?

16	Cf. Ezek 1:25, 28; Rev 4:1; 10:4, 8; 11:12; 14:13.

17 “Beloved” (agapētos, ἀγαπητός) can also be understood as “only,” since in the LXX it translates the 
Hebrew word for “your only child” (yĕḥîdĕkā, ָָיְחְִִידְְך) in reference to Isaac (Gen 22:2).

18 When quoting Isaiah 42, Matthew uses the word “the beloved one” (ὁ ἀγαπητός) to translate “My Elect 
One,” (ḥîrî, י .(Matt 12:18) (חִִיִרִ



44 The Doctrine of Baptism

While Jesus’ baptism expressed His solidarity with sinners, it nevertheless 
also set Him apart from them. His baptism was unlike any other. It was the 
climax of John’s baptizing ministry. Whereas the sinners confessed their sins 
and were baptized for the forgiveness of sins, Jesus was baptized to fulfill 
God’s purpose and to be made known to Israel. Only Jesus received the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit and declaration from heaven. Through Jesus’ act 
of humble submission, God revealed His Son and Lamb to all.



45Chapter 4: Jesus’ Administration of Baptism   

Chapter 4
JESUS’ ADMINISTRATION OF BAPTISM

The Gospel of John records that Jesus and His disciples came into the land of 
Judea. He was spending time with them and baptizing ( John 3:22–4:3). See the 
commentary on this passage for a detailed discussion. The Gospel writer at first 
records that Jesus baptized. But He clarifies later that Jesus Himself was not bap-
tizing, but His disciples were. Taking both into account, we may conclude that 
the disciples were baptizing with Jesus’ authorization and supervision.

While this was taking place, John was also baptizing in Aenon, near Salem. 
Based on the report of John’s disciple, we understand that Jesus’ baptism was 
drawing great multitudes. Commenting on this phenomenon, John compared 
Jesus and himself to the bridegroom and the friend of the bridegroom. He 
rejoiced greatly at the increasing greatness of Jesus and testified again that He is 
the Son of God.

Several questions concerning baptism arise out of this account. First, why did 
Jesus baptize, and what was the nature of His baptism? Second, why did John 
continue to baptize when the Mightier One had already come? The passage  
itself does not offer any direct answer to these questions. But we may consider 
the baptism Jesus was administering by looking at it in the context of His  
earthly ministry.

When Jesus began to preach, He proclaimed, “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand” (Matt 4:17; cf. Mark 1:15). This was the same message that 
John preached (Matt 3:1–2). Hence, in the initial stage, Jesus’ preaching paral-
leled that of John. The advancing of the kingdom of heaven called for a total 
transformation of heart and conduct. Those who responded to John’s message 
came out to him to be baptized, confessing their sins. That is why John’s baptism 
was known as a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins. It demanded 
repentance while offering the promise of remission of sins, which was to be ful-
filled through Christ’s work of redemption. Although the Gospels do not record 
whether Jesus or His disciples continued to baptize throughout His ministry, we 
know, based on the Fourth Gospel, that He did baptize at the beginning of His 
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ministry while He was in Judea. Since the initial proclamation of Jesus also laid 
stress on repentance, the baptism He administered at this time should also be a 
baptism of repentance.

This baptism is to be distinguished from the baptism that the church was to 
administer later after Jesus’ ascension. In the Great Commission, the Lord Jesus 
commanded His disciples to make disciples and baptize on the basis of the 
universal authority He had been given (Matt 28:18, 19). Unlike the baptism Jesus 
and His disciples performed in Judea, where the people came out to one place to 
receive baptism, the baptism commanded by the risen Christ was to be preached 
and practiced by the disciples as they go out into all the nations. The disciples 
waited in Jerusalem until the promised Holy Spirit was poured out, and there-
after began to witness for the Lord. They baptized believers in the name of the 
Lord Jesus with the authority endowed by the Spirit to forgive or retain sins (cf. 
John 20:21–23). This is the baptism in the church age, and it effects the forgive-
ness of sins through the all-powerful name of the risen Christ and the testimony 
of the Holy Spirit. Through baptism, believers were added to the church. In view 
of the new age founded by the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus, we can 
see that the baptism Jesus performed in His earthly ministry was a baptism of 
repentance like that preached by John the Baptist. It may be considered a transi-
tion from John’s baptism to the New Testament baptism. Baptism into the name 
and body of Christ, which must be preached to all nations, would come only 
after Jesus’ exaltation and the pouring out of the Holy Spirit.

Understanding the nature of Jesus’ baptism at this point helps explain why John 
continued to baptize. Since the baptism Jesus performed focused on repen-
tance, it did not replace the baptism of John. Their common aim was calling the 
people to repentance in preparation for the coming of the kingdom of heaven. 
The purpose for which John had been sent had not yet ceased, and his preaching 
and baptism actually supported the work of Jesus. His public ministry came to a 
close only with his arrest and imprisonment.

John the Baptist used the analogy of the friend of the bridegroom to expound 
on his relationship with Jesus. The friend of the bridegroom, “who stands and 
listens to him, rejoices greatly because of the groom’s voice” ( John 3:29). In the 
same way, John stood by Jesus to baptize the people and to lead them to Him. In 
the process, Jesus’ works outgrew John’s. John’s disciples came and told him that 
all were coming to Jesus. If we recall how Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region 
around the Jordan had gone out to John (Matt 3:5), we can all the more appreci-
ate the vast extent of Jesus’ baptism. As the friend of the bridegroom, John fully 
endorsed the development of Jesus’ ministry, saying, “He must increase, but I 
must decrease” ( John 3:30). Jesus, who comes from above, is the Son of God. 
He is above all and testifies what He has seen and heard ( John 3:31–35). In Him 



47Chapter 4: Jesus’ Administration of Baptism   

is everlasting life. It is Him whom the people must turn their attention to. Thus it 
was only right that John’s works, while continuing for a time, gradually receded 
to the background.

Even though the baptism Jesus and His disciples administered during His 
earthly ministry is not often discussed at great length, perhaps because it is 
recorded only once, we should not overlook its significance. Baptism with water 
was not abolished or replaced when Jesus came. Rather, He expanded on John’s 
baptizing ministry. Baptism must have become so widespread, at least in Judea 
and around the Jordan, that few would not have known baptism. It is also in 
this context that we may understand that baptism was in view when Jesus spoke 
to Nicodemus about being born of “water and Spirit”—a discourse which was 
recorded right before the account of Jesus’ administration of baptism.

The baptism of repentance preached and administered by John served to prepare 
for the baptism Jesus administered, which in turn paved the way for the New 
Testament baptism. Jesus succeeded the baptizing ministry that John began 
and directed His disciples to baptize even while He was still with them. In the 
Gospel according to John, we see a parenthetical statement that Jesus Himself 
was not baptizing, but His disciples were ( John 4:2), although it was stated pre-
viously that Jesus and His disciples were baptizing ( John 3:22; 4:1). From these 
facts, we understand that the disciples of Jesus were carrying on a large-scale 
baptizing ministry, one that was even greater than John’s, under Jesus’ direction 
and supervision. Therefore, when Peter commanded the listeners to be baptized 
in the name of Jesus Christ on the day of Pentecost, baptism was already a prac-
tice familiar to the apostles and all the people, except that it had now acquired 
a new level of meaning and effect. From the beginning of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ through the establishment of the church to the propagation of the gospel 
to all nations, baptism never ceased to be a fundamental element in conversion 
and belief in the Lord Jesus.
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Chapter 5
NEW TESTAMENT BAPTISM

1.	 Esta blish m ent of the new cov ena nt

Before delving into the study of New Testament baptism, it is important 
to first look at what constitutes the New Testament. The word “testament” 
appears three times in the NKJV (2 Cor 3:14; Heb 9:16, 17). It translates the 
Greek word, diathēkē, διαθήκη, rendered in many modern English Bibles 
as “covenant.” As such, we may say that the New Testament, using biblical 
vocabulary, is the new covenant.

In simplest terms, a covenant is an agreement between two parties. In the 
Bible, God’s relationship with His people is defined by covenants. Through 
the divine covenants, God declared His will towards His people and estab-
lished the conditions He expected them to observe.

We read in the Scriptures that there are two covenants (Gal 4:21–24). The old 
covenant refers to the covenant God established at Mount Sinai. The goal of 
the covenant was that the children of Israel may be a special treasure to God 
above all people, and that they should be a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation. To reap the covenantal blessings, the people must obey God’s voice 
and do all that He commanded. This covenant was sealed with a ceremony of 
blood (Exod 19:5, 6; 24:3–11).

Unfortunately, man, in his sinful flesh, is unable to live up to the condition 
established by this covenant. His failure to keep God’s covenant results in a 
curse:

For all who are of works of the Law are under a curse; for it is written: 
“CURSED IS EVERYONE WHO DOES NOT ABIDE BY ALL THE 
THINGS WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF THE LAW, TO DO THEM.” 
(Gal 3:10)

Man knows what is good and right but is powerless to carry it out. Even 
the sacrifices offered under the old covenant can only remind him of his 
sins (Heb 10:3). Therefore, the covenant becomes one which gives birth to 
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children who are to be slaves (Gal 4:24). Everyone who wishes to be justified 
before God by observing the law is bound by the law which he cannot keep 
(cf. Gal 3:22).

Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness towards God’s covenant, God’s will remains 
the same. His desire is still to be the God of His people and for His children 
to acknowledge Him. Therefore, He promised a day when He would establish 
a new covenant:

“Behold, days are coming ,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant 
which I made with their fathers on the day I took them by the hand to bring 
them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was 
a husband to them,” declares the LORD. “For this is the covenant which I will 
make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the LORD: “I will 
put My law within them and write it on their heart; and I will be their God, 
and they shall be My people. They will not teach again, each one his neighbor 
and each one his brother, saying , ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all know 
Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the LORD, “for 
I will forgive their wrongdoing , and their sin I will no longer remember.” (Jer 
31:31–34)

This new covenant is a “better covenant” which is established on better 
promises (Heb 8:6–13). Unlike the old covenant, which was conditional 
upon man’s works, the new covenant is based on God’s grace. Whereas the 
old covenant featured outward and passive observance of the law, the new 
covenant is fulfilled through God’s work on each individual from within.

a.	 Through God’s indwelling Spirit

The new covenant promises that God will be the God of His people and 
His people will all know Him because God will put His law within them 
and write it on their hearts. This internalizing of God’s law and endow-
ment of the knowledge of God is the work of God’s Spirit. God promises 
through the prophet Ezekiel that He would put His Spirit within His 
people, resulting in their obedience:

Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and 
I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 
And I will put My Spirit within you and bring it about that you walk in My 
statutes, and are careful and follow My ordinances. (Ezek 36:26, 27)

And I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them. And I will 
remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh,so that 
they may walk in My statutes, and keep My ordinances and do them. Then 
they will be My people, and I shall be their God. (Ezek 11:19, 20)

The Lord Jesus also promised that the Holy Spirit would dwell within the 
believers to teach them all things ( John 14:26; 16:13). The new covenant 
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is of the Spirit and not of the letter, written on tablets of human heart 
and not on tablets of stone (2 Cor 3:1–17). In other words, the keeping 
of God’s law is no longer merely the external compliance to a legal code. 
Rather, the Holy Spirit works within each believer to transform them into 
the glorious likeness of the Lord.

Furthermore, the Spirit of God also seals God’s people as His own and 
causes them to acknowledge God as their Father.

Because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, cry-
ing out, “Abba! Father!”Therefore you are no longer a slave, but a son; and if 
a son, then an heir through God. (Gal 4:6, 7)

By guiding believers to live according to God, the Holy Spirit enables the 
believers to fully live out their status as sons of God.

For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not re-
ceive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit 
of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” The Spirit himself bears 
witness with our spirit that we are children of God, (Rom 8:14–16, ESV)

Through this, the promise of the new covenant, “I will be their God, and 
they shall be My people,” is fulfilled.

Such a great promise lies behind the numerous prophecies about the es-
chatological outpouring of God’s Spirit. And this promise, foretold in the 
Old Testament ( Joel 2:28, 29), was fulfilled on the day of Pentecost when 
the exalted Lord Jesus poured out His Holy Spirit unto the believers (Acts 
2:1–36). Henceforth, this gift of the Holy Spirit is promised to all who are 
called by God (Acts 2:38–39).

b.	 Through the blood of the new covenant

According to Jeremiah 31:31–34, God’s promise to put His law within His 
people and write it on their hearts is founded on this gracious offer: “for 
I will forgive their wrongdoing, and their sin I will no longer remember.” 
(v. 34). The first covenant did not achieve its intended goal because of 
the people’s sins. Unless their sins are removed and forgiven, they would 
not be able to restore a fellowship with God. Therefore, the prophecies 
concerning Israel’s restoration hinged on the divine promise of the for-
giveness of sins (cf. Isa 40:1, 2; Jer 33:6–8; Ezek 36:33; 37:23; Dan 9:24; Mic 
7:19; Zech 3:9).

In our study on the Old Testament shadow, we saw that under the old 
covenant, the law prescribed the offer of sacrifices as the means of atone-
ment. The blood of the sacrificial animals and its application were central 
to the atonement rites. Through atonement, or the removal of guilt, the 
Israelites may be forgiven of their sins.
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The shedding of blood also accompanied the establishment of the first 
covenant at Sinai. Moses, acting as the mediator of the covenant, took half 
of the blood of the offerings and sprinkled it on the altar. Then he read 
the Book of the Covenant in the hearing of the people. After the people 
made a pledge of obedience, Moses took the other half of the blood and 
sprinkled it on the people, calling it “the blood of the covenant.” (Exod 
24:3–8). The blood put the covenant into effect and purified the people 
and the tabernacle (Heb 9:18–22).

Therefore, blood was essential in the chosen people’s covenantal rela-
tionship with God. Only through the atonement of blood could they 
approach and worship God. Thus the writer of Hebrews concludes, “And 
almost all things are cleansed with blood, according to the Law, and with-
out the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb 9:22).

In reality, the blood of bulls and goats could not take away sins. The law 
served as a shadow of the good things to come. The fact that sacrifices had 
to be offered continually under the old covenant shows that they were 
not able to remove sins. Instead, they reminded the people of their sins 
every year. In place of sacrifices and offerings, God prepared the ultimate 
Sacrifice—Jesus Christ, who came to do God’s will and offer His body for 
sins once for all (Heb 10:1–14). He is the Lamb who was slain to take away 
the sin of the world ( John 1:29, 36; 1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pet 1:19).

As we have seen in our study of the Old Testament shadow, God has 
promised to cleanse and atone for His people. He fulfilled this promise by 
coming into the flesh Himself and shedding His own blood to effectuate 
the new covenant. For this reason, the Lord Jesus spoke of His blood as 
“the blood of the new covenant” during the Last Supper, when He insti-
tuted the Holy Communion. This blood of the new covenant was poured 
out for many for the forgiveness of sins (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 
22:20; 1 Cor 11:25).

With His own blood, Christ entered the heavenly sanctuary (Heb 
9:23–26). He achieved atonement foreshadowed in the first covenant. 
Consequently, believers may receive the forgiveness of sins and enter 
God’s presence through the blood of Jesus (Eph 1:7; Col 1:14; Heb 10:19–
22). His blood is the price with which He redeems us to God (Eph 1:7; 
Col 1:14; Heb 9:12; 1 Pet 1:18, 19; Rev 5:9). With His blood, He cleanses us 
from sin and sanctifies us (Heb 9:14; 13:12; 1 John 1:7; Rev 1:5–6), thereby 
enabling us to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (cf. Exod 19:5, 6). 
The very intent of the former covenant is now fully met through the wash-
ing of the blood of Christ, the mediator of the new covenant.
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Having examined what constitutes the new covenant, we may define the term 
“New Testament baptism” as the baptism instituted under the new covenant 
established by the blood of Jesus. More specifically, it is the baptism the Lord 
commissioned after He had shed His blood on the cross and resurrected 
from the dead, and it was administered by the apostles after the pouring out 
of the promised Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. Through the authority 
imparted by the Holy Spirit and the cleansing power of Jesus’ precious blood, 
the church went forth and baptized. Those who are baptized and forgiven  
of their sins will receive the indwelling Spirit of God as promised in the  
new covenant. 

2.	 The Com mission of the R isen Lor d

The commission given by the Lord to the disciples during His post-resurrec-
tion appearances is of pivotal significance to the establishment and mission 
of the church. Having achieved redemption and received all authority, the 
Lord Jesus sent the disciples into the world to spread the good news of 
salvation.

In the Gospel according to Matthew, the commission stands as the climax of 
the resurrection narrative. The eleven disciples gathered on the mountain in 
Galilee that Jesus had appointed. There, the Lord said to them, 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me. Go, therefore, and 
make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to follow all that I com-
manded you; and behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age. (Matt 
28:18–20)19

The Lord’s command to go and make disciples of all the nations is founded 
on the cosmic authority He had been given. The making of disciples consists 
of two aspects: baptizing and teaching. In Jesus’ exalted name, which is the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, the church is to 
baptize all believers. The church then must also teach all of Christ’s com-
mands to the believers. The Lord Jesus finally promised continual abidance 
to the end of the age.

The command to baptize speaks of its significance in conversion as well as its 
place in the divine redemptive plan. Baptism is the very means instituted by 
the risen Lord Himself through which a believer becomes His follower. The 
effectiveness of baptism for conversion is endowed by the resurrected Christ 
and rests on the authority He has been given. Therefore, baptism is not 

19	 See commentary on Matt 28:16–20.
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merely a ceremony. It is a divine establishment that accomplishes Christ’s 
saving work in the world.

As a part of the commission, the baptism that the church will administer is to 
be distinguished from all the baptisms that preceded it. The baptism of John 
the Baptist and the baptism of Jesus’ disciples during Jesus’ earthly ministry 
turned the people to God and prepared them for the arrival of the kingdom 
of heaven. The baptism commanded in the commission, on the other hand, 
brings the baptized into the ownership of the risen Lord. Whereas the  
baptisms preceding the Lord’s exaltation focused on the nation of Israel,  
and converts came out to the baptists to be baptized, the disciples are now 
to go into the whole world and baptize disciples of all nations, wherever they 
may be.

The Markan account, like that of Matthew, records the Lord’s command to 
bring the gospel into the whole world: “Go into all the world and preach the 
gospel to all creation. The one who has believed and has been baptized will 
be saved; but the one who has not believed will be condemned.” (Mark 16:15, 
16).20 The promise of salvation accompanies the commission, and it is given 
to those who believe and are baptized. Here, baptism is intimately connected 
to belief and salvation. It accompanies and expresses one’s faith in the Lord, 
and salvation is the fruit of those who receive it in faith.

Luke does not record the commission per se, but states it indirectly with a 
focus on the fulfillment of prophecy and divine purpose, followed by instruc-
tions to wait for the Holy Spirit:

and He said to them, “So it is written, that the Christ would suffer and 
rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance for forgiveness of 
sins would be proclaimed in His name to all the nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And behold, I am sending the 
promise of My Father upon you; but you are to stay in the city until you are 
clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:46–49)

Now that Christ had fulfilled His redemptive work, the disciples are to be 
His witnesses and preach repentance and forgiveness of sins in His name to 
all nations. But before embarking on this mission, they needed to first tarry 
in Jerusalem until they received power from on high. Luke mentions neither 
baptism nor the Holy Spirit, yet both are implied. Baptism follows a person’s 
repentance and is the means for receiving the forgiveness of sins. The Holy 
Spirit is the power from on high promised by the Father. We also note that 
the mission to preach and baptize for the remission of sins would begin only 
with the coming of the Promised Spirit. This underscores the fact that the 

20	See commentary on Mark 16:14–18.
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pouring out of the Holy Spirit marks the beginning of the administration of 
New Testament baptism.

The account in the Gospel of John emphasizes yet another aspect of the 
Lord’s commission:

So Jesus said to them again, “Peace be to you; just as the Father has sent Me, 
I also send you.” And when He had said this, He breathed on them and said 
to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have 
been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained.” 
(John 20:21–23)

Here, Christ sent His disciples and promised them the authority to forgive 
and retain sins. This authority comes from the Holy Spirit. “Receive” (labete, 
λάβετε) is in the imperative, indicating that the Lord was commanding  
the disciples to receive the Holy Spirit. As recorded in Luke and Acts, the 
actual reception of the Holy Spirit would come later in Jerusalem on the day 
of Pentecost.

The account in the Gospel of John is significant in that it reveals the definite 
connection between receiving the Holy Spirit and forgiveness of sins. This is 
consistent with Luke’s account. The disciples were hereby sent by the Lord, 
but to carry out the commission, which involves baptizing for the remis-
sion of sins, the disciples needed the authority given by the Holy Spirit and 
therefore must tarry in Jerusalem until they were endued with power from on 
high. This is the reason that the coming of the Holy Spirit was crucial to the 
administration of New Testament baptism.

Placing side by side the post-resurrection commands of the Lord recorded in 
the four gospels, we have a complete picture of the Great Commission. This 
also helps us appreciate even more the significance and purpose of baptism 
as well as its relationship with the promised Holy Spirit. Although baptism is 
not explicitly mentioned in Luke and John because of the difference in focus, 
we see that the Lord instituted and commanded baptism in the commission 
as necessary for the remission of sins. Denney, as cited by Beasley-Murray, 
states this point well: “In all its forms the commission has to do either with 
baptism (so in Matthew and Mark) or with the remission of sins (so in Luke 
and John). These are but two forms of the same thing, for in the world of 
New Testament ideas baptism and the remission of sins are inseparably 
associated.”21 To this we shall add that the Lord’s commission also makes 
it clear that the remission of sins in baptism is possible because of Christ’s 
redemptive work and the authority given by the Holy Spirit.

21	Denney, James. The Death of Christ : Its Place and Interpretation in the New Testament. 3rd ed., A.C. 
Armstrong & Son, 1903, p. 73; Beasley-Murray, George Raymond. Baptism in the New Testament. 
American pbk. ed., Eerdmans, 1973, p. 80.
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The injunction to baptize, being at the heart of the Lord’s commission, is to 
be obeyed as the church fulfills its mission to evangelize the world until the 
end of the age. On the basis of Christ’s atoning work, the cosmic authority 
given to His name, and the sending of the Holy Spirit, baptism is effective 
for the forgiveness of sins and salvation. The risen Lord Himself instituted 
baptism, commanded it, and grants His saving grace through it. Therefore, 
the crucial place of baptism in Christian conversion must not be dismissed  
or neglected.

3.	 The u ni v ersa l pr actice of ba ptism in the ea r ly church

We can observe from reading the New Testament that the church in the 
apostolic era baptized its believers. The narratives in Acts where baptism 
accompanied conversion provide direct evidence that the apostles faith-
fully carried out the Lord’s commission to baptize as part of the making of 
disciples. We shall turn to these in the next chapter.

In addition to the explicit records of baptism in Acts, we also have indirect 
testimony in the epistles. When addressing members of Christ’s body, the 
writers take for granted that all believers  are baptized. The following refer-
ences should serve to illustrate this point:

Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus 
have been baptized into His death? (Rom 6:3)

Has Christ been divided? Paul was not crucified for you, was he? Or were you 
baptized in the name of Paul? (1 Cor 1:13)

For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, 
whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. (1 Cor 
12:13)

For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with 
Christ. (Gal 3:27)

and in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision performed 
without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of 
Christ,having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised 
with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the 
dead. (Col 2:11, 12)

Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you—not the removal of dirt from 
the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience—through the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ, (1 Pet 3:21)

If the New Testament church did not universally baptize its members, and if 
baptism was not demanded of its believers, it would be difficult to explain the 
assumption made by the writers of these passages that all believers are bap-
tized. In the mind of the New Testament writers, no believer is unbaptized.
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Barth’s argument that the New Testament bears witness to the prevalence of 
baptism in the early church is worth quoting:

The fact, however, that from the very first all Christians seem to have 
requested and received baptism is by no means self-explanatory. Why did 
the primitive community have to be a community of the baptized and a 
baptizing community? Was this necessary? Could it not be content with the 
baptism of the Holy Ghost which it had either received or was expecting, 
with its faith in Jesus Christ and all that this included by way of gifts and 
obligations? Could it not proclaim the message about Him without bring-
ing both itself and those who accepted this message, its faith, Jesus Christ 
Himself, under the rule proclaimed in Ac. 2.38: “Repent, and be baptized 
every one of you,” or in Mk. 16.16: “He that believeth and is baptized shall be 
saved”? No matter how we expound Jn. 3.5, what is the need for the intercon-
nexion evident in the verse: A man enters the kingdom when born ἐξ ὕδατος 
καὶ πνεύματος, and not without either the one or the other? How many 
exegetes have wished they could cut these verses out of the New Testament, 
since then everything would be, or would appear to be, much simpler! But 
there they are, and in their own place they have to be taken into account and 
honored. One can expound them, one can explain the surprisingly self-
evident attitude of the primitive community and its members which finds 
expression in them, only if one accepts the fact that the community and 
its members were under the pressure of an imperious—because authorita-
tive—injunction in this matter—so imperious that in the main they could 
recognize it only by actually taking the step of human decision which was 
demanded and by practically regarding it as self-evident in the way they did 
as men who had received such an order, and who could only follow it, even 
if they would rather things had been different and baptism dispensable. Can 
this matter be explained solely and simply by the existence of the baptismal 
command of Mt. 28.19, which from a literary standpoint is very isolated, and 
was not perhaps known to all everywhere and from the very beginning? Is 
this any more than the agent and formulation of a very different and true 
command which was issued directly in and with the manifestation of the his-
tory of Jesus Christ? We shall not pursue this question here, but simply state 
the sure and certain fact that the primitive Church acted in this matter as if 
it had received an absolutely normative command which it could not evade 
keeping and which it thus accepted without dispute.22

The weight of the evidence in the Scriptures speaks for the early church’s 
faithfulness to the Lord’s commission to baptize. It also demonstrates that 
the church viewed baptism as a necessity for all believers.

22	Barth, Karl, et al. Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of God, Part 4. T&T Clark, 2004, pp. 46–47.
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Chapter 6
BAPTISMS RECORDED IN ACTS

As we have seen in Luke, the Lord designated the disciples as His witnesses. 
But the disciples must wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Luke 
24:46–49). Acts, as a continuation of the Gospel according to Luke, begins by 
recapturing the post-resurrection works and words of Christ. To prepare the apostles 
for their mission, the resurrected Lord presented Himself alive by many convincing 
proofs and spoke of the things regarding the kingdom of God (Acts 1:1–3). Finally, 
He spoke to them about the promise of the Holy Spirit:

Gathering them together, He commanded them not to leave Jerusalem, but 
to wait for what the Father had promised, “Which,” He said, “you heard of 
from Me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit not many days from now.” So, when they had come together, they began 
asking Him, saying , “Lord, is it at this time that You are restoring the kingdom 
to Israel?” But He said to them, “It is not for you to know periods of time or 
appointed times which the Father has set by His own authority; but you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My 
witnesses both in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and Samaria, and as far as the 
remotest part of the earth.” (Acts 1:4–8)

The words of the Lord to the apostles laid the foundation as well as set the direction 
for the Christian mission as recorded in Acts. He promised them power through 
the Holy Spirit, which would enable them to complete the Great Commission from 
Jerusalem to the end of the earth. 

As pointed out before, the pouring out of the Holy Spirit is essential for the Christian 
mission, particularly because forgiveness and retaining of sins is given by the Spirit. 
Therefore, the descent of the Holy Spirit would also signify the beginning of New 
Testament baptism, which was a crucial aspect of the apostles’ mission. 

1.	 The day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–40)23

The mighty outpouring of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost launched the great 
work commissioned by Christ. The great sound that accompanied the Holy 

23	See commentary on Acts 2:37–41.
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Spirit’s descent drew the multitude in Jerusalem, who gathered in amazement 
at the miraculous and unprecedented event. Peter grasped the opportunity 
and preached to this ready audience about Christ. He explained that the 
coming of the Holy Spirit fulfilled the Scriptures’ prophecies and testified 
that Jesus had risen and been exalted as Lord and Savior.

Pierced to the heart by Peter’s message, the devout men of Jerusalem asked 
the apostles what they must do. Peter’s response consists of a command as 
well as a promise:

Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the 
promise is for you and your children and for all who are far away, as many as 
the Lord our God will call to Himself. (Acts 2:38, 39)

Repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus Christ result in the forgiveness 
of sins and the promise of the gift of the Holy Spirit.

The purpose of baptism is the forgiveness of sins. Repentance alone cannot 
result in the forgiveness of sins, but must be followed by baptism. It is in 
baptism that the effect of forgiveness of sins takes place. Baptism is received 
in the name of Jesus Christ because baptism is administered on account of 
Christ’s authority and is received with faith in Christ.

On the basis of Christ’s death, resurrection, and exaltation, the washing away 
of sins promised in the new covenant had now become a reality through 
baptism. Those who repent and are baptized shall also receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit, which is also a promise of the new covenant.

Peter’s call to action shows that baptism is closely related to repentance, 
faith in Jesus Christ, the forgiveness of sins, and the promised Holy Spirit. It 
encapsulates the central place of baptism in conversion.

Those who gladly received Peter’s word were baptized, “and that day there 
were added about three thousand souls” (Acts 2:41). These believers’ baptism 
consummated their response to the gospel and marked their entrance into 
the Christian community. Through baptism, God Himself adds members to 
His church.

2.	 The Mission to Sa m a r i a (Acts 8:4–17)2 4

The great persecution that arose against the church as a result of Stephen’s 
death prompted the church’s expansion beyond Jerusalem. Believers who 
were scattered went everywhere to preach. Thus, a new phase in the Christian 
mission began.

24	See commentary on Acts 8:4-17.
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In the midst of this evangelizing fervor, Philip went down to the city of 
Samaria and preached Christ to them. Miracles of casting out demons and 
healing accompanied Philip’s preaching and led the people of Samaria to 
accept the gospel. Luke notes, “But when they believed Philip as he was 
preaching the good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus 
Christ, both men and women were being baptized.” (Acts 8:12). Baptism is 
the response of faith in Christ and His gospel, and the work of leading people 
to Christ must include baptism.

Thus, we may observe here the progression in the conversion of the people of 
Samaria. They heard and saw the miracles Philip did, which caused them to 
pay attention to what was being said by Philip. Hearing the gospel led to be-
lief, and belief, in turn, resulted in acceptance of baptism in the name of the 
Lord Jesus (cf. v. 16). Baptism consummates the response to the gospel call.

3.	 Con v ersion of the Ethiopi a n Eu nuch (Acts 8:26–40)25

After Philip had evangelized in Samaria, an angel of the Lord instructed him 
to go down to a desert road, where he met the Ethiopian eunuch. As we can 
see in the ministry in Samaria, the spreading of the gospel had begun cross-
ing racial boundaries. Here also, in the story of the conversion of the eunuch, 
we have a record of the conversion of a devout worshipper of God who was 
not a Jew.

Led by the Spirit to approach the eunuch, who was riding on his chariot and 
reading the scroll of Isaiah, Philip asked him if he understood what he was 
reading. The eunuch expressed the need for someone to explain the pas-
sage to him and invited Philip to expound the Scripture. Philip began at that 
Scripture and preached Jesus to him.

When they came to some water along the road, the eunuch requested to be 
baptized. Both he and Philip went down into the water, and Philip baptized 
him. Luke does not tell us the specific things Philip said in his preaching, but 
the fact that the eunuch requested baptism shows that Philip had explained 
to him about the need for baptism. It also shows that preaching Jesus must 
include also the doctrine of baptism, for faith in Jesus leads to baptism for 
the forgiveness of sins. The conversion of the eunuch began with preaching 
about Jesus and ended with baptism. Thus, baptism is a necessary and crucial 
part of preaching and conversion. After the eunuch had been baptized, 
Philip’s ministry to the eunuch was completed, and the Spirit snatched  
Philip away.

25	See commentary on Acts 8:26–40.
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4.	 The Con v ersion of Saul (Acts 9:17–19; 22:12–16)2 6

The miraculous calling and conversion of Saul presents another pivotal point 
in the book of Acts. Saul, a leader in the persecution of the church, person-
ally met the Lord Jesus while he was on His way to arrest the Christians 
in Damascus. Blinded by the light from heaven, Saul went into Damascus 
according to the Lord’s instruction. Then the Lord sent Ananias, a disciple 
in Damascus, to meet Saul and lay his hands on him so that Saul may receive 
sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.

The Lord restored Saul’s sight through Ananias, and Ananias conveyed to 
Saul the Lord’s will for Saul to be His witness. Then Ananias urged Saul, 
“Now why do you delay? Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins 
by calling on His name.” (Acts 22:16). Saul had been personally called by 
the Lord from heaven, been revealed of His will for him, experienced the 
loss and healing of his sight, received the laying on of hands. But none of 
these cleansed him of his sins. He must be baptized and wash away his sins. 
Miraculous encounters with God and experiencing His grace, while crucial 
in a person’s conversion, do not remove a person’s sins.

Acts 22:16 is one of the most direct statements in the Bible that connect bap-
tism and washing away of sins. The two imperative verbs in Ananias’ words, 
“be baptized,” and “wash away,” indicate that baptism is for the purpose of 
washing away of sins, and the washing away of sins is the direct result of bap-
tism. This relationship speaks of the necessity of baptism in conversion.

5.	 The Con v ersion of Cor nelius (Acts 10:1–48)27

With a lengthy narrative, Acts recounts God’s choosing and conversion of 
Cornelius as well as Peter’s explanation to those of the circumcision for his 
actions. This event was a major breakthrough in the development of the 
church because through it God miraculously opened the door of the gospel 
to the Gentiles.

Cornelius, a devout and God-fearing man, was instructed by an angel to in-
vite Peter to speak to him the words by which he and all his household would 
be saved. In the meantime, the Lord through a vision prepared Peter to 
acknowledge God’s election of these Gentiles. When he arrived at Cornelius’ 
house, Peter realized the purpose for which he had been sent. Then he 
preached to Cornelius and his relatives and close friends about Jesus Christ 
and forgiveness of sins through belief in His name.

26	See commentary on Acts 22:12–16.
27	See commentary on Acts 10:44–48.
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While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were 
listening to the message. This was astonishing to the circumcised believers 
who had gone there with Peter, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured 
out even upon these Gentiles. Such a clear election of God was unthinkable 
in the mind of many Jews.

But Peter’s work did not stop here. When he saw that the Gentiles had also 
received the Holy Spirit, he said, “Surely no one can refuse the water for 
these to be baptized, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can 
he?” And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. (Acts 
10:47, 48). The sealing of the Gentiles with the promised Holy Spirit did not 
eliminate the need for baptism. Baptism in the name of the Lord was still 
necessary for the forgiveness of sins.

Through baptism, these Gentiles were brought into the body of Christ just 
as the devout Jews were added to the church through baptism on Pentecost. 
Baptism unites Jews and Gentiles alike as one in Christ Jesus and removes 
the ethnic division between them (Gal 3:27-29).

6.	 The Con v ersion of Ly di a (Acts 16:13–15)2 8

Led by the Lord through a vision, Paul and Silas came to Philippi on Paul’s 
second missionary journey. Lydia, a seller of purple fabrics and worshiper 
of God, was the first to respond to the gospel. Luke records that the Lord 
opened her heart to heed the things spoken by Paul. In the very next sen-
tence, we read, “Now when she and her household had been baptized, she 
urged us, saying, ‘If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into 
my house and stay’” (Acts 16:15). “When she and her household had been 
baptized” captures the conversion of Lydia and her household in this very 
brief account. As we have noted before, baptism marks a believer’s entrance 
into the spiritual community. Therefore, we the readers are expected to 
understand the mention of the baptism of Lydia and of her household as the 
visible outcome of her belief in the Lord Jesus.

7.	 The Con v ersion of the Ja iler (Acts 16:16–40)2 9

While preaching in Philippi, Paul and Silas were thrown into prison as a re-
sult of casting out an evil spirit from a girl and the riot instigated by the girl’s 
masters. A great earthquake shook the foundations of the prison, opening all 
the doors and loosening the prisoners’ chains. Just when the jailer was about 

28	See commentary on Acts 16:13–15.
29	See commentary on Acts 16:29–34.
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to kill himself, thinking that the prisoners had escaped, Paul intervened and 
saved his life.

The jailer fell down trembling before Paul and Silas, and asked what he must 
do to be saved. “They said, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, 
you and your household.’ And they spoke the word of God to him together 
with all who were in his house. And he took them that very hour of the night 
and washed their wounds, and immediately he was baptized, he and all his 
household” (Acts 16:29-33). The response to the call to “believe in the Lord 
Jesus” involved receiving baptism. The immediacy with which the apostles 
baptized the jailer and his family shows not only the jailer’s eagerness to 
believe in the Lord and be saved, but also the necessity of baptism in one’s 
faith and salvation.

8.	 The Con v ersion of Cr ispus a nd other Cor inthi a ns (Acts 
18:1–11)30

In the synagogue in Corinth, Paul reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath 
and tried to persuade both Jews and Greeks. Paul testified to the Jews that 
Jesus was the Christ. However, his preaching met opposition and blasphemy. 
As a result, Paul left the synagogue and based his ministry in Justus’ house 
next door. Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, along with his entire house-
hold, believed in the Lord. In addition, many of the Corinthians believed 
and were baptized. Since baptism is a crucial part of conversion, even such a 
concise account of the Corinthians’ conversion does not fail to mention their 
baptism along with their belief.

9.	 The Ba ptism of the Disciples in Ephesus (Acts 19:1–7)3 1

While Paul was in Ephesus on his third missionary journey, he found some 
disciples. He asked them if they received the Holy Spirit when they believed 
and realized that these disciples had not received nor heard of the Holy 
Spirit. The disciples’ response prompted Paul to inquire about their baptism: 
“Into what then were you baptized?” (Acts 19:3). They replied that they had 
been baptized into John’s baptism. Paul explained to them that the baptism 
of John was a baptism of repentance and its purpose was to lead the people 
to believe in Christ Jesus. After hearing Paul’s words, these disciples were 
baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then Paul laid hands on them, and 
the Holy Spirit came on them.

30	See commentary on Acts 18:1–11.
31	See commentary on Acts 19:1–7.
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Apparently, some of those who had been baptized by John and accepted 
his preaching about Jesus had not heard of the preaching of the gospel after 
Pentecost. Therefore, they were not aware that the promised Holy Spirit had 
come or of the need to be baptized into the Lord Jesus. The baptism of John 
was a preparation for the coming of Christ, leading the people to repentance 
and faith in Jesus. After Christ’s exaltation and the pouring out of the Holy 
Spirit, John’s baptism was no longer sufficient. A believer needed to be bap-
tized in the name of the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of his sins in order to 
receive the promised Holy Spirit.

This narrative helps us understand that baptism is not merely an external 
rite. Whether a believer is baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus determines 
whether he can partake of the gift of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, proper 
baptism is also crucial. Now that Christ had been exalted and the Holy Spirit 
had come, baptism had to be carried out and received in the name of the 
Lord Jesus. Those who are baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ shall 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). Receiving of the Holy Spirit, 
therefore, while being a distinct experience from baptism, is intimately tied 
with one’s baptism.
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Chapter 7
NEW TESTAMENT TEACHINGS ON BAPTISM

1.	 M ea ning of bapt i z ō ,  βαπ τίζω

The English word “baptize” is a transliteration of the Greek word baptizō, 
βαπτίζω. A related Greek word, baptō, βάπτω, means “to dip in or under.” 
It was used of tempering the red-hot steel, dyeing the hair, glazing earthen 
vessels, or filling by dipping in. It was also used of a ship that sank.32 Baptō, 
βάπτω in the New Testament carries the same meaning (cf. Luke 16:24; John 
13:26; Rev 19:13).

Baptizō, βαπτίζω in Greek literature meant “to immerse,” “to sink,” “to suffer 
shipwreck,” “to drown,” or “to perish.” Figuratively, it is used of “bringing 
a city to the border of destruction,” “sinking into deep sleep,” or “being 
overwhelmed.”33

In the LXX, the word baptizō, βαπτίζω appears twice in the canonical 
Scriptures. In Isa 21:4, the prophet says “lawlessness immerses me” (ἡ ἀνομία 
με βαπτίζει). The word baptizei, βαπτίζει is used figuratively to mean to over-
whelm. The other passage is 2 Kgs 5:14. The prophet Elijah had instructed 
Naaman to wash in the Jordan seven times. In the end, he obeyed and 
“dipped” (ἐβαπτίσατο) seven times in the Jordan. The Hebrew word which 
the LXX translates as ebaptisato, ἐβαπτίσατο is ṭābal, טבל. Where it is used 
in other parts of the Hebrew Bible, this Hebrew word always means “to dip” 
(Gen 37:31; Exod 12:22; Lev 4:6, 17; 9:9; 14:6, 16, 51; Num 19:18; Deut 33:24; 
Josh 3:15; Ruth 2:14; 1 Sam 14:27; 2 Kgs 8:15; Job 9:31). 

Baptizō, βαπτίζω appears 77 times in the New Testament. It is used predomi-
nately in reference to the rite of immersion in water, including the baptism 
of John the Baptist, the baptism Jesus’ disciples administered, and the 

32	Wuest, Kenneth S. Wuest’s Word Studies from the Greek New Testament: For the English Reader. 
Eerdmans, 1997, pp. 70–71.

33	Oepke, Albrecht. “Βάπτω, Βαπτίζω, Βαπτισμός, Βάπτισμα, Βαπτιστής.” Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 1, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 530.
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baptism by the church after the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. In addition, 
the word is also used of the baptism of the Holy Spirit and fire (Matt 3:11; 
Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16). In Mark 7:4, where it speaks 
of the tradition of the elders, the word denotes a washing of purification. On 
a few occasions, the word conveys a metaphorical sense. In Mark 10:38, 39 
and Luke 12:50, the Lord Jesus mentioned the baptism He was to be bap-
tized with, alluding to the overwhelming sufferings He would undergo. In 
1 Corinthians 10:2, Paul employs the Christian term “baptize” to depict the 
experience of the Israelites through the deliverance of Moses. Their journey 
under the cloud and through the sea was a kind of baptism.

The noun forms of baptizō, βαπτίζω are baptismos, βαπτισμός and baptisma, 
βάπτισμα. Baptismos, βαπτισμός denotes the act, and may include various 
ceremonial washings as well as baptism (Mark 7:4; Heb 6:2; 9:10). Baptisma, 
βάπτισμα, a word not found outside the New Testament and always used 
in the singular, is a special term used of the institution we know as baptism 
(except for Mark 10:38, 39 and Luke 12:50).34

Some commentators argue that baptizō, βαπτίζω in such passages as Romans 
6:1–4 and 1 Corinthians 12:13 is used purely as a metaphor apart from the 
rite of immersion in water. For example, Wuest believes that Romans 6:1–4 
should be translated, “As many as were introduced (placed) into Christ Jesus, 
into His death were introduced. Therefore we were buried with Him through 
the aforementioned introduction into His death.” Likewise, according to 
Wuest, 1 Corinthians 12:13 should be translated, “For through the instrumen-
tality of one Spirit were we all placed into one body.”35

This view is problematic on several levels. Words such as “introduced” or 
“placed” are far in meaning from “dip” or “immerse.” In no other passages 
is baptizō, βαπτίζω translated this way. Furthermore, while the context 
may allow for or suggest a metaphorical use of baptizō, βαπτίζω, it does not 
mean that it cannot also refer to the rite of baptism. The position to exclude 
baptism from the interpretation of the passages is based on the interpreter’s 
theological view, not on exegetical grounds.

The word baptizō, βαπτίζω certainly has its metaphorical usage and does not 
always denote physical immersion. When John the Baptist proclaimed that 
the Coming One would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire, he was not 
speaking of literal immersion in fire (cf. Matt 3:11; Luke 3:16). But as Dun 
states correctly, “To say ‘metaphor’ does not exclude ‘sacrament.’”36 Neither 

34	Oepke, Albrecht. “Βάπτω, Βαπτίζω, Βαπτισμός, Βάπτισμα, Βαπτιστής.” Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 1, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 545.

35	Wuest, Kenneth S. Wuest’s Word Studies from the Greek New Testament: For the English Reader. 
Eerdmans, 1997, p. 73.

36	James D.G. Dun, “‘Baptized’ as Metaphor.” Baptism, the New Testament, and the Church : Historical and 
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Romans 6:1–4 nor 1 Corinthians 12:13, for example, demand exclusion of the 
sacrament of baptism even if baptizō, βαπτίζω is understood metaphorically. 
Substituting “introduced” for “baptized” in order to remove the sacrament 
of baptism from the passage begs the questions of what the “introduction” is 
and when this “introduction” takes place. But if we accept baptizō, βαπτίζω 
to mean the sacrament of baptism as well as metaphorical immersion into 
Christ’s death, then the point is clear: We were immersed into Christ’s death 
through baptism. In the same way, translating “placed into one body” in 
1 Corinthians 12:13 in order to eliminate the sacrament of baptism is unneces-
sary. A believer is placed into the body of Christ when he is baptized (cf. Acts 
2:41). Therefore, we may understand “baptized into one body” as alluding to 
the result: i.e., being added to the body of Christ, as well as the means: i.e., 
through the sacrament of baptism.

2.	 Spir itua l Ch a r acter istics of ba ptism

a.	 Baptism as a sacrament

The word “sacrament” comes from the Latin sacramentum, which trans-
lates the Greek word for “mystery” (mystērion, μυστήριον). This term has 
come to be used of Christian rituals such as baptism.

In the New Testament, the Lord Jesus instituted three rituals and com-
manded their observance for effecting a relationship with the Lord and 
for salvation. These are baptism, footwashing, and the Holy Communion. 
We may use the term “sacrament” to collectively refer to these institutions 
based on their common characteristics as described.

Externally, sacraments involve symbolic actions with the use of physical 
elements. There are numerous examples of inspired symbolic actions in 
the Bible, especially in the prophetic writings (Gen 15:5, Isa 8:1–4, Isa 20, 
Jer 13:1–7; 16:1–6; 27:1, 2, Ezek 4:1–3, 9–15, 24:15–18, Acts 21:10, 11; etc.). 
God used actions or objects to convey His message or predict future 
events. Like these symbolic actions, the external symbols of sacraments 
carry certain meaning. They signify spiritual realities as well as teach 
spiritual truths.

Sacraments also have internal characteristics. Sacraments are unique in 
that those who receive them through faith experience the spiritual effects 
promised by the Lord. Thus, for example, baptism is not merely a symbol 
that points to a reality apart from the ritual itself. Those who receive 
baptism through faith enter into a saving relationship with Christ and the 

Contemporary Studies in Honour of R.E.O. White. Edited by Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross, 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1999, p. 310.
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effect of remission of sins takes place through the act of baptizing. This 
spiritual reality is the work of God.

Hence, sacraments consist of outward forms and inward effects. God acts 
through the symbols established by the Lord Jesus to bring about salva-
tion for the individuals who receive them.

b.	 External spiritual characteristics

The sacrament of baptism, by definition, carries a specific external form. 
We shall examine later, based on the Scripture’s description of baptism, 
how baptism is to be carried out. In this section of the study, we will first 
look at the symbolic meaning behind the form of baptism. 

i.	 Living water

The use of water for baptism symbolizes the fact that baptism is a spiri-
tual washing (cf. Acts 22:16; 1 Pet 3:21). The Old Testament purification 
laws required washing with water for cleansing from defilement. This 
washing with water prefigures the cleansing we receive through Christ 
and is fulfilled in the baptism under the new covenant.

In a few particular purification rites, the LORD required the use of 
running water (Lev 14:1–8; 48–53; 15:13; Num 19:17). “Running water,” 
(mayim ḥayyîm, יּם�  is literally “living water.” It is used in the (מִַַיִם חַַיִּ
Scripture as a symbol of a continuous source of life.

In the prophetic writing, the LORD uses this expression to describe 
Himself.

For My people have committed two evils:  
They have abandoned Me,  
The fountain of living waters,  
To carve out for themselves cisterns,  
Broken cisterns  
That do not hold water. 
(Jer 2:13)

The LORD laments that His people has forsaken Him and made for 
themselves other gods. The LORD is the fountain of living waters. All 
other gods are broken cisterns that can hold no water. The fountain of 
living waters is natural, abundant, and continuous. The broken cisterns 
are man-made, lacking, and temporary. God is the everlasting source of 
life. Idols, in contrast, are utterly useless.

The prophet Jeremiah echoes the LORD’s words in his prayer: 
LORD, the hope of Israel,  
All who abandon You will be put to shame.  
Those who turn away on earth will be written down,  
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Because they have forsaken the fountain of living water, that is the LORD.
(Jer 17:13)

In an eschatological prophecy, Zechariah speaks of the opening of a 
fountain.

On that day a fountain will be opened for the house of David and for the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, for sin and for defilement. (Zec 13:1)

The purpose of this fountain is clearly expressed as the instrument of 
cleansing from sin and uncleanness. Not only is God the source of life, 
He is also the source of cleansing. He will provide cleansing for His 
people. Although “living waters” is not mentioned here, the reference 
to “fountain” as in Jer 2:13 and 17:13 suggests that living water is in view 
and it can be symbolic of cleansing. This was the function of living 
water in the purification laws.

Zechariah also prophesied that living waters shall flow from Jerusalem, 
the city of God:

And on that day living waters will flow out of Jerusalem,  
half of them toward the eastern sea and the other half toward the western 
sea; it will be in summer as well as in winter.  
(Zech 14:8)

Similarly, in Revelation, God promises the fountain of the water of life 
to those who thirst:

Then He said to me, “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the begin-
ning and the end. I will give water to the one who thirsts from the spring of 
the water of life, without cost.” (Rev 21:6; cf. 22:17)

This river of water of life proceeds from the throne of God and of the 
Lamb (Rev 22:1). Hence, in both Zechariah’s prophecy and the vision 
in Revelation, God is the source of the fountain of living water, a sym-
bol of everlasting life.

Jesus also speaks of the fountain of living water:
Jesus replied to her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who is saying 
to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have asked Him, and He would have 
given you living water.”…“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty 
again; but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall never be 
thirsty; but the water that I will give him will become in him a fountain of 
water springing up to eternal life.” (John 4:10–14)

The one who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, “From his innermost being 
will flow rivers of living water.” (John 7:38)

The living water that Jesus gives is the Holy Spirit, which becomes a 
fountain in the believer that springs up into everlasting life.
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From all of the references cited here, we see that living water is symbol-
ic of the life and cleansing that issue directly from God. God Himself 
cleanses us from sin and gives us abundant eternal life. Therefore, the 
living water in which baptism is administered serves as a symbol of the 
spiritual cleansing and eternal life from God. 

ii.	 Bowing of head

In baptism, the sinner dies and is buried with Christ Jesus (Rom 
6:3–8). Inwardly, the body of sin is done away with (Rom 6:6; Col 
2:11). Outwardly, the sinner unites together in the likeness of Christ’s 
death by bowing his head as Christ did on the cross ( John 19:30).

1.	 Humility, shame, and disgrace

The bowing of head is symbolic of being burdened with the weight 
and shame of sin. The following verses illustrate this:

For my guilty deeds have gone over my head;  
Like a heavy burden they weigh too much for me. 
(Ps 38:4)

For evils beyond number have surrounded me;  
My guilty deeds have overtaken me, so that I am not able to see;  
They are more numerous than the hairs of my head,  
And my heart has failed me. 
(Ps 40:12)

But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwill-
ing to raise his eyes toward heaven, but was beating his chest, saying , 
“God, be merciful to me, the sinner!” (Luke 18:13)

and I said, “My God, I am ashamed and humiliated to lift up my face 
to You, my God, for our wrongful deeds have risen above our heads, 
and our guilt has grown even to the heavens.” (Ezr 9:6)

The iniquities are so great and weigh down with shame that the sin-
ner cannot lift up his face before God.

Job speaks of his utter helplessness before the holy God when God 
searches out sin, 

If I am wicked, woe to me!  
But if I am righteous, I dare not lift up my head.  
I am full of shame, and conscious of my misery.  
‘And should my head be high, You would hunt me like a lion;  
And You would show Your power against me again. 
(Job 10:15–16)

Job found himself unable to lift up his head to defend his case be-
fore the almighty God. He was in disgrace and misery.
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The bowing of head is also a gesture of humbling oneself before 
God, as God describes the fasting of the Israelites:

Is it a fast like this that I choose, a day for a person to humble himself?  
Is it for bowing one’s head like a reed  
And for spreading out sackcloth and ashes as a bed?  
Will you call this a fast, even an acceptable day to the LORD? 
(Isa 58:5)

The prophet Jeremiah speaks figuratively of the bowing of the head 
as a depiction of the humiliation and sorrow of Jerusalem:

The elders of the daughter of Zion  
Sit on the ground and are silent.  
They have thrown dust on their heads;  
They have put on sackcloth.  
The virgins of Jerusalem  
Have bowed their heads to the ground. 
(Lam 2:10)

2.	 Worship and surrender

The act of bowing down represents a person’s humility before 
someone of status (cf. Gen 43:28; Num 22:31). It was a gesture 
of worshiping the LORD (Gen 24:26, 48; Exod 4:31; 12:27; 34:8; 
1 Chron 29:20; 2 Chron 20:18; 29:30; Neh 8:6).

In His final moment on the cross, Jesus bowed His head:
Therefore when Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, “It is fin-
ished!” And He bowed His head and gave up His spirit. (John 19:30)

Here we see that the bowing of the head was a sign of surrender. 
Having completed all that He had been sent to do, the Lord Jesus 
entrusted His spirit into the Father’s hands (cf. Luke 23:46). Jesus’ 
bowing His head was deliberate, not the natural result of His 
death. And the writer of the Fourth Gospel records this detail for a 
purpose. It is clear in the Greek that He bowed His head before He 
gave up His Spirit ( John 19:30).37 The Lord Jesus bowed His head 
on the cross as a sign of total surrender to the heavenly Father. Sub-
sequently, He entrusted His spirit to the Father. He left behind the 
outward likeness of His death as a prototype for us to follow when 
we are baptized today (Rom 6:5). This sign also teaches believers 
that baptism entails living a life of submission and dedication.

The bowing of the head in baptism is a union with Christ in the like-
ness of His death. Based on the symbolic meaning of this action that 

37	See commentary on Romans 6:1–11.



71Chapter 7: New Testament Teachings on Baptism   

we have examined, we can conclude that it also symbolizes the death 
of the sinful man and total surrender to God to live a new life (Rom 
6:5–11). 

iii.	Immersion

1.	 Covering over sin

We have noted that the word “baptize” itself carries the meaning of 
dipping or immersing. Paul describes the journey of the Israelites 
under the cloud and through the sea as being baptized into Moses 
(1 Cor 10:1, 2). Thus the action of baptizing or immersing places 
the object through and under something so that it is covered over. 
In this sense, immersion in baptism is symbolic of our sin being 
covered over.

The Scripture speaks of God’s forgiveness of sins metaphorically 
as covering over sin. David says, “How blessed is he whose wrong-
doing is forgiven, Whose sin is covered!” (Ps 32:1). As we have 
studied under the Old Testament shadow of baptism, the meaning 
of “atone” (kpr, כפר) is to cover over. The covering over is not to 
merely conceal, but to annul. The atonement by blood in the old 
covenant is now fulfilled in the new covenant. God has promised 
that He would atone for the sins of His people. Micah extols God’s 
grace of forgiveness this way:

Who is a God like You, who pardons wrongdoing  
And passes over a rebellious act of the remnant of His possession?  
He does not retain His anger forever,  
Because He delights in mercy. 
He will again take pity on us;  
He will trample on our wrongdoings.  
Yes, You will cast all their sins Into the depths of the sea. 
(Mic 7:18, 19)

As promised, God Himself provided atonement through the pre-
cious blood of Christ. He uses the blood of Christ to cover over and 
remove our sins. This marvellous grace of pardon and passing over 
of transgression is depicted in the symbolic act of immersion in 
water during baptism.

2.	 Burial into death

Paul tells the believers that they were baptized into Christ’s death 
(Rom 6:3). This death with Christ is by means of a burial. He states 
that we were buried with Christ through baptism into death (Rom 
6:4; Col 2:12). He uses the special term, synetaphēmen, συνετάφημεν, 
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which is literally “we were buried together,” to describe this process. 
We are buried together with Christ through baptism into His death.

Normally, a person dies first before he is buried. But a Christian 
dies by being buried. His burial is the process through which He 
enters death. This burial, of course, is not a physical one. In the 
spiritual realm, his body of sin is done away with by having His sins 
completely covered over. But this spiritual burial corresponds with 
the outward act of dipping or immersing. The person’s sinful being 
is buried just as his body is “buried” in water. Once again, the exter-
nal form of baptism symbolizes the internal effect of baptism.

c.	 Internal spiritual characteristics

We have seen that the external characteristics of baptism, i.e., the outward 
elements and actions of baptism, symbolize the cleansing of sins and buri-
al of the sinful man. The fact that the form of baptism consists of symbolic 
actions is often interpreted to mean that baptism itself has no real spiritual 
effect on the soul of the person being baptized. This interpretation of sym-
bols leads to the view that baptism is “only symbolic” of a spiritual reality 
that has already occurred, and that baptism itself does not bring about the 
effects it symbolizes. However, this is a misunderstanding of symbols.

Vorgrimler explains:
A being realizes itself by expressing itself. To put it another way: a symbol is 
effective because it brings a being to reality. That is what is meant by ‘real sym-
bol’: a genuine symbol does what it symbolizes… Anyone who has understood 
the essential character of symbolism cannot play off the ‘merely symbolic’ 
against the real.38

Hence, symbol and reality are not opposites. To say that something is 
symbolic does not mean that it is devoid of the reality that it symbolizes. 
While a symbolic action may symbolize another reality apart from itself,  
it is not necessarily always so. A symbolic action can be effective and  
embody the reality it symbolizes. According to the Bible’s teachings  
about baptism, baptism belongs to this kind of symbol. It is symbolic  
and effective.

While it is generally accepted that the actions and elements in baptism 
do have their symbolic meaning, the key question here is this: Does the 
spiritual effect that the act of baptism symbolizes take place in baptism 
or prior to baptism? In other words, is a person cleansed of his sins and 
buried together with Christ into His death during baptism or before he 
is baptized? We will demonstrate from the Scripture that the external 

38	Vorgrimler, Herbert. Sacramental Theology; Translated by Linda M. Maloney. Liturgical Press, 1992, p. 10.
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spiritual characteristics of baptism in fact symbolize its internal spiritual 
characteristics. Baptism is not only symbolic, but is also effective for the 
forgiveness of sins and burial of the sinful man.

Those who heard the message of the apostles were pierced to the heart 
when they realized that Jesus was Lord and Christ. Therefore, they asked, 
“Brothers, what are we to do?” Peter replied, “Repent, and each of you 
be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; 
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 2:37, 38). “For the 
forgiveness of your sins,” (εἰς ἄφεσιν τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν ὑμῶν) indicates the 
purpose of receiving baptism. Some exegetes translate eis, εἰς as “in view 
of ” or “because of ” and argue that Peter was asking the multitude to 
be baptized in view of the forgiveness of sins they had already received. 
The intent of the argument is to remove the effect of forgiveness of sins 
from baptism. This view, however, does not stand grammatically or 
contextually.39

Peter’s command is direct and simple: “Repent and be baptized in the 
name of Jesus Christ so that your sins will be forgiven.” Even though the 
Holy Spirit was already at work in these devout men, as evident in the 
fact that Peter’s message pierced their heart, and they had expressed their 
desire to accept Jesus as Lord and Christ, Peter did not pronounce them 
as having been saved. They still needed to repent and be baptized for the 
forgiveness of sins.

Ananias, in like manner, also commanded Saul to be baptized, saying, 
“Now why do you delay? Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins 
by calling on His name.” (Acts 22:16).40 The effect and purpose of baptism 
is the washing away of sins. Baptism, therefore, is a spiritual washing 
through which God cleanses the sinner from all his sins.

The Lord’s calling of Saul was clear. God shone a great light around him 
and blinded him while he was on his way to Damascus to persecute the 
Christians. The Lord spoke to him through a voice and revealed to him 
that He was Jesus whom he was persecuting. Saul acknowledged Jesus 
as Lord and asked Him what he must do. The Lord directed him to go 
into the city for further instructions. Through Ananias, the Lord re-
stored Saul’s sight and foretold to him his mission as the Lord’s witness. 
However, none of these miraculous experiences from the Lord or Saul’s 
acknowledgment of Jesus as Lord had removed his sins. He was still a sin-
ner before God and stood in need of cleansing. For this reason, Ananias 
urged him to get up and be baptized.

39	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Acts 2:37–41.
40	See the commentary on Acts 9:17–19 and Acts 22:12–16.



74 The Doctrine of Baptism

Conversion experiences such as direct revelation, healing, and a complete 
change of heart are all important ways through which God leads a person 
to Christ. But they do not wash away sins. While the work of the Holy 
Spirit and the preaching of the word of God can move a person to confess 
Jesus as Lord and repent of his sins, the effect of the washing away of sins 
is found in baptism.

When writing to the Colossians, Paul stated that they were circumcised 
in Christ with the circumcision performed without hands, in the removal 
of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ (Col 2:11). By this 
spiritual circumcision, the sinful man is abolished. According to Romans 
6:6, the old self was crucified with Christ, and the believer has died with 
Christ. Paul was describing the forgiveness of sins in Christ. Christ  
effectively removes the sins of the believer by putting to death the sinful 
man. In Christ, the believer has died with Christ to sin (cf. Col 2:20; 3:3;  
1 Pet 2:24). 

When does a believer die with Christ? Paul writes:
Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus 
have been baptized into His death? Therefore we have been buried with Him 
through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead 
through the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life. (Rom 
6:3–4) 

A believer dies with Christ when he is baptized. He is buried with Christ 
into death through baptism. In Colossians 2:11, 12, Paul similarly points 
out that Christ circumcises the believer and removes the body of flesh by 
burying him in baptism.41 Baptism is the means through which God puts 
to death and buries the old man, and thereby cleanses and forgives the 
believer of all his sins. For this reason, having stated that we are buried 
with Christ and raised with Christ in baptism, Paul continues, “And when 
you were dead in your wrongdoings and the uncircumcision of your 
flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our 
wrongdoings” (Col 2:13). The forgiveness of sins is the premise for making 
the sinner alive together with Christ, and this grace of forgiveness and 
spiritual resurrection is given to us in baptism.

i.	 The Source of Forgiveness of Sins

1.	 The blood of Jesus Christ

The Scripture teaches us that the forgiveness of sins comes from the 
redemption through the blood of Christ. “In Him we have redemp-
tion through His blood, the forgiveness of our wrongdoings” (Eph 

41	See the more detailed explanation in the commentaries on Rom 6:1–10 and Col 2:11–13.
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1:7; Col 1:14). The Lord Jesus shed His blood for this very purpose. 
Thus He said during the first Holy Communion, “for this is My 
blood of the covenant, which is being poured out for many for 
forgiveness of sins” (Matt 26:28). Not only did He shed His blood 
to pay the penalty of our sins, He also released us from our sins by 
His own blood (Rev 1:5).

Hebrews discusses extensively the typology of Christ’s sacrifice. 
Once a year the high priest entered the most holy place with the 
blood of the sin offering. He sprinkled the blood on the mercy seat 
to make atonement for himself, for his household, and for all the 
assembly of Israel (Lev 16:11–17; Heb 9:7). This foreshadowed the 
atonement through Jesus Christ, the High Priest of the good things 
to come. Having obtained eternal redemption, the Lord Jesus en-
tered heaven with His own blood once for all (Heb 9:11, 12, 23–26). 
The blood of Christ, therefore, established the new covenant and 
purifies us from our sins.

The blood of bulls and goats could not take away sins. They were 
only a reminder of sins every year (Heb 10:1–4). The sacrifices 
under the old covenant had to be offered continually year by year 
because they could not remove the “consciousness of sins.” The 
Greek word translated “consciousness” is συνείδησις, meaning 
“conscience.” In other words, they provided external purification 
but could not purify the conscience defiled by sin (cf. Heb 9:9). 
The blood of Christ, in contrast, cleanses our conscience from 
dead works so we can serve the living God (Heb 9:14). By the 
blood of Jesus, we may draw near to God by a new and living way 
(Heb 10:19–22). Using the language of purification rites in the Old 
Testament, Hebrews speaks of the status of believers as “having our 
hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience and our bodies washed 
with pure water” (Heb 10:22).42

The cleansing of the conscience with the blood of Christ takes place 
in baptism. Peter writes, “Corresponding to that, baptism now saves 
you—not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God 
for a good conscience—through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” 
(1 Pet 3:21).43 Baptism saves us because it offers an appeal of a good 
conscience toward God. This means that God grants us a good 
conscience in baptism by washing our sinful conscience with the 
blood of Christ and through the resurrection of Christ. Therefore, 

42	See the commentary on Heb 10:19–23.
43	See the commentary on 1 Pet 3:18–22.
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baptism is the crucial point in our conversion in which the blood of 
Christ cleanses our soul.

In the Gospel of John, the writer makes special mention of an ex-
traordinary event that occurred on the cross after Jesus’ death:

So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first man, and of the 
other who was crucified with Him; but after they came to Jesus, when 
they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs. Yet 
one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately 
blood and water came out. And he who has seen has testified, and his 
testimony is true; and he knows that he is telling the truth, so that you 
also may believe. (John 19:32–35)44

This took place to fulfill the LORD’s words about the Passover 
lamb, that none of its bones shall be broken (Exod 12:46). It was 
also to fulfill Zechariah’s prophecy that the house of David and 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem would look at the LORD whom they 
pierced (Zech 12:10). The piercing of Jesus’ side and the immedi-
ate flow of blood and water proclaim that Jesus was the Lamb of 
God that takes away the sins of the world, and that He is Lord and 
Savior.

The Lamb of God was pierced on the cross, and from His side came 
blood and water. This is the fountain of cleansing that washes away 
our sins. In other passages where water is brought into connection 
with the washing away of sins, the Scripture is speaking of baptism 
(Acts 2:38; 22:16). Therefore, the blood and water that flowed from 
Jesus’ side provide the source of cleansing in baptism. When we are 
baptized, it is not mere immersion in water, but more importantly, 
the cleansing by the blood of the Lamb of God.

The Gospel records that the side (pleura, πλευρά) of Jesus was 
pierced. Genesis 2:22 in the LXX also uses the word for the side 
of Adam, from which God made Eve. From the side of the Lord 
Jesus, the church is created just as from Adam’s side Eve was cre-
ated. By the shedding of His own blood on the cross, the Lord God 
redeemed His church (Acts 20:28). He also sanctifies and cleanses 
the church “by the washing of water with the word.” (Eph 5:26).45 
Once again, as in Acts 2:38 and 22:16, water here is associated with 
the effect of cleansing, referring to baptism. Christ Himself washes 
the church with the washing of water by the word, and the source of 
this cleansing is His atoning sacrifice on the cross for the church. In 

44	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on John 19:31–37.
45	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Ephesians 5:25–27.
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baptism, the blood that flowed from the side of Christ washes away 
the sins of the believer.

2.	 The Holy Spirit

When the risen Lord gave His commission to the disciples, He also 
promised them the power to forgive and retain sins.

So Jesus said to them again, “Peace be to you; just as the Father has 
sent Me, I also send you.” And when He had said this, He breathed on 
them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins 
of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, 
they have been retained.” (John 20:21–23)

The Lord Jesus was speaking to the disciples collectively rather than 
individually. In other words, the mission to forgive and retain sins 
was given to the church. This is consistent with the Lord’s words to 
Peter:

And I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will 
build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it. I will 
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind 
on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth shall have been loosed in heaven. (Matt 16:18, 19). 

The rock Jesus spoke of was Christ Himself, and the church that He 
builds on this rock is given the keys of the kingdom of heaven to 
bind and to loose. This power to loose and bind, according to the 
words of the Lord in John, comes from the Holy Spirit. The church 
would carry out this mission when the promised Holy Spirit comes. 
It is through the Holy Spirit that the Lord sends the church into the 
world to accomplish this work.

On the day of Pentecost, the Lord poured out His Holy Spirit on 
the disciples. On that very day, the apostles proclaimed salvation 
through Jesus Christ and baptized the new believers in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins. As we have seen when 
discussing the Lord’s commission, the commission to forgive and 
retain sins parallels the commission to baptize. He who believes 
and is baptized will be saved because his sins are forgiven, but he 
who does not believe will be condemned because his sins remain. 
Having received the Holy Spirit, the church carried out the work of 
forgiveness of sins by baptizing new converts.

The presence of the Holy Spirit, therefore, is necessary for the bap-
tism administered by the church to have the effect of washing away 
sins. Our spiritual rebirth is “out of water and Spirit” (ἐξ ὕδατος καὶ 
πνεύματος; John 3:5). The water of baptism is inseparable from the 
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presence of the Holy Spirit. In fact, the Holy Spirit is actively in-
volved in baptism. “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one 
body” (1 Cor 12:13). We are washed, sanctified, and justified “in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 
6:11).46 “By one Spirit,” (ἐν ἑνὶ πνεύματι) could also be translated 
“in one Spirit.” We are baptized either by the Spirit or in the Spirit 
when we receive baptism.47

The Holy Spirit is intimately connected with the blood of Christ. In 
reference to the blood of Christ and its cleansing effect, the writer 
of Hebrews states, “How much more will the blood of Christ, who 
through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, 
cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” 
(Heb 9:14). Christ offered Himself through the eternal Spirit. By 
the presence and power of the eternal Spirit, the blood offered by 
Christ can cleanse our conscience today.

The apostle John writes about the close relationship between the 
water, blood, and Spirit:

This is the One who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with 
the water only, but with the water and with the blood. It is the Spirit 
who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. For there are three that 
testify: the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in 
agreement. (1 John 5:6–8)

Jesus Christ came by water and blood, and it is the Spirit who testi-
fies. This is not merely referring to the coming of Jesus Christ in the 
flesh millennia ago, but also to the ever-present reality of Christ’s 
saving works. His coming to us is with not only the water, but with 
the water and the blood. And the Spirit is the witness. Externally, 
the human eye only sees the water of baptism. But in the Spirit, we 
are washed in the blood of Christ when we are baptized. This was 
the testimony of the Gospel writer when he witnessed the miracu-
lous flow of blood and water on the cross ( John 19:34, 35). Not only 
so, the eternal Spirit also bears witness when the church carries out 
baptism. By the work of the Spirit, the blood of Jesus Christ shed 
on the cross washes away our sins today when we are baptized in 
water. Thus we have three unified witnesses, the Spirit, the water, 
and the blood. This is the testimony of God, through which we may 
have eternal life in His Son (1 John 5:9–12).48

46	See the commentary on 1 Cor 6:9–11.
47	See the commentary on 1 Cor 12:12–13.
48	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on 1 John 5:5–13.
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In conclusion, it is by the witnessing of the Holy Spirit that the 
cleansing power of Christ’s blood is applied on the sinner in 
baptism. With this in mind, baptism is not to be carried out by any 
individual or organization apart from the church established by 
the Holy Spirit. Without the abidance and sending of the promised 
Holy Spirit, baptism would become a mere human act. This is why 
the early church began to witness for Christ and to baptize only af-
ter the Holy Spirit had come. Likewise, only the church established 
and sent by the Holy Spirit Himself can effectively complete the 
mission to forgive sins through baptism.

3.	 The New Status of the Ba ptized through the Forgi v eness 
of Sins

In baptism, the blood of Christ washes away our sins, and we are buried with 
Christ into His death. This is the fundamental purpose and effect of baptism. 
Without the remission of sins, we remain strangers to the covenant of God. 
After our sins have been washed away, we enter into a new relationship with 
God. Therefore, the Scripture also speaks of baptism as affording a new status 
for the believer, and this newly acquired status is possible because our sins 
have been forgiven and removed. This new status also ushers in God’s call to 
a new way of life in which every believer ought to walk by faith.

a.	 Rebirth

Before we received the washing in the blood of Christ, we were dead in 
trespasses and sin. We walked in the lusts of our flesh according to the 
course of this world and the spirit who works in the sons of disobedi-
ence (Eph 2:1–3; Col 2:13; 3:5–7; cf. Titus 3:3). After sin entered the world 
through Adam, death came to all men, for the wages of sins is death  
(Rom 5:12–14; 6:23). The death that results from sin is more than the  
physical death at the end of a person’s earthly life. It is also separation 
from God and being under the dominion of sin (cf. Rom 8:6). A person 
who is still alive physically may be dead spiritually (cf. Matt 8:22; Luke 
9:60). Sin reigns in death (Rom 5:21). Therefore, anyone who is subject  
to the rule of sin is spiritually dead, and this in fact applies to all men.  
The fact that all sinned shows that all are under the power of sin and death 
(Rom 5:12; cf. 1 John 5:19).

God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us (Rom 5:8). By Adam’s offense the many died, 
but the grace of God and the gift by the grace of Jesus Christ overflow to 
the many (Rom 5:15). In Christ Jesus we may receive from God the gift 
of eternal life ( John 3:16, 36; 6:40; Rom 6:23; 1 John 5:11–13). When we 
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are baptized into Christ, our old self is crucified with Christ (Rom 6:6). 
We are buried with Christ through baptism into death (Rom 6:3–4). The 
man that used to be the slave of sin and death dies. Through the cleans-
ing power of Christ’s blood, we receive a new life in baptism. Paul writes 
about this spiritual resurrection:

having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised with 
Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. 
And when you were dead in your wrongdoings and the uncircumcision of 
your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our 
wrongdoings,  
(Col 2:12–13)

God raised us with Christ in baptism, having forgiven us all our wrongdo-
ings. The forgiveness of sins is the precondition for a new life together 
with Christ. Sin resulted in death, and thus our sins must be forgiven for 
us to be raised to life. In baptism, our sins are washed away and the sinful 
man dies. Having forgiven our sins on account of the abounding grace of 
Christ, God also grants us a new life by raising us with Christ. For this 
reason, baptism is a “washing of regeneration,” as Paul states:

He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we did in righteousness, but in 
accordance with His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by 
the Holy Spirit, (Titus 3:5)49

“Regeneration” means coming back to life or being born again. This new 
spiritual life from God occurs by means of washing. As we have seen, the 
washing away of sins takes place in baptism (Acts 2:38; 22:16). Through 
this washing, we are brought back to life. Our Lord Jesus spoke about this 
rebirth in His discourse with Nicodemus:

Jesus responded and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is 
born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Nicodemus said to Him, “How 
can a person be born when he is old? He cannot enter his mother’s womb a 
second time and be born, can he?” Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 
unless someone is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 
of God. That which has been born of the flesh is flesh, and that which has been 
born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be 
born again.’ The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but 
you do not know where it is coming from and where it is going; so is everyone 
who has been born of the Spirit.” (John 3:3–8)50

One who is dead spiritually cannot enter the kingdom of God. We must 
be born again spiritually, i.e., be born from above. This rebirth is the 
work of God. However, it is not something completely detached from 

49	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Titus 3:4–7.
50	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on John 3:1–15.
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the tangible realm, for Jesus was speaking to Nicodemus about “earthly 
things” ( John 3:12). Just as God sent His Son into the world so we may 
believe in Him and have eternal life, the spiritual birth from God is also 
given to us in a way that we may receive and experience. Hence, this spiri-
tual birth is a birth “out of water and Spirit” (ἐξ ὕδατος καὶ πνεύματος). 
With the work of the Holy Spirit, a person is born from above when he is 
baptized in water.

Receiving a new life from God demands a new attitude and way of life. 
Paul points out how irreconcilable it is for a baptized believer to live  
in sin:

What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? 
Far from it! How shall we who died to sin still live in it? Or do you not know 
that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized 
into His death? Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism 
into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory 
of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life. (Rom 6:1–4)

Having been buried with Christ into His death and raised to a new life, 
we have died to sin and are no longer obligated to live under its dominion. 
Therefore, Paul continues, “So you too, consider yourselves to be dead to 
sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:11).

When we were dead in our trespasses and sin, we were slaves to sin. But 
now that we have been set free from sin through baptism, we become 
slaves of righteousness and of God. We are not to let sin reign in our mor-
tal body or obey our sinful lusts. Instead, we ought to present ourselves to 
God as those who are alive from the dead and our body’s parts as instru-
ments of righteousness for God. Christ has bought us with His precious 
blood. As such, we are no longer our own. We are to dedicate our bodies 
for God’s glory, and should live no longer for ourselves but for Him who 
died and rose on our behalf (Rom 6:12, 13; 1 Cor 6:20; 2 Cor 5:14, 15). Paul 
declares, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith 
in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Gal 2:20). 
This should be the attitude of the believer whose sinful man has died and 
who has been raised to life.

Hebrews also urges us to live a God-centered life after we have been 
cleansed:

Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to enter the holy 
place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way which He inaugurated 
for us through the veil, that is, through His flesh, and since we have a great 
priest over the house of God, let’s approach God with a sincere heart in full 
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assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience 
and our bodies washed with pure water. Let’s hold firmly to the confession of 
our hope without wavering , for He who promised is faithful; and let’s consider 
how to encourage one another in love and good deeds, not abandoning our 
own meeting together, as is the habit of some people, but encouraging one 
another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near. (Heb 10:19–25)

Whereas we were once far from God, we may now draw near to God 
because we have been purified by the blood of Christ. The new life we 
live now is in the very presence of God. Therefore, it must be steadfastly 
oriented to God’s will, manifesting itself in love and good works.

b.	 Sanctification and justification

In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul admonished them about unrighteous 
deeds:

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? 
Do not be deceived; neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulter-
ers, nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor those habitually drunk, 
nor verbal abusers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom of God. Such were 
some of you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justi-
fied in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor 
6:9–11)51

Although some of them used to indulge in unrighteous living, Paul 
reminds them that they have now acquired a completely new status. He 
uses “but” three times to emphasize the contrast between the old way of 
life and the new: “But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you 
were justified.”

Washing is for the purpose of removal of filth. Spiritually, it is cleansing 
from sin (Prov 30:12; Ps 51:7; Isa 1:16; Jer 4:14). As we have seen in the Old 
Testament foreshadow, God promised to provide cleansing for His people 
and wash away their sins (Isa 4:4; Ezek 36:25; Zech 13:1). This is fulfilled 
in Christ, who released us from our sins by His own blood (Rev 1:5).

To sanctify is literally “to make holy.” Sanctification is a divine act that 
separates the holy from the common or profane. The assembly of Israel, 
the priests, as well as the sanctuary were sanctified unto the Lord (Exod 
19:14; 28:41; 29:43; 31:13; Lev 20:8; 21:8, 15, 23; 22:9, 16, 32). In the new 
covenant, Christ sanctifies the people of God by His atoning blood ( John 
17:19; Acts 20:32; 26:18; Eph 5:26; Heb 2:11; 10:10, 14, 29; 13:12).

Justification means reckoning as righteous or acquittal. To be justified by 
God, therefore, means to be reckoned by God as righteous. Believers in 

51	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on 1 Cor 6:9–11.
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Christ are justified through faith on account of the blood of Christ (Acts 
13:39; Rom 3:24-26, 30; 5:1, 9; Gal 2:16; 3:11, 24). The justified is delivered 
from his sins (Acts 13:38, 39; Rom 6:7; “freed” is the same word in Greek 
as the word for “justified”), and is free from condemnation (Rom 8:33).

We can see a commonality in these three acts of God. The believer is 
washed, sanctified, and justified by the blood of Christ. We have studied 
that the spiritual washing away of sins is connected with baptism (Acts 
22:16). Sanctification, too, is effected through baptism, as Paul states, 
““Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by 
the washing of water with the word” (Eph 5:25, 26).52 In Romans 6:3–7 
we also learn that the old self is crucified in baptism, and we are thereby 
freed (justified) from sin. In light of these teachings, we understand that 
in 1 Cor 6:11 Paul is alluding to the work of God on the believers in their 
baptism. Because our sins are washed away in baptism, we stand before 
God sanctified and justified.

As Paul exhorted the Corinthians, believers who were washed, sanctified, 
and justified have no part in unrighteousness. Believers in Christ who 
have been sanctified need to continually live in sanctification by keep-
ing ourselves holy (Eph 4:24; 1 Thess 4:3–7; 1 Pet 1:15, 16). This lifelong 
endeavor is to be carried out through the gracious help of God, for it is 
God who can sanctify us completely (1 Thess 5:23; Heb 10:14). In like 
manner, we are to also put our faith to work in our daily lives so we may 
be justified before God. We have been justified freely by faith through the 
blood of Christ in baptism. The faith we had in the beginning must work 
together with our works, so that our faith is made perfect by our works 
( Jas 2:20–26). Paul tells us, “For we must all appear before the judgment 
seat of Christ, so that each one may receive compensation for his deeds 
done through the body, in accordance with what he has done, whether 
good or bad” (2 Cor 5:10). If we hold fast to the faith we had in the begin-
ning by continually doing what pleases our Lord from our heart, we will 
receive praise from God on the day of judgment (cf. 1 Cor 4:4, 5).

c.	 Putting on of Christ
for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you 
as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s 
offspring , heirs according to promise. (Gal 3:26–29, ESV)53

52	See the commentary on Ephesians 5:25–27.
53	See the commentary on Gal 3:26–29.
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Paul explains to the Galatians that the result of their baptism into Christ 
is that they have put on Christ. Whereas they were once kept under guard 
by the law, they have now become sons of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus (Gal 3:23–25). This change of status occurs in baptism, through 
which believers put on Christ.

To understand the meaning of putting on Christ, we may first take note of 
the parallel expressions in this passage: “In Christ Jesus” and “Christ’s.” To 
put on Christ means to be in Christ Jesus and to be Christ’s.

God’s saving grace is found in Christ, for He is Lord and Savior who has 
accomplished God’s plan of salvation for mankind. God’s redemption 
and gift of eternal life are in Christ (Rom 3:24; 6:23; Eph 1:7). God calls 
believers in Christ, gives them grace in Christ, creates them in Christ, 
circumcises them in Christ, forgives them in Christ, sanctifies them in 
Christ, and blesses them with every spiritual blessing in Christ (1 Cor 
1:2; Eph 1:3, 4; 2:10, 20; 4:32; Php 3:14; Col 2:11; 2 Tim 1:9). One day all 
believers will also be made alive in Christ (1 Cor 15:22). Therefore, being 
in Christ is essential to participation in God’s saving grace. That is why  
the New Testament frequently addresses believers as those who are in 
Christ Jesus.

According to Rom 6:3 and Gal 3:27, believers are baptized into Christ. In 
other words, we obtain the status of “being in Christ” through baptism. 
In baptism we enter into a union with Christ, being crucified with Christ, 
buried together with Christ into His death, and raised together with 
Christ (Rom 6:4, 8; Col 2:11–13). Christ becomes our righteousness and 
sanctification and redemption (1 Cor 1:30). We put on Christ like a gar-
ment, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him (2 Cor 
5:21; Php 3:9). Having died to sin in baptism, we are alive to God in Christ 
Jesus (Rom 6:11). As such, when God looks upon us, He no longer sees 
the sinful man but the righteousness of Christ.

Having been baptized into Christ, we become Christ’s (1 Cor 3:23; 7:22; 
15:23; 2 Cor 10:7; Gal 3:29; 5:24). In view of this, we can have a fuller 
appreciation of why believers are baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ and call on the name of the Lord in baptism (Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 
19:5; 22:16; 1 Cor 6:11). On the one hand, baptism in the name of Christ 
connotes that the baptism is carried out in His authority. On the other 
hand, it indicates that the baptized comes under the name of Christ, be-
comes Christ’s, and is united with Christ. Through baptism, the baptized 
acknowledges Jesus Christ as His Lord and surrenders himself to Him.
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Putting on Christ is furthermore a collective act. According to Galatians 
3:27, 28, having put on Christ through baptism means that all believers 
are one in Christ Jesus. They share a common status of being Christ’s, 
and thereby join with one another as one body. In Christ Jesus, a person’s 
race or gender is of no relevance to their spiritual status. Thus, through 
baptism, we are brought into the body of Christ and become members 
thereof (1 Cor 12:13; cf. Acts 2:41).

In short, the putting on of Christ as a result of baptism encompasses sev-
eral meanings. Through baptism, we are cloaked with the righteousness 
of Christ, we belong to Christ, and we become members of Christ’s body. 
All in all, we obtain an identity that is inseparable from Christ.

On an individual level, each believer is to put on the Lord Jesus Christ in 
his life. Paul exhorts the Romans, “Let’s behave properly as in the day, not 
in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and debauchery, 
not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make 
no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts” (Rom 13:13, 14). Our old 
self having died in baptism, we are to put on the new self, which has the 
likeness of God (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10). It is imperative for us to keep the 
garment of righteousness and holiness that we had put on in baptism and 
imitate Christ in our conduct. The Lord Jesus said, “Behold, I am coming 
like a thief. Blessed is the one who stays awake and keeps his clothes, so 
that he will not walk about naked and people will not see his shame” (Rev 
16:15). This is an admonition to all believers, to continually put on and 
keep the clothes received in baptism until the Lord comes.

d.	 Sons of God

Paul’s overall point in Gal 3:26–29 is that we are sons of God through faith 
in Christ Jesus. This is the status of believers who have been baptized into 
Christ. Once strangers to the covenant of God, we now become sons. This 
new status as sons is the result of being Christ’s. Paul explains that God’s 
promise to Abraham in fact rested in Christ (Gal 3:16, 17). Only through 
faith in Jesus Christ can we receive the promise. When we are baptized 
through faith into Christ, we become Christ’s. Consequently, we become 
Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise.

The promise to Abraham the Scripture speaks of is the heavenly inheri-
tance (Heb 11:10, 16). To be heirs according to the promise means being 
the heirs of God’s eternal kingdom (Heb 12:28; Jas 2:5). A glorious hope 
awaits us who are sons of God. God is leading His sons into glory, which 
will be revealed one day. We look forward to the final adoption, the re-
demption of our body and the freedom of the glory of the children of God 
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(Rom 8:18–23; Heb 2:10). We will put off the perishable and put on im-
mortality (1 Cor 15:50–54; 2 Cor 5:1–5). This glorious promise is already 
given in baptism. “For if we have become united with Him in the likeness 
of His death, certainly we shall also be in the likeness of His resurrection” 
(Rom 6:5). In dying together with Christ we receive the hope of being 
resurrected in Christ’s likeness.

To those who believe in the Lord Jesus and are baptized in His name 
for the forgiveness of sins, God also gives the promise of the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 2:38, 39), who is a first installment of our inheritance (2 Cor 5:5; 
Eph 1:13, 14). The Holy Spirit testifies with our spirit that we are sons and 
heirs (Rom 8:15, 16; Gal 4:6, 7).

The glorious status of being sons of God requires us to live a new life. 
With the Holy Spirit in us as the seal of our inheritance, we are to walk by 
the Spirit and not according to the flesh (Gal 5:16, 25). A trait of the sons 
of God is that they are led by the Spirit of God (Rom 8:14). The children 
of God practice righteousness and love (1 John 3:10). They are blameless 
and innocent, shining as lights in the midst of a crooked and perverse gen-
eration (Php 2:15). Instead of yielding to sin to live under its dominion, 
we can reign in life (Rom 5:17). As children of God, we know that when 
Christ is revealed, we will be like Him. With this hope, we must purify 
ourselves just as He is pure (1 John 3:2, 3). Although hardships will be in 
the way, we know that these forms of discipline are in fact appropriate for 
the sons of God, and we need to endure these sufferings to share in God’s 
holiness (Heb 12:1–12). The sufferings of this present time are not worthy 
to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us (Rom 8:18). 
With this hope in us and through Him who loves us, we can overwhelm-
ingly conquer (Rom 8:37).

4.	 Ba ptism a nd sa lvation

We have discussed at great length the spiritual effect of baptism and the 
new status of the baptized. In baptism, our old self is crucified and buried 
with Christ into His death, and the blood of Christ washes our sins away. 
Consequently, we are raised to a new life, sanctified, and justified. Christ 
clothes us with His righteousness, makes us His possession, unites us all as 
one in His body, and designates us as sons and heirs. All of these spiritual 
blessings in Christ begin with baptism.

With such abundant testimony of the Scripture on God’s grace in baptism, 
it should be clear to us that God saves the believer through baptism. Anyone 
who wishes to see the truth in God’s word on baptism ought to carefully 
study all of the related passages with an open mind. In this section, we shall 
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examine the words of Christ and the view of the New Testament church 
concerning the place of baptism in the believer’s salvation.

a.	 The Lord’s promise of salvation

In the Great Commission, the Lord Jesus said to the disciples, “Go into all 
the world and preach the gospel to all creation. The one who has believed 
and has been baptized will be saved; but the one who has not believed 
will be condemned” (Mark 16:15, 16).54 The response to the good news of 
salvation encompasses belief and acceptance of baptism, and the result is 
salvation. In other words, Christ offered the promise of salvation to every-
one who believes the gospel and is baptized. The Lord placed receiving 
baptism in a direct relationship to one’s salvation.

It is frequently mentioned that, in the second part of verse 16, condemna-
tion does not result from failure to be baptized. This seems to suggest 
that baptism does not determine a person’s salvation or condemnation. 
However, the omission of baptism indicates how believing and being 
baptized are integrally related. Baptism presupposes belief, and without 
belief there is no baptism to speak of. On the other hand, true belief is 
followed by baptism. There are only two kinds of response to the gospel 
according to the Lord, i.e., believing and being baptized versus not believ-
ing. Therefore, baptism cannot be separated from belief. No true believer 
refuses to be baptized or dismisses the need for baptism.

Since baptism and belief go hand in hand, baptism alone does not 
determine a person’s salvation; it needs to be accompanied by belief. On 
the other hand, baptism is necessary for salvation precisely because it is 
linked intimately with one’s belief. Furthermore, the fact that the Lord 
offers the promise of salvation to those who believe and are baptized 
establishes a definite connection between baptism and salvation. Christ 
Himself stipulated baptism as a necessary step in the way of salvation.

b.	 Entering the kingdom of God

The Lord Jesus spoke in the most definite terms about the necessity of 
spiritual birth for salvation in His discourse with Nicodemus ( John 3:1–
15).55 One cannot enter the kingdom of God unless he is born from above. 
Entering the kingdom of God denotes being saved, for entering God’s 
kingdom is synonymous with salvation (cf. Matt 19:23–25). The new birth 
that is required for salvation is a spiritual birth and the work of the Spirit.  
More specifically, it is being born of water and Spirit ( John 3:5). Unless a 

54	See the commentary on Mark 16:14–18.
55	See the commentary on John 3:1–15.
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person is born this way, he is outside the kingdom of God and the grace  
of salvation.

Because of its crucial relationship to salvation, it behooves us to under-
stand the meaning of being born of water and Spirit. The word “water” 
stands out in the passage because it is the only tangible element in the 
passage that is a necessary part of the spiritual birth. While Jesus did not 
explicitly state what the water He spoke of represented, the first readers of 
the New Testament would have understood that it is the water in baptism 
because baptism was administered to all Christians. Nevertheless, we still 
have the aid of other parallel passages.

In the passage immediately following Jesus’ discourse, the word “water” 
is found in connection with baptism ( John 3:22, 23). Hence, it would not 
be inappropriate for the reader to also link Jesus’ mention of “water” to 
the water of baptism. 1 Peter 3:20, 21 speaks of water and salvation when 
discussing baptism. In Acts 10:47, 48, when Peter said, “Surely no one 
can refuse water…, can he?” there is no doubt that he was referring to 
baptism, for he continued, “for these to be baptized.” The Gentile converts 
must not be forbidden from being baptized in water.

Another passage in the Bible that speaks of birth and salvation is Titus 
3:4, 5. God saved us through the washing of regeneration and renewing of 
the Holy Spirit. Our spiritual rebirth is by means of a washing. According 
to Acts 22:16, the washing away of sins occurs when a believer is baptized. 
Therefore, the washing of regeneration takes place in baptism, and that, 
along with the renewing of the Holy Spirit, is the means through which 
God saves us. Ephesians 5:25, 26 tells us that Christ loved the church and 
gave Himself for her, that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by 
the washing of water with the word. Here, the washing of the church by 
Christ is for the purpose of sanctification and cleansing, and it involves 
the use of water. As we have discussed previously, sanctification and 
cleansing are achieved by the blood of Jesus Christ, and this gracious 
working of God happens in baptism. Thus, we can see that “washing” and 
“water” allude to the effect and element of baptism. The birth out of water 
and Spirit, therefore, is accomplished in baptism.

Water alone does not bring about the spiritual birth that is necessary 
for salvation. Rather, it is accompanied by the Spirit. The spiritual birth 
consists of both the tangible and the intangible dimensions. Through the 
witness and authority of the eternal Spirit of God, the blood of Christ 
washes the sinner when he is baptized with water. Consequently, his old 
self dies with Christ and he is raised to a new life with Christ. For this 
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reason, baptism is the process through which the believer is “born of 
water and Spirit,” and it is necessary for salvation.

c.	 Baptism saves

The relationship between baptism and salvation is put in the most explicit 
terms in 1 Peter 3:18–22.56 Peter places a type and an antitype side by side. 
The type is the salvation of Noah and his family through water, and the 
corresponding antitype is the salvation of believers through baptism.

Whereas we would usually think of the salvation of Noah as salvation 
from the flood water, the Scripture teaches that he was saved through the 
water. In other words, water was the instrument through which God saved 
Noah and his household. This event in the Old Testament foreshadowed 
our salvation today. In what ways was Noah’s salvation a parallel to a 
Christian’s salvation? Just as Noah was saved through water then, we are 
saved through baptism now. Water is the common element in both events.

However, baptism is not a mere immersion in water. Baptism saves us not 
because of the cleansing nature of water: “not the removal of dirt from the 
flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience” (1 Pet 3:21). The saving 
effect of baptism lies in the washing of the conscience. This is done by the 
blood of Christ (Heb 9:14), which washes us during baptism. It is for this 
reason that the Scripture teaches that baptism saves.

The passage in 1 Peter also states that baptism saves us through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Christ’s resurrection made possible the 
forgiveness of sins. Having obtained eternal redemption, Christ entered 
heaven with His own blood to appear in the presence of God for us. 
Because of His resurrection, His blood can now cleanse our conscience 
(Heb 9:11, 12, 14). Furthermore, when we are baptized into Christ, we are 
also raised with Him (Col 2:12). We are given a new life. As such, by the 
resurrection of Christ, we are able to receive the saving grace granted to us 
through baptism. 

d.	 Events in Acts

We now turn our attention to the events in Acts that confirm the necessity 
of baptism for salvation. The urgency with which baptism was com-
manded and received in the conversion narratives indicates that baptism 
is integral to one’s salvation.

When the multitudes in Jerusalem who gathered at the mighty outpour-
ing of the Holy Spirit had heard the apostles’ message that Jesus is Lord 
and Christ, they were pierced to the heart. They asked the apostles, “What 

56	See the commentary on 1 Pet 3:18–22.
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are we to do?” Peter responded, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in 
the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:37–39). 
That very day three thousand received the word and were baptized (Acts 
2:41). The question, “What are we to do?” pertained to salvation, for Peter 
quoted the prophecy of Joel in which the eschatological event of the pour-
ing out of the Spirit would also be the time of salvation: AND IT SHALL 
BE THAT EVERYONE WHO CALLS ON THE NAME OF THE 
LORD WILL BE SAVED” (Acts 2:21). The multitudes who heard the 
apostles’ message eagerly wanted to know what they must do to be saved 
in light of the fact that Jesus, whom they had crucified, is Lord and Christ. 
Peter’s response indicated that salvation hinges on the forgiveness of sins, 
which is granted through repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus 
Christ. To call on the name of the LORD, therefore, is more than verbal 
confession, but entails baptism into the Lord’s name for the forgiveness of 
sins. To repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ is the crucial 
initial step to salvation.

When the angel of God spoke to Cornelius, he instructed Cornelius to 
seek out Peter (Acts 10:5–6). According to Peter’s account later, the angel 
had told Cornelius that Peter would “speak words to you by which you 
will be saved, you and all your household” (Acts 11:14). Peter’s mes-
sage of salvation centered on the risen Lord and the forgiveness of sins 
through belief in His name (Acts 10:36–43). The Holy Spirit fell upon 
those who heard the word even while Peter was still speaking. At the sight 
of God’s clear election of these Gentiles, Peter commanded them to be 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Baptism was so closely connected 
with Peter’s message of salvation and forgiveness of sins. It was also so 
integral to the converts’ acceptance of Christ by faith that the Scripture 
did not even state explicitly that they believed in the Lord Jesus; their 
baptism sufficiently testified to their belief. Thus, we can see that baptism 
must be administered and received hand in hand with the preaching 
and acceptance of the gospel of salvation. As much as they had received 
the promised Holy Spirit as a seal of God’s election, they still needed to 
receive the forgiveness of sins through baptism. While Peter’s preaching 
about believing in Christ fulfilled the words of the angel to Cornelius con-
cerning “words by which you will be saved,” Peter’s command for them to 
be baptized completed this fulfillment. Cornelius and his household must 
believe in the Lord Jesus and be baptized in His name to be saved.

The close connection between the message of salvation and baptism is 
also seen in the conversion of the jailer of Philippi. Witnessing the great 
earthquake and seeing the unexpected preservation of his own life, the 
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jailer fell down trembling with fear before the apostles, saying, “Sirs, 
what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:25–30). They told him, “Believe 
in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 
16:31). After speaking the word of God to him and all those who were 
in his house, immediately he and all his household were baptized (Acts 
16:33). The Scripture comments that the jailer “was overjoyed, since he 
had become a believer in God together with his whole household” (Acts 
16:34). Once again, we observe how baptism was inseparable from the 
word of salvation. Believing in the Lord encompasses and is signaled by 
being baptized, and baptism is the way through which the believer enters 
and accepts the saving grace of the Lord.

5.	 A dministr ation of ba ptism

a.	 The baptist

From the New Testament records of baptisms administered in the ap-
ostolic church and from the teachings on baptism, we observe that the 
Scriptures do not focus on the role of the baptist. We have numerous ac-
counts in Acts that converts were baptized. In the epistles, the writers also 
remind the Christians of their baptism into Christ. But the focus is never 
on who it was that administered the baptism.

For one, baptism is a heavenly institution, and its effects are the work of 
God. The baptist is but a human agent carrying out the command of the 
risen Lord. It is God who washes away our sins, buries us together with 
Christ into His death, raises us to life, sanctifies, and justifies. It is by the 
Spirit that we are baptized into one body and made one in Christ. The 
spiritual power through baptism is never the merit of the baptist.

Secondly, through baptism the believer enters into a union with Christ 
directly and comes under His name. Paul asked the Corinthians rhetori-
cally, “Were you baptized in the name of Paul?” and thanked God that He 
did not baptize most of them lest anyone should say that he had baptized 
in Paul’s name (1 Cor 1:13–15). The name of the baptist has no significance 
whatsoever in the salvation of the baptized. The believer is baptized in 
Christ’s name alone, and his relationship with the Lord is apart from the 
baptist who carries out the baptism.

Thirdly, the baptist does not baptize on his own authority. Instead, he is 
sent by the Lord through the church to carry out this commission. The 
Lord gave the promise of the Holy Spirit and the authority to forgive and 
to retain sins to all disciples collectively rather than to a privileged few. 
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Furthermore, baptism is carried out under the direction and testimony of 
the Holy Spirit rather than the will of the baptist.

Lastly, baptism is the affair of the church, since the believer is baptized 
into the body of Christ and becomes a member thereof. According to 
Ephesians 5:26, Christ sanctifies and cleanses the church by the water 
with the word. From this perspective, the washing of individual believ-
ers makes up the washing of the church as a whole. Thus, every baptism 
involves the church, and it is an act of Christ for the church.

In view of the last two reasons stated above, no baptism should be car-
ried out apart from the church. Speaking of the unity of the church, Paul 
writes, “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you also were called 
in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God 
and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph 4:4–6). 
In God’s eyes, there is but one baptism. All believers of the one body of 
Christ receive this one baptism. No baptism that is disassociated from the 
church can be legitimate. This being the case, the baptist needs first of all 
to be a member of the body of Christ and identify with it. A person whose 
sins have not been washed by the blood of Christ and who is a stranger to 
the house of God is by no means qualified to administer baptism.

Since baptism rests on the authority given by the Spirit to the church, 
it is also necessary that the baptist be sent by the Holy Spirit and by the 
church. The baptist himself must have received the promised Holy Spirit 
and represent the church of God, which is the dwelling place of God in 
the Spirit. An individual or organization without the presence and delega-
tion of the Holy Spirit, even if they confess the name of Christ, is unable 
to carry out the commission to preach and baptize for the remission of 
sins. Without the presence of the Holy Spirit, no baptism can effectively 
wash away sins and incorporate a person into Christ’s body.

Turning our attention to the Scriptures, we may take note of the way in 
which the disciples were sent to baptize. They were members of Christ’s 
kingdom and among the first members of the church (Luke 22:28–30; cf. 
Acts 2:41, 47). In the account of the footwashing, the Gospel tells us that 
the disciples were Christ’s very own ( John 13:1). They had a part with the 
Lord Jesus and were completely clean ( John 13:8, 10). Having received the 
promise of the Holy Spirit, they waited in Jerusalem for the fulfillment 
of the promise (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4–8, 12–14). It was not until the Holy 
Spirit was poured out upon the disciples on the day of Pentecost that the 
church began to administer the baptism in the new covenant. Throughout 
Acts, we continue to observe how the missions of the evangelists and 
apostles, including the baptisms they carried out wherever there were 
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converts, were under the direction of the Holy Spirit and delegation of  
the church.

b.	 The baptismal candidate

What does the Scripture require of the person receiving baptism? From 
the teachings of the Scriptures, we learn that baptism is to be received 
under certain conditions, and demands are also laid upon the one to  
be baptized.

i.	 Believe

The reception of baptism is the response of one’s belief in the Lord. 
Paul and Silas told the jailer in Philippi to believe in the Lord for 
salvation. After hearing the word of the Lord, he believed in God with 
all his household. Immediately, he and all his family were baptized 
that very night (Acts 16:31–34). Many Corinthians, including Crispus 
and his household, heard the word, believed, and were baptized (Acts 
18:8). The Lord Jesus states in His commission, “The one who has 
believed and has been baptized will be saved; but the one who has 
not believed will be condemned” (Mark 16:16). Baptism presupposes 
belief, and without belief there is no baptism to speak of. In fact, con-
demnation awaits the unbeliever. Baptism is not to be administered to 
one who does not believe. Faith underlies a person’s conversion, and 
is the channel through which God’s grace and the cleansing of Jesus’ 
blood come upon the believer. He who is baptized must believe in the 
Lord Jesus and heed the message of the gospel. This embodies not only 
an acknowledgement of the name of Christ, but also the acceptance of 
the way of salvation according to God’s word and as taught by  
Christ’s church.57

ii.	 Repent

Since the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the call to repentance 
and baptism were inseparable. The coming of the kingdom of heaven 
demanded a total turning of one’s heart and life toward God. The mul-
titudes came to John the Baptist to be baptized, confessing their sins, 
and John taught them to live by God’s law of justice and mercy.

The Lord Jesus also preached repentance (Matt 4:17). In His commis-
sion to the disciples, repentance and remission of sins in the name of 
Christ are tied together as the message they were to bring to the world 
(Luke 24:47). True to the commission, Peter told the converts on the 
day of Pentecost, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 

57	Refer to Chapter 8, “Baptism, Grace, and Faith” for a detailed discussion on baptism and faith.
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Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). The call to repentance continued to 
ring through the preaching of the apostles wherever they went (Acts 
3:19; 5:31; 17:30; 20:21; 26:20).

Repentance goes beyond the confession of sins at baptism. 
Repentance, by definition, is the turning of one’s entire being. This re-
orientation begins at baptism and commits the believer to God once 
for all. Baptism is in fact the decisive divine act through which the new 
man is created to live in God’s likeness. Therefore, when exhorting 
the believers concerning their obligation to walk in newness of life, 
Paul begins with the doctrine of baptism (Rom 6:1–23). In baptism, 
the believer dies to sin and is buried with Christ into death. The goal 
is that the body of sin be done away with, that the believer should no 
longer be a slave of sin. Through God’s power, the believer is set free 
from sin’s bondage. He becomes a slave of righteousness. This is a 
decisive change of status, which calls for a new way of living. He who 
is baptized into Christ is dead to sin but alive to God in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. For this reason, throughout the New Testament, the Scriptures 
admonish, exhort, and warn believers to live a life worthy of their 
calling, to live not as the world does, but walk in the light through the 
renewing power of the Spirit.

c.	 Mode of baptism

By the mode of baptism we mean its method and form. How is baptism to 
be administered according to the Scriptures? Through the centuries, there 
have been many ways of baptism among the different denominations 
and Christian groups. Some insist that baptism must be done in a certain 
prescribed manner for salvation. Many others regard this matter as having 
no relevance.

The Scripture does not explicitly command us to administer baptism in a 
certain way or to receive it according to a prescribed form. Neither does it 
explicitly demand a precise adherence to a particular mode for salvation. 
It may thus appear that as long as baptism is administered and received, 
how it is done is unimportant.

Nevertheless, baptism cannot be detached from its mode. The very word 
“baptize” entails an action of some type. Other actions would not be 
considered baptism. Without any method or form, there is no baptism to 
speak of. When the Scriptures record that a believer is baptized or remind 
the believer of his baptism, they imply that there is this certain set of ac-
tions and settings that is called baptism. As such, it is not possible to avoid 
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a definition of baptism, as much as one may wish to minimize its impor-
tance. Baptism itself requires a mode. Hence, it is not only important, but 
also necessary, for us to define it in terms of its proper administration.

The New Testament writings leave us no step-by-step instruction on how 
to baptize. The early church did not face the problem of diverse forms of 
baptism because she had witnessed its administration by the Lord and the 
apostles, with the baptism of John the Baptist as the predecessor. If John 
the Baptist was the first to administer baptism in history, without any 
precedence that would qualify as what the Scripture terms “baptism,” he 
must have received instructions on it directly from heaven (cf. Matt 21:25; 
Mark 11:30; Luke 20:4).

Many centuries later today, without firsthand witness of how baptism was 
administered then, the church is faced with the task of being true to the 
biblical baptism. Despite many interpretations on the definition of bap-
tism and various forms of practice, we are not to make choices based on 
personal preference or accept all manners of administration as legitimate 
baptism. Since the church is established by the Lord Jesus through the 
Holy Spirit, the church must receive from the Lord Himself, through the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, instructions on baptism. There is only one 
body and one Spirit. This one body of Christ believes in the one Lord, 
shares one faith, and administers one baptism (Eph 4:4, 5). It behooves 
the church today to know the essential elements that constitute biblical 
baptism. It is the task of the church to bring all believers into the church 
through one baptism. As such, defining the proper mode of baptism is not 
left to the personal interpretation or preference of individuals.

The True Jesus Church proclaims that she is the one and only church of 
salvation today because of the pouring out of the Holy Spirit in these last 
days and because she has been entrusted with the complete gospel of 
salvation.58 Being the one body of Christ, the True Jesus Church returns 
to the earliest way of baptism through the direct instruction of the Lord 
Jesus and remains faithful to the examples and teachings of the apostles as 
found in the Scriptures. We shall now examine the Scriptures to discuss 
what constitutes the proper administration of baptism. As we do so, it 
is also important to bear in mind that the effect of baptism is not only 
in following the outward form of baptism. Baptism is entrusted to the 
church and is effective because of the authority given the Holy Spirit and 
the gospel of salvation that she preaches. Spiritually speaking, it is Christ 
Himself who sanctifies and cleanses the church with the washing of water 

58	 It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss at length the doctrine of the church. For a more in-depth 
study of this subject, refer to the publications of the True Jesus Church that address this doctrine.
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by the word (Eph 5:25, 26). Since there is such a deep connection between 
church and baptism, baptisms administered apart from the church of  
God and without the testimony of the Holy Spirit would be ineffective  
for salvation, even if they conform to the external characteristics of  
biblical baptism.

i.	 Living water

The New Testament sacrament of baptism for the remission of sins 
invariably involves water. The clear precedence in the Scripture 
indicates that baptisms were administered in natural running water. 
John the Baptist baptized the multitudes in the Jordan River (Matt 
3:6; Mark 1:5; John 1:28; 10:40). This is where the Lord Jesus Christ 
received John’s baptism (Matt 3:13; Mark 1:9). We are told that John 
also baptized in Aenon near Salim “because there was an abundance of 
water there” ( John 3:23). As such, the choice of location to administer 
baptism was based on the supply of a natural source of flowing water. 
When Philip was preaching Jesus Christ to the Ethiopian eunuch as 
they were traveling along the desert road, they came to some water. 
At the eunuch’s request, they went down into the water and Philip 
baptized him (Acts 8:36–39). Although the Scripture does not record 
whether the water was flowing, we know at least in this case that it was 
a natural body of water.

We find no narrative in the Bible where baptism was carried out in a 
man-made container, nor are there any directives for us to do so. As we 
have studied in the section on the spiritual characteristics of baptism, 
the LORD speaks of himself as the fountain of living waters in contrast 
to the other gods, who are broken cisterns ( Jer 2:13). When depicting 
the divine source of cleansing and life, the Scriptures also use fountains 
of living water as the metaphor (Zec 13:1; 14:8; John 7:38; Rev 21:6; cf. 
Rev 22:17).59 Never do the Scriptures describe God or His grace as a 
man-made pool.

In the absence of any reference to baptism in an artificial supply of wa-
ter and in light of Biblical examples, we ought not to baptize in pools 
or other man-made reservoirs. To remain true to the Scripture, the 
church today should baptize in natural forms of living water.

ii.	 Immersion

We have seen that the word “baptize” (baptizō, βαπτίζω) means “im-
merse,” “dip,” or “sink.” To baptize a person literally means to immerse 

59	Living water is also translated as “running water” in the laws regarding purification, denoting its flowing 
nature.
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him. This definition of the word, however, is not uncontested. Some 
have pointed out that the meaning of baptizō, βαπτίζω in Mark 7:3, 4 
and Luke 11:38 cannot be immersion. But this is not definitive.60 Paul’s 
metaphorical usage of baptizō, βαπτίζω in 1 Corinthians 10:1, 2 can help 
us understand what the action of “baptize” involves:

For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our fathers 
were all under the cloud and they all passed through the sea;and they all 
were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea; (1 Cor 10:1, 2)

The Israelites were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea by 
being under the cloud and passing through the sea. In other words, 
they were completely enveloped by the cloud above them and the sea 
around them. In this sense, when the people came out to John the 
Baptist to be baptized by him in the Jordan (Matt 3:6; Mark 1:5), they 
were submerged in the river.

Mark uses the preposition “into” (eis, εἰς) when describing Jesus’ 
baptism by John. “In those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee 
and was baptized by John in the Jordan” (Mark 1:9). “In the Jordan” 
is “into the Jordan” in Greek. While the preposition eis, εἰς does not 
always denote movement into something, that is the most common 
meaning. That Jesus Christ was baptized into Jordan indicates that He 
was immersed.

When Philip baptized the eunuch, they first went down into the water 
(Acts 8:38). After the baptism, they came up out of the water (v. 39). 
“Went down into” (katebēsan eis, κατέβησαν εἰς) and “came up out of ” 
(anebēsan ek, ἀνέβησαν ἐκ) refer to stepping into and out of the water. 
This detailed description favors immersion as the form of baptism, for 
only immersion requires both the baptist and the baptized to go down 
into the water. Other forms such as sprinkling or pouring could have 
been performed on dry ground.

Paul’s discussion of the spiritual dimension of baptism also supports 
immersion as the form of baptism. The believer who is baptized into 
Christ Jesus is baptized into His death. Being baptized into His death, 
according to Paul, means being buried with Him into death, and this 
occurs through baptism (Rom 6:3, 4; cf. Col 2:12). “Baptized” and 
“buried” are used synonymously here as metaphors to depict the spiri-
tual event that takes place when we are incorporated into the death of 

60	“The washing in this case is not merely of the hands, but apparently involves immersion of the whole 
person (cf. Tob. 7:8 for bathing as well as hand washing before eating, though this one instance does not 
prove that immersion was the norm before all meals).” France, R. T. The Gospel of Mark : A Commentary 
on the Greek Text. Eerdmans, 2002, p. 282.
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Christ. Paul finds in baptism the unity of the outward action and the 
inward action. When the believer is immersed outwardly, he is also 
immersed inwardly with Christ into His death. Immersion, rather than 
any other form, best suits the metaphorical language of burial.

iii.	Bowing of head

In the baptismal passage of Romans 6, Paul also writes, “For if we have 
become united with Him in the likeness of His death, certainly we 
shall also be in the likeness of His resurrection” (Rom 6:5).61 Baptism 
into Christ Jesus is baptism into His death. This baptism into Christ’s 
death is a union with Him in the likeness of His death. “Likeness” 
(homoiōma,  ὁμοίωμα) means a copy of an object. Our death to sin in 
baptism is a copy of the death of Christ.

But the likeness is not only a spiritual likeness, for the likeness of the 
death and resurrection of Christ was not without any bodily form. 
Homoiōma, ὁμοίωμα in the New Testament often denotes a physical 
representation. Since baptism consists of both the inward and outward 
dimensions, it has an outward form as well as an inward effect. Just as 
the believer is united in the likeness of Christ’s death inwardly in bap-
tism, he also shares in the likeness of Christ’s death outwardly when he 
is baptized.

The Bible does describe clearly and concretely the form of Christ’s 
death. In fact, this is the only description of the physical likeness of 
Christ’s death that we are given. According to John 19:30, “And He 
bowed His head and gave up His spirit.” “Having bowed” (klinas, 
κλίνας) is an aorist participle, indicating that it is an action prior to the 
action of the leading verb, “He gave over” (paredōken, παρέδωκεν). So 
we may translate the verse as, “After He had bowed His head, He gave 
up His spirit.” The form of Jesus’ death was not the natural result of 
death, but the deliberate final act of Jesus on the cross before He gave 
up His spirit. The likeness of His death becomes the prototype for us 
in baptism. When we are baptized, we should also bow our heads as 
our Lord did on the cross.

The outward form of baptism has a symbolic function. It is not arbi-
trary. If the inward effect of baptism is the union with Christ in the 
likeness of His death, the outward form should likewise conform to 
the likeness of Christ’s death, especially if the Scripture has depicted 
what that physical likeness is. We have also noted the symbolic 
meaning of the bowing of the head in the Scriptures. It represents the 

61	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Rom 6:1–10.
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humility of the sinner under the weight of sin as well as his complete 
surrender to God. This symbolic action coincides with our death to sin 
and new life to God. As such, the outward form of bowing of the head 
in baptism fulfills its symbolic purpose, portraying the inner spiritual 
reality of uniting with Christ in the likeness of His death.

iv.	 In the name of Jesus Christ

Jesus’ commission to the disciples consisted of the command to 
baptize in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit (Matt 28:19). In view of their contexts and the later practice of 
the apostles, we understand that these words were not intended to 
be recited as a baptismal formula. Rather, they are an indication of 
the nature of the name of Jesus.62 To act “in the name of ” means “to 
claim the authority of.”63 The command to baptize, as stated by Jesus, 
is founded on the universal authority given to Him (Matt 28:18). The 
name of Jesus was not only the name of the incarnate Son, but also 
of the Father and of the Holy Spirit. It is with this all-powerful name 
that the church is to baptize, and those who are baptized surrender 
themselves to this name.

After receiving the Holy Spirit, the apostles understood that the name 
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit is in fact the name of the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, throughout the narratives in Acts, the 
apostles consistently baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 
(Acts 2:37, 38; 8:14–16; 10:47, 48; 19:4, 5). It is in the name of the Lord 
Jesus we are washed in baptism, and it is upon His name that we call 
during baptism (cf. Acts 22:16; 1 Cor 6:11). Thus, the name of the Lord 
Jesus is central to the New Testament baptism.

While “in the name of ” encompasses the general meaning of appealing 
to the authority represented by the name, it also includes invoking the 
name. In this sense, the apostles must have pronounced the name of 
the Lord Jesus when they baptized as well as preached about the Lord 
Jesus before administering baptism.

This is evident in the account of the baptism of the disciples at 
Ephesus (Acts 19:1–7).64 Paul baptized these disciples even though 
they had already been baptized into John’s baptism. They had certainly 
heard John’s preaching about the Christ, and the fact that they were 
called disciples indicates that they were followers of the Lord Jesus. 

62	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Matt 28:16–20.
63	Bietenhard, Hans. “Ὄνομα, Ὀνομάζω, Ἐπονομάζω, Ψευδώνυμος.” Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 5, Eerdmans, 1964–, pp. 270–71.
64	See the more detailed explanation in the commentary on Acts 19:1–7.
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But this was not enough; they still needed to be baptized again. Paul 
did not simply educate them about the distinction between John’s bap-
tism and baptism in the name of the Lord Jesus, but actually baptized 
them in the name of the Lord Jesus. This tells us that the new baptism 
was distinct from the baptism they had previously received not only in 
meaning but also in practice. The name of the Lord Jesus was invoked 
during baptism.

In James 2:7 we have a reference to “the good name by which you 
have been called.” “The good name by which you have been called” is 
literally “the good name that was called upon you.” The NRSV has “the 
excellent name that was invoked over you.” This expression suggests 
that in the early church, the name of the Lord Jesus Christ was invoked 
over the believer when he was baptized into Christ.

Along with the emphasis on the invocation of the name of the Lord 
Jesus in the administration of baptism, we also need to bear in mind 
the importance of instructions about the Lord Jesus Christ. Baptism 
is to be received and administered with faith in the Lord Jesus. It is the 
responsibility of the church, therefore, to preach and teach the name of 
Jesus Christ to all disciples while baptizing in His name.
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Chapter 8
BAPTISM, GRACE, AND FAITH

But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved 
us, even when we were dead in our wrongdoings, made us alive together with 
Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up with Him, and seated 
us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come 
He might show the boundless riches of His grace in kindness toward us in 
Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not of 
yourselves, it is the gift of God; not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 
(Eph 2:4–9)

Our salvation is rooted solely in the mercy and grace of God, which He im-
parted to us through faith. No work of righteousness on our part merits this 
gift of salvation. Among the strongest polemics in Paul’s writings is his staunch 
insistence on salvation apart from works. He demonstrates that while the law 
is spiritual, no flesh can be justified in the sight of God by the works of the law. 
Instead, the righteousness of God is revealed apart from the law through faith 
in Jesus Christ to all who believe. We are justified apart from the works of the 
law, but freely by the grace of God through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus (Rom 3:19–28). Through the atonement of our Lord Jesus Christ with His 
blood, we can have access to God’s grace.

Paul views grace and works as diametrically opposed, “But if it is by grace, it is 
no longer on the basis of works, since otherwise grace is no longer grace” (Rom 
11:6). He likewise contrasts faith and works, “Now to the one who works, the 
wages are not credited as a favor, but as what is due. But to the one who does 
not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as 
righteousness” (Rom 4:4, 5). He goes as far as declaring that any attempt to be 
justified by works is a total denial of God’s grace, “And I testify again to every 
man who has himself circumcised, that he is obligated to keep the whole Law. 
You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by the 
Law; you have fallen from grace” (Gal 5:3, 4).
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In view of the fundamental doctrine of salvation by grace through faith, how are 
we to understand the place of baptism?

One of the chief objections to the belief in the necessity of baptism for salva-
tion is that baptism is of works, and as such cannot be a condition for salvation. 
It is argued that assigning any saving effect to a rite such as baptism discredits 
and nullifies the finished work of Christ on the cross. If this understanding of 
baptism stands, then teaching salvation through baptism would be dangerously 
close to requiring circumcision for salvation, a position the apostle Paul vehe-
mently rejects.

Those who deny the saving effects of baptism tend to speak of baptism primar-
ily as something that man does. This, however, is not the perspective of the 
Scriptures. As we have noted, the passages that present the doctrine of New 
Testament baptism hardly mention the baptist. Similarly, the act of being 
baptized on the part of the believer is never viewed as being responsible for the 
spiritual benefits that result in baptism. In baptism, it is God who acts. The hu-
man actions are only a humble reception of the divine act. It is God who washes 
away our sins with the blood of Christ, buries us together with Christ into His 
death, raises us with Christ, and brings us into the body of Christ. While willing 
participation on behalf of the believer is necessary, it does not warrant any merit 
except for the fact that it is an act of obedience. The Scriptures never consider 
this act of obedience as the foundation of the saving effects in baptism, but 
always attribute them to the grace of God in Christ Jesus.

To examine whether baptism is of works, we need to first consider the mean-
ing of the term “works.” By “works of the law,” the Scriptures are speaking of 
attempting to achieve righteousness by observing and meeting the requirements 
of the law. The nature of this means to justification is that it seeks to earn righ-
teousness before God rather than to receive it freely. Herein lies the distinction 
between justification by works and justification by faith: the former claims man’s 
merit, but the latter does not; the former denies the works of Christ, but the lat-
ter rests upon them. Thus, it would be wrong to view any and all forms of actions 
as “works of the law.” To believe is an action, just as repentance and confessing 
the name of Christ are actions. But such actions are actions that respond to 
and receive the grace of God. They do not constitute attempts to be justified by 
works.

Nowhere in the Scriptures can we find any reference to baptism being associated 
with the works of the law. On the contrary, the Scriptures present baptism in the 
context of grace and faith. Take the baptism passage in Colossians for example:

and in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision performed without 
hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ, 



103Chapter 8: Baptism, Grace, and Faith   

having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised with 
Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. And 
when you were dead in your wrongdoings and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our wrongdoings, 
(Col 2:11–13)

Even though baptism is at the heart of this passage, we see no indication whatso-
ever that baptism is of the works of the law. In fact, it is an instrument of God’s 
grace. It is Christ who circumcises us, by removing the body of the flesh. It is He 
who makes us alive together with Him. It is He who forgives all our wrongdo-
ings. All of these works done by the hand of Christ take effect in us in baptism. 
This passage further teaches us that our resurrection with Christ in baptism is 
through faith in the working of God. Faith in God’s grace underlies the spiritual 
effect of baptism. Baptism is of faith, not of works.

Cottrell observes the striking parallel between this passage and Ephesians 2:1–13, 
a key passage cited earlier on God’s saving grace.65 Both passages discuss our 
former death in sin and state of uncircumcision. They both speak of being made 
alive and raised up together with Christ. Both attribute the spiritual transforma-
tions to the work of God. The passage in Ephesians stresses that we have been 
saved by grace through faith, while the parallel passage in Colossians men-
tions baptism as the occasion for God’s saving work. There is perfect harmony 
between these passages, and one supplements the other. Baptism is in no way 
opposed to salvation by grace through faith, but is actually an integral part of it.

65	Cottrell, J. Baptism : A biblical study. Joplin, Mo.: College Press Pub. Co., 1989, pp. 150–151.
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Chapter 9
HOUSEHOLD BAPTISM

If the baptismal candidate is required to believe and repent, should infants be  
baptized? We shall address this question by looking at the Biblical teachings on 
salvation and the household as well as examples of household baptisms in the  
New Testament. 

Households in the Bible consisted of the heads of the household and all of their 
household members, including spouses, children, resident relatives, and servants 
bought with money or born in their house. The household was a tightly knit entity 
and was represented by its head, who made decisions and acted on behalf of all the 
members of the household.

This type of representative headship applies to matters related to one’s account-
ability to God. As such, Joshua was able to declare on behalf of his household 
their commitment to the LORD: “but as for me and my house, we will serve the 
LORD” (Josh 24:15). The sins of the heads of households brought the LORD’s wrath 
upon their entire households, including wives, sons, daughters, and little children 
(Gen 12:14–17; 20:1–18; Num 16:25–33; Josh 7:24–26). The LORD also proclaimed 
that He would inflict the punishment of the fathers on the children, on the third 
and fourth generations of those who hate Him, but show favor to thousands, to 
those who love Him and keep His commandments (Exod 20:5, 6; 34:7). The faith 
and actions of the heads of the household, therefore, had a direct bearing on their 
households.

1.	 Biblica l basis for ba ptism of households

a.	 God’s grace and the household

i.	 In the old covenant

From God’s covenantal relationship with His people in history, it is 
evident that the concept of the household plays an important part. 
God offered His grace and promises not only to individuals but also to 
entire households. No one was excluded from God’s covenant on the 
basis of age.
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God made a covenant with Abraham and promised to make him a 
great nation. The LORD said to him, “As for Me, behold, My cov-
enant is with you” (Gen 17:4). Even though God’s covenant was with 
Abraham, He required Abraham as well as his descendants after him 
to keep the covenant. The LORD commanded that every male child 
belonging to Abraham be circumcised in the flesh, including he who 
was born in his house or bought with money. This covenant in the flesh 
must be kept throughout all generations (Gen 17:9–14; 23–27).

Circumcision, although performed only on the male child, was a sign 
that represented the inclusion of the entire household in the covenant 
of God. Being a part of God’s covenant did not guarantee that one 
would ultimately receive the inheritance. Each individual was still per-
sonally accountable to God and must obey God’s commands by faith. 
Abraham was justified by faith in God’s promises, but his faith could 
not substitute for the faith of all his sons, even though they had also 
been circumcised. Nevertheless, God made Abraham and his descen-
dants enter into a covenantal relationship with Him regardless of the 
personal choice of his descendants. Simply being born or bought into 
the household afforded a person the privilege of being in a covenant 
with God.

When the Israelites were in the land of Moab, the LORD commanded 
Moses to make a covenant with them and to teach the people to keep 
the words of the covenant. Moses’ call to enter into the covenant with 
the LORD included, “your little ones, your wives, and the stranger 
who is within your camps, from the one who gathers your firewood to 
the one who draws your water,” (Deut 29:1–15). While little children 
did not have the ability to fully comprehend the words spoken to 
them, they were part of the covenant God made with the Israelites.

Time and again we see that God extended His covenantal promises 
and blessings to the children of the Israelites, as can be seen in the fol-
lowing passages:

Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the hearts of 
your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and all 
your soul, so that you may live (Deut 30:6)

But the mercy of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting for those who 
fear Him,  
And His justice to the children’s children, 
To those who keep His covenant  
And remember His precepts, so as to do them.  
(Ps 103:17, 18)
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All your sons will be taught by the LORD;  
And the well-being of your sons will be great.  
(Isa 54:13)

When we consider God’s acts of deliverance in history, we also observe 
that His saving grace came upon entire households. Before sending the 
flood to destroy all flesh on the earth, the LORD promised to establish 
a covenant with Noah. This covenant included Noah’s household, and 
the command for Noah to enter the ark applied not only to Noah but 
also his sons, his wife, and his sons’ wives (Gen 6:18; 7:1; Heb 11:7). 
When God destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, He “remem-
bered Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the destruction”(Gen 
19:29). While God’s primary concern was for the righteous Lot (cf. 
2 Pet 2:6–8), He also delivered his wife and daughters (Gen 19:15). 
When taking Lot out of the city, the angels said to Lot, “Whom else do 
you have here? A son-in-law and your sons and daughters, and whom-
ever you have in the city, bring them out of the place” (Gen 19:12). 
Anyone who belonged to Lot was shown mercy for Lot’s sake.

God’s preservation of the Israelites during the Passover was also by 
households. Each household was to take a lamb, kill it, put the blood 
on the doorposts and lintel, and eat the flesh within the house (Exod 
12:1–11, 21–23). Only the circumcised may eat of the Passover meal 
(Exod 12:43–49). Thus, God’s deliverance was rooted in His cov-
enantal relationship with Abraham and his descendants. On the very 
same night, the LORD brought the children of Israel out of the land of 
Egypt, thereby delivering them out of bondage. Likewise, God deliv-
ered them from the army of the Egyptians by leading them through the 
Red Sea (Exod 14:10–31). All Israelites, regardless of age, experienced 
God’s mighty deliverance. Even little children, who did not have the 
capacity to choose to leave Egypt, were brought out. They, like their 
parents, were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, ate the 
spiritual food, and drank from Christ the spiritual rock (1 Cor 10:1–4).

Even in the case where God’s grace came upon a non-Israelite, the 
household became involved. The two spies who were saved by Rahab 
instructed her to bring all of her father’s household into her own home 
to be spared of the impending destruction ( Josh 2:17–20; 6:25). The 
blessing promised to Rahab as a result of her faith extended to every-
one else in her father’s household.

ii.	 In the new covenant

Because of the weakness of the flesh, man was unable to be justified 
under the old covenant. A new covenant was necessary. However, 
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God’s will never changed. The introduction of the new covenant does 
not mean that God has forsaken His promises. Rather, through the 
atoning blood of Christ and the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, the 
new covenant fulfills that which God had promised under the old 
covenant. God’s covenant with Abraham to be God to Abraham and 
his descendants was an everlasting covenant (Gen 17:7). Through faith 
in Christ Jesus, expressed in baptism into Christ, a believer becomes 
Abraham’s descendant and heir according to promise (Gal 3:26–29). 
The extent of God’s grace broadens under the new covenant to reach 
beyond the physical descendants of Abraham to include all who walk 
in the steps of Abraham’s faith (Rom 4:11, 12). This actually fulfills 
the promise that in Abraham all nations would be blessed (Gal 3:8). 
Therefore, the hope the gospel offers to believers today is the very 
hope of the chosen people in the old covenant (Acts 26:6, 7).

In the Gospels, the Lord Jesus speaks of spiritual kinship and the 
impact of discipleship on one’s family relations. Whoever does the 
will of the heavenly Father is considered the Lord’s brother and sister 
and mother (Matt 12:48–50). Anyone who comes to Christ and does 
not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, 
and his own life cannot be His disciple (Luke 14:26). Christ has also 
brought division to families, so that father will be divided against son, 
mother against daughter, and mother-in-law against daughter-in-law 
(Luke 12:49–53). A disciple of Christ must set his loyalty to Christ 
above his natural family relations. However, the Lord’s teachings 
regarding discipleship do not constitute an obliteration of all family 
ties. Neither do they place the household of believers outside of God’s 
grace. As under the old covenant, each individual is accountable to 
God. But this presents no contradiction with the inclusion of house-
hold members in the covenant.

If we examine the Scriptures’ promise of the new covenant, we  
notice the same concern for the children of those who are under  
the covenant:

All your sons will be taught by the LORD;  
And the well-being of your sons will be great.  
(Isa 54:13)

“As for Me, this is My covenant with them,” says the LORD: “My Spirit  
who is upon you, and My words which I have put in your mouth shall not 
depart from your mouth, nor from the mouth of your offspring , nor from 
the mouth of your offspring’s offspring ,” says the LORD, “from now and 
forever.” (Isa 59:21)
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They will not build and another inhabit,  
They will not plant and another eat;  
For as the lifetime of a tree, so will be the days of My people,  
And My chosen ones will fully enjoy the work of their hands. 
They will not labor in vain,  
Or give birth to children for disaster;  
For they are the descendants of those blessed by the LORD,  
And their descendants with them. 
(Isa 65:22, 23)

“If this fixed order departs From Me,” declares the LORD, “Then the descen-
dants of Israel also will cease  
To be a nation before Me forever.” 
This is what the LORD says:  
“If the heavens above can be measured  
And the foundations of the earth searched out below,  
Then I will also reject all the descendants of Israel  
For everything that they have done,” declares the LORD. 
(Jer 31:36, 37)

They shall be My people, and I will be their God; and I will give them one 
heart and one way, so that they will fear Me always, for their own good and 
for the good of their children after them. I will make an everlasting covenant 
with them that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; and I will 
put the fear of Me in their hearts, so that they will not turn away from Me. 
(Jer 32:38–40) 

For He has had regard for the humble state of His bond-servant; For behold, 
from now on all generations will call me blessed. For the Mighty One has 
done great things for me; And holy is His name. And His mercy is to genera-
tion after generation Toward those who fear Him. (Luke 1:48–50)

The Lord’s covenantal blessings included not only those who were first 
chosen but also their offspring. The covenant given to God’s people 
is to be passed down from generation to generation. Even the descen-
dants of the chosen ones who are yet to be born are given the privilege 
to be partakers of the covenant simply on the basis of their family ties.

Thus, the apostles included the household in the proclamation of the 
gospel. Peter declared to the men on the day of Pentecost that the 
promise of remission of sins through repentance and baptism and the 
gift of the Holy Spirit is “for you and your children and for all who 
are far away, as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself ” (Acts 
2:38, 39). Paul and Silas answered the jailer, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, 
and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:31). The call 
to believe in the gospel, while demanding a personal decision and 
commitment, does not exclude the household of the believer. On the 
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contrary, the grace of God offered to the head of the household is 
extended to his entire household.

b.	 Salvation is for everyone

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in Him will not perish, but have eternal life. For God did 
not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but so that the world 
might be saved through Him” ( John 3:16, 17). Everyone in this world is 
in need of salvation, so God sent the Lord Jesus Christ into this world to 
give His life as a ransom for all and the propitiation for the whole world 
(Matt 20:28; 1 Tim 2:5, 6; Titus 2:11; 1 John 2:2). After His death and 
resurrection, the Lord Jesus commissioned His disciples to go into all the 
world, preach the gospel to every creature, and make disciples of all the 
nations (Matt 28:18–20; Mark 16:15, 16; Luke 24:46, 47). The salvation of 
God, which began with the nation of Israel, has now come to all people 
regardless of race (Acts 10:34, 35; Titus 2:11). God is not willing for any to 
perish but wants all people to be saved (1 Tim 2:3, 4; 2 Pet 3:9).

The terms that express the all-encompassing nature of salvation, such as 
“the whole world,” “all,” and “every creature,” refer to the entire human 
race, including children and infants as well as adults. All souls are equally 
precious in the sight of God, and God does not neglect even the little ones 
(Matt 18:1–14). To the disciples who rebuked those who had brought little 
children to the Lord to be blessed, the Lord Jesus said, “Allow the children 
to come to Me; do not forbid them, for the kingdom of God belongs to 
such as these” (Matt 19:13–15; Mark 10:13–16; Luke 18:15–17). The Lord 
Jesus loves and receives children and infants. Therefore, we may bring our 
children to Him to accept His grace of salvation.

c.	 Children and infants are also sinners

Christ died for the sins of the whole world because the world lies in the 
power of the evil one (1 John 5:19) and is in need of redemption. The 
whole human race, including young and old, has sinned and must face the 
judgment that awaits all (Heb 9:27).

It may be difficult to understand or accept how infants could be sin-
ful, since they are not able to discern right and wrong or to consciously 
disobey God. But the Scriptures tell us that the state of sin in which the 
world lies is the result of Adam’s disobedience:

Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death 
through sin, and so death spread to all mankind, because all sinned—for 
until the Law sin was in the world, but sin is not counted against anyone when 
there is no law. Nevertheless death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over 
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those who had not sinned in the likeness of the violation committed by Adam, 
who is a type of Him who was to come. (Rom 5:12–14)

God had warned Adam that death would be the consequence of disobe-
dience (Gen 2:17). After Adam and Eve had sinned against God, God 
drove them out of the Garden of Eden and sealed the way to the tree of 
life with a flaming sword (Gen 3:22–24). Man had lost the close com-
munion he once had with God. Furthermore, man must also return to 
the ground (Gen 3:19). Thus, through Adam, sin entered the world, and 
death through sin. The death that was the result of Adam’s sin spread to 
all men, and death reigned even over those who had not sinned according 
to the likeness of the transgression of Adam. Everyone born after Adam 
is subject to the dominion of death that came through the sin commit-
ted by Adam. The Scriptures indicate that “all sinned” (Rom 5:12). This 
means that all fall short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23). All of us have lost 
the image and likeness of God in which He made us. Little children and 
infants, therefore, are also sinners who are away from God’s presence and 
who are under death’s dominion.

With this in mind, we can understand David’s words when he said, 
“Behold, I was brought forth in guilt, And in sin my mother conceived 
me” (Ps 51:5). Job, likewise speaks of the uncleanness of all men ( Job 
14:1–4). We are born into a world of sin even before making the choice to 
disobey God. Only God can rescue us from the domain of darkness and 
transfer us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemp-
tion, the forgiveness of sins (Col 1:13, 14). Since the washing away of sins 
by the blood of Christ takes place in baptism, and since all are under the 
power of darkness, even infants and little children need to be baptized to 
be delivered from the power of darkness into the kingdom of Christ.

d.	 Faith and the baptism of infants

We have seen in our study that faith and baptism are inseparable. The 
baptismal candidate is therefore required to believe in the Lord Jesus and 
repent of his sins. For this reason, many Christians contend that infants 
should not be baptized because they cannot profess faith.

However, the Bible also teaches that while faith is necessary for salvation, 
the inability of an infant to express faith does not preclude them from 
being saved. God’s grace upon infants is not undermined by their lack of 
mental or moral capacity. In the same way, faith is necessary for baptism, 
but the inability of an infant to express faith does not preclude them  
from baptism.
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A natural question arises: how can the sin of infants be washed away if 
they are not able to believe, confess, and repent? We now address the rela-
tionship between a parent’s faith and the baptism of infants and children.

We have examined the Scriptures and concluded that the choice of the 
heads of the household to trust and obey God has a direct bearing on the 
standing of their households before God. God’s grace came upon whole 
households because of the faith of the heads of the household. Through 
Noah’s faith, his whole household was saved (Heb 11:7). By the faith of 
the Israelites in keeping the Passover and crossing the Red Sea, all their 
households were delivered from Egypt (Heb 11:28, 29). In the story of 
Jonah, we also find a specific reference to the deliverance of infants. God 
had intended to overthrow Nineveh because of its wickedness. Even 
infants, who did not “know the difference between their right hand and 
their left” ( Jon 4:11), faced this impending disaster. But the Ninevites 
believed God and repented of their sins at the preaching of Jonah ( Jon 
3:4–10). As a result, God relented. Just as the sins of the adults placed the 
infants in danger of judgment, their belief and repentance resulted in the 
deliverance of their infants.

Throughout the Gospels, we also see that Jesus’ grace extended to 
children through the faith of the heads of households. In all cases, the 
children did not come to Jesus on their own. Though they were the ones 
who were eventually healed, they remained in the fringe of the respec-
tive gospel accounts. It was the parents who brought the children’s need 
before Jesus. 

The children were passive by circumstance; the heads of household were 
active by choice. Even so, grace came to the children through the actions 
of the parents. Grace thereby came to the entire house. The children 
did not exhibit any form of faith that qualified them for the healing. The 
only act of faith apparent was from the parents’ end—they presented the 
request before the compassionate Lord Jesus—and healing came. This 
was the spirit in which Jesus granted grace during His ministry—little 
ones, unable to confess faith, were not disqualified from receiving tangible 
grace in their lives. It is in the same spirit that the covenant promises are 
bestowed today. 

In the healing of the royal official’s son, the official asked Jesus to visit his 
home in Capernaum to heal his son ( John 4:46–54). His son’s condition 
rendered him unable to come to Jesus, for he was “at the point of death” 
( John 4:47). Therefore, his father implored on his behalf. At Jesus’ word, 
the royal official believed and went his way. His son was healed that  
very hour. 
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Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue, came to Jesus in like manner.  At first 
approach, his twelve-year-old daughter was also at the point of death 
(Mark 5:23). Along the way, someone from the house reported that she 
had died (Luke 8:49). But Jesus exhorted Jairus not to be afraid but only 
to believe. Eventually, the daughter was resurrected by Jesus on account of 
her father’s faith. 

Finally, the Canaanite woman who was a Greek, of Syro-Phoenician 
descent, faced a similar situation. Her daughter was severely demon-pos-
sessed (Matt 15:22). But her persistence and faith resulted in Jesus’ healing 
of her daughter.

In all three parent-child relationships and healings, we note that the par-
ents exhibited all the confessions and proclamations of faith. The children 
not only were in a physical condition incapable of confessing faith, they 
might not even have been able to express any faith because of their age. 
However, again, their incapability of expressing faith did not disqualify 
them from receiving grace. Grace and healing came unto them because of 
the requesting in faith of the parents.

For the centurion, we have a master-servant relationship rather than a 
parent-child relationship. However, this is still within the confines of the 
household definition. The servant is recorded as being highly regarded by 
the centurion (Luke 7:2). He might even have been of adult age. But his 
circumstance prevented him from approaching Jesus himself. His master 
must make the request on behalf of him. He was passive; he did noth-
ing. Regardless, grace extended to the entire house, of which the servant 
belongs. Jesus marveled at the centurion’s faith and declared, “Go; it shall 
be done for you as you have believed” (Matt 8:13).

Bearing in mind that Jesus granted grace to children through parents’ 
requests, we now broach the subject of why infants should not be denied 
baptism even though they cannot profess faith. 

It is evident that an infant cannot believe, confess sins, and integrate him-
self into the holy community like an adult. However, the opportunity for 
infant baptism does not depend on what the child is able to do. Neither 
is it because the parent’s faith is imputed and merited to the child. Infants 
may be baptized because the believing parents have an existing covenant 
with God, which is promised to them and to their children (Gen 17:7, Act 
2:39). Conversely, if a covenantal relationship does not exist between God 
and a parent (i.e., if the parent is an unbeliever), then the infant is not to 
be baptized. Thus, it is the belief or disbelief of the parents that deter-
mines the infant’s baptism.
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In the very act of infant baptism, the children are brought to the Lord in 
faith, to receive the blood of Christ for the remission of sins. It is the par-
ent’s faith that brings them before the Lord, not the infant’s. The infant, 
by circumstance, is a passive recipient of grace, just like the previously 
mentioned healings in the Gospels. They cannot choose grace and salva-
tion. They only inherit the promises of salvation through their parents. 
Their plight is presented by the parents to God in the action of coming to 
baptism. Their plight is sin; their healing is the washing by the blood of 
Christ.  

The parents are then obligated to educate the child in the way of the Lord. 
While the covenant extended to the family, obedience to the covenant 
is still individual. The grown child is eventually accountable for his own 
decision whether or not to remain in the covenant. Along the way, the 
parents should fulfill their role to bring them to know God and  
his teachings.

2.	 Pr actice of household ba ptism in the New Testa m ent

Some take the lack of a specific command in the New Testament to baptize 
infants as evidence that the early church did not baptize infants. But the 
lack of a specific command does not imply that infants were excluded from 
the concept of the “household.” The book of Acts contains a number of 
examples of household baptism. As we have previously shown, the definition 
of “household” in the Old Testament includes children and infants. Without 
evidence to the contrary, this definition remains true in the New Testament. 
Just as we would not exclude children and infants from the definition of 
“family” today, we have no basis for “household” in the Bible to exclude 
children and infants.

a.	 Cornelius

In the account of Cornelius’ conversion, Luke describes how the apostle 
Peter ordered Cornelius and the other Gentiles present to be baptized 
after they had received the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 10:46–48).   

In Acts 11:13, 14, Peter recounted his preaching of the gospel to the 
Gentiles: “[Cornelius] reported to us how he had seen the angel standing 
in his house, and saying, ‘Send some men to Joppa and have Simon, who 
is also called Peter, brought here; and he will speak words to you by which 
you will be saved, you and all your household’” (emphasis added). It is 
important to note that the angel told Cornelius, the head of his house-
hold, “you” will be saved; this “you” is then followed by “and all your 
household”.
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First, the fact that Cornelius, as the head of household, would be saved 
means that God’s promise of salvation not only extended to him but to all 
his household. This is consistent with the fact that family solidarity, not 
individualism, was the norm for the cultures of the patriarchs, Israelite 
monarchy, Herodian Jews, and even pagan societies around the ancient 
Mediterranean.66

Second, the conversion of Cornelius and his household is consistent with 
the biblical concept that God’s promises extend to the “household” as a 
unit. This is the norm and not the exception throughout the Bible (Gen 
17:7–9; Joel 2:28, 29; Acts 2:39; John 4:53).

Peter’s final command to be baptized was a crucial part of “words to you 
by which you will be saved,” for baptism is for the forgiveness of sins (Acts 
2:38). Therefore, we may infer that Cornelius’ household was baptized 
along with Cornelius. If there had been children in the household, Peter 
would not have hesitated to baptize them because in his view, the forgive-
ness of sins through baptism was a promise to the children of believers 
also (Acts 2:39).

b.	 Lydia

Acts 16:14, 15 reads,
A woman named Lydia was listening; she was a seller of purple fabrics from 
the city of Thyatira, and a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to 
respond to the things spoken by Paul. Now when she and her household had 
been baptized, she urged us, saying , “If you have judged me to be faithful to 
the Lord,  
come into my house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us.  
(emphasis added) 

Lydia’s heart was opened by the Lord to respond to the gospel being 
preached by Paul. The result that followed was that Lydia and her house-
hold were baptized.

We can infer that Lydia was the head of the household because Lydia’s 
household is described as “her” household, and she made important 
household decisions like inviting Paul to stay at “my” house (Acts 16:15). 
Once Lydia, the head of her household, had believed, she also brought her 
whole family to the Lord and they were all baptized with her. This again 
expresses the idea of family unity or solidarity in matters of faith. God’s 
saving grace comes not only upon individuals, but entire households as 

66	Jonathan M. Watt, “The Oikos Formula.” The Case for Covenantal Infant Baptism, ed. Gregg Strawbridge. 
P&R Publ, 2003, p. 84.
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well. It is also the responsibility of the head of the household to bring his 
family members to faith and baptism.

c.	 The Philippian Jailer

In Acts 16:31–34, after Paul and Silas had been freed from prison, they 
preached the gospel to the Philippian jailer. They told the jailer, “Believe 
in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (empha-
sis added). The narrative continues: 

And they spoke the word of God to him together with all who were in his 
house. And he took them that very hour of the night and washed their wounds, 
and immediately he was baptized, he and all his household. And he brought 
them into his house and set food before them, and was overjoyed, since he 
had become a believer in God together with his whole household (emphasis 
added).

Again, we see here the idea of family solidarity. Although Paul and Silas 
were speaking only to the jailer, they assured him that his belief in Christ 
would result in the salvation of his whole family. In other words, it was 
also expected of the head of the household to lead the whole family to 
faith and baptism. True enough, the Philippian jailer believed in the Lord 
with his whole household (Acts 16:34). His entire household accepted the 
preaching of the apostles and was baptized the very same night. 

d.	 Crispus

In Acts 18:1–8, Paul and his group arrived in Corinth and attempted to 
preach to the Jews in the synagogue. Having hit a roadblock there, Paul 
turned his attention to the Gentiles and entered into the house of a man 
named Titius Justus, a God-fearing gentile, whose house was next to 
Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue. 

Later, as Luke’s narrative continues, Crispus believes. Acts 18:8 says: 
“Crispus, the leader of the synagogue, believed in the Lord together with 
his entire household; and many of the Corinthians, as they listened to Paul, 
were believing and being baptized” (emphasis added). 

Here, the Bible describes how the head of the household, Crispus, be-
lieved with all his household. We are later told that Paul baptized Crispus 
(1 Cor 1:14). Following the consistent pattern in Acts, this meant that bap-
tism was not just for Crispus but also extended to his whole household.

Acts 18:8 once again confirms that the household, not the individual, 
was the basic unit in the early church in terms of conversion to Christ 
and reception of the covenantal promise of salvation. Although it is not 
explicitly stated that Crispus’ household was baptized, the mention of the 
baptism of the Corinthian believers in the same context presupposes it.
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e.	 Stephanas

In 1 Corinthians 1:10–12, the apostle Paul addresses the Corinthian mem-
bers in the context of sectarian divisions within the Corinthian church. 
Members claimed sects based on various church leaders or even Christ. 

In this context, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:14–16:
I am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so 
that no one would say you were baptized in my name! But I did baptize the 
household of Stephanas also; beyond that, I do not know if I baptized 
anyone else. (emphasis added).

Paul mentions the baptism of the household of Stephanas. This not 
only confirms the household as the basic unit of conversion in the New 
Testament church, but it further attests to the practice of baptizing whole 
households, including children and infants, in the New Testament church. 

Some commentators argue that the household conversions found in Acts and 
1 Corinthians do not show that the New Testament church baptized infants. 
The main point of their objection is that these biblical accounts of household 
conversions speak of actions such as “hearing” the gospel message, “believ-
ing,” and “speaking in tongues.” The implication is that the households who 
were baptized excluded infants or did not have any infants at all.

We must bear in mind that when the authors narrated the actions of the adult 
members of the household, their purpose was not to show that children and 
infants were absent or excluded. Instead, they simply convey that God’s salva-
tion came to whole households—seen as unities that acted according to the 
will, direction, and faith of their respective heads of household. Therefore, 
we may not assume the exclusion of infants based on the description of 
what the adult members did. The writers would not need to explicitly record 
statements such as “He believed in the Lord with all his household, although 
the infants in the household were unable to understand or believe” because 
households were simply viewed as integral units.

These accounts do not suggest that a head of household’s faith can substitute 
for its members’ faith or negate a household member’s personal account-
ability; rather, they do show that whole households acted in unison, were 
converted, and received the gospel of salvation. While it is true that faith is 
very much a personal matter, faith cannot be understood only on an individ-
ual level. God relates to us not only as individuals but as households.

Personal obedience, accountability, and faith all play a role in our receiving 
of God’s grace. But this does not invalidate God’s covenant with individuals 
and their households. Based upon this, the New Testament church practiced 
household baptism, including the baptism of infants and children. Without 
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any prohibition against infant baptism, we must be careful not to exclude 
infants from the household baptisms practiced in the New Testament. In the 
same way, we also must be careful not to prohibit infant baptism today.

3.	 Br inging up childr en u nder God’s cov ena nt

The baptism of the entire household does not guarantee that every member 
will be saved in the end. Even though the entire household, including the 
children, enters into God’s covenant of salvation through baptism, it is still 
essential that every member establish their own faith and relationship with 
God. The heads of the household who have brought their children to baptism 
need to take up the responsibility of also teaching them and guiding them in 
the faith.

a.	 Each individual is responsible for their own salvation 

By God’s gracious will, children and infants may come to Christ to be 
baptized because they are members of the households of believers. But 
this does not mean that they are guaranteed eternal life. Baptism must 
be accompanied by a lifelong faith in the Lord (Rom 11:22; Heb 6:4–8; 
10:19–39). 

We can see this manner of covenant fulfillment in Isaiah 58:13, 14: 
If, because of the Sabbath, you restrain your foot  
From doing as you wish on My holy day,  
And call the Sabbath a pleasure, and the holy day of the LORD honorable,  
And honor it, desisting from your own ways,  
From seeking your own pleasure And speaking your own word, 
Then you will take delight in the LORD,  
And I will make you ride on the heights of the earth;  
And I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father,  
For the mouth of the LORD has spoken.

The structure of this passage is of the “If-Then” type: If we fulfill the con-
tent of the covenant to which we enter into upon baptism, then we shall 
delight in the LORD, fed with the heritage of Jacob.

As heads of our households, it is our responsibility to bring our family 
into God’s covenant through baptism. After entering the covenant as a 
family unit, each member of our family needs to develop their personal 
relationship with God to fulfill the contents of the promise that was 
inherited. Each person is ultimately responsible for their own salvation 
(Ezek 18:20). Parents cannot be saved for their children, and children 
cannot be saved for their parents. It is essential that each person abide by 
the covenant, and that includes children. Since they are young and unable 
to understand their tasks, the primary responsibility to instruct them to 
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live a godly life lies with the parents. The church has a secondary role to 
instruct and remind both the parents and the children about the covenant. 

b.	 Responsibilities of the Parents 
For you are all sons and daughters of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For 
all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
(Gal 3:26, 27) 

…These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and they have 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. (Rev 7:14) 

After baptism, our children have put on Christ, and their sins have been 
washed away. Their robes are white after being washed in the blood of the 
Lamb. In the same way children learn to keep their clothes clean, they 
need to be taught how to live a godly life. This responsibility lies with 
the parents. The parents must provide a Christian upbringing for their 
children, teaching them to abide by the terms of the covenant so that 
when the children grow up, they will continue to abide in the Lord (Prov 
22:6). Moses instructed the Israelite parents as to what the content of the 
covenant is, and how to teach it to them: 

Hear, Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one! And you shall love the 
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
strength. These words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on your 
heart. And you shall repeat them diligently to your sons and speak of them 
when you sit in your house, when you walk on the road, when you lie down, 
and when you get up. You shall also tie them as a sign to your hand, and they 
shall be as frontlets on your forehead. You shall also write them on the door-
posts of your house and on your gates. (Deut 6:4–9)

In short, Moses told the parents to create an environment that is condu-
cive to teaching the children about God and His promises. This means 
setting family devotional time, covering topics that are suitable for the 
developmental maturity of the children. Young children need to be raised 
in the LORD with heavy involvement of the parents, explicitly instructing 
on what is permissible and what is not. Older children will benefit from 
observing their parents lead by example. For grown children, they can 
serve the Lord together with their parents as a family unit. This concept of 
unity in serving and worship can begin even at the youngest age. At every 
stage of the children’s growth, the parents need to teach and guide them 
in the terms of the covenant. Therefore, Paul instructed Christian fathers, 
“do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the disci-
pline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph 6:4)

The parents themselves must also remain in the terms of the covenant for 
the sake of their children. The faith of the head of the household brings 
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God’s covenantal blessings upon the entire family (cf. Gen 7:1; 18:18, 
19; Acts 10:1–48; 16:13–15; 31–34). Children benefit from their parents’ 
observance of covenantal terms by virtue of the fact that God blesses their 
parents. Although the children are not accountable or punishable for the 
sins committed by their parents, they will definitely suffer if the parents 
are suffering the consequences of sin. When the parents remain within  
the bounds of the covenant, their entire household flourishes in the bless-
ings of God (Ps 128:1–6). This creates a nurturing environment in which 
the children can grow in faith and learn what they should do to fulfill  
God’s covenant.
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Exegetical Studies
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Matthew 3:1–17

1	 Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying , 
2	 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 
3	 For this is the one referred to by Isaiah the prophet when he said, “THE VOICE OF ONE 

CALLING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS, ‘PREPARE THE WAY OF THE LORD, 
MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT!’ ” 

4	 Now John himself had a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his 
food was locusts and wild honey. 

5	 At that time Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea and all the region around  
the Jordan; 

6	 and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they confessed their sins. 
7	 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, 

“You offspring of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
8	 Therefore produce fruit consistent with repentance; 
9 	 and do not assume that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father’; for I 

tell you that God is able, from these stones, to raise up children for Abraham. 
10 	And the axe is already laid at the root of the trees; therefore, every tree that does not bear 

good fruit is being cut down and thrown into the fire. 
11	 “As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is 

mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy 
Spirit and fire. 

12	His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He 
will gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

13	 Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan, coming to John to be baptized by him. 
14	But John tried to prevent Him, saying , “I have the need to be baptized by You, and yet You 

are coming to me?” 
15	 But Jesus, answering , said to him, “Allow it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to 

fulfill all righteousness.” Then he allowed Him. 
16	After He was baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens 

were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove and settling on Him, 
17 	and behold, a voice from the heavens said, “This is My beloved Son, with whom I am  

well pleased.”
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1.	 K ey Points

a.	 John’s calling

i.	 The fulfillment of the words of the prophecy

ii.	 Prepared the way of the Lord

iii.	Preached and lived like a prophet

b.	 John’s preaching

i.	 He preached repentance, which entails a changed life

ii.	 Proclaimed the coming of the Mightier One, who would baptize with 
the Holy Spirit and fire

iii.	Warned of the judgment that would befall the unrepentant

c.	 John’s baptism

i.	 Connected to the confession of sins

ii.	 A baptism of repentance

d.	 The baptism of Jesus

i.	 Jesus explained that He needed to be baptized to fulfill all righteous-
ness, i.e., to fulfill God’s will

ii.	 After Jesus’ baptism, the descent of the Holy Spirit and the voice from 
heaven attested to Jesus’ divine sonship

2.	 Setting

Matthew introduces John the Baptist, who preached repentance and baptized 
the people in the wilderness of Judea. John proclaimed the coming of the 
Mightier One, setting the stage for the arrival of Jesus. 

The account of John’s ministry culminates in Jesus’ coming to John to receive 
baptism. Matthew uses paraginetai, παραγίνεται (“he came”) to usher in the 
two main figures and to establish a connection between them. Compare 
“John came” (παραγίνεται Ἰωάννης; v. 1) and “Jesus came” (παραγίνεται ὁ 
Ἰησοῦς; v. 13). This also marks the two major sections of the passage: John’s 
ministry (vv. 1–12) and Jesus’ baptism (vv. 13–17).

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 John’s arrival

John the Baptist came at a time and in a manner according to divine will. 
The expression “in those days” (v. 1) does not refer to a specific time but 
links back to the preceding infancy narratives and connects the timing 
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of John’s ministry with Jesus’ birth. In the prophetic writings, “in those 
days” sometimes signifies a divinely appointed time (cf. Jer 33:15, 16; Joel 
2:29; 3:1; Zech 8:23). Thus, John began his ministry at an appointed time 
according to God’s plan.

The work John came to carry out also fulfilled God’s plan. As foretold by 
the prophet Isaiah, John’s preaching was “the voice of one calling out in 
the wilderness” (v. 3). His mission was to urge the people to “prepare  
the way of the Lord” and “make His paths straight” (Isa 40:3) by preach-
ing the message of repentance. His clothing and diet befit that of a 
prophet preaching in the wilderness. His clothing and leather belt were 
reminiscent of Elijah (cf. 2 Kgs 1:8), whom the Scripture identifies John 
the Baptist with (Matt 11:13, 14; 17:12, 13). These descriptions of John and 
his ministry present him as a prophet sent by God with a message and  
a mission.

b.	 John’s preaching

The message John proclaimed was “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand!” (v. 2) The same message was later repeated by Jesus and His 
disciples (cf. Matt 4:17; 10:7). A new era began with John’s proclamation 
of the arrival of God’s kingdom.

i.	 “Repent” (v. 2)

John began his preaching with the call to repentance. Etymologically, 
metanoeō, μετανοέω, the Greek word for “repent”, means change of 
mind (meta, μετὰ; = after; nous, νοῦς = mind). 

Nous, νοῦς in its New Testament usage has the following possible 
shades of meaning: 

1.	 “Mind” or “disposition” as in the inner orientation or  
moral attitude.

2.	 Moral consciousness that determines will and action.

3.	 Understanding.

4.	 “Thought,” “judgment,” “resolve.” 67

Therefore, the call to repentance is more than a call to feel sorry for 
past wrongs committed. Repentance involves a conversion of the heart 
that results in a change of the whole person.

67	Behm, Johannes, and Ernst Würthwein. “Νοέω, Νοῦς, Νόημα, Ἀνόητος, Ἄνοια, Δυσνόητος, Διάνοια, 
Διανόημα, Ἔννοια, Εὐνοέω, Εὔνοια, Κατανοέω, Μετανοέω, Μετάνοια, Ἀμετανόητος, Προνοέω, Πρόνοια, 
Ὑπονοέω, Ὑπόνοια, Νουθετέω, Νουθεσία.” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited by 
Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 4, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 959.
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John’s preaching clearly emphasizes a concrete change in actions as an 
outcome of repentance. He warned the Pharisees and Sadducees that 
they had to “produce fruit consistent with repentance” (v. 8). A person 
whose life does not conform to the way of God is like a tree that does 
not bear fruit, and his end is destruction. The urgency in the call to re-
pentance is reinforced by the present tenses in the saying: “And the ax 
is already [being] laid at the root of the trees” and “every tree that does 
not bear good fruit is being cut down and thrown into the fire” (v. 10).

ii.	 “The kingdom of heaven is at hand” (v. 2)

The reason the people had to repent was that the “kingdom of heaven 
is at hand.” “Heaven” (ouranos, οὐρανός) can refer to the place of 
God’s presence (cf. Mark 6:41; John 17:1; Rev 11:13; 16:11). “Kingdom”  
(basileia, βασιλεία) may denote kingly authority (cf. Luke 19:12, 15; Rev 
17:12) or the domain over which a king rules (Matt 12:25; Mark 6:23). 
The expression “kingdom of heaven” is used interchangeably with “the 
kingdom of God” in Matthew 19:23, 24. Thus, the kingdom of heaven 
refers to God’s reign, which originates from above.

The kingdom of heaven is at hand (or literally “has approached” in 
Greek). If this is a reference to the proximity in time, it may denote 
the reign of Christ through the church, which began with the resurrec-
tion of Christ (cf. Matt 28:18). The nearness of the kingdom of heaven 
could also mean that the reign of God is now readily experienced and 
received by those who accept and submit to Christ (cf. Matt 5:3, 10; 
6:33; 12:28; Mark 10:15; Luke 10:9–11; 17:20, 21).

iii.	The Mightier One

John’s preaching finally led up to the announcement of “He who is 
coming after me” (v. 11), who would be mightier and much greater than 
John. He would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. 

The baptism of the Holy Spirit, as indicated by the Lord Jesus and 
Peter, refers to the outpouring of the promised Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5; 
11:15, 16). Through the Holy Spirit, Christ would abide and reign within 
believers ( John 14:16–20; Rom 8:10, 11). “Fire,” on the other hand, 
represents the opposite aspect of Jesus’ ministry. It symbolizes divine 
judgment, which consumes the unrepentant (vv. 10, 12).

John thus presented the one coming after him as the Lord who brings 
blessings to the righteous and woe to the wicked. Like a farmer who 
uses a winnowing fan to separate the wheat and the chaff, Christ sepa-
rates the righteous and the wicked.
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c.	 John’s baptism

The ministry of John was characterized by baptism. For this reason, he 
was known as “the Baptist.” 

The people were being baptized as they confessed their sins (v. 6). 
Exomologoumenoi, ἐξομολογούμενοι (“while confessing”) is a present-
middle participle. This indicates that baptism must be coupled with the 
confession of sins. 

John called his baptism a baptism with water “for repentance” (v. 11). 
What does this tell us about the function and purpose of John’s baptism? 
There are two dominant views, depending on whether the word eis, εἰς 
(“for”) is understood as 1. “in view of,” meaning baptism is an expression 
of repentance, or 2. “for,” implying that repentance is the goal or result  
of baptism.

It is not necessary to espouse one interpretation to the exclusion of the 
other. Repentance, as we have seen, is more than a change of mind or a 
feeling of remorse for one’s sins, but a conversion process during which a 
person’s life is entirely turned over to God. Therefore, repentance is both 
the prerequisite and outcome of baptism. In other words, the baptism the 
people received from John expressed a change of heart as well as signaled 
the beginning of a converted life.

Furthermore, John’s announcement of the coming of Christ makes it clear 
that his baptism was an anticipation of Christ’s baptism of the Holy Spirit 
and fire. Hence, by receiving John’s baptism, the people acknowledged 
their sins, turned towards God, and were made ready for the coming of 
the Messiah.

d.	 The baptism of Jesus

Matthew’s narrative underscores Jesus’ express purpose of going to the 
Jordan—“to be baptized by [ John]” (v. 13).

The question that comes immediately to mind is why did Jesus have to be 
baptized? If John’s baptism was for repentance and was received with the 
confession of sins, why did Jesus, who was without sin, come to receive 
John’s baptism?

i.	 John’s attempt to deter Jesus

John’s question, “I have the need to be baptized by You, and yet You 
are coming to me?” (v. 14) shows his perplexity at Jesus’ intention. If at 
this point John recognized that Jesus was the Messiah, his reluctance 
would certainly be understandable. How could the ultimate Baptizer, 
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the mightier One whom John had proclaimed, come to be baptized by 
His forerunner?

However, according to John 1:31-34, John did not as yet know Jesus’ 
divinity. In this case, John’s reluctance may be explained by John’s high 
regard for Jesus based on his knowledge of Jesus, such as His miracu-
lous birth and extraordinary understanding of the Scriptures as a child.

ii.	 Jesus’ response

Jesus responded with the words, “Allow it at this time; for in this way  
it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (v. 15). This statement, 
found only in Matthew, is the key to understanding Jesus’ intention to 
be baptized.

Rather than being an abstract quality, “righteousness” is concretely ex-
pressed in actions that conform to God’s will (see excursus). Although 
being baptized by John was not stipulated in the Old Testament laws, 
John had been sent to baptize according to God’s righteous will (Matt 
21:32). In this passage, Jesus further revealed that it was God’s will 
for Him to be baptized by John. Being born under law, Jesus, like His 
fellow men, had to subject Himself to God’s righteousness by carrying 
out God’s requirements. In God’s plan of salvation, John’s baptism of 
Jesus served a divine purpose.

Thus, it was fitting for both John and Jesus to carry out God’s com-
mand in order to fulfill all righteousness. To fulfill all righteousness 
means to perform every one of God’s requirements, and Jesus’ baptism 
was one such divine mandate. In fact, Jesus’ entire life was devoted 
to fulfilling all righteousness. Jesus’ words to John, therefore, were 
an invitation, even an imperative, to John to join Him in fulfilling 
God’s will. With this changed perspective in mind, John consented. 
Furthermore, Jesus’ call to fulfill all righteousness and His personal 
example of submission behooves all believers to likewise carry out all 
of the Lord’s commands to fulfill all righteousness (cf. Matt 28:20).

“Fulfill,” is a key word in Matthew. It emphasizes that Jesus is the fulfill-
ment of the prophecies in the Scriptures.68  Jesus Himself also stated 
that He came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets (Matt 5:17, 18). Here, 
Jesus’ act of obedience in His baptism was part of His lifelong mission 
to entirely fulfill God’s will.

68	Cf. Matt 1:22; 2:15,17,23; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:54, 56; 27:9
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iii.	Divine revelation after the baptism

After Jesus had been baptized and had come up from the water, the 
heavens were opened. The opening of the heavens in the Scriptures 
connotes divine revelation or bestowment of God’s favor (cf. Deut 
28:12; Ps 78:23–25; Ezek 1:1; Isa 64:1; Mal 3:10; John 1:51; Acts 7:56; 
10:11; Rev 4:1; 19:11). Here, the opening of the heavens likewise signals 
a moment of revelation and divine approval.

In the heavenly vision, the Spirit of God descended as a dove and 
settled on Jesus. This fulfilled the Messianic prophecy that God would 
put His Spirit upon the Anointed One (Isa 11:2; 42:1; 61:1). This event 
served as a testimony to John and to all Israel that Jesus was the one 
who would baptize with the Holy Spirit ( John 1:31–34).

The declaration of the voice from heaven marks the climax of the 
narrative. The heavenly Father spoke concerning Jesus, “This is My 
beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17). The pronounce-
ment of Jesus’ divine sonship is central to the story of Jesus’ baptism. 
God’s declaration of Jesus as “My beloved Son” was a clear sign of His 
approval of Jesus’ act of obedience in baptism. Moreover, it marked 
the Messianic fulfillment of the coronation psalm, Psalm 2, and Isaiah’s 
prophecy about the suffering servant (Isa 42:1). Jesus, the son of God, 
who would inherit the nations and rule with a rod of iron, was also the 
gentle and humble servant who would suffer for the sins of humanity.

4.	 Excursus

“Righteousness” in the Old Testament was a divine attribute rooted in God’s 
covenant with His people (Neh 9:8). God exhibited His righteousness by 
keeping His covenant, exercising justice, and offering salvation (Ps 22:31; 
40:9, 10; 71:15, 16; 98:1, 2; Isa 41:10; 42:6; 45:8; 51:5; 56:1; Mic 6:4, 5). Thus, 
God’s acts were called “righteous acts” ( Jdg 5:11; 1 Sam 12:7). The people 
of God, who experienced God’s acts of righteousness, called Him “our 
Righteousness” ( Jer 23:6; 33:16).

On the other hand, God’s people participated in God’s righteousness by 
keeping the laws of the covenant (cf. Deut 4:8; Ps 119:138, 172). He credited 
His righteousness to those who trusted in His covenant (cf. Gen 15:6), and 
demanded His people to be righteous by obeying His commandments and 
acting justly (Deut 6:25; 24:13; Isa 56:1; 64:5). Thus, a person was righteous in 
God’s eyes if he trusted and obeyed the will of God.

Likewise, the New Testament applies the word “righteousness” to God’s just 
acts (Acts 17:31; Rev 19:11) and to man’s acts of obedience to God’s will (Matt 
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5:20; 1 Pet 2:24; 3:14; Jas 3:18; Rom 9:30; 10:5). More importantly, under 
the new covenant, God’s righteousness is revealed in the gospel of salvation 
(Rom 1:17; 3:25, 26).
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Matthew 28:16–20

16	But the eleven disciples proceeded to Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had designated  
to them. 

17	And when they saw Him, they worshiped Him; but some were doubtful. 
18	And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying , “All authority in heaven and on earth has 

been given to Me. 
19	Go, therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
20	teaching them to follow all that I commanded you; and behold, I am with you always, to the 

end of the age.”

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is the Lord’s command (v. 19)

b.	 Baptizing is part of discipleship-making (v. 19)

c.	 Baptizing “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit”  
(v. 19) is baptizing in the name of Jesus

2.	 Setting

The concluding passage of Matthew forms the crowning point of the resur-
rection narrative as well as the entire Gospel. On the mountain which Jesus 
had appointed, the Lord entrusted them with the great commission—the 
subject of the present study. The charge to baptize is an essential and integral 
part of the commission, and its inclusion in the commission underscores 
baptism’s vital role in Christian conversion.

Baptizing as the central element in the passage is also noticeable in the pas-
sage’s structure. As Schieber observes, we can discern a concentric structure: 
A, authority (v. 18b); B, making disciples (v. 19a); C, baptizing (v. 19b); B´, 
teaching (v. 20a); and A´, presence (v. 20b).69

69	Schieber, H. “The Conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel.” Theology Digest, vol. 27, 1979, pp. 155–58. _____. 
“Konzentrik im Matthäusschluss: Ein form- und gattungs-kritischer Versuch zu Mt 28,16–20.” Kairos, vol. 
19, 1977, pp. 286–307.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism is the Lord’s command

In this passage, the risen Lord sends His followers into the world with the 
great commission. The repeated use of the word “all” heightens the weight 
and magnitude of the commission:

•	 The basis for the commission is that “all authority” in heaven and on 
earth has been given to Christ.

•	 The scope of evangelization is “all the nations.” 

•	 The Lord bids the disciples to teach “all that I commanded you.” 

•	 The presence of the Lord will be with His followers for “all the days.” 

It cannot be overemphasized that the necessity and importance of 
baptism rest on the Lord’s command. As such, baptism is not a human 
institution but is required by Christ Himself. Through His God-given au-
thority over heaven and earth, the Lord sends the disciples into the world 
to lead all peoples to repentance and forgiveness of sins through baptism 
in His name (cf. Luke 24:47) and to bring them to complete submission 
to Christ through the teaching of His commands. The church is to carry 
out this work with the abidance of the Lord’s continuing presence until 
the end of the age. Therefore, he who baptizes does so by the authority 
of Christ and he who receives baptism finds forgiveness on account of 
Christ’s authority. The charge to baptize is so integral to the great com-
mission that rejecting it would be tantamount to rejecting the Lord’s 
command. Thus, the New Testament baptism is instituted by none other 
than Christ Himself. 

b.	 Baptizing is part of disciple-making

The commission consists of an imperative, mathēteusate, μαθητεύσατε 
(“make disciples”), followed by two participles baptizontes, βαπτίζοντες, 
(“baptizing”) and didaskontes, διδάσκοντες (“teaching” ). Making disciples 
involves baptizing. Subsequently, the church is to teach all that the Lord 
has commanded to those who are baptized. The process of conversion 
necessarily involves baptizing. If a person wishes to become a disciple of 
Christ, he is to be baptized. Therefore, baptism is not a good work that 
follows conversion, but is key to conversion. That is why “baptizing them” 
(v. 19) is distinguished from “teaching them to follow all that I com-
manded you” (v. 20). Baptism is required in becoming the Lord’s disciple, 
whereas observing all things the Lord has commanded is expected once 
the person is converted.
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c.	 In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit

The Lord stipulates that the disciples are to baptize in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. εἰς τὸ ὄνομα (“into the name 
of ”), is an expression that indicates belonging to or submitting to some-
one. Being baptized is the process by which the believer fully surrenders 
to the ownership and authority of the Father who chose us and gave birth 
to us (Eph 1:1–8; Jas 1:17, 18; 1 Pet 1:3); of the Son through whose blood we 
have received the propitiation for our sins (1 John 1:7; 4:10; Gal 2:20);  
and of the Holy Spirit, who bears witness that we are children of God 
(Rom 8:16).

The Lord’s command to baptize in the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit gives us an insight into the nature and significance of 
baptism. However, it is not meant to be a baptismal formula, i.e., “Thus 
you shall say verbatim when you baptize, ‘I now baptize you in the name 
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.’” Several key considerations 
support this understanding:

i.	 The phrase, “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit,” describes whom the name belongs to but does not spell out 
what that name is. The fact that ὄνομα (“name” ) is a singular noun 
indicates that there is but one name, and that “Father,” “Son,” and 
“Holy Spirit” are not names. When the incarnate Christ called God 
His Father and Himself the Son, He was identifying His relationship 
to the eternal God, not using “Father” or “Son” as names. God has only 
one name, which is “Jesus.” Jesus is the name of the Father which the 
Father also gave to the Son, for in His prayer the Lord Jesus said to the 
Father, “keep them in Your name, the name which You have given Me” 
( John 17:11). “Jesus” is also the name of the Holy Spirit because the 
Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus (Acts 16:7; Gal 4:6; John 14:15–20) as 
well as that of the Father (Matt 10:20; cf. Luke 12:12; John 14:23).

ii.	 The Lord does not spell out what the name is because He is not giving 
the disciples a baptismal formula. However, the context does indicate 
that the name is none other than His own name. Christ first provides 
the basis for making disciples and baptizing, i.e., that all authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to Him. Since baptism is founded 
on the authority of Christ, it naturally follows that baptism should be 
administered in His name. Baptizing in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit is baptizing in Jesus’ name.

iii.	The Lord Jesus told the disciples that He had many more things to 
say to them, but they could not bear them at that time. But when the 
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Spirit of truth has come, He would guide them into all the truth. After 
the Holy Spirit was poured out on Pentecost, the apostles understood 
through the Spirit’s guidance that the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit is in fact Jesus. For this reason, they commanded 
the converts to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remis-
sion of sins (Acts 2:38). In obedience to the Lord’s commission to 
baptize in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, the 
apostles consistently baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 
(Acts 8:16; 10:48; 19:5).
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Mark 1:1–11 

1	 The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
2	 just as it is written in Isaiah the prophet: “BEHOLD, I AM SENDING MY MESSENGER 

BEFORE YOU, WHO WILL PREPARE YOUR WAY; 
3	 THE VOICE OF ONE CALLING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS, ‘PREPARE THE 

WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT!’ ” 
4	 John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins. 
5	 And all the country of Judea was going out to him, and all the people of Jerusalem; and they 

were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, confessing their sins. 
6	 John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist, and his diet was 

locusts and wild honey. 
7	 And he was preaching , saying , “After me One is coming who is mightier than I, and I am not 

fit to bend down and untie the straps of His sandals. 
8	 I baptized you with water; but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
9	 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 
10	And immediately coming up out of the water, He saw the heavens opening , and the Spirit, 

like a dove, descending upon Him; 
11	 and a voice came from the heavens: “You are My beloved Son; in You I am well pleased.”

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 John’s appearance

i.	 As written in the Prophets, John came as a messenger of God to pre-
pare the way of the Lord.

b.	 John’s baptism and preaching

i.	 John preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins

ii.	 John preached about the coming of the Mightier One

iii.	Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit

c.	 Baptism of Jesus

i.	 “Baptized into Jordan” (ἐβαπτίσθη εἰς τὸν Ἰορδάνην) supports immer-
sion and excludes other forms of baptism



134 The Doctrine of Baptism

ii.	 The descent of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus and the voice from heaven 
declared Jesus as the Son of God

2.	 Setting

Mark does not include the infancy and childhood of Jesus, but begins with 
the appearance of John. He introduces the coming of John with the title, “the 
beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ” (v. 1), placing the ministry of John 
as part of the good news that would be fulfilled in Jesus. The appearance of 
Jesus according to John’s preaching and the heavenly signs after His baptism 
firmly establish the identity of Jesus as the mightier One and the Son of God.

3.	 Structur e

Within the first section of this passage (vv. 1–8), we see a parallel between 
the prophetic words concerning the coming of the messenger (vv. 1–3) and 
the activities of John the Baptist (vv. 4–8), which fulfilled the Old Testament 
prophecies. John prepared the way of the Lord by preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins (vv. 4–5) and proclaiming the One who 
was to come after him (vv. 7–8).

The second section (vv. 9–11), which continues the first, records Jesus com-
ing to be baptized by John. Jesus’ baptism served as the occasion for the 
testimony from heaven.

4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 John’s appearance

i.	 Nature of John’s baptism

The first verse opens with “the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God.” What constitutes the beginning of the gospel is ex-
plained by the next two verses. “Just as it is written” (v. 2) indicates that 
the words of the prophets are now fulfilled as the good news of Jesus 
Christ has begun. In other words, John’s baptizing ministry was the 
starting point of the gospel, since the sole purpose of his ministry was 
to prepare the people to receive Christ. This is consistent with other 
New Testament passages about the role of John (Acts 1:22; 10:37; Matt 
11:12). Therefore, the baptism that John preached and administered 
belonged not to the ablutions of the Old Testament but to the new era 
of salvation that Christ had come to fulfill.
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ii.	 Purpose of John’s baptism

The quotations from Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3, fulfilled now by 
John the Baptist, help us understand the purpose of John’s ministry. 
John was a messenger of God whose mission was to guide the people 
through his preaching and baptism to prepare the way of the Lord 
and make His paths straight. By calling the people to repentance, John 
turned the hearts of the people back to God, making them ready for 
the coming of the Son of God.

b.	 John’s baptism and preaching

Baptism characterized John’s ministry. He preached a baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins. In response, “all the country of Judea…
and all the people of Jerusalem” (v. 5) went out to him and were baptized 
in the Jordan River.

A “baptism of repentance” calls for a new life and is accompanied by 
a conversion of the heart and conduct (see commentary on Matthew 
3:1-17). Therefore, as the people went out to John to be baptized, they con-
fessed their sins. Through the baptism of repentance, the people’s hearts 
were made ready for the coming of the Lord.

The baptism of repentance was “for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 4). Eis, εἰς 
(“for”) connotes purpose and result. According to the law of God, a sin-
ner who turns from his sins shall live, and his transgressions are forgiven 
(Ezek 18:21, 22). Therefore, the baptism of John, if accompanied by true 
repentance, resulted in the forgiveness of sins by God.

Could there have been the forgiveness of sins prior to the coming of 
Jesus? Was John’s baptism truly effective in removing sins? The effect of 
the forgiveness of sins through John’s baptism is akin to that through Old 
Testament sacrifices. In itself, the blood of animals is ineffective in purify-
ing the conscience (Heb 10:1–4). But, according to God’s words, the sins 
of the one bringing the sacrifice would be forgiven through the atonement 
afforded by the sacrifice (cf. Lev 4:31, 35). This promised forgiveness of sin 
would eventually be fulfilled when Christ offered Himself as the sacrifice 
of atonement. Thus, the effect of the forgiveness of sins in the sacrifices 
was a promised effect. By the promise of God and through the faith of the 
person offering the sacrifice according to God’s stipulations, the sinner 
received the promise of forgiveness that would be realized when Christ 
comes (Heb 11:39). Those who submitted to John’s baptism in fact submit-
ted to God. Similar to those who offered sacrifices in the Old Testament 
by faith, those who received baptism with faith also received the promise 
of the forgiveness of sins. This forgiveness of sins was ultimately to be 
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paid for by the sacrifice of Christ, the Lamb of God. In this sense, “for the 
forgiveness of sins” (v. 4) suggests that John’s baptism of repentance was 
effective in so far as it led the people to Christ, the source of forgiveness of 
sins (cf. Acts 19:4).

c.	 “One… who is mightier than I” (v. 7)

John’s baptism was not an end in itself. In addition to baptizing and calling 
the people to repentance, John further proclaimed the One who was to 
come after him. He would be mightier than John, to the extent that John 
would be unworthy to offer Him even the most menial service.

John contrasted his baptism, a baptism with water, with the baptism of 
the Holy Spirit that the Mightier One was to perform. The pouring out of 
God’s Spirit upon His people was a promise of God in the Old Testament 
(cf. Isa 32:15; 44:3; Ezek 36:26, 27; 37:14; Joel 2:28, 29). John proclaimed 
that the One after him would bring about the fulfillment of this eschato-
logical promise. This promise came true when the Lord poured out the 
promised Holy Spirit upon believers after His ascension. According to the 
Lord’s own words, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit was the baptism of 
the Holy Spirit that John preached (Acts 1:4–8; 11:15, 16).

d.	 Jesus’ baptism

The narrative now shifts its focus to Jesus and records Jesus’ arrival and 
baptism. He came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in 
the Jordan.

The phrase ἐβαπτίσθη εἰς τὸν Ἰορδάνην (“was baptized into the Jordan”), 
provides very clear evidence for immersion as the correct form of 
baptism. Baptizō, βαπτίζω normally means “to dip or immerse.” In his 
discussion on the meaning of the verb “to baptize,” Howard Marshall 
argues that since the word baptizō, βαπτίζω is a technical term describing 
a ritual action, we cannot simply take its literal definition. He concludes 
that the term also includes affusion, drenching, or pouring.70 However, as 
we see in Mark’s baptism narrative, ebaptisthē eis, ἐβαπτίσθη εἰς can only 
mean “was immersed into.” The preposition eis, εἰς (“into”) following the 
passive verb ebaptisthē, ἐβαπτίσθη, excludes all other forms. “Poured into,” 
“drenched into,” or “sprinkled into” simply would not work.

Verse 10 further confirms that Jesus was immersed in the Jordan. It de-
scribes Jesus as “coming up from the water” (ἐκ τοῦ ὕδατος). The Greek 
preposition ek, ἐκ (out of ), used in a spatial sense, connotes the way out 

70	Marshall, Howard. “The Meaning of the Verb ‘Baptize.’” Dimensions of Baptism: Biblical and Theological 
Studies, edited by Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross, Sheffield Academic Press, 2002, pp. 8–24.
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from the inside of an object. That Jesus came up out of the water requires 
that He had first entered fully into the water.

In the phrase ἐβαπτίσθη ὑπὸ Ἰωάννου (“baptized… by John”), the passive 
verb, ebaptisthē, ἐβαπτίσθη, and the preposition hypo, ὑπὸ with the genitive 
indicate that John was not merely a witness of the baptism but also the 
agent who performed the baptism.

Mark does not address the question of why Jesus had to receive John’s 
baptism of repentance. Unlike Matthew, he does not record John’s re-
luctance and Jesus’ response. However, the testimony from heaven after 
Jesus’ baptism clearly shows that Jesus’ baptism was unique.

Immediately, coming up from the water, Jesus saw the heavens opening 
and the Spirit descending upon Him like a dove. See commentary on 
Matthew 3:16 for an explanation of the significance of this vision.

Then a voice came from heaven, saying “You are My beloved71 Son; in 
You I am well pleased” (v. 11). God openly declared that Jesus was God’s 
beloved Son, thus revealing to Israel the identity of Jesus as the Messiah, 
the specially chosen and beloved of God.

“In You I am well pleased” (ἐν σοὶ εὐδόκησα), was further testimony of 
divine favor. Eudokēsa, εὐδόκησα is in the aorist active indicative, which 
suggests that God was particularly pleased with what Jesus had done, i.e., 
His submission to His will by receiving John’s baptism.

71	“Beloved,” ἀγαπητός, may also be translated “only”; see Gen 22:2,12,16 LXX
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Mark 16:14–18

14	Later He appeared to the eleven disciples themselves as they were reclining at the table; and 
He reprimanded them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed 
those who had seen Him after He had risen from the dead. 

15	 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. 
16	The one who has believed and has been baptized will be saved; but the one who has not 

believed will be condemned. 
17	These signs will accompany those who have believed: in My name they will cast out demons, 

they will speak with new tongues; 
18	they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly poison, it will not harm them; they 

will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover.”

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The passage is in a disputed portion of biblical text

b.	 Baptism is closely tied to faith

c.	 Baptism, coupled with faith, is necessary for salvation

2.	 Setting

After His crucifixion, Jesus Christ resurrected on the third day, the first day 
of the week. He appeared to the eleven disciples and entrusted to them the 
Great Commission to preach the gospel. The commission is all-encom-
passing in its scope, in that the disciples are to go into “all the world” and 
to preach to “all creation” (v. 15). Following the commission proper is the 
statement about the two possible responses to the gospel and their respective 
results.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Canonicity of the passage

The concluding passage of the Gospel of Mark is a disputed portion of 
biblical text. Mark 16:9–20 appears in the Textus Receptus version of the 



139Mark 16:14–18   

Greek New Testament from which the King James Version was translated. 
However, this passage is absent in the earliest found codices of the New 
Testament (i.e., Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus). Hence, many 
scholars claim that Mark 16:9-20 is not canonical but was added to soften 
the apparent abrupt ending at verse 8.

It is not our present task to determine the canonicity of this passage. 
Regardless of its canonicity, the passage’s conclusion concerning bap-
tism is entirely consistent with other baptismal passages. Therefore, the 
question of its canonicity does not detract from what other parts of the 
Scriptures state about baptism. We will proceed on the assumption that 
the text is original and examine how it supports the necessity of baptism.

b.	 Baptism and faith

When offering the promise of salvation, the Lord speaks of the necessity 
of faith and baptism. Faith and baptism are so closely connected that they 
are inseparable. In Greek, a single definite article ho, ὁ (“the one who”) 
groups pisteusas, πιστεύσας (“believes”) and baptistheis, βαπτισθεὶς (“is 
baptized”) together. Thus, ὁ πιστεύσας καὶ βαπτισθεὶς  (“he who believes 
and is baptized”) is one unit. As far as the Lord Jesus is concerned, there 
are only two categories of people with respect to their responses to the 
gospel: those who believe and are baptized and those who do not believe. 
The first category consists of believers and the latter unbelievers. Believing 
the Lord Jesus but not receiving baptism is not one of the options. Faith 
underlies baptism, and baptism follows faith. A person who receives 
baptism must also accept the Lord Jesus Christ with faith in order to be 
saved. On the other hand, a person who has faith in Jesus Christ ought to 
be baptized into Christ.

The pairing of faith and baptism is evident in the New Testament teach-
ings about baptism (Gal 3:26, 27; Col 2:11, 12) and in the examples in Acts 
(Acts 2:36–38; 10:42–48; 16:29–33; 19:4, 5). Furthermore, the gifts of grace 
received through faith, such as forgiveness of sins, justification, sanctifica-
tion, regeneration, union with Christ, and being sons of God,  
are also received through baptism. Therefore, it is not surprising to see 
that baptism is here linked so intimately with faith as a prerequisite  
for salvation.

c.	 Baptism is necessary for salvation

The two conditions for salvation are faith and baptism. Thus, the verse 
states that “the one who has believed and has been baptized” (v. 16; em-
phasis added) will be saved. To receive salvation, it is necessary to believe 
and be baptized.
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The second part of the condition—baptism—has often been treated as 
a non-requirement by those who view belief as the only condition for 
salvation. According to this view, baptism is only a public demonstra-
tion of belief and has no saving effect. Adherents of this view often cite 
the second portion of verse 16: “but the one who has not believed will be 
condemned.” The rationale is that since unbelief is the only condition for 
condemnation, whether a person is baptized determines neither his salva-
tion nor his condemnation.

To respond to such an interpretation, we need to first understand why 
baptism is not included in the second part of the verse. Since faith and 
baptism are intimately connected, receiving baptism presupposes belief. 
Belief, on the other hand, necessarily precedes baptism and prepares one 
to be baptized. Stating “he who does not believe and is not baptized” 
would be redundant. If one does not believe in the first place, the neces-
sity of baptism would be irrelevant, and he stands condemned already. 
This is why the second half of the verse only mentions the first part of the 
condition (belief ) that would logically precede the next (baptism).

The fact that baptism is out of the question for a person who does not 
believe once again highlights the close conjunction of faith and baptism. 
Without faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, there is no baptism to speak of. 
Therefore, the omission of baptism in the second part of the statement 
does not imply that it is unnecessary or unimportant. Rather, it indicates 
that baptism naturally follows belief. If anyone claims to believe in the 
Lord Jesus Christ but rejects baptism into His name, his claim of faith  
is questionable.

Finally, it is important to ask why the Lord mentions baptism at all if it 
is unnecessary for salvation. If baptism were not essential to salvation, 
saying “the one who has believed and has been baptized will be saved” 
(v. 16) would be misleading. It would be akin to a statement such as “the 
one who has believed and has performed signs will be saved.” The natural 
reading of such a statement would certainly lead one to conclude that per-
forming signs is necessary for salvation. Although the Lord promises in 
verses 17 and 18 that signs will follow those who believe, performing signs 
is not part of the condition for salvation and is therefore not included in 
verse 16. On the contrary, baptism is stated alongside faith as a condition 
for salvation. The fact that the Lord specifically mentions baptism in con-
nection with faith shows its vital importance to salvation. Consequently, 
the argument that baptism is mentioned not as a necessity for salvation 
but simply as an expression of belief is not warranted by this passage.



141Luke 3:1–22   

Luke 3:1–22

1	 Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governor 
of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee and his brother Philip was tetrarch of the region 
of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene, 

2	 in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, the son of 
Zechariah, in the wilderness. 

3	 And he came into all the region around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins; 

4	 as it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “THE VOICE OF ONE 
CALLING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS, ‘PREPARE THE WAY OF THE LORD, 
MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT! 

5	 ‘EVERY RAVINE WILL BE FILLED, AND EVERY MOUNTAIN AND HILL WILL 
BE LOWERED; THE CROOKED WILL BECOME STRAIGHT, AND THE ROUGH 
ROADS SMOOTH; 

6	 AND ALL FLESH WILL SEE THE SALVATION OF GOD!’ ” 
7	 So he was saying to the crowds who were going out to be baptized by him, “You offspring of 

vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
8	 Therefore produce fruits that are consistent with repentance, and do not start saying to 

yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I say to you that from these stones God is 
able to raise up children for Abraham. 

9	 But indeed the axe is already being laid at the root of the trees; so every tree that does not 
bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

10	And the crowds were questioning him, saying , “Then what are we to do?” 
11	 And he would answer and say to them, “The one who has two tunics is to share with the one 

who has none; and the one who has food is to do likewise.” 
12	Now even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they said to him, “Teacher, what are we  

to do?” 
13	 And he said to them, “Collect no more than what you have been ordered to.” 
14	And soldiers also were questioning him, saying , “What are we to do, we as well?” And he 

said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone, nor harass anyone, and be content with 
your wages.” 

15	 Now while the people were in a state of expectation and they all were thinking carefully in 
their hearts about John, whether he himself perhaps was the Christ, 

16	John responded to them all, saying , “As for me, I baptize you with water; but He is coming 
who is mightier than I, and I am not fit to untie the straps of His sandals; He will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 
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17	His winnowing fork is in His hand to thoroughly clear His threshing floor, and to gather the 
wheat into His barn; but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

18	So with many other exhortations he preached the gospel to the people. 
19	But when Herod the tetrarch was reprimanded by him regarding Herodias, his brother’s 

wife, and regarding all the evil things which Herod had done, 
20	Herod also added this to them all: he locked John up in prison. 
21	 Now when all the people were baptized, Jesus also was baptized, and while He was praying , 

heaven was opened, 
22	and the Holy Spirit descended upon Him in bodily form like a dove, and a voice came from 

heaven: “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well pleased.”

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The ministry of John

i.	 John’s baptism, coupled with repentance, brought the forgiveness of 
sins and prepared the people to receive Christ

ii.	 Baptism must be accompanied by a life that reflects repentance

iii.	One must bear the fruits of righteousness to escape God’s  
coming wrath

b.	 John’s proclamation of Christ

i.	 John preached that One mightier than him was coming

ii.	 The Mightier One would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire

c.	 The baptism of Jesus

i.	 Jesus identified with the people, since He was baptized along  
with them

ii.	 The descent of the Holy Spirit and voice from heaven revealed that 
Jesus was the Son of God as well as anointed Jesus for ministry

2.	 Setting

Luke chapter 1 records the birth of John and predictions about His ministry. 
The chapter ends with the statement that John “lived in the deserts until 
the day of his public appearance to Israel” (Luke 1:80). The current passage 
returns to the wilderness scene and depicts John preaching and baptizing 
according to his divine commission.

The account of Jesus’ baptism, after which Jesus was announced as the Son of 
God, is linked to the subsequent passages on Jesus’ genealogy and tempta-
tion, both of which continue the theme of Jesus’ divine sonship. The descent 
of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus further links this narrative to references to the 
Holy Spirit in the next chapter (Luke 4:1, 18).
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3.	 Structur e

Luke separates John’s ministry (vv. 1–20) and Jesus’ baptism (vv. 21–22) into 
two distinct narratives. By inserting the imprisonment of John (vv. 19–20), 
Luke first brings the story of John’s ministry to a close before shifting his 
focus to Jesus.

In his account of John’s ministry, Luke introduces John as the prophet of God 
(vv. 1–6). Then he describes John’s baptizing and preaching activities as well 
as the content of his message (vv. 7–18). Finally, he concludes by recording 
Herod’s opposition, which led to John’s imprisonment (vv. 19–20).

The narrative of the heavenly revelation depicts Jesus’ prayer after baptism 
(v. 21a), followed by three actions expressed by the infinitive verbs “to be 
opened” (aneōchthēnai, ἀνεῳχθῆναι), “to descend” (katabēnai, καταβῆναι),  
and “to become” (genesthai, γενέσθαι):

1.	 Opening of heaven (v. 21b)

2.	 Descent of the Holy Spirit (v. 22a)

3.	 Speaking of the voice from heaven (v. 22b)

4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Commissioning of John

According to Zechariah’s prophecy, John would become the prophet of 
the Most High (Luke 1:76). Here, Luke introduces John as a prophet of 
God in a manner reminiscent of the calling of the Old Testament proph-
ets—through the use of the words “the word of God came to John” (v. 
2) and setting the call in a historical context (cf. Isa 1:1; Jer 1:1–3; Hos 1:1; 
Amos 1:1).

The work of John the Baptist was a fulfillment of the Old Testament 
prophecy about the preparation of the way of the Lord. The quotation of 
Isaiah 40:3–5 provides an insight into the ministry of John. The prepara-
tory mission of John was a necessary precursor in the revelation of  
God’s salvation.

b.	 John’s baptism

In response to his call, John came into all the region around the Jordan, 
preaching “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 3; See 
comments on Mark 1 for the meaning of this term). Baptism, accompa-
nied by repentance and resulting in the forgiveness of sins, was part of 
John’s preparatory ministry in expectation of the Messiah. By receiving 
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baptism and turning back to God, the people’s hearts were made ready for 
the coming of Christ.

c.	 John’s message

The content of John’s preaching consists of: warning about the coming 
judgment (vv. 7–9), practical instructions on how to produce fruits that 
are consistent with repentance (vv. 10–14), and the announcement of the 
coming of the Mightier One (vv. 15–17).

i.	 Repentance and judgment

John exhorted the people who came to be baptized to produce fruits 
that are consistent with repentance in order to flee from the wrath to 
come. All three of the groups who came to John asked the same ques-
tion: “What are we to do?” In response, John taught them to practice 
love and compassion toward others in their daily lives.

Clearly, being baptized alone was insufficient. Personal righteousness 
exhibited in daily conduct was necessary in order to escape the coming 
wrath. At the same time, the stress on ethics does not render baptism 
meaningless. Baptism was closely connected with repentance and 
forgiveness of sins. By accepting John’s baptism, the people confessed 
their sins and submitted to the way of righteousness God demands. 
Baptism received with a repentant heart resulted in the forgiveness of 
sins, and practicing God’s ethical requirements would spare the indi-
vidual of the impending judgment.

ii.	 The Mightier One

Eagerly expecting the Messiah, the people wondered if John was the 
Christ, the Anointed One of God. John responded by pointing them 
to the coming of Him “who is mightier than I” (v. 16), who was so far 
greater that John was not even fit to untie the straps of His sandal.  
He contrasted his baptism with water with the baptism with the Holy 
Spirit and fire, which the Christ would perform. (See comments  
on Matthew 3:1-17 for the meaning of “baptize with the Holy Spirit  
and fire.”)

John’s baptism, therefore, paved the way for the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit and fire. It turned the people to God so that they would be ready 
to receive the regeneration of the Holy Spirit through Jesus Christ, 
finally resulting in acceptance by God. On the other hand, those who 
rejected the baptism and teachings of John would have to face the fire 
of judgment that the Mightier One would bring upon the unrepentant.
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d.	 Jesus’ baptism and the testimony from heaven

Luke’s account focuses on the events after Jesus’ baptism rather than on 
His baptism itself. We can see in Luke’s description that Jesus’ baptism 
was placed side by side with the people’s baptism: “Now when all the 
people were baptized, Jesus also was baptized” (v. 21). The Christ, the One 
mightier than John, did not separate Himself from the people. Instead, 
He identified with them and submitted to the baptism of John just as the 
people did. Likewise, His prayer, which indicated His humanity, rein-
forced His identification with man.

The events after Jesus’ baptism demonstrated His unique status to the 
people. They testified that He was the Christ, the One mightier than John 
who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire (cf. John 1:29–34; see 
also comments on Matthew 3:1-17 for the significance of these events). 
Furthermore, the divine revelation can be viewed as a commission and 
inauguration for the ministry that Jesus was about to embark on. As 
recorded in later passages in Luke, the anointing of the Holy Spirit upon 
Jesus served as a mark of divine call and guidance (Luke 4:1, 14, 18–21; 
Acts 10:38). God’s declaration that Jesus was the beloved Son also directed 
the people to heed the words and works of God’s own Son (cf. Luke 9:35; 
20:13).
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Luke 7:24–30

24	When the messengers of John had left, He began to speak to the crowds about John: “What 
did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind? 

25	But what did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Those who are splendidly 
clothed and live in luxury are found in royal palaces! 

26	But what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and one who is more than  
a prophet. 

27	This is the one about whom it is written: ‘BEHOLD, I AM SENDING MY MESSENGER 
AHEAD OF YOU, WHO WILL PREPARE YOUR WAY BEFORE YOU.’ 

28	“I say to you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who 
is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” 

29	When all the people and the tax collectors heard this, they acknowledged God’s justice, hav-
ing been baptized with the baptism of John. 

30	But the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God’s purpose for themselves, not having been 
baptized by John.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 John the Baptist was the greatest prophet in history

b.	 The kingdom of God, brought by Jesus’ arrival, surpassed anything history 
had witnessed

c.	 The baptism of John

i.	 Receiving John’s baptism was inseparable from receiving John and his 
message

ii.	 	Receiving John’s baptism meant submitting to God’s will

2.	 Setting

John had sent his disciples to ask Jesus if He was the Coming One. In 
response, Jesus told them to report to John the works He was doing. Jesus’ 
ministry and miraculous signs sufficiently demonstrated that He was the 
Messiah promised in the Old Testament. In the current passage of study, 
Jesus spoke to the multitudes about John. A person’s attitude toward John, 
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and subsequently toward Jesus, showed whether he was aligned with or op-
posed to God’s will.

3.	 Com m enta ry

Receiving John’s baptism leads to receiving Jesus

a.	 Jesus’ affirmation of John

By repeating the question “What did you go out into the wilderness 
to see?” (v. 24) Jesus asked the people to reflect on the meaning of the 
widespread ministry of John the Baptist, which had drawn a great number 
of people into the wilderness to be baptized. Jesus confirmed the popular 
notion that John was a prophet and further stated that he was more than a 
prophet. Quoting Malachi’s prophecy (cf. Mal 3:1; 4:5), Jesus asserted that 
John was the prophet Elijah, the messenger whom God sent to prepare 
the way of the Lord before His coming (cf. Matt 11:14; 17:10–13). In fact, 
no other prophet was greater than John.

Yet, according to Jesus, even the least in the kingdom of God is greater 
than the greatest prophet of all time. This means that the kingdom of God 
inaugurated by Jesus surpassed even the greatest witnessed by mankind. 
The coming of the Messiah marked the beginning of an unprecedented 
era in God’s redemptive plan.

b.	 Significance of receiving John’s baptism

The passage draws a sharp contrast between those “having been baptized” 
(baptisthentes, βαπτισθέντες) and those “not having been baptized” (mē 
baptisthentes, μὴ βαπτισθέντες). In view of John’s role as the herald of the 
kingdom of God, whether a person submitted to or rejected John’s mes-
sage and baptism became all the more significant. Therefore, when all 
the people who had been baptized by John, including the tax collectors, 
heard what Jesus said about John, they justified God.72 In other words, 
they acknowledged that God’s purpose and deeds are right. By receiving 
the baptism of John, they aligned themselves with God’s purpose. But the 
Pharisees and lawyers who had not been baptized by John “rejected God’s 
purpose for themselves” (v. 30).

Since John’s baptism was ordained by God (cf. Luke 20:4), acceptance or 
rejection of John’s baptism was equivalent to acceptance or rejection of 
God’s will. John’s baptism was inseparable from his message of repen-
tance, as Luke made no distinction between being baptized with John’s 

72	“Justify,” δικαιόω, means “to make righteous,” “to establish as right,” or “to validate.” Schrenk, Gottlob. 
“Δίκη, Δίκαιος, Δικαιοσύνη, Δικαιόω, Δικαίωμα, Δικαίωσις, Δικαιοκρισία.” Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 2, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 214.
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baptism and accepting John as a prophet of God. As we learn from this 
passage, the Pharisees’ and lawyers’ refusal to be baptized by John indi-
cated their rejection of God’s will. A person could not claim to submit to 
God’s purpose but reject baptism. Submission to God invariably involved 
receiving the baptism from heaven. This underscores the importance of 
baptism in conversion and submission to God.
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John 1:19–34

19	This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites to him from Jerusalem to 
ask him, “Who are you?” 

20	And he confessed and did not deny; and this is what he confessed: “I am not the Christ.” 
21	 And so they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” And he said, “I am not.” “Are you the 

Prophet?” And he answered, “No.” 
22	Then they said to him, “Who are you? Tell us, so that we may give an answer to those who 

sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 
23	He said, “I am THE VOICE OF ONE CALLING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS, 

‘MAKE THE WAY OF THE LORD STRAIGHT,’ as Isaiah the prophet said.” 
24	And the messengers had been sent from the Pharisees. 
25	They asked him, and said to him, “Why then are you baptizing , if you are not the Christ, 

nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” 
26	John answered them, saying , “I baptize in water, but among you stands One whom you do 

not know. 
27	It is He who comes after me, of whom I am not worthy even to untie the strap of His sandal.” 
28	These things took place in Bethany beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing people. 
29	The next day he saw Jesus coming to him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world! 
30	This is He in behalf of whom I said, ‘After me is coming a Man who has proved to be my 

superior, because He existed before me.’ 
31	 And I did not recognize Him, but so that He would be revealed to Israel, I came baptizing  

in water.” 
32	And John testified, saying , “I have seen the Spirit descending as a dove out of heaven, and He 

remained upon Him. 
33	And I did not recognize Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water said to me, ‘He upon 

whom you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon Him, this is the One who baptizes 
in the Holy Spirit.’ 

34	And I myself have seen, and have testified that this is the Son of God.”
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1.	 K ey Points

a.	 John’s role was to make the way of the Lord straight

b.	 John baptized with water in order that Jesus would be revealed to Israel

c.	 God revealed Jesus’ identity to John when the Holy Spirit descended and 
remained on Jesus

d.	 John bore witness that Jesus was:

i.	 The Lamb of God

ii.	 Before John and greater than John

iii.	He who baptizes with the Holy Spirit

iv.	 The Son of God

2.	 Setting

In the prologue of this Gospel, the author introduced Jesus as the Word 
who became flesh and the light that came into the world. He brings John 
the Baptist into the scene to be the first witness for Jesus. Starting from this 
passage, which follows the prologue, the author shifts from doctrinal pre-
sentation to a series of narratives. He expands on the testimony of John the 
Baptist, who directed the people’s attention to Jesus and declared that He was 
indeed the incarnate Word, the Son of God.

3.	 Structur e

This passage is divided into two sections. The first section (vv. 19–28) records 
the dialogue between John and the delegation from Jerusalem. The second 
section begins with the words “the next day” (v. 29), a time indicator that 
appears repeatedly in the rest of the narratives (cf. John 1:35, 43, 2:1). In this 
section, when he saw Jesus coming toward him, we see the Baptist’s explicit 
announcement of who Jesus was.

4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 John’s witness to the religious leaders (vv. 19–28)

John was baptizing in Bethany beyond the Jordan. According to parallel 
accounts, great multitudes came out to John to be baptized. The great 
impact of John’s ministry attracted the attention of the Jews and religious 
authorities in Jerusalem. Puzzled by John and his baptizing activities, the 
priests, Levites, and representatives from the Pharisees came to inquire 
of John’s identity. They asked him, “Who are you?” (v. 19) With a series of 
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negatives, John denied that he was the Christ or Elijah or the Prophet.73 
When pressed further for his identity, John quoted the words of Isaiah 
and stated that he was the voice in the wilderness. John’s mission was to 
make the way of the Lord straight.

If John was not any of the great figures prophesied in the Scriptures, the 
inquirers wanted to know, then why did he baptize? In response, John 
pointed out the ultimate purpose of his baptism, which was to prepare for 
the coming of Him who was far greater than John, whom the people did 
not know. John’s baptism was a baptism in water, but the One who was 
coming after him would baptize in the Holy Spirit (v. 33).74

b.	 John’s witness to the people (vv. 29–34)

When John saw Jesus coming toward him, he proclaimed that He was “the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (v. 29). The allusion 
is to the Pascal lamb and the Messiah in Isaiah 53:7, who is described as a 
lamb led to the slaughter.

In reference to his earlier testimony (v. 27), John spoke of Jesus’ superior 
status. Although Jesus came after John, he had taken on a greater role than 
John (“proved to be my superior”).75 The reason was that Jesus had in fact 
existed before him (“because He existed before me.”).

John states the goal of his baptizing ministry very clearly—that Jesus, 
the Lamb of God, may be revealed to Israel.76 By awakening the people’s 
awareness of their sins and their need for repentance and forgiveness, 
John heightened their expectation of the coming of the Christ.  

At first, John did not know the identity of the One coming after him. But 
God had given him a sign in advance: “He upon whom you see the Spirit 
descending and remaining upon Him, this is the One who baptizes in the 
Holy Spirit” (v. 33). This sign was fulfilled after Jesus’ baptism. The heav-
ens were opened and the Holy Spirit descended and remained on Jesus 
(cf. Matt 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:21, 22). Thus, through John’s baptism, 
Jesus was revealed to Israel. John was the witness of this divine revelation 
and thus testified that Jesus was the Son of God.

73	“The Prophet” was a reference to Deut 18:15–18.
74	 See comments on Matthew 3:1-17 for the meaning of baptizing in the Holy Spirit.
75	“Has become in front of me,” ἔμπροσθέν μου γέγονεν
76	 The Greek construction places the ἵνα (“in order that”) clause first, emphasizing the purpose of John’s 

baptism. The words “on account of this” (διὰ τοῦτο) also reinforce this point.
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John 3:1–15

1	 Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews; 
2	 this man came to Jesus at night and said to Him, “Rabbi, we know that You have come from 

God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him.” 
3	 Jesus responded and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born again he 

cannot see the kingdom of God.” 
4	 Nicodemus said to Him, “How can a person be born when he is old? He cannot enter his 

mother’s womb a second time and be born, can he?” 
5	 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born of water and the Spirit, he 

cannot enter the kingdom of God. 
6	 That which has been born of the flesh is flesh, and that which has been born of the Spirit  

is spirit. 
7	 Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ 
8	 The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it 

is coming from and where it is going; so is everyone who has been born of the Spirit.” 
9	 Nicodemus responded and said to Him, “How can these things be?” 
10	Jesus answered and said to him, “You are the teacher of Israel, and yet you do not under-

stand these things? 
11	 Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know and testify of what we have seen, and 

you people do not accept our testimony. 
12	 If I told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you  

heavenly things? 
13	 No one has ascended into heaven, except He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man. 
14	And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be  

lifted up, 
15	 so that everyone who believes will have eternal life in Him.
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1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Spiritual birth involves water and Spirit (v. 5)

b.	 Spiritual birth is necessary for entrance into God’s kingdom (vv. 3, 5)

c.	 Spiritual birth is an earthly experience with a heavenly witness (vv. 11–12)

d.	 Spiritual birth is based on faith in the Son of God (vv. 13–15)

2.	 Setting

In John 2:23–25, we read of men who believed in Jesus but whose faith was 
questionable. Jesus was not entrusting Himself to such men because He knew 
all men and did not need anyone to testify about man, for He Himself knew 
what was in man. Immediately following, the writer introduces Nicodemus 
as a “man of the Pharisees” (v. 1) to hint at the fact that Nicodemus would not 
fully understand Jesus’ teaching. 

This begins Jesus’ conversation with the man Nicodemus. In that conversa-
tion, Jesus mentioned “kingdom of God” (v. 3, 5) twice, suggesting that 
Nicodemus came to Jesus seeking answers about God’s kingdom. The Jewish 
rulers, including Nicodemus, were highly concerned with the re-gathering of 
God’s people and the establishment of God’s kingdom, though they only had 
an earthly vision (cf. John 11:47–53). Nicodemus, being one of them, initially 
represented those who were in darkness, like those in John 2:24, 25, who 
could not truly “know” or “receive” the witness of Christ. 

Nicodemus admitted that Jesus must have come from God (v. 2); yet, he 
could not understand or receive Jesus’ testimony (vv. 10, 11). Therefore, Jesus 
chided Nicodemus, saying, “You are the teacher of Israel, and yet you do not 
understand these things?” (v. 10).

3.	 Structur e

The main teachings in this passage can be summarized by Jesus’ three “truly, 
truly” statements. These three statements provide the basic outline of Jesus’ 
teachings in this passage: 

a.	 We must be born from above77 to see the kingdom of God (v. 3)

b.	 We must be born of water and spirit to enter the kingdom of God (v. 5)

c.	 We must receive the testimony of the Son of God who fully declares God 
(v. 11; cf. John 1:18)

77	This commentary translates the Greek anothen, ἄνωθεν as “from above.” 
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4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Born of water and Spirit

i.	 The spiritual birth in this passage consists of being born of water  
and spirit.

Jesus mentions the word “born” throughout the passage. All these 
statements refer to one spiritual birth. Throughout the passage, we can 
see several specific expressions of the one spiritual birth:

•	 “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born again he cannot 
see the kingdom of God.” (v. 3)

•	 “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born of water and the 
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.” (v. 5)

•	 “That which has been born of the flesh is flesh, and that which has 
been born of the Spirit is spirit.” (v. 6)

•	 “Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’”  
(v. 7)

•	 “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but 
you do not know where it is coming from and where it is going; so 
is everyone who has been born of the Spirit.” (v. 8)

The identical structures in verse 3 and verse 5 show that to be “born 
from above” (v. 3) is to be “born of water and the Spirit” (v. 5). Jesus 
then further elaborates on this birth with the phrase “born of the 
Spirit” (vv. 6, 8), which is synonymous with “born from above” (v. 7). 
From the foregoing, we can conclude that being “born from above”  
(v. 3), “born of water and the Spirit” (v. 5), and “born of the Spirit”  
(v. 6, 8) are different expressions of one spiritual birth.

Jesus’ first important statement was that unless someone is “born from 
above” (v. 3), one cannot enter the kingdom of God. When Nicodemus 
could not understand the meaning of this, Jesus explained this as being 
“born of water and spirit” (v. 5).78 

One interpretation of John 3:5 views “water” as a figure of speech for 
natural birth, i.e., “water” refers to the embryonic fluid in the mother’s 
womb. According to this interpretation, Jesus teaches that a person not 
only must be born physically, but also must be born spiritually. There 
are some serious flaws with this interpretation:

1.	 The preposition ex, ἐξ (“out of ”), governs both “water and spirit”  
(v. 5) and groups the two into one thought. The concept of “not 

78	The Greek does not have the definite article before “spirit” in verse 5.
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only water but also spirit” cannot be found here. Thus, “out of 
water and spirit” shows that “water and spirit” are intimately woven 
together as one unit rather than juxtaposed against one another.

2.	 There was no reason for Jesus to refer to natural birth. Jesus was 
not saying: “Unless one is born naturally and spiritually he cannot 
enter the kingdom of God.” Such a thought would be just as clearly 
expressed with “unless someone is born of spirit, he cannot enter 
the kingdom of God.” For Jesus to refer to natural birth here only 
adds confusion. Besides, using “water” to refer to physical birth is 
not found anywhere else in the Scriptures.

3.	 If Jesus had natural birth in mind, He could have used the standard 
Jewish phrase “born of a woman” (Matt 11:11; Gal 4:4).79

Another common interpretation of John 3:5 argues that “water” is syn-
onymous with “spirit.” The rationale for this argument is that kai, καὶ 
(“and/also”) is explanatory, i.e., “water, even spirit” or “water, namely 
spirit.” Adherents of this position point out that Jesus never mentioned 
“water” again after verse 5, but only spoke of being “born of the Spirit.” 
In support of this view, Karl Barth cites examples from John such as 
“I am the resurrection and the life” ( John 11:25), saying that Christ is 
the resurrection precisely because He is the life.80 Jesus’ discussion of 
“living water” in John 7:38, 39, which refers to the Holy Spirit, is also 
frequently cited to support the idea that “born of water and spirit” 
simply means “born of Spirit.” 

This interpretation does not stand based on the following reasons:

1.	 When Jesus used the term “living water” in John 7:38, 39, the author 
specifically clarifies that “living water” referred to the Spirit.  
In John 3:5, however, Jesus used the term “water” and the author 
does not make any further clarification. Another distinction is that 
in 7:38, Jesus used “living” to qualify “water” whereas in 3:5 “water”  
is unqualified. There are thus sufficient distinctions between the 
two sections of the Bible to caution against equating “water”  
with “Spirit.” 

2.	 In John 11:25, “resurrection” and “life” may be similar, but both are 
terms that can be clearly understood even separately. The same is 
true of “water and spirit” because “water” can be understood sepa-
rately from “spirit.” Furthermore, Jesus is not using “life” to explain 

79	John E. Morgan-Wayne, “References to Baptism in the Fourth Gospel.” Baptism, the New Testament and 
the Church : Historical and Contemporary Studies in Honour of R.E.O. White. Sheffield Academic Press, 
1999, p. 122.

80	Barth, Karl. Church Dogmatics. Vol. 4, The Doctrine of Reconciliation. Part 4. T. & T. Clark, 2004, p. 121.
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“resurrection” the way that He explained the Holy Spirit with living 
water in John 7:38, 39. In other words, although “water” and “spirit” 
are intimately joined, they express different aspects of the one birth 
that cannot be fully expressed with “spirit” alone. 

3.	 To contend that “water” is essentially the same as “spirit” eliminates 
“water” from the equation entirely. If that were Jesus’ intention, 
Jesus could have simply stated: “unless someone is born of spirit, 
he cannot enter the kingdom of God” and it would have been 
sufficiently clear. Inserting “water,” when all He meant to say was 
“spirit,” would only cause undue confusion.

ii.	 “Water” is a reference to baptism

There is strong Biblical evidence that the word “water” refers to 
baptism:

1.	 In the Gospel of John, “water” is mentioned approximately 21 times. 
Of these, at least four references clearly refer to baptism in water 
( John 1:26, 31, 33; 3:23). All of these references occur within the 
first three chapters of the Gospel and John 3:5 is well within this 
context. Three of the references are clearly set in the context of 
Jesus’ baptism.

2.	 In John 3:22–30, the passage following Jesus’ discourse with 
Nicodemus, we are told that Jesus remained with his disciples in 
Judea and baptized. At the same time, John also was baptizing in 
Aenon “because there was an abundance of water there” ( John 
3:23). The One who spoke of the need to be born of water and spirit 
now baptized the multitude. Therefore, it is appropriate to interpret 
“water” as the water in baptism.

3.	 After the Gentiles received the Holy Spirit in Acts 10:44–48, Peter 
immediately understood that the Gentiles were also worthy to 
receive the “water.” Specifically, when Peter saw the gift of the Holy 
Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles, he said, “Surely no one 
can refuse the water for these to be baptized, who have received the 
Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?” (Acts 10:47; emphasis added). 
So Peter commanded that the Gentiles be baptized in the name 
of Jesus Christ (Acts 10:47, 48). From the context of the passage, 
“water” clearly refers to baptism. We should note that Peter did not 
use “water” to allude to the Holy Spirit. Rather, Peter understood 
receiving the Holy Spirit and baptism as two distinct events that 
share an intimate relationship. Therefore, even though the Gentiles 
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had received the Holy Spirit, Peter was still concerned that they be 
baptized with water.

4.	 Acts 22:16 tells us that baptism is to “wash away your sins.” If “wash-
ing” takes place in baptism, as attested in Acts 22:16, “the washing of 
regeneration” in Titus 3:5 can also be understood as a reference to 
a baptismal “washing.” This means that both John 3:5 and Titus 3:5 
speak of baptism, which results in the spiritual birth spoken of in 
John 3:1–15.

5.	 In 1 Peter 3:20–21, Peter explains that the water through which 
Noah and his household were saved finds its correspondence in 
the baptism that now saves believers. Utilizing the description of 
the eight persons that were “saved through the water,” Peter links 
“water” to baptism and emphasizes baptism’s saving effect. Just as 
baptism is for the purpose of salvation (Mark 16:16), being “born 
of water and spirit” is the means of entering God’s kingdom. When 
we understand the foregoing connections between baptism and 
salvation, it is not very difficult to see that the “water” in John 3:5 is 
an allusion to water baptism.

Why then did Jesus not plainly say, “unless one is born of baptism and 
spirit” if this is what He intended? 

First, we note that the meaning of Jesus’ words is hidden from 
Nicodemus and that they are conversing on very different planes. 
Therefore, by not speaking plainly of water as baptism, the obscurity of 
His language not only applies to the word “water” but also to the entire 
discourse with Nicodemus. 

Secondly, were Jesus to use the word “baptism,” it would have empha-
sized the administration of the baptismal rite or its outward action, 
whereas “water and spirit” describes the very nature and essence of 
what it means to be born from above. That being the case, Jesus’ use 
of “water and spirit” alludes to both the earthly (water) and heavenly 
(spirit) dimensions of spiritual birth. Thus, Jesus’ use of the word “wa-
ter” rather than “baptism” is quite appropriate in the context.

iii.	Water and Spirit are intimately related

The relationship between “water” and “spirit” found in John 3:5 shows 
the importance of the Holy Spirit in a person’s spiritual birth. Baptism 
is not merely immersion in water. Water alone cannot bring about 
the forgiveness of sins and regeneration. The Lord Jesus’ commission 
to the church to forgive sins is given through the Holy Spirit ( John 
20:21–23). The Spirit is the witness at baptism who brings about the 
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cleansing of the blood of Christ (1 John 5:7-8; Heb 9:14). It is in one 
Spirit that we are baptized into one body (1 Cor 12:13). It is also by the 
Spirit of our God that believers are washed, sanctified, and justified  
(1 Cor 6:11). For this reason, it is only through the baptism adminis-
tered by the church that is established by the Holy Spirit that one may 
be born from above.

The Lord Jesus describes in John 3:6, 8 the spiritual life that the rebirth 
at baptism enables. The work of the Spirit that gives us our spiritual 
birth in baptism continues beyond baptism. Having received a new life 
and become a child of God, the believer needs to pray for and receive 
the Holy Spirit (Luke 11:9-13; cf. Acts 8:14-17)—a promise that is given 
to those whose sins have been forgiven in baptism (Acts 2:38, 39). The 
Holy Spirit dwells in us as our Helper ( John 14:16-19); He renews and 
sanctifies the believer (Titus 3:5; 2 Thess 2:13); He is the living water 
that wells up as a fountain within the believer to eternal life ( John 
4:14; 7:37-39). By setting our minds on the Spirit and walking in the 
Spirit, we are able to manifest the spiritual life of the sons of God 
(Rom 8:1-16; Gal 5:16-24).

b.	 Baptism and salvation

If it is necessary to be “born of water and spirit” to enter God’s kingdom, 
and if “water” is an allusion to baptism in John 3:5, that verse leads to 
the conclusion that baptism is necessary to enter God’s kingdom. This is 
consistent with other biblical passages that teach of the close relationship 
between baptism and salvation (Mark 16:16; 1 Pet 3:21).

Why is baptism so essential to our salvation? Being born from above 
entails receiving a new life from God, i.e. being “born of God” ( John 
1:12–13). This new life is only possible because, in baptism, the blood of 
Jesus Christ washes away a believer’s sins; the old self is thereby crucified 
and buried with Christ only to rise once more to newness of life (Rom 
6:3–7; Col 2:11). Thus, it is through baptism that we are raised with Christ 
unto a new life (Col 2:12–13). The death of the old self and the resurrec-
tion of the new person are fundamental to spiritual birth. 

c.	 Earthly experience, heavenly witness

The phrase gennēthē anōthen, γεννηθῇ ἄνωθεν has been translated either as 
“born again” or “born from above.” The context favors “born from above” 
as the preferred translation (see excursus) even though “born again” is not 
excluded as a possible translation. “That which has been born of the flesh 
is flesh, and that which has been born of the Spirit is spirit” (v. 6). In other 
words, our spiritual birth must originate “from above” (v. 3), or from God. 
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To be “born of the Spirit” is obviously not according to the will of man 
but of God ( John 1:13). John 3:8, therefore, makes this concept clear by 
saying: “The wind [or “Spirit”] blows where it wishes, and you hear the 
sound of it, but you do not know where it is coming from and where it is 
going; so is everyone who has been born of the Spirit.” For the wind to 
“blow where it wishes” speaks to the sovereignty of heaven or God. Just 
as the wind blows where it wishes, one who has been born of the Spirit 
possesses a spiritual life that is under the will of the Spirit.

While the spiritual birth in this passage has a heavenly aspect, as sug-
gested by the words “from above,” Jesus came to earth to reveal the way 
of spiritual birth to us here (v. 13). Thus, to be born of water and spirit 
is an earthly experience that is as real as the earthly experience of Jesus’ 
own baptism, which involved water and the witness of the Spirit ( John 
1:31–34). Jesus, who came down from heaven above, along with witnesses 
who testify for Him, speak and testify to what they have seen—the things 
of heaven (v. 11). 

On our part, to be born from above, we must receive the witness from 
heaven by believing while on earth. The Son of Man came down (v. 13) so 
that He would be lifted up (v. 14), that whosoever believes in Him would 
not perish but have eternal life (vv. 15–17).

After Jesus’ resurrection, the Lord commissioned His disciples to baptize 
in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit (Matt 28:18, 19). 
This further confirms that baptism is a divine institution. Just as John’s 
baptism was from heaven (Luke 20:4), the baptism Christ commanded 
His disciples is from heaven. We have the testimony from God Himself 
that the Spirit, the water, and the blood agree as one and that we can 
receive eternal life through God’s Son (1 John 5:5–13). With the presence 
of the Holy Spirit, the blood of Jesus Christ washes away our sin and 
regenerates us through the water of baptism. By accepting this testimony 
of God in baptism, we accept the gift of eternal life given through the Son 
of God.

Even though spiritual birth is from above, it is not intangible; rather, it has 
a tangible manifestation on earth. Jesus Himself said to Nicodemus, “If I 
have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe 
if I tell you heavenly things?” (v. 12) In other words, being born from 
above is not beyond the realm of earthly experience, but, through Christ, 
is something all of us can experience.
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d.	 Baptism and faith in the Son of God

Because the Son of God came down from heaven, today we can be born 
from above. By believing in Jesus, we will not perish but have eternal life 
( John 3:16). Believing in the Son of God entails more than mere acknowl-
edgment that Jesus is the Son of God. Faith also requires that we believe 
in Jesus’ testimony to us (vv. 11, 12) and that we hear His voice. In par-
ticular, this means that we heed the words of the Lord about our spiritual 
birth, which He clearly taught as necessary for entering God’s kingdom. 
Through this birth from above, we receive the testimony of the Son of 
God by faith and obtain eternal life.

Because the Son of God has been lifted up, we may be born from above. 
In the Gospel of John, “lifted up” refers to Jesus’ glorification through 
the way of the cross ( John 8:28; 12:16, 23–24, 28, 32–33; cf. Isa 52:13). On 
the cross, Jesus shed His blood for our redemption. He was raised to 
life, and He has now been exalted to the highest. The effect of baptism is 
founded upon the shedding of Jesus’ precious blood and is based upon 
the universal authority Jesus received from the Father (Matt 28:18, 19; Heb 
10:19–22).

From all of the above, we can see that baptism is inseparable from faith in 
the Son of God, who has both come down from heaven and been lifted 
up. Receiving baptism in the name of Jesus Christ is receiving the Son of 
God Himself and heeding His voice. The very meaning and effect of bap-
tism thus center on the Lord Jesus Christ’s testimony and His saving grace 
towards us. Faith in the Son of God, therefore, entails being baptized into 
Him according to His Word for regeneration, and receiving baptism in 
Christ’s name is the concrete expression of our faith in Him.

5.	 Excursus: “Bor n from a bov e”

Both translations “from above” and “again” for the word anōthen, ἄνωθεν are 
permissible in the New Testament, and the context helps to determine which 
one is meant in a particular text. In favor of the translation “born from above” 
for in this passage, consider the following:

i.	 Although Nicodemus apparently understood Jesus’ teaching concerning 
gennēthē anōthen, γεννηθῇ ἄνωθεν (“born from above”; v. 3) as suggest-
ing a physical rebirth (v. 4), we know that Nicodemus’ understanding of 
Jesus’ words is a poor indicator of the meaning of Jesus’ words. First and 
foremost, Jesus Himself indicated that Nicodemus did not understand 
what He was saying (v. 10). 
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ii.	 In the Gospel of John, anōthen, ἄνωθεν means “above” or “heaven” in 
John 3:31; 19:11, and 19:23 (and perhaps is an indirect reference to God). 
The use of ἄνωθεν in this Gospel, therefore, seems to favor the transla-
tion “above” over “again.” 

iii.	 This subtle distinction between “born again” and “born from above” 
may seem irrelevant at first, but it is useful to our understanding of the 
passage because of the following reasons: 

1.	 In the larger context of the passage, “born from above” better clarifies 
the emphasis on the verticality existing between heaven and earth 
( John 3:12–14, 27, 31), as well as what is above and what is below 
( John 3:14, 31). 

2.	 “Born from above” clarifies the source of our birth, which is God. 
In the Gospel of John, Jesus is “He who comes from above,” and He 
is “above all” ( John 3:31). To be “born from above” is to be born of 
God (cf. John 1:13; 1 John 2:29) or born of the Spirit ( John 3:6, 8) that 
came from above ( John 1:32, 33). This above-below contrast is repeat-
edly seen within the context of John 3:1-21 (cf. John 3:12–14, 27, 31).
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John 3:22–30

22	After these things Jesus and His disciples came into the land of Judea; and there He was 
spending time with them and baptizing. 

23	Now John also was baptizing in Aenon, near Salim, because there was an abundance of 
water there; and people were coming and being baptized—

24	for John had not yet been thrown into prison. 
25	Then a matter of dispute developed on the part of John’s disciples with a Jew about  

purification. 
26	And they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, He who was with you beyond the Jordan,  

to whom you have testified—behold, He is baptizing and all the people are coming to Him.” 
27	John replied, “A person can receive not even one thing unless it has been given to him  

from heaven. 
28	You yourselves are my witnesses that I said, ‘I am not the Christ,’ but, ‘I have been sent 

ahead of Him.’ 
29	He who has the bride is the groom; but the friend of the groom, who stands and listens to 

him, rejoices greatly because of the groom’s voice. So this joy of mine has been made full. 
30	He must increase, but I must decrease.

1.	 K ey Points

e.	 Jesus baptized in Judea and all went to Him

f.	 Jesus’ baptizing ministry indicates:

i.	 The continuation of the practice of baptism from John to Jesus

ii.	 The importance of baptism in receiving the arrival of the Messiah and 
His kingdom

g.	 John reiterated his testimony of Jesus and His surpassing greatness

2.	 Setting

In the opening chapter of the Gospel, John testified regarding Jesus. He wit-
nessed that Jesus was the Lamb of God and the Son of God. Having received 
divine revelation, John testified that Jesus was the greater One who would 
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baptize with the Holy Spirit. The whole purpose of John’s baptizing ministry 
was to reveal Jesus to Israel.

As the subsequent narratives unfold, we gain deeper insights into who 
Jesus is. He is the King of Israel and the way to heaven. He reveals His glory 
through miraculous signs. He is the temple that will be destroyed but rebuilt. 
He came down from heaven and will be lifted up so that those who believe 
in Him may have eternal life. At this point, as Jesus baptized and drew many 
people to Him, the author brings John the Baptist back to bear confirming 
testimony for Jesus one last time. Just as foretold in the beginning, Jesus 
would become greater because He was indeed the One for whom John had 
been sent to prepare the way.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Jesus baptized

This account records that Jesus remained with His disciples in Judea and 
baptized there. We learn that John also baptized in Aenon.81 This shows 
that John did not cease from baptizing even after Jesus began His ministry. 
Even more remarkable is the fact that Jesus also engaged in a baptizing 
ministry. Not only did Jesus not end the practice of baptism that John 
began, He expanded it .

In the parenthetical statement in John 4:2, the author explains that Jesus 
Himself was not baptizing, but His disciples were. He mentions this to 
point out that what the Pharisees had heard about Jesus was not entirely 
accurate. Regardless, Jesus clearly authorized and commissioned His 
disciples to baptize. From the words of John’s disciple ( John 3:26) and 
from John’s rejoicing at Jesus’ increasing greatness, it is evident that the 
baptizing ministry was associated with Jesus.

Furthermore, Jesus’ baptizing ministry was even more successful than 
John’s, for John’s disciples commented that “all the people” were coming 
to Jesus (v. 26) and Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than 
John ( John 4:1). Considering the extent of John’s ministry, which was 
“Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan” (Matt 3:5), 
we conclude that the baptism Jesus commissioned was far-reaching and 
well-known.

The coming of Jesus and the revelation that He was the Christ did not 
result in the end of baptism. On the contrary, baptism continued to be 
administered for conversion and turning people towards God. Just as 

81	The location of Aenon is uncertain.
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Jesus preached the same message as John—“Repent, for the kingdom 
of heaven is at hand!”—He also baptized those who came to Him in 
repentance. Jesus’ continuation and expansion of baptism is noteworthy 
because it indicates its crucial role in the preaching of repentance and the 
good news of the kingdom of God. Thus, when the Lord later commis-
sioned the disciples to make disciples of all nations by baptizing them and 
teaching them (Matt 28:18–20), baptism was already a widespread prac-
tice. Baptism was certainly not a new or unfamiliar ordinance, although 
Christian baptism would later be administered in Jesus’ name (cf. Acts 
2:38) and take on a new level of meaning upon the Lord’s resurrection and 
the outpouring of the promised Holy Spirit. Starting from John’s baptism 
of repentance until the post-Pentecostal Christian baptism, baptism never 
lost its place within conversion and was widely administered alongside 
the proclamation of the gospel.

The power of Jesus’ baptizing ministry, as mentioned in the context 
of chapter 3 of the Gospel, is also significant. In His discourse with 
Nicodemus, Jesus stressed being born from above as a necessary condi-
tion for entering the kingdom of God. This spiritual birth meant being 
“born of water and Spirit” and was given to man through the Son who 
came down from heaven and would be lifted up. Immediately following 
the discourse, we read that Jesus, who had come to bring spiritual birth to 
man, was baptizing people and making disciples.

Thus we face the question of whether baptism is integral to one’s faith in 
the Son of God and to the spiritual birth that Jesus spoke of or a rite that 
should be separated from faith and spiritual birth. If baptism is a human 
action opposed to faith in Christ and birth from above or merely a precur-
sor to be replaced by the baptism of the Holy Spirit, then it would make 
sense for Jesus to stop this practice instead of administering it even more 
widely than John. On the other hand, if we bear in mind that the baptism 
that Jesus commissioned originated from heaven just as John’s baptism 
did (cf. Mark 11:30), then it is not difficult to explain Jesus’ instruction 
to his disciples to baptize. Furthermore, if the One from heaven engaged 
in a baptizing ministry while proclaiming the coming of the kingdom of 
heaven, it relates “water” in the preceding discourse ( John 3:5) to bap-
tism. Baptism, accompanied by repentance, is a necessary part of spiritual 
birth and a requisite for entering the kingdom of God.

b.	 Jesus’ increasing greatness

In this passage, the author compares Jesus and His ministry to the Baptist 
and his ministry. This establishes a connection between the two but at 
the same time sets up a contrast between them. The passage records that 
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Jesus and John baptized concurrently. Jesus’ baptizing ministry affirms the 
baptism of John by continuing and expanding on what John had begun.  
At the same time, the growing ministry of Jesus compared to John’s  
diminishing one confirms that Jesus was indeed the greater One coming 
after John.

We do not have much information about the dispute recorded in verse 
25, but it led to their report to the Baptist in the following verse that Jesus 
was baptizing and all the people were coming to Him. While these dis-
ciples remembered that John had testified about Jesus, they were probably 
displeased with Jesus’ popularity. However, to John, it was only right for 
people to flock to Jesus because such was the will of God: “A person can 
receive not even one thing unless it has been given to him from heaven” 
(v. 27). He reminded them that he was not Christ but only His forerunner. 
Comparing himself to the friend of the bridegroom who rejoices with the 
bridegroom, John stated that his joy was fulfilled by learning that all were 
going to Jesus. He clearly recognized and gladly submitted to God’s ar-
rangement for Jesus to take center stage and for him to recede from view. 
This final testimony from John regarding Jesus serves as a strong confirma-
tion to his earlier testimony that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God.
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John 19:31–37

31	 Now then, since it was the day of preparation, to prevent the bodies from remaining on the 
cross on the Sabbath ( for that Sabbath was a high day), the Jews requested of Pilate that 
their legs be broken, and the bodies be taken away. 

32	So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first man, and of the other who was crucified 
with Him; 

33	but after they came to Jesus, when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break 
His legs. 

34	Yet one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came 
out. 

35	And he who has seen has testified, and his testimony is true; and he knows that he is telling 
the truth, so that you also may believe. 

36	For these things took place so that the Scripture would be fulfilled: “NOT A BONE OF 
HIM SHALL BE BROKEN.” 

37	And again another Scripture says, “THEY WILL LOOK AT HIM WHOM THEY 
PIERCED.”

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The flow of blood and water from Jesus’ side is significant in that:

i.	 It shows that Jesus is the Lamb of God that was slain

ii.	 It shows that Jesus is the Savior through whom the source of life and 
cleansing is opened

2.	 Setting

Without parallel in the other Gospels, this passage depicts the final act of 
cruelty perpetrated against Jesus. On the cross, having accomplished all He 
had been entrusted to do, Jesus finally gave up His spirit. One of the soldiers, 
who went to break the legs of the crucified, pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, 
bringing an immediate flow of blood and water. The writer captures and 
stresses this key moment because of its significance to the Gospel and its 
direct relevance to the reader. 
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Jesus is the Passover Lamb

The writer notes at the beginning of the passage that it was the day of 
preparation, the day before Passover and the day on which the lambs were 
slaughtered. It was also the day before the Sabbath, the greatest day of the 
Passover week, which in this case also happened to be the weekly Sabbath. 
On this very special day, when the lambs were to be slaughtered, Christ, 
our Passover, was sacrificed for us (cf. 1 Cor 5:7).

Since he who is hanged on a tree is accursed of God and must not be left 
overnight (Deut 21:22, 23), the Jews requested that Pilate break the legs 
of those on the cross and take their bodies down. After breaking the legs 
of the two other men on the cross, the soldiers came to Jesus. When they 
saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs.

The fact that Jesus’ legs were not broken fulfilled the Scripture “For these 
things took place so that the Scripture would be fulfilled: ‘NOT A BONE 
OF HIM SHALL BE BROKEN.’” (v. 36). Concerning the Passover lamb, 
the LORD commanded the Israelites: “It is to be eaten in a single house; 
you are not to bring any of the meat outside of the house, nor are you to 
break any bone of it” (Exod 12:46; cf. Num 9:12). The writer might also 
have had Psalm 34:20 in mind, which states that the LORD protects the 
bones of the righteous and not one of them is broken.

Here, Jesus is clearly portrayed as the perfect and unblemished Passover 
Lamb. The words of John the Baptist have now come true: “Behold, the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” ( John 1:29).

b.	 Blood and water

It is important to note that the event recorded in verses 34 and 35 is 
special and carries great significance of its own. Verse 34 begins with 
“but” (alla, ἀλλά). This indicates that what was about to happen was 
unexpected. Verse 33 records that the soldiers did not proceed to break 
His legs because they saw that Jesus was already dead. Thus, the death of 
Jesus was clearly seen and acknowledged by the soldiers. The following 
description was not to demonstrate that Jesus was already dead. Rather, it 
conveys to us the result of the piercing as well as to show the fulfilment of 
the prophecy of the Scripture: “THEY WILL LOOK AT HIM WHOM 
THEY PIERCED” (v. 37).

Even though the soldiers saw that Jesus was dead, one of them still pierced 
His side with a spear. As a result, water and blood came out immediately 
from Jesus’ side (v. 34). The disciple whom Jesus loved wrote “and he who 
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has seen has testified” (v. 35) because the event was significant to him. 
Although “they” (the soldiers) saw that Jesus was already dead (v. 33), 
“he” (this disciple) saw the flow of blood and water from Jesus’ side. This 
is to say that this was no ordinary event, and it was revealed only to the 
beloved disciple.

If the focus of the passage was on portraying Jesus as the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world, then the greatest significance of the 
flow of blood and water from the side of Jesus was that from His body 
came the source of cleansing for all sins. The blood of the Passover Lamb 
was poured out for the atonement of sin and the deliverance of God’s 
people. The significance of blood for cleansing is attested to throughout 
the Scriptures. What is even more striking is that not only blood came out 
from Jesus, there was also water!

Based on Jesus’ promise of living water in John chapter 7, some commen-
tators have interpreted the water from the side of Jesus as symbolic of the 
Holy Spirit. That is to say, the Spirit issues from Jesus Christ through His 
death and brings life to all believers. The Scripture teaches that our eternal 
life is the result of Christ’s death on the cross. But the pouring out of the 
Spirit as living water is more closely linked to the resurrection and ascen-
sion of Christ than to His death (cf. John 7:39; Acts 2:32, 33). Granted, 
the Spirit gives life to believers, but spiritual life is given only after the 
washing away of sins.

Since the water and the blood that flowed from the Passover Lamb have 
to do with the removal of sins, “water” in this context refers directly to 
baptism, the effect of which is the washing away of sins (Acts 22:16; 2:38). 
Baptism is not immersion in water alone; the blood of Christ gives it its 
cleansing power. According to Ephesians, Christ loved the church and 
gave Himself for her, “so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her 
by the washing of water with the word” (Eph 5:25, 26). The washing of 
water, in view of the effect of washing away sins through baptism accord-
ing to Acts 22:16, is a direct allusion to baptism.

The word pleura, πλευρά (“side”) is also used in the Greek translation 
(LXX82) of Genesis 2:22 for the side of Adam, from which God made Eve. 
Just as Eve was created out of Adam’s side, so the church is created out of 
the side of Christ. This creation is accomplished through the washing of 
regeneration (Titus 3:5), the source of which is the blood and water from 
Jesus’ side. Through the washing of water by the word, namely, through 
baptism, our sins are cleansed by the blood of Christ.

82	The Septuagint



169John 19:31–37   

The writer cites Zechariah’s prophecy concerning Him who was pierced:
And I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem the Spirit of grace and of pleading , so that they will look at Me 
whom they pierced; and they will mourn for Him, like one mourning for 
an only son, and they will weep bitterly over Him like the bitter weeping 
over a firstborn.(Zech 12:10)

In fulfillment of this prophecy, Jesus was in fact pierced. The time would 
come that the Christ would pour out the Spirit of grace and supplication 
on His people, and they would look on the One who was pierced and 
“lifted up from the earth” (i.e., He was crucified and exalted) as the Savior 
of mankind ( John 3:14; 8:28; 12:32–34). In repentance, they would turn to 
their Deliverer. Then a fountain would be opened for them to purify them 
of their sin and defilement (Zech 13:1). Truly, Christ the slain Passover 
Lamb is also the Savior who cleanses His people of all their sins. Because 
His side was pierced and He was lifted up, we can put our trust in Him 
and receive cleansing through His blood.

c.	 A true testimony

The writer explicitly mentions that he testifies to the eyewitness account 
of the piercing of Christ’s side. Moreover, he fervently stresses the truth-
fulness of his testimony: “and his testimony is true; and he knows that he 
is telling the truth” (v. 35). This emphasis underscores the significance of 
this event. The reiteration that the account is true was probably also due 
to the miraculous nature of the phenomenon: water distinctly flowing out 
along with blood from Jesus’ side. Comparing this passage with 1 John 
5:5–13, where the theme is also the testimony of the Spirit, the water, and 
the blood, the presence of water along with blood—an extraordinary 
sight—was particularly meaningful for the writer. Through the testimony 
of the Spirit, the blood of Christ did not just flow in history but continues 
to wash away sins in the water of baptism.

The purpose of the writer’s testimony in both John chapter 19 and 1 John 
chapter 5 is that we may believe that the Son of God takes away the sin of 
the world. Through believing in our Redeemer, we have eternal life.
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Acts 2:37–41

37	Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of 
the apostles, “Brothers, what are we to do?” 

38	Peter said to them, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

39	For the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far away, as many as the 
Lord our God will call to Himself.” 

40	And with many other words he solemnly testified and kept on urging them, saying , “Be saved 
from this perverse generation!” 

41	So then, those who had received his word were baptized; and that day there were added 
about three thousand souls.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is for the forgiveness of sins (v. 38)

b.	 Baptism is administered in the name of Jesus Christ (v. 38)

c.	 Faith in Jesus Christ entails receiving baptism

d.	 Baptism and repentance are closely connected (vv. 38, 40)

e.	 Receiving baptism leads to receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit (vv. 38, 39) 

f.	 Baptism is the means through which believers are added to the  
church (v. 41)

2.	 Setting

The powerful outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost provided 
the occasion for the apostles to proclaim Jesus Christ to a great multitude 
of devout Jews in Jerusalem. Just as the Lord Jesus had promised, the Holy 
Spirit was poured out and clothed the disciples with power from above. Thus 
the apostles embarked on the mission to witness for the Lord. During the 
apostles’ first sermon, the listeners were pierced to the heart and responded 
to Peter’s call to repentance and baptism. About three thousand were added 
to the church that day.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 For the forgiveness of sins

In response to the question “what are we to do?” Peter replied, “Repent, 
and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgive-
ness of your sins” (vv. 37, 38). Few other passages in the Bible state as 
clearly and directly that the purpose and effect of baptism is the forgive-
ness of sins.

The meaning of the preposition eis, εἰς (“for”) is a subject of great con-
troversy between exegetes with opposing views on the effect of baptism. 
However, a closer examination clears up the contention.

Used in a logical connection, eis, εἰς with the substantive or accusative 
noun, as is the case here with aphesin, ἄφεσιν (“forgiveness”), denotes the 
direction of an action to a specific end.83 Hence, the phrase is understood 
as “for the purpose of the forgiveness of sins.” It is clear how the preposi-
tion is used in such passages as Matthew 26:28: “For this is My blood of 
the covenant, which is being poured out for many for (eis, εἰς) forgiveness 
of sins.” It should be beyond doubt that the blood of the Lord Jesus was 
shed for the purpose of the forgiveness of sins.

A common argument cites the use of eis, εἰς in the sense of “because of ” 
or “in view of.” It is true that this preposition is occasionally thus used, 
e.g. “with respect to (eis, εἰς, “in view of ”) the promise of God, he did 
not waver in unbelief ” (Rom 4:20). According to the argument of those 
who reject baptism as a condition for the remission of sins, a person is 
baptized because his sins have been forgiven or in view of the fact that 
the remission of sins has already taken place. Baptism has no effect in the 
forgiveness of sins but is only a declaration of a reality that has already oc-
curred. Repentance is what results in the remission of sins.

However, the Greek text does not warrant such an interpretation. ἄφεσιν 
τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν ὑμῶν (“forgiveness of your sins”) is a phrase governed by 
the noun “forgiveness.” As a noun, the word gives no indication of time. 
Even if the preposition were translated as “because of,” the verse gives no 
indication that the forgiveness of sins takes place prior to baptism. Thus, 
to say that Peter directed the people to be baptized because their sin had 
been forgiven would be adding to the meaning of the text. If we choose 
to infer that eis, εἰς states the reason to be baptized, it is more accurate to 
understand Peter’s words as “repent and be baptized in view of the fact 
that you need the remission of sins.”

83	Oepke, Albrecht. “Εἰς.” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., 
Electronic ed., vol. 2, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 429.
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Besides semantic considerations, the context also makes baptism a 
requirement for the forgiveness of sins. Being convicted of their sins and 
their need for forgiveness, the multitude asked the apostles, “What are we 
to do?” A response that states, “Repent and be baptized because your sins 
have been forgiven” would not have answered the question of what to do 
to receive forgiveness.

If we removed the words “and be baptized” so that the verse reads 
“Repent for the forgiveness of your sins,” few would contest the interpre-
tation that repentance is a condition for the forgiveness of sins. A person 
who does not repent would not receive the forgiveness of sins. Applying 
the same rule here, “be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins” means 
that baptism is a condition for the forgiveness of sins. If, in Peter’s mind, 
baptism were merely a declaration of the forgiveness of sins achieved 
through repentance alone, he could have said, “Repent for the forgive-
ness of your sins and be baptized.” Therefore, the most natural reading of 
“repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins” is that repentance 
and baptism are both required for the forgiveness of sins.

b.	 Baptism and repentance

Repentance and baptism go hand in hand because both are required for 
the forgiveness of sins. Repentance involves the turning of a person, both 
in heart and conduct, away from sin and toward God. Prior to the ascen-
sion of Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, repentance was the 
condition for forgiveness. But because Christ has sacrificed Himself as 
atonement and shed His blood for redemption, repentance must now be 
coupled with baptism, for it is through the washing of water by the word 
that the blood of Christ cleanses all sins (cf. Acts 22:16; Eph 5:25–27). On 
the other hand, baptism needs to be accompanied by a resolve to turn 
away from sin. Hence, Peter exhorted the converts to “be saved from this 
perverse generation!” (Acts 2:40).

c.	 Baptism and faith

Peter began his address to the multitude by explaining that the miracu-
lous phenomenon that had just occurred was the promised outpouring of 
God’s Spirit. Jesus, who was delivered by God and put to death by lawless 
hands, was raised to life by God. Being exalted to the right hand of God, 
Jesus received the promise of the Holy Spirit and poured out the Spirit 
upon the disciples. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit demonstrated that 
God had made Jesus Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36).

Realizing that Jesus was the Christ and that they had crucified Him, the 
crowd was cut to the heart. The question “what are we to do?” stemmed 
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from the acknowledgment of Jesus as Christ. Baptism is based on the 
authority of the risen Lord and is a response based on faith in the Lord. 
Thus, a believer who is baptized is “baptized into Christ,” since Christ is  
at the center of baptism. Baptism devoid of faith in the Lord Jesus loses  
its meaning.

d.	 In the name of Jesus Christ

Because the meaning and effect of baptism are rooted in the risen Christ, 
baptism is administered in His name. Christ Himself instituted baptism 
and commanded the disciples to preach and to baptize. The church is sent 
in the name of Christ to carry out this sacrament. Therefore, it is by His 
universal authority that the church baptizes for the forgiveness of sins. 
Furthermore, in baptism the believer enters into a union with Christ and 
becomes Christ’s. He thereby comes under His name when he calls on the 
name of the Lord (cf. Acts 22:16).

e.	 Baptism and receiving the Holy Spirit

Receiving the promised Holy Spirit follows the call to repentance and 
receiving baptism: “and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (v. 
38). This promise is for everyone, both old and young, near and far, those 
whom the Lord God will call to Himself. According to Peter, these are 
the ones who repent and are baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. The 
future indicative verb lēmpsesthe, λήμψεσθε  (“you will receive”) does not 
indicate that the receiving of the Holy Spirit is concurrent with baptism. 
In fact, they are two distinct events (cf. Acts 8:16; 10:44–48; 19:5, 6). 
Nevertheless, they are intimately connected, for one cannot be without 
the other. Those who repent and are baptized in the name of Jesus Christ 
shall receive the Holy Spirit just as God promised.

f.	 Baptism and church membership

The narrative of the epic events that occurred on Pentecost concludes 
with the statement that those who received Peter’s word were baptized 
and about three thousand souls were added to the church that day (v. 41). 
Therefore, through baptism in the name of Christ, the believer enters the 
church of God. Prosetethēsan, προσετέθησαν (“they were added”), is in the 
passive voice, connoting that incorporation into the church is an act of 
God. The church, the body of Christ, consists of those whom God calls 
and brings into this body through baptism. For this reason, Paul writes, 
“But now in Christ Jesus you who previously were far away have been 
brought near by the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13). Through the cleansing 
power of Christ’s blood in baptism, God unites each believer with Christ 
and with the other members of Christ’s body.
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Acts 8:4–17

4	 Therefore, those who had been scattered went through places preaching the word. 
5	 Philip went down to the city of Samaria and began proclaiming the Christ to them. 
6	 The crowds were paying attention with one mind to what was being said by Philip, as they 

heard and saw the signs which he was performing. 
7	 For in the case of many who had unclean spirits, they were coming out of them shouting with 

a loud voice; and many who had been paralyzed or limped on crutches were healed. 
8	 So there was much rejoicing in that city. 
9	 Now a man named Simon had previously been practicing magic in the city and astonishing 

the people of Samaria, claiming to be someone great; 
10	and all the people, from small to great, were paying attention to him, saying , “This man is 

the Power of God that is called Great.” 
11	 And they were paying attention to him because for a long time he had astounded them with 

his magic arts. 
12	But when they believed Philip as he was preaching the good news about the kingdom of God 

and the name of Jesus Christ, both men and women were being baptized. 
13	 Now even Simon himself believed; and after being baptized, he continued on with Philip, 

and as he observed signs and great miracles taking place, he was repeatedly amazed. 
14	Now when the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they 

sent them Peter and John, 
15	 who came down and prayed for them that they would receive the Holy Spirit. 
16	(For He had not yet fallen upon any of them; they had simply been baptized in the name of 

the Lord Jesus.) 
17	Then they began laying their hands on them, and they were receiving the Holy Spirit.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism follows belief in the Lord Jesus

b.	 Baptism and receiving the Holy Spirit are two distinct events

2.	 Setting

With the death of Stephen came great persecution of the church in Jerusalem. 
Consequently, believers were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. This 
turn of events did not hamper God’s purpose. Instead, it catapulted the next 
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phase of church expansion—evangelization to Judea and Samaria (cf. Acts 
1:8). Those who were scattered preached the word wherever they went. Luke 
records the missionary work of Philip in Samaria, which was accompanied by 
God’s miraculous deeds and resulted in a city-wide conversion.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism and faith

The narrative begins by stating that Philip went down to the city of 
Samaria and “began proclaiming the Christ to them” (v. 5). Whereas they 
once heeded Simon the sorcerer, they now heeded Philip when they saw 
the miracles Philip performed. They believed Philip as he was preach-
ing the good news “about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus 
Christ” (v. 12). In response, they were baptized, both men and women. As 
much as the signs and miracles played a vital role in turning the people to 
Christ, these signs and miracles were not the reason for baptism. Rather, 
the people were baptized when they believed Philip’s preaching about 
Christ. Therefore, the foundation of baptism is faith in Jesus Christ.  
This faith is behind the Samaritans’ baptism “in the name of the Lord 
Jesus” (v. 16).

b.	 Baptism and receiving the Holy Spirit

This story of the evangelism to Samaria does not conclude until two apos-
tles went down from Jerusalem to continue the ministry begun by Philip. 
Even though the believers had accepted the Lord and were baptized, the 
Holy Spirit had not yet fallen on any of them (v. 16). After learning of this, 
the church in Jerusalem sent Peter and John there to pray for them. This 
incident is a clear indication that baptism in water is to be distinguished 
from baptism with the Holy Spirit. Although intimately related, they are 
nevertheless distinct experiences. A person can be baptized when he 
believes in the Lord Jesus Christ, but receiving the Holy Spirit depends 
on God’s timing. Thus, it is incorrect to equate baptism with receiving the 
Holy Spirit.



176 The Doctrine of Baptism

Acts 8:26–40

26	But an angel of the Lord spoke to Philip, saying , “Get ready and go south to the road that 
descends from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a desert road.) 

27	So he got ready and went; and there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of Candace, 
queen of the Ethiopians, who was in charge of all her treasure; and he had come to Jerusa-
lem to worship, 

28	and he was returning and sitting in his chariot, and was reading Isaiah the prophet. 
29	Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go up and join this chariot.” 
30	Philip ran up and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet, and said, “Do you understand 

what you are reading?” 
31	 And he said, “Well, how could I, unless someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to come 

up and sit with him. 
32	Now the passage of Scripture which he was reading was this: “HE WAS LED LIKE A 

SHEEP TO SLAUGHTER; AND LIKE A LAMB THAT IS SILENT BEFORE ITS 
SHEARER, SO HE DOES NOT OPEN HIS MOUTH. 

33	“IN HUMILIATION HIS JUSTICE WAS TAKEN AWAY; WHO WILL DESCRIBE 
HIS GENERATION? FOR HIS LIFE IS TAKEN AWAY FROM THE EARTH.” 

34	The eunuch answered Philip and said, “Please tell me, of whom does the prophet say this? Of 
himself, or of someone else?” 

35	Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning from this Scripture he preached Jesus to him. 
36	As they went along the road they came to some water; and the eunuch said, “Look! Water! 

What prevents me from being baptized?”
38	And he ordered that the chariot stop; and they both went down into the water, Philip as well 

as the eunuch, and he baptized him. 
39	When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; and the 

eunuch no longer saw him, but went on his way rejoicing. 
40	But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he passed through he kept preaching the gospel 

to all the cities, until he came to Caesarea.
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1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is the response of believing in Jesus

b.	 Baptism presupposes faith

c.	 A Gentile was received as a member of God’s people through baptism

d.	 Philip and the eunuch went down into the water, suggesting immersion

2.	 Setting

Just after Philip preached Jesus Christ and brought many to the Lord in 
Samaria, an angel of the Lord instructed Philip to go to the desert road lead-
ing to Gaza. There he met an Ethiopian eunuch, the treasurer of the queen of 
Ethiopia. This passage records Philip’s divine commission and the conversion 
of this devout eunuch.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism and faith in Jesus Christ

The eunuch’s inquiry about the identity of the suffering servant in the 
Isaiah passage gave Philip a perfect place to begin preaching about Jesus 
Christ. As they came to some water along the road, the eunuch requested 
to be baptized. The eunuch’s response to Philip’s preaching indicates 
that Philip must have shared baptism with him while he spoke about 
Jesus Christ. Furthermore, in Philip’s message, baptism must have been 
described as essential to faith in Jesus Christ. If baptism was less than 
crucial to the acceptance of Jesus Christ, it would be difficult to explain 
the eunuch’s immediate desire for baptism and the narrative’s focus on 
this event. 

Although verse 37 is missing in some early manuscripts, it reinforces the 
teaching that baptism must be based on faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Hearing of Jesus produced faith in the eunuch, and the faith that Jesus was 
the Son of God moved him to request baptism.

Thus, the response to the preaching of the gospel should be baptism. 
Baptism, in turn, is to be received with faith in the Lord Jesus.

b.	 Incorporation of a Gentile into the community of believers

The conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch is significant because it is the first 
account of the conversion of a non-Jew in the Book of Acts. Although he 
worshipped God, he was outside the commonwealth of Israel because of 
his ethnicity. But through faith in Jesus Christ, what was promised to the 
descendants of Abraham now became available to him. His baptism into 
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Christ placed him among the people of God. As Paul states in Galatians, 
“For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 
with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 
free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 
(Gal 3:27, 28). The baptism of the eunuch indicated that the door of the 
kingdom of God was now open to peoples of all races.

c.	 The form of baptism

As the eunuch’s chariot came to some water by the road, the eunuch 
expressed his desire to be baptized. Philip and the eunuch went down 
into the water, and Philip baptized him. After they came up out of the 
water, the Spirit of the Lord caught Philip away. The phrases katebēsan 
eis, κατέβησαν εἰς (“they went down into”) and anebēsan ek, ἀνέβησαν ἐκ 
(“they came up out of ”) refer to the act of stepping into and out of water. 
Even though the account does not describe the manner in which the 
baptism was administered, the fact that both Philip and the eunuch got 
off the chariot and went into the water strongly favors immersion as the 
form of the baptism. Only immersion would require going into the water 
to administer baptism, whereas sprinkling or pouring could have been 
performed on dry ground.
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Acts 10:44–48

44	While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were 
listening to the message. 

45	All the Jewish believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit 
had also been poured out on the Gentiles. 

46	For they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God. Then Peter responded, 
47	“Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be baptized, who have received the Holy 

Spirit just as we did, can he?” 
48	And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to stay 

on for a few days.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 God chose Cornelius and his household through divine revelations and 
the bestowal of the gift of the Holy Spirit

b.	 Peter commanded the converts to be baptized, showing that:

i.	 Baptism with water in the name of Jesus Christ is necessary for the 
forgiveness of sins and for salvation

ii.	 Receiving the Holy Spirit does not replace the need for water baptism

2.	 Setting

The conversion of Cornelius was pivotal to the expansion of the early church. 
It was a major breakthrough because God directed Peter, a leading apostle, to 
carry the gospel of salvation beyond Jewish boundaries to the Gentiles. This 
was something unthinkable for the Jews at that time.

Through a vision, God instructed Peter to go to the house of Cornelius, a 
Gentile centurion. After hearing about Cornelius’ vision of an angel, Peter 
realized that God had sent him there to preach the gospel to Cornelius and 
his household. While Peter was speaking of Jesus Christ and the forgiveness 
of sins through His name to Cornelius and those gathered at his house, the 
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Holy Spirit fell upon all who were listening. This clear sign from God dis-
pelled any hesitation on Peter’s part to baptize these Gentiles into Christ.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Salvation comes to the Gentiles

The Holy Spirit fell on all who were listening just as it did on the apostles 
at Pentecost (cf. Acts 11:15), moving them to speak with tongues and mag-
nify God. The circumcised believers who were with Peter were astonished 
at such a clear bestowal of God’s grace. This served as the final word from 
God that He accepted these Gentile believers. If God had chosen them, 
Peter reasoned, who could resist God and hinder them from being bap-
tized with water?84 Thus, Peter commanded them to be baptized.

b.	 The baptism of the converts

The story of Peter’s mission to Cornelius’ house did not end with the 
bestowal of the gift of the Holy Spirit on the Gentiles. Rather, the out-
pouring of the Holy Spirit led Peter to instruct them to be baptized with 
water. It was only after they had been baptized that his divine mission was 
complete. This indicates the crucial and necessary role of water baptism  
in conversion.

Firstly, they were baptized “in the name of Jesus Christ.”85 Through 
baptism, these believers were incorporated into Christ and His body. It is 
worth noting that Peter’s message concluded with the promise that who-
ever believed in Jesus Christ would receive the forgiveness of sins through 
His name (v. 43). This forgiveness of sins through the name of Jesus is ef-
fected when the believer is baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. It is also 
through baptism that the believer is united with Christ (Rom 6:3–6) and 
brought into the fellowship of Christ’s body (1 Cor 12:13). That is why it 
was necessary for Cornelius and his relatives and friends to not only hear 
about Jesus Christ but to also be baptized in the name of Jesus.

Secondly, we observe from Cornelius’ story that baptism with the Holy 
Spirit does not replace baptism with water. This contradicts the argument 
based on passages such as Matthew 3:11 that the baptism of the Spirit sup-
planted water baptism. Peter, who happened to also make reference to the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit in relation to John’s baptism with water (Acts 
11:16), deemed it necessary for these Gentiles to be baptized with water in 
the name of Jesus Christ even though they had already received the gift of 

84	κωλῦσαί (v. 47) means “to hinder” (cf. Acts 8:36).
85	 ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ βαπτισθῆναι
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the Holy Spirit. They still needed to be baptized because the forgiveness 
of sins comes through baptism in the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 2:38).

Although Cornelius was a devout and God-fearing man, and his prayers 
were heard by God, his piety was not enough to save him. Therefore, 
God sent Peter to preach the good news of Jesus Christ to him, by which 
Cornelius and his household would be saved (Acts 11:14) in order that 
they might believe in Jesus Christ and receive the forgiveness of sins 
through His name. Seeing that God poured out His Holy Spirit even on 
the Gentiles, Peter commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ. Thus, baptism with water in the name of Jesus Christ completed 
the conversion experience and accomplished the purpose for which Peter 
had been sent—that Cornelius and his household may be saved.

The baptism of Cornelius was the connecting point through which the 
wild olive branch was grafted onto the tree (cf. Rom 11:17–24). Just as God 
added the Jewish converts to the church through baptism in the name of 
Jesus Christ (Acts 2:38, 41), He now also brought the Gentiles into the 
church through baptism.
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Acts 16:13–15; 29–34

13	 And on the Sabbath day we went outside the gate to a riverside, where we were thinking  
that there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and began speaking to the women who 
had assembled. 

14	A woman named Lydia was listening; she was a seller of purple fabrics from the city of Thy-
atira, and a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by 
Paul. 

15	 Now when she and her household had been baptized, she urged us, saying , “If you have 
judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house and stay.” And she prevailed  
upon us.

29	And the jailer asked for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear, he fell down before 
Paul and Silas; 

30	and after he brought them out, he said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 
31	 They said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” 
32	And they spoke the word of God to him together with all who were in his house. 
33	And he took them that very hour of the night and washed their wounds, and immediately he 

was baptized, he and all his household. 
34	And he brought them into his house and set food before them, and was overjoyed, since he 

had become a believer in God together with his whole household.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Entire households were baptized

b.	 Belief in the Lord Jesus involves receiving baptism

2.	 Setting

The vision of the Macedonian call brought Paul and his coworkers to 
Macedonia. Philippi was the first city they visited there. Luke depicts two 
instances of conversion, namely that of Lydia’s household and the jailer’s 
entire family. Lydia believed in the Lord when Paul spoke to the women who 
had assembled to pray by the riverside. Later, Paul and Silas were impris-
oned because of the malice of a slave girl’s masters. While the apostles were 
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praying and singing hymns in prison, God caused a great earthquake, which 
led to the jailer’s conversion. The topic of our interest is the role of baptism in 
the conversion of these two households.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Household baptism

For the first time in the New Testament, household baptism is explicitly 
mentioned.86 Both Lydia and the jailer led their families to the Lord, and 
both families were baptized. The accounts provide no information on 
whether or not these two particular households had any infants or young 
children. But it would be going beyond what the text says to maintain 
that there were no infants or young children in these two families because 
only adults can be baptized. The very term “household” implies that it en-
compasses every member of the household, including infants and young 
children if there were any (see discussion on household baptism).

b.	 Baptism, conversion, and salvation

We notice in both stories that belief in the Lord Jesus was followed by 
baptism. The Lord opened Lydia’s heart to respond to the things spoken 
by Paul (v. 14). In the very next verse, although it does not explicitly state 
that Lydia put her faith in the Lord, it states that she and her household 
were baptized. Luke‘s terse description contains an assumption that the 
reader will draw the connection between baptism and belief.

The sense of immediacy in the baptism of the jailer’s household is even 
more striking. Realizing that Paul and Silas were sent from God, the jailer 
asked Paul and Silas, “What must I do to be saved?” (v. 30) They replied, 
“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your house-
hold” (v. 31). They subsequently preached the word of the Lord to him 
and to all who were in his house. He and his household were baptized that 
very night. Baptism was deemed so essential that it could not wait until 
the next day. It is apparent, then, that the hearing and the acceptance of 
the apostles’ preaching and the receiving of baptism were all part of the 
jailer’s belief in God and His salvation. Baptism is the concrete outcome 
of faith in Christ. As an integral part of one’s belief in the Lord Jesus, bap-
tism is necessary for salvation.

86	The baptism of Cornelius’ household is implied in Acts 10:47–48.
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Acts 18:1–11

1	 After these events Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. 
2	 And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus having recently come from Italy with 

his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. He came  
to them, 

3	 and because he was of the same trade he stayed with them, and they worked together, for 
they were tent-makers by trade. 

4	 And Paul was reasoning in the synagogue every Sabbath and trying to persuade Jews  
and Greeks. 

5	 But when Silas and Timothy came down from Macedonia, Paul began devoting himself com-
pletely to the word, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ. 

6	 But when they resisted and blasphemed, he shook out his garments and said to them, “Your 
blood is on your own heads! I am clean. From now on I will go to the Gentiles.” 

7	 Then he left the synagogue and went to the house of a man named Titius Justus, a worshiper 
of God, whose house was next door to the synagogue. 

8	 Crispus, the leader of the synagogue, believed in the Lord together with his entire household; 
and many of the Corinthians, as they listened to Paul, were believing and being baptized. 

9	 And the Lord said to Paul by a vision at night, “Do not be afraid any longer, but go on 
speaking and do not be silent; 

10	for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many people in  
this city.” 

11	 And he settled there for a year and six months, teaching the word of God among them.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is a crucial part of conversion

b.	 Baptism is closely tied to belief in the Lord

2.	 Setting

Paul’s ministry in Corinth began in the local synagogue, where he reasoned 
with both Jews and Greeks every Sabbath. He testified to the Jews that Jesus 
is the Christ but met stiff resistance. Consequently, Paul shifted his attention 
to the Gentiles and based his evangelical work in the house of Titius Justus, 
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which was next door to the synagogue. Crispus, the leader of the synagogue, 
and many of the Corinthians believed. Having been instructed by the Lord to 
continue preaching in Corinth, Paul remained in that city for a year and  
six months.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism crucial to conversion

The account of the first conversion of the Corinthians was brief. The Bible 
first records that Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed on the Lord 
with all his household, presumably because, as the leader of the syna-
gogue, Crispus was a prominent member of the community. We are told 
next, “and many of the Corinthians, as they listened to Paul, were believ-
ing and being baptized” (Acts 18:8). It is remarkable that in such a terse 
description of these Corinthians’ conversion we read about their baptism. 

“As they listened” in this verse is a participle, functioning as background 
to the main verbs “were believing” and “were being baptized.” In other 
words, the two actions of conversion are belief and baptism whereas their 
listening is what led to the conversion. The mention of their baptism 
alongside and on par with their belief indicates that both belief and 
baptism are equally crucial in a person’s conversion. While belief is an ex-
pression of acceptance of and commitment to the Lord Jesus, it is through 
baptism that a person is forgiven of his sins (Acts 2:38; 22:16), is added 
into the body of Christ (Acts 2:41), and clothes himself with Christ (Gal 
3:27). Hence, it is not surprising that baptism is given such a notable place 
in the account of the Corinthians’ conversion.

Although this passage does not mention the baptism of Crispus and 
his household, Paul does allude to baptizing Crispus in his letter to the 
Corinthians (1 Cor 1:14). There, Paul claims that he did not baptize 
the Corinthian believers except Crispus, Gaius, and the household of 
Stephanas. This claim does not contradict the account of the Corinthians’ 
baptism in Acts because we may assume that Paul’s fellow workers, Silas 
and Timothy, were the ones who administered baptism for the other 
Corinthian converts (cf. Acts 18:5). Paul’s purpose for naming the specific 
individuals he did baptize in his letter to the Corinthians was not to 
dismiss the importance of baptism but to dispel any false notion that the 
believers were baptized in the name of Paul.

b.	 Baptism and belief in the Lord

Baptism is so closely tied to faith that they are often placed side by side. 
Thus, in His Great Commission to the disciples to preach the gospel to 
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all creation, the Lord Jesus promised, “The one who has believed and has 
been baptized will be saved; but the one who has not believed will be con-
demned” (Mark 16:16). Baptism is such an integral part of conversion that 
it necessarily follows belief. On the other hand, he who does not believe 
would of course not be baptized at all. Numerous other passages in the 
New Testament likewise either mention baptism subsequent to belief or 
connect baptism and faith (cf. Acts 8:12, 13; 16:15, 31-33; Gal 3:26–27; Eph 
4:5; Col 2:12). The account of the Corinthians’ baptism along with their 
belief reaffirms such a close connection.
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Acts 18:24–28; 19:1–7

24	Now a Jew named Apollos, an Alexandrian by birth, an eloquent man, came to Ephesus; 
and he was proficient in the Scriptures. 

25	This man had been instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he was ac-
curately speaking and teaching things about Jesus, being acquainted only with the baptism of 
John; 

26	and he began speaking boldly in the synagogue. But when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, 
they took him aside and explained the way of God more accurately to him. 

27	And when he wanted to go across to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to 
the disciples to welcome him; and when he had arrived, he greatly helped those who had 
believed through grace, 

28	for he powerfully refuted the Jews in public, demonstrating by the Scriptures that Jesus was 
the Christ.

1	 Now it happened that while Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the upper country 
and came to Ephesus, and found some disciples. 

2	 He said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” And they said to him, 
“On the contrary, we have not even heard if there is a Holy Spirit.” 

3	 And he said, “Into what then were you baptized?” And they said, “Into John’s baptism.” 
4	 Paul said, “John baptized with a baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in Him 

who was coming after him, that is, in Jesus.” 
5	 When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 
6	 And when Paul had laid hands upon them, the Holy Spirit came on them and they began 

speaking with tongues and prophesying. 
7	 There were about twelve men in all.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 John’s baptism pointed to Jesus Christ and was not an end in itself

b.	 Baptism is to be received with faith in Jesus Christ and in the name of 
Jesus Christ

c.	 Baptism is a necessary part of conversion

i.	 Disciples were assumed to be baptized
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ii.	 The issues surrounding baptism in this passage indicate the importance 
and necessity of baptism

iii.	Baptism is not merely ceremonial but has a real effect

d.	 Baptism in the name of Jesus Christ is necessary for receiving the Holy 
Spirit

2.	 Setting

Paul began his third missionary journey by passing through the regions of 
Galatia and Phrygia and strengthening the disciples there. At this time, a Jew 
by the name of Apollos came to Ephesus to teach the things of the Lord, but 
he knew only the baptism of John. After learning from Aquila and Priscilla 
more about the way of the Lord, Apollos went to Achaia and helped the breth-
ren there greatly. When Paul came to Ephesus, he found some disciples there. 
This passage records this encounter and its outcome for the  
disciples there.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 John’s baptism

Both narratives mention John’s baptism and present it as insufficient in 
light of the forgiveness of sins attained through the name of Jesus Christ. 

Although Apollos was a fervent preacher who taught the things of the Lord 
accurately, he was acquainted only with the baptism of John. This inad-
equacy prompted Aquila and Priscilla to explain to him the way of God 
more accurately. After Aquila and Priscilla instructed him, he was able to 
powerfully refute the Jews, demonstrating from the Scriptures that Jesus is 
the Christ. It appears from these facts that even though Apollos had a good 
knowledge of Jesus, he was not aware that the new era of redemption had 
come in which the promised Holy Spirit had been poured out and baptism 
for the forgiveness of sins was now to be administered by the authority 
of the risen Lord and in the name of Jesus Christ (cf. Matt 28:18–20; Acts 
2:32–39).

The disciples Paul met in Ephesus had neither received nor even heard of 
the Holy Spirit. They had already accepted Jesus, for the term “disciple” 
suggests that they were followers of Jesus. But they were ignorant of the 
Holy Spirit and seemed to have little knowledge about Jesus as the risen 
Savior. It turned out that they had only been baptized into John’s baptism 
and needed to be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. John’s baptism 
was not an end in itself. The purpose of John’s baptism was to lead people 
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to repentance and faith in Jesus. After God had raised Jesus up as Lord 
and Christ, believers needed to accept Jesus as Lord and be baptized into 
His name to receive the promised Holy Spirit. That is why the disciples in 
Ephesus were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus and, with the laying 
on of hands, received the Holy Spirit.

b.	 Baptism in the name of Jesus Christ

John’s baptism of repentance was ordained by God in preparation for 
the coming of the Messiah. It was valid and effective insofar as it turned 
hearts toward God and made them ready to receive Christ. However, after 
Christ rose from the dead and received all authority, He commanded that 
baptism be administered in the name of the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit (Matt 28:19). Based on the teachings of Christ Himself and 
the examples of the apostles, we understand that this name is none other 
than the name of Jesus Christ (see commentary on Matt 28:16-20). On the 
day of Pentecost, Peter specifically called for baptism in the name of Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of sins. Baptism for the purpose of repentance 
alone was no longer sufficient. For the believer to enter into a saving rela-
tionship with Christ, baptism had to be accompanied by faith in the risen 
Christ and received in His name.  

Paul asked the disciples in Ephesus, “Into what then were you baptized?” 
(v. 3) A believer not only needs to be baptized, he needs to be baptized 
into Christ. Baptism should not be received for any other purpose or in 
anyone else’s name. After understanding that Jesus was the goal of John’s 
baptism, the disciples in Ephesus were baptized into the name of the Lord 
Jesus.87 Through baptism in Jesus’ name, they were brought into Christ’s 
body and now belonged to Christ.

c.	 The importance of baptism

It is evident from the study of these two narratives that baptism plays a 
crucial role in conversion. Paul’s first concern when learning that the dis-
ciples in Ephesus had not received the Holy Spirit was the kind of baptism 
they had received. First, this implies that Paul took it for granted that all 
disciples must have been baptized. He did not ask whether they had ever 
been baptized because he assumed that, as disciples, they had already 
been baptized. Instead, he asked them what baptism they had received. 
Second, the disciples had to be baptized again, and this time in the name 
of Jesus Christ. This is further evidence of the necessity of baptism, for if 
acceptance of Jesus was sufficient without baptism, then Paul would not 
have needed to inquire about baptism in the first place or direct them to 

87	 εἰς τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ (Acts 19:5)
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be baptized again. He could have simply taught them more about Jesus 
Christ and instructed them to acknowledge Jesus as Lord and Savior. 
However, these disciples not only accepted Jesus Christ but also received 
baptism in His name.

It is also important to note that baptism is to be received in the right 
way. Apollos knew of baptism, but that was inadequate because he was 
acquainted only with the baptism of John. The disciples in Ephesus had 
been baptized, but they had only been baptized into John’s baptism. Since 
the Holy Spirit had come and forgiveness of sins had been made available 
through faith in Christ, a believer had to be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ. Thus, the correct understanding, administration, and receiving of 
baptism do make a difference in its outcome.

d.	 Baptism and receiving the Holy Spirit

The example of the Ephesian disciples teaches us the relationship that 
baptism has with receiving the Holy Spirit. These disciples had not 
received the Holy Spirit because they had not been baptized in the name 
of the Lord Jesus. However, after they had been baptized into Christ, 
the Holy Spirit came upon them. Just as Peter proclaimed on the day 
of Pentecost, the gift of the Holy Spirit is a promise to those who are 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Because the forgiveness of sins and 
entrance into Christ’s body take place through baptism, there is a close 
connection between baptism and receiving the Holy Spirit.
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Acts 9:17–19; 22:12–16

17	So Ananias departed and entered the house, and after laying his hands on him said, 
“Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road by which you were coming , 
has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 

18	And immediately something like fish scales fell from his eyes, and he regained his sight, and 
he got up and was baptized; 

19	and he took food and was strengthened. Now for several days he was with the disciples who 
were in Damascus,

12	“Now a certain Ananias, a man who was devout by the standard of the Law and well spoken 
of by all the Jews who lived there, 

13	 came to me, and standing nearby he said to me, ‘Brother Saul, receive your sight!’ And at 
that very moment I looked up at him. 

14	And he said, ‘The God of our fathers has appointed you to know His will and to see the 
Righteous One and to hear a message from His mouth. 

15	 For you will be a witness for Him to all people of what you have seen and heard. 
16	Now why do you delay? Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins by calling on  

His name.’

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The two imperatives, “be baptized” and “wash away your sins,” connect 
baptism with the washing away of sins

b.	 Baptism is inseparable from faith in the Lord

2.	 Setting

While he was on his way to Damascus to persecute Christians in that city, 
Saul encountered the risen Christ and was awakened to the fact that he had 
been persecuting the Lord. Blinded, Saul asked the Lord what to do. The 
Lord instructed him to go into the city, and that he would be told what to do. 
Ananias, having been sent by the Lord in a vision, came to Saul. He restored 
Saul’s sight and revealed to him the Lord’s commission for him. Then he 
commanded Saul to be immediately baptized and wash away his sins.



192 The Doctrine of Baptism

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 “Wash away your sins” (v. 16)

Many interpreters infer that because Ananias addressed Saul as “brother,” 
Saul was already a Christian and forgiven of his sins even before his 
baptism. But the term “brother” was not used exclusively to address 
Christians. The Jews customarily called other fellow Jews brothers  
(cf. Luke 6:42; Acts 2:37; 7:23; 13:15; 22:5; 28:21; Heb 7:5). This was 
also the way the apostles addressed other fellow Jews who were not yet 
Christians (Acts 2:29; 3:17; 7:2; 13:26, 38; 22:1; 23:1, 5, 6; 28:17).

The key question here is whether or not baptism results in the washing 
away of sins. Among the four actions in Ananias’ command, two are im-
peratives (“be baptized” and “wash away”) and two are aorist participles 
(“having stood up” and “having called on”). Based on Ananias’ words, 
what resulted in the washing away of Saul’s sins? We shall evaluate each of 
the options below:

i.	 Saul washed away his sins when he arose

“Get up” is an aorist participle in the sentence, an action that pre-
cedes the leading verbs. Thus, Ananias’ words were literally, “Having 
stood up, baptize yourself and wash your sins away, having called on 
His name.” If Saul’s sins were washed away when he got up, before he 
was baptized, the command would have been, “Having stood up and 
having washed away your sins, baptize yourself, having called on His 
name.” Both the tense and word order indicate that the washing away 
of sins did not occur when Saul arose.

ii.	 Saul washed away his sins when he called on the name of the Lord

“Calling on His name” is also an aorist participle in the sentence. 
Again, it is an action that precedes the main verbs “baptize” and “wash 
away.” In other words, after Saul arises and calls on the name of the 
Lord, he is to baptize himself and wash away his sins. While the two 
actions are related, “having called on His name” does not directly 
effect the washing away of sins. If it did, Ananias would have said, 
“Baptize yourself, having called on the name of the Lord and washed 
your sins away.”

iii.	Saul washed away his sins without connection with any other action

“Wash away” is a middle imperative verb. In other words, Ananias 
commanded Saul to wash away his sins. An action was required on 
Saul’s part. If the command is not coupled with any other action, then 
we must ask, “How exactly was Saul to wash away his sins?”
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iv.	 Saul washed away his sins when he was baptized

The only sound explanation is to connect the two imperatives “get 
baptized” and “wash away.” Ananias commanded Saul to wash away 
his sins, and to carry out that command, Saul would have to carry out 
the command to be baptized. In other words, the washing away of sins 
takes place during baptism. This is consistent with other passages in 
the Bible about the effect of baptism. In particular, Ananias’ command 
to Saul parallels the call of Peter on the day of Pentecost, “Repent, and 
each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).

When Ananias told Saul to be baptized and wash away his sins, Saul 
could hardly have understood the statement to mean anything other 
than that he needed to be baptized for the forgiveness of his sins. Verse 
16 closely connects baptism and the washing away of sins in such a 
manner that it simply cannot be explained away without forcing a 
convoluted interpretation.

The need for Saul to be baptized indicates the great importance of 
baptism within conversion. Many great supernatural events led Saul 
to his conversion: a light flashed around him from heaven (Acts 9:3); 
Jesus spoke to Him through a voice (Acts 9:4–6); he was blinded and 
later received his sight (Acts 9:8, 17–18); and he even received the com-
mission to be the Lord’s witness (Acts 26:16–18). Yet despite all these 
experiences from God, Saul still stood as a sinner before God. That 
is why Ananias urged Saul to get up and be baptized in order to wash 
away his sins. No other conversion experience can replace baptism as 
the means to wash away sins.

b.	 “Calling on His name” (v. 16)

The command to be baptized presupposes that the candidate calls on the 
name of the Lord. Thus, the reception of baptism is not to be separated 
from faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. The acknowledgement of the Lord’s 
name is also central to baptism, for we are baptized into the name of  
the Lord.



194 The Doctrine of Baptism

Romans 6:1–11

1	 What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? 
2	 Far from it! How shall we who died to sin still live in it? 
3	 Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been bap-

tized into His death? 
4	 Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ 

was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness  
of life. 

5	 For if we have become united with Him in the likeness of His death, certainly we shall also 
be in the likeness of His resurrection, 

6	 knowing this, that our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body of sin might be 
done away with, so that we would no longer be slaves to sin; 

7	 for the one who has died is freed from sin. 
8	 Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him, 
9	 knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never to die again; death no longer 

is master over Him. 
10	For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all time; but the life that He lives, He lives 

to God. 
11	 So you too, consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is central to a believer’s conversion

b.	 Through baptism, our old man dies to sin

c.	 In baptism, we are united together with Christ

d.	 Baptism is received in the likeness of Christ’s death

i.	 We are dead to sin in the same manner that Christ died to sin

ii.	 The candidate should bow his head just as Jesus did before He gave up 
His spirit on the cross
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e.	 Immersion is the implied form of baptism

f.	 Since we have been baptized into Christ’s death, we must not continue  
to live in sin

g.	 Unity with Christ in baptism will result in unity with Christ in  
His resurrection

2.	 Setting

Paul demonstrated in earlier chapters in Romans that justification is re-
ceived through faith in God’s grace in Jesus Christ. Christ, the new Adam, 
brought hope to humanity. While death entered into the world through 
one man’s transgression, the effect of Christ’s atoning death brought justi-
fication to all men. Hence, this gift of grace is greater than sin, freeing men 
from condemnation. “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” 
(Rom 5:20).

At this point, Paul asks a question. “What shall we say then?” (Τί οὖν 
ἐροῦμεν). This expression is Paul’s way of addressing a possible mis-
interpretation of his words (cf. 7:7). “Are we to continue in sin so that 
grace may increase?” Critics of the doctrine of grace may challenge that 
justification offered freely to sinners would encourage indulgence in sin. 
But Paul points out the absurdity of such thinking. A person who has died 
to sin cannot still live in sin (6:2). It is in this context that Paul mentions 
Christian baptism.

3.	 Com m ent

a.	 Crucial place of baptism

In response to the question, “Are we to continue in sin so that grace may 
increase?” Paul calls to mind the believers’ baptism. This reference to 
baptism underscores the fact that believers in the early church had all 
received baptism. For Paul, it was a given that his Christian readers had 
been baptized. If baptism was not administered to all believers, Paul’s 
entire line of argument based on “do you not know that all of us who have 
been baptized into Christ Jesus” would not have been able to stand.

Although the main focus of this passage is not about baptism, it illustrates 
the fact that baptism holds such a crucial place in the Christian conver-
sion experience. Without it, the passage would be devoid of its basis. 
Paul is able to write so definitively that believers are dead to sin precisely 
because they have been baptized into Christ’s death.
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b.	 Died to sin

Paul argues that those who have died to sin must not live in sin any longer. 
Who are those who have died to sin? Verse 3 gives us the answer. “All of 
us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His 
death.” We died to sin when we were baptized into Christ Jesus. Verse 4 
continues this thought, “We have been buried with Him through baptism 
into death.” Verse 6 also states that our old self was crucified with Him. 
Thus, baptism is the moment when the old man dies to sin and is buried 
into Christ’s death. Paul concludes in verse 11, “Consider yourselves to be 
dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Anyone who has been bap-
tized into Christ has been cut off from sin and must live a new life to God.

c.	 Our old self was crucified

What does it mean that the old self was crucified? The crucifixion here 
means putting an end to the rule of sin and setting the believer free from 
sin’s power so that he is able to live a new life to God. Furthermore, the 
death of the old man liberates him from sin’s condemnation, just as a con-
vict who has died is no longer under the law’s incrimination. Referencing 
back to the contrast between Adam and Christ in chapter 5, the crucifix-
ion and death of the old man denote the end of the reign of sin under the 
first Adam and the beginning of the triumph of grace in Christ. Through 
baptism, God “rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred 
us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:13, 14).

The scripture is therefore able to speak of baptism as burial into Christ’s 
death. Such language points definitively to the effect of baptism. The sin-
ner dies to sin in baptism. Sin cannot claim ownership over him anymore, 
just as death is no longer master over the risen Christ (v. 9). The saving 
power of God comes upon him when he is baptized into Christ, forgiving 
him of his sins and delivering him out of sin.

The goal of the crucifixion of the old man is that “our body of sin might be 
done away with” (v. 6). The body of sin is the man that was dead in sin and 
subject to the desires of the flesh. It is done away with, or put off, through 
baptism (cf. Col 2:11–13). Consequently, we are free from sin’s slavery.  
We are “alive to God in Christ Jesus” (v. 11), and we are able to live a new 
life (v. 4).

d.	 Unity with Christ

Paul uses many syn, συν- (meaning “together”) compound verbs in this 
passage: “Buried with,” synetaphēmen, συνετάφημεν (v. 4); “united with,” 
symphytoi, σύμφυτοι (v. 5); “crucified with,” synestaurōthē, συνεσταυρώθη 
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(v. 6); “live with,” syzēsomen, συζήσομεν (v. 8). The pervasive thought here 
is that the believer is joined with Christ through baptism. In baptism, we 
are united together in the likeness of His death, crucified with Him, and 
buried with Him into death. The death we die in baptism is not our death, 
but Christ’s death (v. 3).

Twice in the passage, the word houtōs, οὕτως (“so”) draws a parallel 
between Christ and the baptized. “Therefore we have been buried with 
Him through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness 
of life” (v. 4). “For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all time; 
but the life that He lives, He lives to God. So you too, consider yourselves 
to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus” (vv. 10, 11). Christ’s 
death and resurrection are the foundation and model for the death of the 
old self and rising up of the new life we experience in baptism.

To be freed from sin, be alive to God, and live together with God in 
the future, the believer needs to first be joined with Christ in His death 
through baptism. The atoning death of Jesus Christ in history takes its 
effect on us when we are baptized in His name. Our old man dies with 
Him in baptism, and we are given a new life. Thus, baptism into Christ is a 
necessary and crucial part of the salvation experience.

Since Paul points to the believers’ baptism in the midst of his discourse on 
sin and grace, we can further view the significance of baptism by relat-
ing it to the larger context of this passage. In chapter 5, Paul writes of the 
justification by Christ’s blood, which sets us free from sin and death and 
enables us to reign in life. In view of the effects of baptism spoken of in 
chapter 6, it becomes clear that this grace of justification and life comes 
to the believer when he is baptized into Christ’s death. The blood of Jesus 
Christ is applied to the believer during baptism, delivering him from 
death into life.

e.	 The form of baptism

Although Paul’s intention here is not to give instructions about baptism, 
we can infer from the passage the form of baptism in the apostolic days.

i.	 In the likeness of His death

“For if we have become united with Him in the likeness of His 
death, certainly we shall also be in the likeness of His resurrection” 
(v. 5). What is the “likeness” (homoiōma, ὁμοίωμα) here? In its New 
Testament usage, “likeness” means the copy of an object, which often 
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denotes a physical representation.88 In a general sense, the death we 
die to sin is a copy of the death of Christ, and our resurrection will be 
a copy of Christ’s resurrection. In other words, if we die to sin in the 
same manner as Christ died to sin, we shall resurrect with triumph 
over death in the same manner as Christ’s resurrection.

However, we also cannot lose sight of the fact that the death of Christ 
is connected to baptism in Romans chapter 6. Since baptism consists 
of an outward form, and homoiōma, ὁμοίωμα is repeatedly used to 
mean a physical likeness, we must not exclude the notion that Paul 
was also thinking of the unity of the form of baptism with the form of 
Christ’s death. What is the form of Christ’s death? The only explicit de-
scription of this is found in John 19:30: “And He bowed His head and 
gave up His spirit.” “Having bowed,” (κλίνας) is an aorist participle, 
indicating that it is an action prior to the action of the leading verb, 
“He gave up,” (παρέδωκεν). So we may translate the verse as, “After He 
had bowed His head, He gave up His spirit.” The form of Jesus’ death 
was not the natural result of death, but the deliberate final act of Jesus 
on the cross before He gave up His spirit. Thus, since the outward form 
of baptism portrays the inward spiritual effects, the proper form to be 
baptized is to bow one’s head in the likeness of Jesus’ form of death. 

ii.	 Buried through baptism

“Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death” 
(v. 4). How are we “buried into death” through baptism? To under-
stand this expression figuratively, our old self submerges completely in 
death the way a body is completely put away in burial. However, Paul 
could also have in mind the form of baptism, in which the person is 
immersed in water. In this sense, the outward form of baptism appro-
priately depicts the inner death of the old self. 

f.	 Ethical implications of baptism

Paul cites the believer’s baptism to expose the error of the thought that 
one may continue in sin that grace may increase. Since in baptism a be-
liever dies to sin together with Christ, sin has no place in his life anymore. 
Continuing in sin is simply not an option for the baptized. Therefore, 
baptism marks the beginning of a new life, a life free from sin’s dominion. 
Our baptism should constantly remind us that we are in no way ruled by 
sin’s sway and desires.

88	New Testament usage of ὁμοιώματι: “Form of corruptible mankind” (Rom 1:23); “the likeness of the 
violation by Adam” (Rom 5:14); “likeness of sinful flesh” (Rom 8:3); “born in the likeness of men” (Php 
2:7); “the appearance of locusts” (Rev 9:7).
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Verse 5 states, “For if we have become united with Him in the likeness 
of His death.” The word gegonamen, γεγόναμεν (have become) is in the 
perfect tense. The Greek perfect tense denotes the present state resul-
tant upon a past action.89 The implication here is that our insertion into 
Christ’s death was final, resulting in our present state of being united to-
gether in the likeness of His death. After we have been baptized, we have 
died to sin once for all, just as Christ died to sin once for all (v. 10). Thus, 
a Christian is completely cut off from the slavery of the sinful life under 
the age of the old Adam, never to return to it again. His is to live to God 
alone, and his daily walk ought to reflect this new life.

g.	 Baptism and resurrection

The death that we die with Christ in baptism results in a new life with 
Christ (vv. 4, 10–11). Thus, baptism is key to the beginning of our spiritual 
life. Not only so, baptism also plants the seed for our future bodily resur-
rection. “For if we have become united with Him in the likeness of His 
death, certainly we shall also be in the likeness of His resurrection” (v. 5). 
The word esometha, ἐσόμεθα (“we shall be”) is in the future tense, suggest-
ing that it is referring to the bodily resurrection at the coming of Christ. 
This reinforces the usage of homoiōma, ὁμοίωμα (“likeness”) to denote 
a physical form, i.e. our resurrected body will take the form of Christ’s 
resurrected body.

89	Machen, J. Gresham, and Dan McCartney. New Testament Greek for Beginners. 2nd ed, Pearson/Prentice 
Hall, 2004, p. 242.
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1 Corinthians 1:10–17

10	Now I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree 
and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be made complete in the same mind 
and in the same judgment. 

11	 For I have been informed concerning you, my brothers and sisters, by Chloe’s people, that 
there are quarrels among you. 

12	Now I mean this, that each one of you is saying , “I am with Paul,” or “I am with Apollos,” or 
“I am with Cephas,” or “I am with Christ.” 

13	 Has Christ been divided? Paul was not crucified for you, was he? Or were you baptized in 
the name of Paul? 

14	I am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, 
15	 so that no one would say you were baptized in my name! 
16	But I did baptize the household of Stephanas also; beyond that, I do not know if I baptized 

anyone else. 
17	For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel, not with cleverness of speech, 

so that the cross of Christ would not be made of no effect.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Believers were baptized in the name of Jesus

b.	 Baptism was a universal event for all believers

c.	 Paul by no means devalues baptism

2.	 Setting

The believers in Corinth, although rich in speech and knowledge (1 Cor 1:5), 
were fleshly and spiritually immature (1 Cor 3:1–4). Because of their pride 
and envy, there was widespread division among them. They formed factions 
among themselves by claiming loyalty to gifted and powerful workers like 
Paul, Apollos, and Cephas. They took pride in aligning themselves with these 
servants of God so as to imply superiority over others. Some of them even 
claimed a special tie to Christ. This problem of division is the first that Paul 
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tackles in his epistle to the Corinthians, and the subject of baptism comes 
into play in his plea to them for unity. 

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism in the name of Jesus

The Corinthians divided themselves according to their self-made affilia-
tions. Each of them said, “I am with Paul,” or “I am with Apollos,” or “I am 
with Cephas,” or “I am with Christ.” To help them see the error of their 
division, Paul asks them a series of fundamental questions: “Has Christ 
been divided? Paul was not crucified for you, was he? Or were you bap-
tized in the name of Paul?” (v. 13). The aim of these rhetorical questions 
is to bring them back to the basic truth that all believers belong to none 
other than Christ. If Christ has only one body and is not divided, there is 
no reason for the members of His body to be divided.

Believers belong to Christ alone because He alone has been crucified for 
them and redeemed them with His precious blood. Closely connected 
to Christ’s crucifixion is the believers’ baptism. Since baptism is rooted 
in the death and resurrection of Christ (cf. Rom 6:2, 3; Col 2:12–14), it is 
natural for Paul to bring up baptism alongside Christ’s crucifixion. In fact, 
it is through baptism that the believer becomes united with their crucified 
Lord and Savior.

Paul wants the Corinthians to remember in whose name they have been 
baptized. It goes without saying that none of them were baptized in the 
name of Paul, or of Apollos, or of Cephas. Instead, they have all been 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ—a fact the significance of which 
Paul wishes the believers could once again realize. As recorded in the New 
Testament, the church baptized converts “in the name of Jesus Christ” 
(cf. Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5). The Corinthian believers could recall 
that when they were baptized, the name of Jesus Christ was invoked over 
them. Through baptism in His name, they became members of Christ’s 
body and were bound to none other than Christ. Therefore, it is wrong 
for a believer of Christ to claim loyalty to anyone else. It is also on such 
a basis that no Christian can claim special affinity to Christ more so than 
another member of Christ’s body, for all who have been baptized belong 
to Christ.

b.	 The universality of baptism

In speaking about the unity of believers in Christ, Paul appeals to an event 
that all believers have undergone—their baptism in the name of Christ. 
It is assumed that all believers in Christ have been baptized, for if there 
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is any doubt as to whether the Corinthian believers have been baptized, 
Paul’s appeal would not have been effective at all. Furthermore, the fact 
that Paul speaks of their baptism proves that in Paul’s mind, baptism was 
always administered to believers in the New Testament church, and it was 
a common experience that all of Paul’s readers could recall. If baptism 
were not a universal experience, the call to unity on the basis of baptism 
would be problematic. But because every believer has been baptized, 
their baptism into Christ binds them together as members of the same 
body. Just as all believers have put their faith in the crucified Savior, they 
have also all been baptized in His name. This serves as the premise for the 
rhetorical questions, “Paul was not crucified for you, was he? Or were you 
baptized in the name of Paul?” (v. 13).

c.	 The importance of baptism

Not only were the believers in Corinth not baptized in the name of Paul, 
Paul is thankful that most of them were also not baptized by him. He even 
writes that Christ did not send him to baptize, but to preach the gospel. 
Many of those who reject the effects and necessity of baptism cite Paul’s 
words here as a basis for their views. If baptism were essential to salvation, 
the argument goes, how could Paul thank God for having only baptized 
a few? They contend that the preaching of the gospel is what leads to a 
person’s salvation, not baptism. Thus, Paul places his focus on preaching 
the gospel and regards baptism as relatively unimportant.

To conclude that Paul devalues baptism is to take Paul’s words out of 
context. Why does Paul thank God for having baptized only a few? Is it 
because Paul deems baptism as insignificant? The thrust of this passage 
is not whether baptism is important or necessary for salvation. Paul is 
thankful for having baptized only a few members, saying “so that no one 
would say you were baptized in my name!” (v. 15). To follow the reminder 
on whose name they had been baptized in, Paul points out that he has 
hardly baptized anyone in Corinth. For this reason, no one could say that 
Paul baptized anyone in his own name or they had been baptized in Paul’s 
name. Paul brings up baptism in this context in order to remove any possi-
ble basis on which the believers could claim special affiliation to him. Paul 
was not crucified for them. They were not baptized in Paul’s name. Most 
of them were not even baptized by Paul. Therefore, no believer belongs  
to Paul.

If Paul indeed regarded baptism as unimportant to a believer’s salvation or 
place in the body of Christ, what would Paul achieve by asking his readers 
to recall in whose name they had been baptized? What would be the sig-
nificance that the believers had been baptized in Christ’s name instead of 
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Paul’s? Would not even the mention of baptism detract from, rather than 
strengthen, his argument? As Cottrell correctly observes, “[Paul’s] reason-
ing presupposes the importance of baptism, not its unimportance.”90

If it were true that Paul disclaims any merit in baptizing the believers 
because baptism is unimportant, then can we not say the same of the 
question, “Paul was not crucified for you, was he?” (v. 13)? By reminding 
his readers that he was not crucified for them, was Paul saying that the 
crucifixion was unimportant? Quite the contrary! Paul wants the believ-
ers to remember who was crucified for them because the crucifixion is 
central to a believer’s faith and salvation. Since baptism in Christ’s name is 
mentioned alongside Christ’s crucifixion, it should be clear that Paul men-
tions baptism here not because it is unimportant, but precisely because it 
has such a crucial place in a believer’s conversion. Baptism is so important 
that if those who took pride in Paul had indeed been baptized by Paul, 
they would have easily used that as a basis for their boasting. Therefore, 
Paul is very much relieved that almost none of them had been baptized  
by him.

One question remains. Why does Paul write that Christ did not send him 
to baptize, but to preach the gospel, if baptism is such an integral part of 
salvation? Once again, bear in mind that Paul’s concern in the context of 
this passage is not whether baptism is important or not, but that he had 
baptized only a few lest anyone should say Paul had baptized in his own 
name. To continue with the thought of not placing one’s pride on any 
human being, Paul notes that baptizing is not his primary mission from 
Christ. That is why he focuses on preaching the gospel and lets other 
workers administer baptism. Paul again speaks of such a delegation of 
various ministries in 1 Corinthians 3:5, 6: “What then is Apollos? And 
what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, even as the Lord gave 
opportunity to each one. I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing 
the growth.” Just as the work of planting is no more important than the 
work of watering, the preaching of the gospel is no more important  
than baptizing.

Granted, the preaching of the gospel necessarily takes priority over 
baptism. But this priority is one of order, not of importance. Hearing and 
believing the gospel must precede the reception of baptism, just as plant-
ing must precede watering—yet both are just as important.

Just because Paul did not always personally baptize converts does 
not mean that baptisms were neglected in the early church. In fact, as 

90	Cottrell, J. Baptism : A biblical study. Joplin, Mo.: College Press Pub. Co., 1989, p. 13.
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recorded in Acts 19:1–7, Paul was so concerned about the baptism of the 
Ephesian disciples that he immediately baptized them when he found out 
that they had not been baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. He and Silas 
also immediately baptized Lydia and the jailer as well as their households 
upon their conversion during the missionary visit in Philippi (Acts 16:15, 
33). Even if Paul did not typically perform baptism himself, others must 
have carried out that important work.

Finally, we should not forget that Paul discusses the significance of 
baptism more than any other writer in the New Testament. Passages such 
as Romans 6:1–4 and Colossians 2:11–12 all present baptism as a death, 
burial, and resurrection with Christ by the working power of the risen 
Christ. For Paul to dismiss the importance of baptism in his letter to the 
Corinthians is to completely contradict his other writings that give bap-
tism such crucial significance.
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1 Corinthians 6:9–11

9	 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
deceived; neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, 

10	nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor those habitually drunk, nor verbal abusers, nor swindlers, 
will inherit the kingdom of God. 

11	 Such were some of you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified 
in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Verse 11 is a reference to baptism

b.	 God’s Spirit works through baptism

c.	 Baptism calls for righteous living

2.	 Setting

Paul addresses the Corinthians concerning the sexual immorality among 
them. Rather than mourning the sin, the believers were arrogant. They toler-
ated the wicked and did not drive them out of their midst. Not only did they 
fail to exercise judgment in God’s house, they even wronged and cheated one 
another, going as far as bringing lawsuits against each other. In urging them 
to remove all such sinful conduct, Paul warns them that those who practice 
wickedness have no place in the kingdom of God. He also reminds them of 
the grace of having been delivered from sin.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Grace received through baptism

While some of the Corinthians believers used to live in immorality like 
the godless people of the world, they now have a completely different 
status in Christ. To emphasize that they should no longer have any part in 
a life of sin, Paul repeats the word “but” (alla, ἀλλὰ) three times as a way 
of contrast between the “before” and the “now,” followed by these facts: 
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“you were washed” (apelousasthe, ἀπελούσασθε), “you were sanctified” 
(hēgiasthēte, ἡγιάσθητε), “you were justified” (edikaiōthēte, ἐδικαιώθητε). 
The washing, sanctifying, and justifying were done “in the name of the 
Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God” (v. 11).

“Washing,” when used in the Bible in a spiritual sense, most often denotes 
the inner cleansing of sins (cf. Prov 30:12; Ps 51:7; Isa 1:16; 4:4; Jer 4:14; 
Ezek 36:25; Zech 13:1; Acts 22:16).

“Sanctification” is a divine act of separating from the profane, including 
the consecration of priests, people, animals, or objects (cf. Exod 13:2; 
29:21, 43; 30:29) as well as the hallowing of God and His name (Lev 10:3; 
Num 20:12; Isa 29:23; Ezek 20:41; Matt 6:9). In the New Testament, Jesus 
was sanctified ( John 10:36; 17:19), and those who belong to Christ are 
sanctified by the atoning blood of Christ ( John 17:19; Acts 20:32; 26:18; 
Eph 5:26; Heb 2:11; 10:10, 14, 29; 13:12).

“Justification,” when used of God, refers to vindicating God (cf. Ps 51:4; 
Luke 7:29). When applied to men, the term often carries a forensic sense 
of “to pronounce righteous” or “to acquit” (Exod 23:7; Deut 25:1; Prov 
17:15; Gen 44:16). A person is justified by God when he is reckoned as 
righteous (Luke 18:14). In the New Testament, God justifies sinners 
through faith on account of the blood of Christ (Acts 13:39; Rom 3:24, 26, 
30; 5:1, 9; Gal 2:16; 3:11, 24). The justified is delivered from his sins (Acts 
13:38, 39; Rom 6:7), and continues to stand justified by putting his faith to 
work ( Jas 2:21–24; 1 John 3:7).

Paul makes no mention of baptism in this passage. So on what basis can 
we be certain that the washing, sanctification, and justification verse 11 
speaks of take place in baptism?

The three verbs are in the aorist tense, pointing to events that have taken 
place. Whatever sins they had committed in the past, they were washed 
clean once for all. They were also sanctified and justified before God. 
On what occasion(s) did this washing, sanctification, and justification 
take place? Dunn states that Paul is not talking about baptism at all but 
rather a larger spiritual event of transformation and conversion, whether 
it coincides chronologically with baptism or not.91 Without a doubt, Paul 
is speaking of spiritual events that took place inwardly in a believer’s con-
version. But, as can be seen from the following points, the Scriptures do 
connect these spiritual effects to the sacrament of baptism.

91	J. D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit: A Re-examination of the NT Teaching on the Gift of the Spirit in 
Relation to Pentecostalism Today, SBT 2 (London: SCM, 1970), p. 121; cf. pp. 120–23 on this passage, and 
pp. 116–31 on this epistle.



2071 Corinthians 6:9–11   

i.	 The verb apelousasthe, ἀπελούσασθε (“you were washed”) is the same 
as that used by Ananias when he commanded Saul to be baptized and 
wash away (apolousai, ἀπόλουσαι) his sins (Acts 22:16). In both instanc-
es, the middle voice is used (wash away for yourself )—an indication 
that it is an action that involves the individual’s voluntary participa-
tion.92 “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ” also corresponds with 
“calling on the name of the Lord.” This similarity in language between 
the two passages suggests that the washing in 1 Corinthians 6:11 is also 
speaking of the cleansing received through baptism.

ii.	 The washing away of sins is through the blood of Jesus Christ (cf. 
Rev 1:5). If such washing is the result of baptism, as Ananias’ words 
indicate, that means the blood of Jesus Christ is applied to the sinner 
during his baptism. This understanding of baptism is also consistent 
with 1 John 5:6–8. Furthermore, the Scriptures also teach that we 
are sanctified and justified by the blood of Christ (Heb 10:29; Rom 
5:9)—a fact that leads to the conclusion that sanctification and justifi-
cation are also imparted to the sinner through baptism. In other words, 
Christ washes us, sanctifies us, and justifies us by His blood when we 
are baptized in His name.

iii.	In Romans chapter 6, a key passage on the significance and effects of 
baptism, Paul writes, “for the one who has died is freed from sin” (v. 7). 
The word “freed” translates the Greek word dedikaiōtai, δεδικαίωται, 
meaning “justified.” The death of the believer marks the point of 
justification from sin. When does this death to sin and resulting justi-
fication take place? Paul explains, “Or do you not know that all of us 
who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His 
death? Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into 
death…” (Rom 6:3, 4). Thus, a believer is justified from sin when he is 
baptized into Christ. This confirms that Paul has in mind the believer’s 
baptism in 1 Corinthians 6:11 when he writes, “But you were justified.”

If Dunn were right in believing that Paul was referring not to baptism 
but to some “great spiritual transformation of conversion,” when was this 
event? Paul is certainly not speaking of a duration of gradual transforma-
tion and conversion, since he uses the aorist tense. What other occasion 
could Paul have in mind when he describes the time when the believers 
were once and for all cut off from their past sinful lives? Do the Scriptures 
speak of another occasion than baptism that marks the washing, sanctifi-
cation, and justification of the sinner? To insist that these spiritual effects 

92	Beasley-Murray, George Raymond. Baptism in the New Testament. American pbk. ed., Eerdmans, 1973, 
p. 163.
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must be dissociated from baptism when the Bible does not hesitate to 
connect them together would be unnecessary and unbiblical.

b.	 Basis for the effect of baptism

The three verbs of verse 11 are followed by two prepositional phrases: 
“in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ” (ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ 
Χριστοῦ) and “in the Spirit of our God” (ἐν τῷ πνεύματι τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν). 
These two phrases function as the basis for the spiritual effects of baptism.

Baptism is no mere immersion in water, but binds the believer to Christ. 
Therefore, baptism is administered in the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts 
2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5; cf. 1 Cor 1:13), and the believer calls upon Jesus’ 
name in baptism (Acts 22:16). Jesus, by whose name we are saved (Acts 
4:12) and in whose name we put our trust, cleanses us with His blood 
when we are baptized in His name.

The Spirit of God is also at work in baptism (cf. 1 Cor 12:13). He grants the 
church the authority to forgive sins ( John 20:22, 23) and bears witness 
during baptism (1 John 5:6, 8). Thus, the washing of rebirth that takes 
place in baptism is in fact the regenerating work of the Spirit (cf. John 
3:5–8).

c.	 Ethical implications of baptism

Taken in the context of 1 Corinthians chapter 6, Paul’s aim in reminding 
his readers of their new spiritual life given at baptism is to urge them to 
live a holy life. The unethical and immoral conduct of the believers in 
Corinth has no place in the kingdom of God. Although some of them 
used to live in immorality, they were washed, sanctified, and justified once 
for all by the blood of Christ. Recalling the grace of God that granted 
them a new life should be a sober reminder that they are not to return to 
the former state. Likewise, our baptism today also calls us to a life that is 
set apart from the immoralities that prevail in the world. Each reminder of 
the time when Christ washed, sanctified, and justified us should continue 
to motivate us to live a life worthy of our calling.
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1 Corinthians 10:1–13

1	 For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our fathers were all under the 
cloud and they all passed through the sea; 

2	 and they all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea; 
3	 and they all ate the same spiritual food, 
4	 and all drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which 

followed them; and the rock was Christ. 
5	 Nevertheless, with most of them God was not pleased; for their dead bodies were spread out 

in the wilderness. 
6	 Now these things happened as examples for us, so that we would not crave evil things as they 

indeed craved them. 
7	 Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written: “THE PEOPLE SAT DOWN 

TO EAT AND TO DRINK, AND ROSE UP TO PLAY.” 
8	 Nor are we to commit sexual immorality, as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand 

fell in one day. 
9	 Nor are we to put the Lord to the test, as some of them did, and were killed by the snakes. 
10	Nor grumble, as some of them did, and were killed by the destroyer. 
11	 Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruc-

tion, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. 
12	Therefore let the one who thinks he stands watch out that he does not fall. 
13	 No temptation has overtaken you except something common to mankind; and God is faith-

ful, so He will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the tempta-
tion will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The Israelites’ baptism into Moses in the cloud and in the sea is likened to 
our baptism into Christ

b.	 The Israelites’ fall after they had received God’s deliverance warns all 
believers to guard against sin

2.	 Setting

The transitional word gar, γὰρ (“moreover” or “for”) in verse 1 indicates that 
this passage provides further exposition on the previous passage. In 9:24–27, 
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Paul writes that he disciplines himself in the race and fight to win the crown 
lest he becomes disqualified. In the current passage, Paul cites the failure of 
the Israelites in their wilderness journey to show why it is critical to exercise 
self-discipline on our heavenly journey.

3.	 Structur e

In verses 1-4, the word “all” occurs five times, emphasizing that God’s deliver-
ance and grace were given to all the Israelites who entered the wilderness. 
In verses 6–10, the words “some of them” are repeated five times, pointing 
to those within the assembly of Israel who succumbed to sin. Although all 
entered the race, not all made it to the end.

4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism into Moses

Paul describes God’s deliverance and guidance of the Israelites through 
the Red Sea and with the pillar of cloud as a “baptism.” Just as we are im-
mersed in water when we are baptized, the Israelites were surrounded by 
the cloud above them and the Red Sea around them. Through baptism, 
we are redeemed by Christ out of eternal perdition and brought into a 
new life. In like manner, the Israelites were saved from the threat of death 
through the deliverer Moses when they went through the sea and were 
under the cloud. The reference here to the deliverance of the Israelites as 
a baptism gives us a basis to understand our baptism into Christ as the 
means through which God saves us today.

b.	 The need for believers to guard against sin

The fall of the Israelites who sinned in the wilderness teaches all believ-
ers today that our baptism into Christ offers no guarantee that we would 
never fall. On this basis, we need to heed Paul’s exhortation to exercise 
self-discipline and exert our utmost in running this heavenly race. Just as 
many of the Israelites succumbed to sin, we could easily do the same if we 
are not careful.

However, since God has redeemed us through baptism and continues 
to nourish us with His spiritual food and drink, we are not alone on this 
journey. The passage concludes with a promise that our faithful God 
will not allow us to be tempted beyond what we are able, but with the 
temptation will provide the way of escape also (v. 13). Thus, victory over 
sin is assured to all believers who are willing to resist temptation by God’s 
merciful help.
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1 Corinthians 12:12-13

12	For just as the body is one and yet has many parts, and all the parts of the body, though they 
are many, are one body, so also is Christ. 

13	 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves 
or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 “Baptized by one Spirit” is a reference to the sacrament of baptism

b.	 It is the Spirit who baptizes

c.	 Baptism is the means by which we are incorporated into Christ’s body

d.	 Baptism unites believers

2.	 Setting

The overarching theme of this chapter is the unity of the body of Christ. 
While there are many kinds of gifts in the church, there is only one Spirit. 
It is in this context that Paul writes about the common experience of being 
baptized by one Spirit into one body.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptized by one Spirit

ἐν ἑνὶ πνεύματι have been translated either in a locative sense, “in one 
Spirit,” or in an instrumental sense, “by one Spirit,” implying the Spirit 
as the agent. When John the Baptist said, “I baptize you with water 
(ἐν ὕδατι),” water is the element in which the person is immersed. In 
1 Corinthians 10:2, “They all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and 
in the sea (ἐν τῇ νεφέλῃ καὶ ἐν τῇ θαλάσσῃ),” the cloud and the sea are 
the elements in which the baptism took place. On the other hand, ἐν τῷ 
πνεύματι in 1 Corinthians 12:9 is understood as “by the Spirit,” since in this 
context the Spirit is the active agent who distributes the gifts as He wills 
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(cf. 1 Cor 12:11). In this sense, we can say that it is the Holy Spirit who 
baptizes us into the body of Christ. However, the two alternative transla-
tions are not mutually exclusive. For our baptism by one Spirit is also in 
fact baptism in one Spirit. 

What is this baptism referring to? Comparison with other passages 
suggests that Paul means the sacrament of baptism. Paul states in 
1 Corinthians 6:11 that they were washed in the name of the Lord Jesus 
and in the Spirit of our God. Acts 2:41, where it records that those who 
had received the word were baptized, also indicates that baptism is the 
occasion in which believers are added to the body of Christ. Thus we may 
say that when we are baptized into Christ, we are baptized by one Spirit.

b.	 Baptized into one body

When we are baptized into Christ, we are baptized into His body, the 
church. Thus baptism brings us into not only an individual relationship 
with Christ but also a corporate relationship with all other believers 
in Christ. Through baptism, we are added to the church and become 
members of Christ’s body (cf. Acts 2:41). Since the church consists of 
those who have been purchased by God with His own blood (Acts 20:28), 
baptism is the process through which God’s people are incorporated into 
Christ’s body—for in baptism we are cleansed by the blood of Christ. 

c.	 Baptism as a basis of unity

Paul appeals to the Corinthians for unity by reminding them that despite 
the diversity of gifts they have received, they were all baptized by one 
Spirit into one body and have all been made to drink of one Spirit. 
Baptism encompasses all believers, regardless of race or status, for we 
have all been baptized by the same Spirit into the same body. As diverse 
in background and function as the members of this body may be, the fact 
that they have all been redeemed by the blood of Christ and brought into 
the body of Christ means that no distinction should ever be so great as to 
divide them.
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1 Corinthians 15:29

29	For otherwise, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised 
at all, why then are they baptized for them?

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Two interpretations of baptism for the dead have the strongest textual 
support:

i.	 vicarious baptism

ii.	 baptism with the hope of reuniting with a departed loved one

b.	 Paul refers to such a practice to support the resurrection of the dead, not 
necessarily to endorse the practice itself

2.	 Setting

To refute those who claimed that there is no resurrection of the dead, Paul 
argues that the resurrection of the dead is fundamental to the Christian faith. 
If the dead do not rise, then Christ is not risen, and all followers of Christ 
have believed in vain. But since Christ is risen, the resurrection of the dead 
will certainly be a reality at the coming of Christ. After presenting the main 
argument, Paul uses short statements to support the resurrection of the dead. 
The first of these is the reference to the baptism for the dead. Such baptism 
would be meaningless if indeed the dead are not raised.  

3.	 Structur e

Paul’s chain of proof consists of these main parts:

a.	 The testimony of Christ’s resurrection (15:1–11)

b.	 The futility of our faith if there is no resurrection (15:12–19)

c.	 Christ the firstfruits and the resurrection in the end (15:20–28)
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Following this chain of proofs are three short arguments against the denial of 
the resurrection:

d.	 What will they do who are baptized for the dead? (15:29)

e.	 Why do we stand in jeopardy every hour? (15:30)

f.	 Why not indulge in a life of pleasure? (15:31–32)

4.	 Com m enta ry

Paul writes about those who were baptized for the dead to counter the 
denial of the resurrection. This reference to such a baptism is unique in the 
Scriptures, and we have no historical report that sheds light on the na-
ture of this practice during the time of the apostles. Our interpretation of 
1 Corinthians 15:29 will therefore be based mainly on the text of the passage.

The meaning of “baptized for the dead” depends on how the preposition 
hyper, ὑπέρ with the genitive (“for”) is translated. Consider the following  
two alternatives:

a.	 Vicarious baptism (Baptism “in place of ” the dead)

In the New Testament hyper, ὑπέρ with the genitive is used in different 
contexts to carry varying shades of meaning, including “to intervene for 
someone” (Rom 8:31); “to be concerned about someone” (Php 1:7; 4:10); 
“to sacrifice for someone,” particularly Christ’s atoning sacrifice (Rom 
5:8; 1 Thess 5:10; 1 Cor 15:3; 2 Cor 5:15; Gal 3:13); or “on someone’s behalf ” 
(Phm 1:13; 2 Cor 5:20). But broadly speaking, the preposition is gener-
ally used in a sense of representing, substituting, or acting in the interest 
of someone. Thus βαπτιζόμενοι ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν with a normal usage of 
hyper, ὑπέρ means “those who are baptized in the place of the dead.”

What can we know about the purpose and administration of such a bap-
tism at that time? Since no reference to vicarious baptism can be found 
in the writings of the apostolic fathers, we are not able to know its precise 
nature. But later practices from the second and third centuries by heretical 
groups were probably developments from the practice that Paul mentions, 
if this interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:29 is correct.

Chrysostom (AD 347–407) writes about the rite of vicarious baptism 
among the Marcionites, a Gnostic group considered heretical.

Or will ye that I should first mention how they who are infected with 
the Marcionite heresy pervert this expression? And I know indeed 
that I shall excite much laughter; nevertheless, even on this account 
most of all I will mention it that you may the more completely avoid 
this disease: viz., when any Catechumen departs among them, having 
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concealed the living man under the couch of the dead, they approach 
the corpse and talk with him, and ask him if he wishes to receive bap-
tism; then when he makes no answer, he that is concealed underneath 
saith in his stead that of course he should wish to be baptized; and so 
they baptize him instead of the departed, like men jesting upon the 
stage.93

Epiphanius also reports about the Marcionites:

In this country—I mean Asia—and even in Galatia, their school flour-
ished eminently and a traditional fact concerning them has reached us, 
that when any of them had died without baptism, they used to baptize 
others in their name, lest in the resurrection they should suffer punish-
ment as unbaptized (Heresies 8:7).94

From Asia and Gaul has reached us the account [tradition] of a certain 
practice, namely that when any die without baptism among them, they 
baptize others in their place and in their name, so that, rising in the 
resurrection, they will not have to pay the penalty of having failed to 
receive baptism, but rather will become subject to the authority of the 
Creator of the World. For this reason this tradition which has reached 
us is said to be the very thing to which the Apostle himself refers when 
he says, “If the dead rise not at all, what shall they do who are baptized 
for the dead?” (Epiphanius, Against Heresies 1, 28, 6, in PG; 4:384)95

The fourth canon of the Synod of Hippo, held in 393, states, “The 
Eucharist shall not be given to dead bodies, nor baptism conferred upon 
them.” This decision was confirmed in 397 in the sixth canon of the Third 
Council of Carthage. These rulings indicate that some Christians were 
practicing vicarious baptism.96

b.	 Baptism with the hope of reuniting a departed loved one (baptism “for 
the sake of ” the dead)

Hyper, ὑπέρ with the genitive is sometimes used in a final sense: “for the 
sake of ” (e.g. “the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador 
in chains,” τὸ μυστήριον τοῦ εὐαγγελίου, ὑπὲρ οὗ πρεσβεύω ἐν ἁλύσει, Eph 
6:19, 20; “for your comfort and salvation,” ὑπὲρ τῆς ὑμῶν παρακλήσεως καὶ 

93	John Chrysostom. “Homilies of St. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the First 
Epistle of St. Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians.” Saint Chrysostom: Homilies on the Epistles of Paul 
to the Corinthians, edited by Philip Schaff, translated by Hubert Kestell Cornish et al., vol. 12, Christian 
Literature Company, 1889, p. 244.

94	Tvedtnes, John A. Baptism for the Dead: The Coptic Rationale.  
http://www.fairlds.org/Misc/Baptism_for_the_Dead_the_Coptic_Rationale.html. Accessed 5 May 2025.

95	Nibley, Hugh. Baptism for the Dead in Ancient Times.  
http://www.lightplanet.com/mormons/temples/baptism_ancient_nibley.html. Accessed 5 May 2025.

96	Tvedtnes, John A. Baptism for the Dead: The Coptic Rationale.  
http://www.fairlds.org/Misc/Baptism_for_the_Dead_the_Coptic_Rationale.html. Accessed 5 May 2025.
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σωτηρίας, 2 Cor 1:6; “for the truth of God,” ὑπὲρ ἀληθείας θεοῦ, Rom 15:8, 
NKJV; “for [His] good pleasure,” ὑπὲρ τῆς εὐδοκίας Phil 2:13).

Hyper, ὑπέρ is also used to denote the cause or reason: “on account of,” 
“because of ”97 (e.g. “for My name’s sake” ὑπὲρ τοῦ ὀνόματός μου, Acts 9:16; 
“giving thanks always for all things,” εὐχαριστοῦντες πάντοτε ὑπὲρ πάντων, 
Eph 5:20; “glorify God for His mercy,” ὑπὲρ ἐλέους δοξάσαι τὸν θεόν, Rom 
15:9; “Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times,” ὑπὲρ 
τούτου τρὶς τὸν κύριον παρεκάλεσα, 2 Cor 12:8).

If Paul was using the preposition in this sense, he might have in mind 
those who were baptized on account of their departed loved ones with the 
hope of meeting them again in heaven.

The Scriptures teach that a person is baptized for the forgiveness of his 
sins. Paul’s mention of the baptism for the dead does not endorse either 
vicarious baptism or baptism on account of a departed loved one. He 
simply cites those who were baptized for the dead to argue that baptism 
for the dead indicates a future resurrection. If the dead do not rise at all, 
such a baptism would be pointless.

97	Riesenfeld, Ernst Harald. “Ὑπάντησις.” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited by Gerhard 
Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 8, Eerdmans, 1964–, pp. 514–15.
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Galatians 3:26–29

26	for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 
27	For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 
28	There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for 

you are all one in Christ Jesus. 
29	And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring , heirs according to promise.
(English Standard Version)

1.	 K ey points

a.	 We put on Christ when we are baptized into Christ

b.	 Baptism and faith in Christ are inseparable

c.	 Those who are in Christ are

i.	 the sons of God

ii.	 one, regardless of race, social status, or gender

iii.	Abraham’s seed and heirs according to promise

2.	 Setting

In an earnest effort to bring back the erring Galatians, who had been led 
to believe in the necessity of keeping the law, Paul demonstrates that we 
become heirs of Abraham by faith, not by keeping the law. Whereas the 
law places us under a curse, Christ has redeemed us from the curse so that 
through faith in Christ, we might receive the blessing promised to Abraham. 
Christ is the Seed of Abraham, to whom God’s promise of inheritance was 
made. Therefore, God’s promise can only be received in Christ and not 
through keeping the law. Believers in Christ are God’s sons and heirs by faith 
in Christ and by putting Him on through baptism.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Clothing ourselves with Christ

“Put off ” or “put on” are metaphorical expressions for renouncing or 
assuming a certain identity or way of conduct. Paul exhorts the believers 
to put off sinful conduct, reminding them that they have put off the old 
self with its deeds. Furthermore, they are to put on the new self created 
according to God’s likeness (Eph 4:20–24; Col 3:8–14). Similarly, in 
Romans 13:14, Paul exhorts the believers to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
It is an imperative to imitate Christ’s character in daily living.

There is yet another type of putting off and putting on in reference to the 
believer’s baptism. It is a decisive transformation of the believer’s spiritual 
status by the hand of God. Paul writes, “and in Him you were also circum-
cised with a circumcision performed without hands, in the removal of the 
body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with 
Him in baptism, in which you were also raised with Him through faith in 
the working of God, who raised Him from the dead.” (Col 2:11, 12). God 
buries our old self with Christ in baptism, thus putting off the body of the 
flesh. Here, in verse 27, we read that the believer puts on Christ when he 
is baptized into Christ. In place of the old self, which has been crucified in 
baptism, we are raised with a new life and a new identity in Christ.

Two other descriptions in this passage parallel the thought of putting on 
Christ, namely “in Christ Jesus” (v. 28) and “Christ’s” (v. 29). To clothe 
ourselves with Christ is to be united with Christ, to be in Him, and to 
belong to Him.

We are baptized into Christ (Rom 6:3; Gal 3:27). We enter into a union 
with Christ, being buried with Him into death and raised together with 
Him (Rom 6:4, 8; Col 2:11–13). In baptism, our sins are washed away 
on account of the atoning work of Christ, and we are clothed with the 
righteousness of Christ. Having been incorporated into Christ through 
baptism, we obtain a new standing before God. We are found in Christ, 
not having a righteousness of our own, but the righteousness that is from 
God on the basis of faith (1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21; Phil 3:9; Isa 61:10). The 
result of being in Christ is that we become Christ’s (1 Cor 3:23; 15:23; 7:22; 
2 Cor 10:7; Gal 3:29; 5:24). We belong to Christ and we are to live our 
lives for Christ.

b.	 Baptism and faith

In verse 26, Paul tells the believers that they are all sons of God through 
faith in Christ Jesus. Then he continues in the next verse, “For as many  
of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (v. 27 ESV).  
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The word gar, γὰρ (“for”) connects the two sentences and makes the state-
ment in verse 27 the reason for the statement in verse 26. Since we have 
put on Christ through baptism into Christ, we are sons of God through 
faith in Christ. Baptism into Christ and faith in Christ are parallel and 
inseparable. Faith and baptism are integral parts of receiving Christ and 
becoming His. We cannot exalt one and dismiss the other. We become 
sons of God through faith, and baptism is the moment when we put on 
Christ and receive this sonship through faith.

It is remarkable that Paul does not hesitate to associate baptism with the 
believer’s position in Christ and his adoption as a son of God in a book 
where he insists on faith as the means to justification. Paul has been vigor-
ously refuting the Judaisers’ claim that being sons of Abraham entailed 
keeping the law. He quotes from Scripture to show that the law does not 
justify and the works of the law place men under a curse. Now that Christ 
has come, we are no longer under the law. To be justified and become 
heirs of God’s promise, we must receive Christ through faith. He con-
cludes, “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith” (v. 26, 
ESV). Who are they who have become sons of God through faith? They 
are those who have been baptized into Christ. The fact that the Scripture 
places baptism in such a close connection with faith clearly demonstrates 
that baptism is not of the works of the law, but of faith. In baptism it is not 
man who works. He is simply the recipient of God’s grace, through which 
he is united with Christ and thereby saved.

c.	 Outcome of baptism into Christ

Having put on Christ through baptism, we are identified with Christ and 
are in Him. Being in Christ affords us a new status, and we can enjoy the 
blessings that come with this status.

i.	 Sons of God

God sent forth Jesus Christ His Son to redeem those who are un-
der the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons (Gal 4:4, 5). 
Through faith in Jesus Christ and union with Him, we become sons  
of God.

In the Old Testament, the Israelites are called the children of God 
(Exod 4:22, 23; Deut 14:1, 2; 32:5, 6, 19, 20; Isa 1:2–4; 30:9; 43:6, 7; 63:8; 
Jer 31:20; Hos 1:10; 11:1, 2). The term “sons/children of God” denotes  
a special identity of being the chosen people of God and God’s  
treasured possession.

In the New Testament, the designation of sons of God or children 
of God is applied to believers of Jesus Christ, and is closely related 
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to one’s redemption and eternal life. Those who receive Christ and 
believe in His name are born of God and given the right to become 
children of God ( John 1:12, 13). Called and predestined to be con-
formed to the image of the Son of God, they await the final glory and 
redemption (Rom 8:19–21; Eph 1:5; cf. Luke 20:36; Heb 2:10).

Since being sons of God means being born of God, it is not surpris-
ing to read in Galatians that Paul speaks of baptism as the defining 
moment of this new status. Baptism is the washing of regeneration 
through which we are born again of God and become sons of God. 
And after we have been adopted as sons of God, God sends the Spirit 
of His Son into our hearts, crying out, “Abba, Father!” (Gal 4:6).

Furthermore, we are able to be sons of God because of Christ’s 
redemption. As it is stated, “God sent forth his Son, born of woman, 
born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that 
we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 4:4, 5, ESV). The price of 
redemption is the blood of Jesus Christ, which washes away our sins 
when we are baptized into His name. Once again, our baptism into 
Christ marks the beginning of this new divine status.

ii.	 One in Christ

Baptism into Christ results in unity in Christ. Distinctions of race, 
social status, and gender are irrelevant to a person’s spiritual stand-
ing in Christ. Everyone who accepts Jesus Christ by faith becomes an 
integral part of Christ’s body. Through the blood of Jesus Christ and by 
the Spirit of God, we have been brought into a new order of existence 
where we are not only given the same noble status but also united as 
one.

iii.	Abraham’s seed and heir according to the promise

In Galatians, Paul writes about the status of believers as sons of God 
in the context of God’s promise to Abraham. God promised Abraham 
that His blessing would come to Abraham and his offspring. Thus, 
being sons of Abraham means partaking in God’s blessing and becom-
ing the people of God. Contrary to the claim of those who advocated 
justification by keeping the law, it is not those who keep the law who 
are Abraham’s seed—God gave the inheritance to Abraham by prom-
ise, not by works. No one can be justified by the law, and all who are of 
the works of the law are under a curse. But Christ came to redeem us 
from the curse of the law. In Christ alone, who was Abraham’s seed and 
to whom God’s promise was made, can we become Abraham’s seed. 
And as Abraham’s seed, we are also heirs to God’s promised blessing. 
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Just as God declared in His gospel message to Abraham, “ALL THE 
NATIONS WILL BE BLESSED IN YOU” (Gal 3:8), Abraham’s seed 
would encompass people of many nations. All who accept Christ by 
faith and are baptized into Christ, regardless of race or nationality, are 
Abraham’s seed and heirs.
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Ephesians 4:4–6

4	 There is one body and one Spirit, just as you also were called in one hope of your calling; 
5	 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 
6	 one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Baptism is a basis for the unity of the church

b.	 The inclusion of baptism in this context highlights its importance

c.	 Meaning of “one baptism”

2.	 Setting

Paul writes to the believers in Ephesus about the exceeding riches of God’s 
grace they have received in Christ. Although they were once Gentiles, having 
no part in God’s covenant, they have now been brought into the household 
of God through the blood of Christ. This is according to the mystery that 
has now been revealed to the holy apostles and prophets—that the Gentiles 
should be fellow heirs and fellow members of the same body, and fellow 
partakers of God’s promise in Christ through the gospel (Eph 3:6).

In the latter half of the epistle, Paul urges the believers, in view of such great 
mercy from God, to walk worthy of their calling. In the body of Christ, all 
believers are to bear with one another and endeavor to keep the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace (Eph 4:2, 3). This call to love and unity leads to 
the current passage, which reveals the basis of unity in Christ. Upon this 
foundation, Paul demonstrates how the diverse gifts in fact work together to 
serve a single purpose.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism and unity of the church

The seven “one”s in this passage—“one body, one Spirit, one hope, one 
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all”—describe the 
unity of the church. This spiritual unity is not achieved by those who join 
the church, although they are to maintain it (v. 3). It is the work of God, 
and the very nature of the body of Christ. Therefore, baptism, as part of 
this divine provision, unites all believers. We who have been baptized 
into Christ are united with Christ and members of His body. We have all 
become one in Christ regardless of our nationality, status, or gender (Gal 
3:27, 28). While we have been given diverse functions as members of this 
body, we have nevertheless been baptized into the same body. We are 
integrally joined with one another so that no one can be independent of 
others (Eph 4:7–16; 1 Cor 12:12–30). 

b.	 The importance of baptism

It is striking to see baptism mentioned alongside the body of Christ, 
the Holy Spirit, the hope of our calling, our Lord, faith, and God the 
Father. They all pertain to God Himself and His saving grace. In light of 
this passage, baptism is far from a mere man-made formality. It is not a 
subjective human act. Neither is it just one of the good deeds Christians 
are commanded to carry out. As we have just seen, the unity of the Spirit 
is established by God; therefore, baptism is also the work of God. Every 
member of the house of God receives the one baptism instituted by God.

The fact that baptism is mentioned as part of the foundation of church 
unity further teaches us that baptism is not optional for believers. It is tak-
en for granted that all believers in the body of Christ have been baptized 
into Christ. If some believers in those days were unbaptized, baptism 
would not have been listed as an element that unifies all believers.    

c.	 Meaning of “one baptism”

What constitutes the “one baptism” Paul has in mind in this passage? 
Does it mean that there is only one valid form of baptism? Or is it refer-
ring to a once-in-a-lifetime baptism?

In the context of this passage, the word “one” connotes a single unifying 
attribute. Just as there is only one body, one Spirit, one hope, etc., and all 
believers share in the same, there is only one divinely instituted baptism 
through which all believers are brought into the body of Christ. While 
our gifts and functions may be diverse, all of us have undergone the same 
experience of salvation.
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Although the subject in discussion is not the correct form of baptism, baptism 
is not to be performed in any manner according to the individual’s belief or 
preference. Instead, it should remain in the larger framework of unity. Baptism 
is administered in the one body of Christ, the church, under the witness of the 
one Spirit. It is received with the one hope and one faith. Its goal is to become 
united with the one Lord and have access to the one God and Father of all. Thus, 
the Bible does not know of a baptism that has a wide variety of modes and is 
administered by different denominations with different beliefs and spiritual 
experiences. Instead, baptism is solely to be performed and received in the one 
church sent by the one Spirit of God.  
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Ephesians 5:25–27

25	Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, 
26	so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 
27	that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or 

any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The washing of water is a reference to baptism

b.	 Baptism is the means for sanctification and cleansing

c.	 The effect of baptism is founded on Christ’s sacrifice

d.	 It is Christ who washes the church

e.	 Baptism is connected with the word

2.	 Setting

Paul exhorts the believers to walk in a new way of life, in view of God’s call-
ing. Christ should take the central place in every facet of a believer’s life. In 
his instructions to the husbands and wives, Paul models Christian marriage 
after the relationship between Christ and His church. The current passage 
records the command to the husbands to love their wives, using Christ’s love 
for the church as the ultimate example. It mentions baptism as the means by 
which Christ sanctifies and cleanses the church.

3.	 Structur e

The statement that Christ gave Himself up for the church is followed by two 
hina, ἵνα (“in order that”) clauses, which indicate the twofold purpose for 
Christ’s sacrifice.
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4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 The washing of water is a reference to baptism

According to this passage, Christ gave Himself for the sanctification and 
glorification of the church. The means by which He sanctifies and cleanses 
the church is the washing of water by the word.

Is this washing a reference to baptism or a figure of speech for a spiritual 
bath? Since this washing is performed by Christ on the church as a whole, 
it may seem as if it is a once-for-all spiritual washing which took place 
when Christ offered Himself as an atoning sacrifice. However, the explicit 
mention of water precludes such an interpretation and clearly indicates 
a reference to baptism.98 The definite articles before both “washing” 
and “water” (“the washing of the water”) make the reference even more 
specific—it is not just any washing with water in general, but the washing 
that is performed in the baptismal water.

The word λουτρόν (“washing”) is also used in Titus 3:5, where it speaks 
of the washing of regeneration—also a reference to baptism. It is a noun 
form of the verbs louō, λούω (“wash”) and apolouō, ἀπολούω (“wash 
away”), the latter of which is used in Acts 22:16 when Ananias urged Paul 
to be baptized and wash away his sins. Since the purpose of baptism is for 
the forgiveness of sins, it is naturally called a washing.

b.	 Baptism is the means for sanctification and cleansing

The first aspect of the purpose of Christ’s sacrifice for the church is that 
He might sanctify her. This sanctification process is by way of cleansing 
the church (“that He might sanctify her, having cleansed…”, ἵνα αὐτὴν 
ἁγιάσῃ καθαρίσας, v. 26). Specifically, the means through which Christ 
cleanses the church is the washing of water by the word. Thus, through 
baptism, Christ accomplishes the cleansing and sanctification of the 
church. Christ’s atoning blood cleanses the believers of their sins during 
baptism, consecrating the church as holy unto the Lord.

c.	 The effect of baptism is founded on Christ’s sacrifice

It is important to note that the cleansing effect of baptism is derived from 
the sacrifice of Christ. Christ laid down His life in order that the church 
may be cleansed and sanctified. On the cross, He laid down His life to 
open the fountain of cleansing. In baptism, He washes away the sins of the 
believer. The blood that He shed on the cross now cleanses the baptized 
through the washing of water in baptism. Hence, baptism in no way 

98	See the commentary on John 3:1–15 for the use of the word “water” as a reference to baptism. See also 
Acts 10:47.
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opposes or detracts from the cross of Christ, because its very foundation 
is the sacrificial death of Christ.

d.	 It is Christ who washes the church

The focus of these few verses is how Christ loves the church. All the 
actions are the actions of Christ. He loved her, gave Himself up for her, 
sanctifies her, cleanses her with the washing of water with the word, 
and presents the church to Himself in all her glory. The cleansing of the 
church through baptism is the work of Christ, not the work of any hu-
man being. It would therefore be wrong to consider baptism as a human 
endeavor to achieve salvation. Instead, it is a divinely appointed means 
through which God bestows His grace on sinners.

e.	 Baptism is connected with the word

The washing of water that Christ performs is “in/with word” (ἐν ῥήματι) 
(v. 26). The “word” here could mean the word of the gospel that calls for 
faith and brings salvation (cf. John 6:63; Acts 11:14; Rom 10:8; Heb 6:5; 
1 Pet 1:25). Baptism goes hand in hand with the preaching of the gospel 
and the acceptance of the word by faith (cf. Mark 16:15, 16; Acts 8:35–37). 
Thus, the word takes a central role in the administration and reception of 
baptism. Those who are baptized ought to receive the word of faith and 
continue to abide in the word. 
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Colossians 2:11–13

11	 and in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision performed without hands, in the 
removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ, 

12	having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised with Him through 
faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. 

13	 And when you were dead in your wrongdoings and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He 
made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our wrongdoings,

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The body of the flesh is put off in baptism

b.	 We are buried and raised with Christ in baptism

c.	 Baptism is the work of Christ

d.	 Baptism is closely connected with faith

2.	 Setting

In his epistle, Paul guards the believers in Colosse against anyone who might 
cheat them “through philosophy and empty deception in accordance with 
human tradition, in accordance with the elementary principles of the world, 
rather than in accordance with Christ.” (Col 2:8). He emphasizes the suprem-
acy of Christ, in whom all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form (Col 
2:9) and “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” 
(Col 2:3). He reminds them that they have been made complete in Christ. 
Having died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, believers are 
no longer bound by the commandments and doctrines of men. The current 
passage describes in more detail how the believer dies with Christ and is 
made complete in Christ, with baptism as the key moment in this process.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 The body of the flesh is put off in baptism

Paul writes that believers have been circumcised in Christ “by the 
circumcision of Christ” (v. 11). Like physical circumcision, this spiritual 
circumcision marks the individual as God’s possession and his entry into 
the community of God’s people. Whereas physical circumcision involves 
the removal of a small piece of flesh, the circumcision of Christ removes 
“the body of the flesh” (v. 11).

When does this circumcision take place? “Having been buried with” is an 
aorist participle that connects the burial in baptism with the circumcision 
of Christ. In other words, a believer is circumcised in Christ when he is 
buried with Him in baptism.

“The body of the flesh” is the “old self ” and the “body of sin” (Rom 
6:6) described in the parallel baptism passage in Romans chapter 6. In 
baptism, our old self is crucified with Christ so that the body of sin might 
be done away with, that we would no longer be slaves of sin. Our sins and 
the sinful person are stripped off when we die together with Christ in 
baptism. This teaching coincides with other passages that speak of the for-
giveness of sins as the effect and purpose of baptism (cf. Acts 2:38; 22:16).

b.	 We are buried and raised with Christ in baptism

As in Romans chapter 6, Paul also uses syn, συν- compound verbs to 
describe our union with Christ through baptism. We are buried with Him 
(syntaphentes, συνταφέντες) in the sense that our sinful body dies and we 
are joined with Christ in the likeness of His death. Just as Christ died to 
sin, we are also dead to sin.

While our old self dies and is buried with Christ, we are also raised with 
Christ (synēgerthēte, συνηγέρθητε). En hō, ἐν ᾧ in verse 12 allows for two 
possible translations. The first option is to translate the statement as “in 
whom you were also raised with him.” “Whom” would be a reference to 
Christ. This translation parallels the structure of a previous statement in 
verse 11, “In Him you were also circumcised….” The second option, which 
is more likely, renders the statement as “in which you were also raised 
with him,” referring to baptism. This is a more natural reading because 
the thought flows from verse 11 to verse 12 and connects the two verses 
together. Furthermore, synēgerthēte, συνηγέρθητε (“raised with him”) is 
a closer parallel with syntaphentes, συνταφέντες (“buried with him”) than 
with perietmēthēte, περιετμήθητε (“circumcised”).
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In baptism, we are buried and raised with Christ. Whereas we were dead 
in our wrongdoings, God has made us alive together with Christ by 
forgiving us all our wrongdoings (v. 13). After our old self is buried with 
Christ in baptism, we become alive to God, free from the dominion of sin 
(Rom 6:11). Thus a real change takes place in us during baptism through 
union with Christ and by the power of God.

c.	 Baptism is the work of Christ

Paul describes removing the body of the flesh as a kind of circumcision. 
But in contrast to physical circumcision, which is performed in the flesh 
by human hands (Eph 2:11), this is an inward, spiritual circumcision 
made without hands. It is a circumcision of Christ. In other words, Christ 
Himself takes away the sins of the believer during baptism. Therefore, this 
passage clearly teaches that Christ’s saving work on the sinner takes place 
in baptism. Furthermore, baptism does not belong to the work of the law, 
which seeks justification before God by man’s good works. Instead, it is 
the acceptance of God’s grace through the work of Christ.

d.	 Baptism is closely connected with faith

In baptism we are raised with Christ through faith in the working of God 
(v. 12). Paul does not hesitate to discuss baptism and faith in the same 
breath because they are not mutually exclusive. In fact, there is an integral 
relationship between baptism and faith. Baptism requires faith in God’s 
saving power—that just as God raised Jesus Christ from the dead, He will 
also raise us up with Christ. Through such faith, the believer is made alive 
together with Christ in baptism. Once again, baptism is associated with 
faith rather than the work of the law.
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Titus 3:4–7

4	 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared, 
5	 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we did in righteousness, but in accordance  

with His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 
6	 whom He richly poured out upon us through Jesus Christ our Savior, 
7	 so that being justified by His grace we would be made heirs according to the hope of  

eternal life.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The washing of regeneration is a reference to baptism

b.	 The washing that takes place in baptism is the means by which God  
saves us

c.	 Baptism is not man’s work of righteousness

2.	 Setting

Paul urges Titus to exhort the believers to conduct themselves in a way that 
accords with godliness. The saving grace believers have received ought to be 
reflected in good works. In this passage, we are reminded of our sinful past 
before we were saved. But by His grace, God has saved us by the washing 
of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit. The reference here to the 
washing we receive in baptism indicates that this sacrament is an integral part 
of God’s saving act. 

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Washing of regeneration

Paul describes here a spiritual washing that results in a new life. When 
does this washing occur? Can we be certain that there is a definite connec-
tion between this washing and the sacrament of baptism?
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Loutron, λουτρόν (“washing”), as used in the New Testament, is for the 
purpose of cleansing. With a few exceptions, the word denotes a spiritual 
cleansing from sin. Believers in Christ have been washed (1 Cor 6:11). 
According to Ephesians 5:26 and Hebrews 10:22, the washing we have 
received involves water. In Acts 22:16, Ananias commanded Saul to be 
baptized and wash away his sins. Therefore, in the biblical perspective, 
God washes away the sins of the believer when he is baptized.

Palingenesia, παλιγγενεσία (“regeneration”), is derived from the words 
palin, πάλιν (“again, anew”) and genesis, γένεσις (“life, existence”). It 
means coming back to life or being born again. This spiritual re-creation 
or rebirth is directly connected with baptism. A new life is possible only 
through the removal of sin, which is the purpose of baptism. As stated in 
Romans 6:3–6 and Colossians 2:11–13, we die together with Christ and are 
buried and raised with Him in baptism. Since the believer experiences this 
process of regeneration in baptism, the “washing of regeneration” must be 
a reference to the spiritual effect of baptism.

In John 3:3-8, our Lord Jesus teaches the necessity of being born from 
above (gennēthē anōthen, γεννηθῇ ἄνωθεν) for entering the kingdom of 
God. This is a spiritual birth that involves washing with water. Thus, the 
washing of regeneration Paul speaks of here is the spiritual birth Jesus 
alludes to in John 3. Through this spiritual birth, God saves us and brings 
us into His kingdom. The connection between Titus 3:5 and John 3:5 con-
firms that the washing of regeneration is a spiritual birth that results from 
the washing of water. In other words, it is in baptism that the believer 
receives the washing of regeneration.

b.	 Baptism and salvation

God saved us through the washing of regeneration and renewing by the 
Holy Spirit. Dia, διὰ (“through”) with the genitive is used in an instru-
mental sense here. It is used the same way in Romans 6:4 to speak of the 
instrumental role of baptism in placing us into Christ’s death, “We have 
been buried with Him through baptism into death.” Here, in Titus, Paul 
states that God saved us by means of washing of regeneration and renew-
ing by the Holy Spirit. Thus, the washing away of sins resulting in a new 
spiritual life is an act of God in saving sinners. Since this washing takes 
place in baptism, as discussed previously, receiving God’s salvation neces-
sarily calls for receiving baptism.

c.	 Baptism and grace

As this passage clearly states, our salvation is solely based on God’s mercy. 
Our works of righteousness play no part in contributing to it. But where 
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should we place the sacrament of baptism? Is it considered a work  
of righteousness?

The Bible never assigns baptism to the category of human good works. In 
baptism, it is God who acts to effect cleansing. He washes away our sins, 
puts off the body of the flesh, buries us together with Christ into death, 
and raises us together with Christ. We are simply recipients of God’s 
salvation when we are baptized. By accepting the washing of regeneration 
in baptism, we are being justified by God’s grace and made heirs according 
to the hope of eternal life (v. 7). Thus, when we receive baptism, it is not 
the merit of man’s work that saves us, but the effective working of God’s 
power according to His mercy.
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Hebrews 6:1–3

1	 Therefore leaving the elementary teaching about the Christ, let us press on to maturity, not 
laying again a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, 

2	 of instruction about washings and laying on of hands, and about the resurrection of the dead 
and eternal judgment. 

3	 And this we will do, if God permits.

1.	 K ey Point

a.	 The term “washings” in this passage is to be distinguished from the sacra-
ment of baptism

2.	 Setting

The author notes in chapter 5 the immaturity of the believers whom he is 
addressing. They are dull of hearing and are unable to learn the deeper teach-
ings. Although they ought to be teachers by now, they need to be taught the 
basics once again. In the present passage, the author urges them to depart 
from the starting point of the Christian faith instead of constantly needing 
instructions on the fundamentals. “Instruction about washings” is listed here 
among the elementary principles concerning which they should not need to 
be taught again.  

3.	 Com m enta ry

The passage does not elaborate on what baptismōn didachēs, βαπτισμῶν 
διδαχῆς (translated “instruction about washings”) constitutes, and we find 
no other references to it in the Scripture to give us insight into its meaning. 
Baptismōn, βαπτισμῶν is the plural form of baptismos, βαπτισμός, a term that is 
rare in the New Testament (Heb 9:10; Mark 7:4; Col 2:12). It is used in Mark 
7:4 for the Jewish ceremonial cleansings of utensils and in Hebrews 9:10 for 
Old Testament purification rites.
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With the exception of Colossians 2:12, the New Testament always uses a dif-
ferent word, baptisma, βάπτισμα (“baptism”), when referring to the baptism 
of John (Matt 3:7; Mark 1:4; 11:30; Luke 7:29; Acts 1:22; 10:37; 13:24; 18:25; 
19:3, 4) and the Christian sacrament of baptism (Rom 6:4; Eph 4:5; 1 Pet 
3:21). It is a specialized word unique to the New Testament, and the Scripture 
reserves the term for this practice.99 Baptisma, βάπτισμα (“baptism”) is always 
used in the singular form, because there is only “one baptism” (Eph 4:5).

If, then, baptismōn didachēs, βαπτισμῶν διδαχῆς (“instruction about wash-
ings”) is not specifically about the Christian baptism, it is probably inclusive 
of different types of immersions or washings. That is, we may understand it as 
the instructions on the distinction between the various washings for purifica-
tion in the Old Testament, the baptism of John, and the Christian sacrament 
of baptism. Such instructions would be particularly necessary for Jewish 
converts to the Christian faith.

99	Oepke, Albrecht. “Βάπτω, Βαπτίζω, Βαπτισμός, Βάπτισμα, Βαπτιστής.” Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel et al., Electronic ed., vol. 1, Eerdmans, 1964–, p. 545.



236 The Doctrine of Baptism

Hebrews 10:19–23

19	Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood 
of Jesus, 

20	by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, through  
His flesh, 

21	 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 
22	let’s approach God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled 

clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 
23	Let’s hold firmly to the confession of our hope without wavering , for He who promised  

is faithful;

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 The expressions “hearts sprinkled clean” and “bodies washed” are an allu-
sion to the cleansing in baptism

b.	 The cleansing in baptism is rooted in the death of Jesus Christ

c.	 We who have been cleansed through baptism are to approach God and 
hold firmly the confession of our hope

2.	 Setting

The sacrifices required by the law and offered continually year after year 
could not purify those who drew near (Heb 10:1). But Jesus Christ came and 
offered His body once for all. By this one sacrifice He has perfected for all 
time those who are sanctified (Heb 10:14). Sacrifices for sin are no longer 
necessary since our sins are forgiven through the blood of Jesus. In the pres-
ent passage, the author speaks of the privilege of believers. With His blood, 
Christ has opened a new and living way by which we are now able to enter 
the holy of holies. Having been thus purified, we are to draw near and hold 
fast the confession of our hope.
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3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Sprinkled and washed

The author describes the purification of the believer as “having our hearts 
sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure 
water” (v. 22). Having been purified, the believer is now able to enter into 
the holy of holies through the veil. This language is drawn from the purifi-
cation rites in the Old Testament.

On the Day of Atonement, the High Priest must wash his body in water 
and put on the holy garments before bringing the blood of the bull of the 
sin offering inside the veil (Lev 16:4). He then sprinkled the blood on and 
before the atoning cover to make atonement for himself and his house 
(Lev 16:14). He likewise atoned for the sins of the assembly of Israel with 
the blood of a goat (Lev 16:15–17).

We also find the washing with water and sprinkling of blood in the Lord’s 
instructions to Moses concerning the priestly ordination of Aaron and  
his sons: 

Then you shall bring Aaron and his sons to the doorway of the tent of meeting and 
wash them with water…And you shall slaughter the ram, and take some of its 
blood and put it on the lobe of Aaron’s right ear and on the lobes of his sons’ right 
ears, and on the thumbs of their right hands, and on the big toes of their right feet, 
and sprinkle the rest of the blood around on the altar. Then you shall take some of 
the blood that is on the altar and some of the anointing oil, and sprinkle it on Aaron 
and on his garments, and on his sons and on his sons’ garments with him; so he and 
his garments shall be consecrated, as well as his sons and his sons’ garments with 
him. (Exod 29:4, 20, 21)

In Hebrews chapter 9, the author cites the ceremonial cleansing of the 
Israelites that involved the sprinkling of blood (Heb 9:19–21; cf. Exod 
24:4–8). After reading the Book of the Covenant, Moses took the blood  
of the offering and sprinkled it on the people, calling it the blood of  
the covenant.

With these Old Testament purification rites as the background, the author 
uses the imagery of the sprinkling of blood and washing with water to 
describe the purification of believers in Christ.

First, our hearts are sprinkled from an evil conscience. The conscience is 
the inner conviction of man that bears witness to his standing before God 
(cf. Rom 2:15; 2 Cor 1:12). The author has written earlier about the ineffec-
tiveness of sacrifices in purifying the conscience: “which is a symbol for 
the present time. Accordingly, both gifts and sacrifices are offered which 
cannot make the worshiper perfect in conscience,” (Heb 9:9).
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For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things to come and not the form 
of those things itself, can never, by the same sacrifices which they offer continually 
every year, make those who approach perfect. Otherwise, would they not have 
ceased to be offered, because the worshipers, having once been cleansed, would no 
longer have had consciousness of sins? (Heb 10:1–2)100

But the blood of Christ cleanses the conscience that has been defiled by 
sin. “How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal 
Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, cleanse your conscience 
from dead works to serve the living God?” (Heb 9:14). This cleansing by 
the blood of Christ is what the author has in mind when he writes “having 
our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience” (v. 22). By the once-
for-all sacrifice of our Lord, our sins are forgiven and our hearts made 
pure. This momentous event takes place in baptism (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Rom 
6:3–11; Col 2:11–14). Thus, Peter explicitly states that the cleansing of the 
conscience is the effect of baptism (1 Pet 3:21).

The passage further describes the purification we have received as “our 
bodies washed with pure water” (v. 22). This description parallels “our 
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience” (v. 22). As we have noted, 
the language here is derived from the washing with water in the Old 
Testament ceremonial purification. The imagery of cleansing the body 
with “pure water” is symbolic of the removal of sins (Ezek 36:25; cf. Num 
5:17 where the expression “pure water” is used in a ceremonial sense). 
The reference here is not to the external characteristics of baptism, for 
baptism is not a washing of the body (1 Pet 3:21). However, it does depict 
the inward washing, which the external characteristic of baptism (immer-
sion in water) symbolizes. In baptism, there is a spiritual washing, i.e., the 
washing away of sins (Acts 22:16). Other New Testament passages also 
speak of this washing (1 Cor 6:11; Eph 5:25, 26).

We can see here that the purification we receive in baptism involves the 
cleansing of both the heart and the body, which together represent the 
entire person—including the inner thoughts and motives, as well as the 
outer conduct and character. Having been cleansed, we are to obey God 
from the heart and offer our bodies to God as instruments of righteous-
ness (Rom 6:12–18). The regeneration of the inner man through baptism 
also marks the beginning of a new way of life.

b.	 Cleansing with blood and water

“And almost all things are cleansed with blood, according to the Law, and 
without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb 9:22). God’s 

100	 The word συνείδησις (“conscience”) is translated as “consciousness.”
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law stipulated cleansing with blood. Therefore, the shedding of blood was 
essential to atonement. But the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away 
sins (Heb 10:4). It served only as a reminder of sin and foreshadowed the 
blood of Christ shed on the cross. It is the blood of Christ, which He shed 
by offering His body as a sacrifice of atonement, that perfects us once for 
all and opens for us the new and living way to God. Therefore, “having 
our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience” (v. 22) alludes to the 
cleansing of the believer with the blood of Christ, which occurs during 
baptism. In baptism, the blood of Christ cleanses us from all sins.

While the expression “our bodies washed with pure water” (v. 22) is not 
to be taken literally, we can still understand it as a description of baptism 
in sacramental terms. This would be similar to Ephesians 5:26, where 
we read that Christ sanctifies and cleanses the church “by the washing 
of water with the word.” Although this is not a description of a physical 
action Christ performs for the church, the deliberate mention of the word 
“water” (with the definite article in Greek, i.e., “the water”) reminds the 
reader of the sacrament of baptism. Otherwise, the word “water” would 
be unnecessary in this context. Thus, the washing of our bodies with pure 
water is to be read in a sacramental sense. If baptism were devoid of any 
spiritual effect, then describing it as the washing of the body with pure 
water would be problematic because physically, immersion in natural 
flowing water can hardly qualify as “washing with pure water.” But, taken 
in a spiritual sense, baptism in water is a washing with pure water because 
as our bodies are physically immersed in water, Christ also washes away 
all our sins and makes us pure spiritually.

c.	 Approach and hold firmly

Based on the fact that our hearts have been sprinkled and our bodies 
washed, the author offers us two exhortations: “let’s approach God with a 
sincere heart in full assurance of faith” (v. 22), and “let’s hold firmly to the 
confession of our hope without wavering” (v. 23).

The word proserchomai, προσέρχομαι (“approach, come to”) is found a 
few times in Hebrews (Heb 4:16; 7:25; 10:1; 11:6; 12:18, 22), describing the 
worshipper drawing near to God’s presence. It means trusting in God’s 
help through His mercy and grace (Heb 4:16) and dedicating ourselves 
to His service (Heb 12:28). Whereas our sins had separated us from God, 
we have now been purified and given access through the veil into God’s 
presence. We also have Christ as our High Priest to intercede for us. With 
a “sincere heart in full assurance of faith” (v. 22) we ought to surrender 
ourselves completely to obey God’s will and trust that He will help us in 
the time of our need.
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As people who have been purified by the blood of Christ, we are also 
called to hold firmly the confession of our hope without wavering. This is 
an exhortation to remain steadfast in our faith in Christ. “The confession 
of our hope” (v. 23) is initially pronounced at baptism, when we call on 
the name of the Lord Jesus (cf. Acts 22:16). This faith, which we had at our 
baptism, must persist through our entire life. No trial or deceptive phi-
losophy should unsettle the confidence we have in Christ. If we hold the 
beginning of our hope to the end, then we are indeed partakers of Christ, 
and we will receive a great reward (Heb 3:6, 14; 10:35–39).
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1 Peter 3:18–22

18	For Christ also suffered for sins once for all time, the just for the unjust, so that He might 
bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; 

19	in which He also went and made proclamation to the spirits in prison, 
20	who once were disobedient when the patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah, 

during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely 
through the water. 

21	 Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you—not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but 
an appeal to God for a good conscience—through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

22	who is at the right hand of God, having gone into heaven, after angels and authorities and 
powers had been subjected to Him.

1.	 K ey points

a.	 Baptism saves

b.	 Baptism results in a good conscience

c.	 The saving effect of baptism is through the resurrection of Christ

2.	 Setting

Peter exhorts the believers to endure when suffering for doing what is right 
(1 Pet 3:17). He cites the prime example—Jesus Christ, who suffered and 
was put to death for righteousness’ sake, but was raised to life and received 
all authority. Sins have pervaded the world as far back as the generation of 
Noah, but God has also given His grace of salvation to man as early as those 
days. The salvation of Noah and his family through water in fact foreshadows 
our salvation through baptism today.

3.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Baptism saves

A literal translation of ὃ καὶ ὑμᾶς ἀντίτυπον νῦν σῴζει βάπτισμα in verse 
21 is awkward because of its difficult syntax. If ὃ (“which”) refers to the 
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immediate antecedent, hydatos, ὕδατος (“water”), then a literal translation 
would be “[water], which also saves you now—the antitypical (corre-
sponding) baptism.”

Compare the following translations for reference:

“Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you” (NASB)

“There is also an antitype which now saves us—baptism.” (NKJV)

“Which also after a true likeness doth now save you, even baptism” 
(ASV)

“And this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also” (NIV)

“Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you” (RSV)

“Also to which an antitype doth now save us—baptism” (YLT)

Regardless of which is the best translation, Peter’s message is clear: 
“Baptism saves you.” There is no indication in this passage that baptism is 
only symbolic of some divine action that precedes baptism. Baptism and 
salvation are inseparable.

Peter discusses the salvation of Noah and his family in a rebellious genera-
tion. He writes that they were saved through water. The instrumental 
function of water in the salvation of the eight souls parallels our salva-
tion through baptism. The water that saved Noah’s family was the type; 
baptism is the antitype. Typos, τύπος is translated “type,” “example,” or 
“model.” Paul uses this word when he refers to the historical events that 
happened to the Israelites, which serve as examples for believers today 
(1 Cor 10:6). He also uses it when speaking about Adam as a type of 
Christ (Rom 5:14). Antitypos, ἀντίτυπος, on the other hand, is the coun-
terpart of typos, τύπος. Hebrews 9:24 speaks of the earthly tabernacle as 
the antitypos, ἀντίτυπος (“counterpart” or “antitype”) of the true heavenly 
original (Heb 9:24; Exod 25:40). In the same way, salvation through 
baptism corresponds to the salvation of Noah’s household through water. 
Just as God saved Noah’s household through water in those days, He saves 
us through baptism today.

b.	 Baptism results in a good conscience

How does baptism save? The passage explains in the parenthetical clause: 
“not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good 
conscience” (v. 21).

Although water is normally used for removing the dirt of the body, the 
effect of baptism does not reside in such an outward form of cleans-
ing. Instead, the cleansing in baptism is inward and spiritual. Eperōtēma, 
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ἐπερώτημα, found only here in the New Testament, has been translated as 
“answer,” “appeal,” or “request.” In the LXX, the word appears in Daniel 
4:17 in the sense of “response,” “decision,” or “verdict.”

Some exegetes argue that this passage rules out the forgiveness of sins 
through baptism. According to Robertson, 

Baptism, Peter explains, does not wash away the filth of the flesh either 
in a literal sense, as a bath for the body, or in a metaphorical sense of 
the filth of the soul. No ceremonies really affect the conscience (Heb. 
9:13f.). Peter here expressly denies baptismal remission of sin. But the 
interrogation of a good conscience toward God (ἀλλα συνειδησεως 
ἀγαθης ἐπερωτημα εἰς θεον [alla suneidēseōs agathēs eperōtēma eis 
theon]). Old word from ἐπερωταω [eperōtaō] (to question as in Mark 
9:32; Matt. 16:1), here only in N.T. In ancient Greek it never means 
answer, but only inquiry. The inscriptions of the age of the Antonines 
use it of the Senate’s approval after inquiry. That may be the sense here, 
that is, avowal of consecration to God after inquiry, having repented 
and turned to God and now making this public proclamation of that 
fact by means of baptism (the symbol of the previous inward change  
of heart).101

According to this interpretation, sarkos, σαρκὸς (“flesh”) could denote 
the physical body in a literal sense or the sinful flesh in a metaphorical 
sense. Baptism removes neither dirt from the body nor sin from our souls. 
Instead, it is a public declaration of the sinner’s pledge toward God, and 
a symbol of a changed heart. The problem with this interpretation is that 
it begs the questions, “How does baptism save, if it is only a symbol of 
the salvation that has already taken place? And when does the ‘previous 
inward change of heart’ take place?” If, as Hebrews states, the purifying 
of the conscience by the blood of Christ is the saving act of God, and if, 
as Peter states in this passage, baptism saves, then we must not assign the 
former to a time prior to baptism.

Whether eperōtēma, ἐπερώτημα means “appeal” or “pledge,” Peter’s basic 
point remains the same: “baptism now saves us.” How it saves us does not 
depend on the appeal or pledge of the sinner toward God, for no work of 
man is able to save us. The key here is that the appeal or pledge is that of 
a “good conscience.” Baptism saves because of the appeal or pledge of a 
good conscience. As we have studied before, the sinner’s conscience is evil 
and defiled (Heb 9:9; 10:2, 22; cf. Titus 1:15). What Robertson has over-
looked is the fact that the “avowal of consecration to God” he speaks of is 

101	 Robertson, A. T. Word Pictures in the New Testament. Broadman Press, 1933, p. 1 Pe 3:21.
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powerless to save if the conscience is still evil and defiled. It is only when 
our hearts are “sprinkled from an evil conscience” that we can approach 
God (Heb 10:22) and respond to God with a good conscience. This is pre-
cisely what God does through baptism—He purifies our conscience with 
the blood of Christ. It is in this sense that baptism saves us.

It would be best to read οὐ σαρκὸς ἀπόθεσις ῥύπου ἀλλὰ συνειδήσεως 
ἀγαθῆς ἐπερώτημα εἰς θεόν (“not the removal of the dirt of the flesh, but 
the answer of a good conscience toward God”) as a contrast between  
the outward cleansing of the physical body and the inward cleansing of 
our conscience. Sarkos, σαρκὸς (“flesh”) denotes the physical body,  
while syneidēseōs, συνειδήσεως (“conscience”) denotes the inner being. 
Baptism saves, not in the cleansing of the body but in the purifying of  
the conscience.

c.	 The saving effect of baptism is through the resurrection of Christ

Baptism saves us “through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who is at the 
right hand of God, having gone into heaven, after angels and authorities 
and powers had been subjected to Him” (vv. 21, 22). Christ’s resurrec-
tion and exaltation to the right hand of God established Him as our Lord 
and Savior (Acts 2:29–36). The risen Christ has received all authority in 
heaven and on earth (Matt 28:18), and upon such authority baptism is 
effective for the forgiveness of sins. Because of His resurrection, we may 
stand justified before God (Rom 4:25). The saving power of God, based 
on the historical event of the resurrection, now saves us through baptism. 
As we are taught in Romans 6:4, 5, 8–10 and Colossians 2:12, we receive 
a new life and are able to live a life of righteousness to God because we 
are raised with Christ in baptism. Our spiritual resurrection in baptism is 
united with the resurrection of Christ.
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1 John 5:5–13

5	 Who is the one who overcomes the world, but the one who believes that Jesus is the Son  
of God? 

6	 This is the One who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the water only, but with 
the water and with the blood. It is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 

7	 For there are three that testify: 
8	 the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. 
9	 If we receive the testimony of people, the testimony of God is greater; for the testimony of 

God is this, that He has testified concerning His Son. 
10	The one who believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself; the one who does not 

believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony that God has 
given concerning His Son. 

11	 And the testimony is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 
12	The one who has the Son has the life; the one who does not have the Son of God does not 

have the life. 
13	 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you 

may know that you have eternal life.

1.	 K ey Points

a.	 Jesus Christ came by water and blood

i.	 Historically, He was baptized in water and shed His blood on the cross

ii.	 Spiritually, He is present in the church through the washing of water 
and cleansing with His blood in baptism

b.	 The Holy Spirit is an ever-present witness, both during the life of Jesus as 
well as in the church today

c.	 The water and the blood in baptism, along with the presence of the Holy 
Spirit, are God’s witness to His Son

2.	 Setting

The epistle discusses extensively the subject of being born of God. Chapter 
5 centers on faith in the Son of God—a condition for being God’s children. 
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The result of such faith is eternal life and victory over the world. The present 
passage speaks of God’s witness to His Son as grounds for our faith in the 
Son. Through the testimony of water, blood, and the Spirit, God bears wit-
ness that eternal life is in Jesus Christ.

3.	 Structur e

Verse 5 states that faith in Jesus Christ is the key to overcoming the world. 
To assure believers that Jesus Christ is indeed trustworthy, the author turns 
their attention to the fact that God bears witness to His Son Jesus Christ. 
He discusses the content of God’s testimony in verses 6 to 9 and the result 
of receiving the testimony in verses 10 to 12. The conclusion in verse 13 puts 
forth the author’s purpose explicitly—to let the readers know that they have 
eternal life through faith in the Son of God.

4.	 Com m enta ry

a.	 Water and blood

To help strengthen our faith in Jesus, the author wants us to ponder who 
He is. He is the one who “came by water and blood” (v. 6). But what does 
this description mean?

i.	 Historical perspective

According to Hebrews 10:5–7, Christ came into the world to do God’s 
will. At both the beginning and the end of Jesus’ ministry, i.e., His 
baptism and death, we see a clear demonstration of His submission to 
God’s will. From His baptism in water to the shedding of His blood on 
the cross, Jesus offered Himself entirely to God’s service.

Mark 1:9 records that Jesus came and was baptized into the Jordan 
by John. Baptism marked the coming of Jesus as He began His public 
ministry. He was baptized as the obedient Son of God and thus identi-
fied Himself with believers who would follow His footsteps. In this 
sense, Jesus came by water.

Jesus came “not with the water only, but with the water and with the 
blood” (v. 6). The Lord Jesus not only submitted to God in baptism at 
the beginning of His ministry, He ultimately fulfilled God’s will and 
offered Himself on the cross as the sacrifice of atonement. With His 
own blood, He is able to cleanse believers from sin. He is indeed the 
Redeemer and Savior. The author’s emphasis on this fact was probably 
to counter heretics who denied Jesus’ divinity (cf. 1 John 4:2, 3). The 
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ministry and personal sacrifice of Jesus fully demonstrated that Jesus 
was the Son of God.

ii.	 Spiritual perspective

The water and the blood not only bore witness in history to Jesus’ di-
vinity, they continue to bear witness for the believers through baptism. 
Note the following textual observations:

1.	 The description “This is he who came by water and blood, Jesus 
Christ” (v. 6) is not restricted to a historical occurrence. Elthōn, 
ἐλθὼν is an aorist participle, which does not indicate time but often 
denotes action prior to the leading verb, whether the action is past, 
present, or future. Thus, οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ ἐλθὼν δι’ ὕδατος καὶ αἵματος 
is literally “This is the one having come through water and blood.” 
The saving acts of Christ are ever present for believers through 
water and blood.

2.	 “Not with the water only, but with the water and the blood” (v. 6) 
has the definite article tō, τῷ, (“the”). Jesus Christ has come not 
with the water only, but with the water and the blood. The first 
readers of this epistle understood what the water and the blood the 
author was alluding to were, and it was not a foreign concept for 
them to understand the expression as a reference to the baptism 
they had received. In the water of baptism, there is also the blood of 
Jesus Christ to cleanse away every sin. In baptism, believers experi-
ence the presence and saving power of the Son of God.

3.	 ὅτι τρεῖς εἰσιν οἱ μαρτυροῦντες, literally “because three are the ones 
testifying” (v. 8), has the progressive verb εἰσιν (“are”), and the pro-
gressive participle, martyrountes, μαρτυροῦντες (“testifying”). The 
testimony for Christ is a present and continuous reality. The water 
and the blood in baptism today continue to testify for Jesus Christ 
just as they once did when Jesus was baptized and crucified.

The mention of water, blood, testimony, and truth presents a striking 
parallel with John 19:34, 35. There, the author testifies to the extraor-
dinary phenomenon in which blood and water came out of Jesus’ 
side, and he stresses that his testimony is true so that the reader may 
believe. In the same manner that Eve was created out of Adam’s side, 
the church is created out of the side of Christ. The blood and water 
that flowed from the side of Jesus on the cross opened the fountain of 
cleansing for the church. Christ sanctifies and cleanses the church with 
the washing of water by the word, and this washing of water is effective 
because of Christ’s blood (Eph 5:25, 26).  
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Some commentators deny any connection between the present pas-
sage with John chapter 19 by noting that the order of “water” and 
“blood” is reversed here. But to a community which had experienced 
baptism firsthand and readily understood “water” as a reference to 
baptism (be it the baptism of Jesus or the baptism administered by the 
church), the phrase “not with the water only, but with the water and 
with the blood” (v. 6)—would simply emphasize that baptism is no 
mere immersion in water, but it is effective for cleansing through the 
blood of Christ. On the other hand, the eyewitness account in John 
chapter 19 naturally mentions blood first because blood was expected, 
whereas the presence of water was a miracle (see commentary on  
John 19:31-37). 

b.	 It is the Spirit who testifies

The Holy Spirit testifies to the fact that Jesus Christ has come by water 
and blood. When the Lord Jesus promised the Holy Spirit, He said, 
“When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, 
namely, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, He will testify 
about Me” ( John 15:26).

i.	 Historically, the Holy Spirit bore witness to the incarnate Christ 
(1 Tim 3:16). He descended upon Jesus like a dove at His baptism as 
a witness that He was the Son of God ( John 1:32–34). It is also the 
eternal Spirit through whom Christ offered Himself to God (Heb 
9:14), and because the Spirit is eternal, He can testify to the timeless 
purifying effect of Christ’s blood. 

ii.	 Today, the Spirit continues to bear witness to Christ’s power to 
wash away sins in the church. The Holy Spirit is the authority upon 
whom the church exercises the forgiveness of sins in baptism ( John 
20:21–23). He is present in the church and in the sacrament of baptism 
the church administers. Thus, everyone who is baptized is baptized by 
one Spirit (1 Cor 12:13). The Spirit testifies that Jesus Christ washes the 
believers with His blood when they are baptized.

iii.	Furthermore, the Holy Spirit dwells in each believer’s heart and bears 
witness inwardly. His anointing gives believers the assurance that they 
are in the Son (1 John 2:26, 27).

Therefore, all in all, we have the joint testimony of the Spirit, the water, 
and the blood. They agree in their testimony that Jesus Christ is the Son 
of God and that in Him we have eternal life.



2491 John 5:5–13   

c.	 God’s testimony

The writer of the Fourth Gospel witnessed that blood and water came out 
of Jesus’ side on the cross, and he testified to what he saw. Based on his 
testimony, we believe that Jesus Christ shed His blood for our sins, and 
His blood cleanses our sins through the washing of water. “If we receive 
the testimony of people, the testimony of God is greater” (v. 9). If the 
testimony of men in general—especially that which the fourth evangelist 
bore—lends credibility, how much more must we believe if we have the 
testimony of God!

God has testified to us through the Spirit, the water, and the blood that 
Jesus is the Son of God. All three witnesses are still present in baptism. 
This fact underscores the truth that baptism is not a human institution. 
By God’s testimony, the redemptive work of Christ in history is realized 
today in each believer when we are baptized into Christ. Believing that 
Jesus Christ is the Son of God encompasses receiving the historical and 
sacramental testimony of God. The result of accepting this divine testi-
mony is eternal life in the Son.
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