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The purpose of this article is to investi-
gate how baptism is related to the experi-
ence of conversion in the New Testament.
As a result I shall not deal with the fol-
lowing important subjects: the meaning
of the term “to baptize” (baptidzein is gen-
erally conceded to mean “to dip or im-
merse”); the origin of Christian baptism
(it is probably not dependent upon Jew-
ish proselyte baptism since there is no
evidence of this practice before A.D. 70
and proselyte baptism was self-adminis-
tered; it is unlikely that it has any direct
relationship to Qumran’s lustrations [1 QS
3:4-9, 6:14-23]; it is probably dependent
upon the baptism of John the Baptist [Jn
3:22, 4:1-3] but the origin of John’s bap-
tism is unknown); the relationship of “lay-
ing on hands” to receiving the Spirit; etc.

In order to facilitate the discussion, I shall
state a general thesis of how baptism in the
New Testament is related to the experience
of conversion. Although this thesis, like any
thesis, cannot be “proven,” I shall seek to
demonstrate that it is able to explain the
majority of the New Testament evidence
quite well. The thesis is as follows:

In the New Testament, conversion in-
volves five integrally related compo-
nents or aspects, all of which took
place at the same time, usually on the
same day. These five components are
repentance, faith, and confession by
the individual, regeneration, or the
giving of the Holy Spirit by God, and
baptism by representatives of the
Christian community.

It should be noted that the individual is

the “doer” of the first three components.
He/she repents, believes, and confesses. In
the other two components, however, the
individual is the recipient and is acted
upon. He/she receives or is given the Spirit
by God and is baptized by the church.

I shall seek to prove this thesis in three
ways. First, I shall demonstrate that the
New Testament presents these five ele-
ments in various combinations as being
intimately interrelated and as occurring
at the same time, so that we should as-
sume that they belong together. Second, I
shall demonstrate that different compo-
nents are singled out as bringing about the
same result. Third, I shall present a hypo-
thetical situation involving a first-century
Christian to see if this thesis makes sense
both with regard to the New Testament
materials and to the experience of the ear-
liest Christians.

New Testament Combinations
of the Components

It seems clear by the varied groupings
of these aspects in the New Testament that
the experience of conversion was under-
stood to involve all five components
which normally occurred at the same
time. As a result, when one or more of
these aspects is missing from a specific
passage or conversion account, we should
presume that although not mentioned,
they are assumed.

Faith and Baptism Associated Together
This combination occurs in several

places. For instance, Galatians 3:26-27
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says, “You are all sons of God through
faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who
were baptized into Christ have clothed
yourselves with Christ.” It should be
noted that Paul uses “faith” and “bap-
tism” interchangeably in this passage. The
Gentile Christians are children of God by
faith, a statement supported by the fact
that they were baptized. This poses no
problem if these two aspects of conversion
occurred at the same time in the experi-
ence of the Galatian Christians, but if they
were separated in time a problem imme-
diately arises. Did the Galatians become
Christians when they believed or when
they were baptized? Paul envisioned no
such problem arising in the thinking of the
Galatians because faith and baptism gen-
erally occurred at the same time. No tem-
poral gap was assumed between these
two components of the conversion expe-
rience. The possibility that one could have
faith but not be baptized was not even
perceived as an option by Paul. In this
passage Paul neither exalts faith at the
expense of baptism nor baptism at the
expense of faith. They are integrally re-
lated, and each assumes the other.

This same pairing of faith and baptism
appears in Colossians 2:11-12: “In him you
were also circumcised, in the putting off
of the sinful nature, not with a circumci-
sion done by the hands of men but with
the circumcision done by Christ, having
been buried with him in baptism and
raised with him through your faith in the
power of God, who raised him from the
dead.” Once again faith and baptism are
integrally related. Faith is involved in the
rite of baptism, for in the experience of
baptism one is raised from the water
“through faith.” Additional examples can
be found in Acts 8:12, 16:31-33, and 18:8,
as well as in Ephesians 5:26 and Acts 8:35-

36, where the washing of baptism is asso-
ciated with hearing the “word.”

Repentance and Baptism
Associated Together

It was a strong tenet of the Qumran
community that the “baptisms” or
lustrations of the community were of no
value apart from repentance (1 QS 2:25ff.).
Similarly, the baptism of John intimately
associated these two components: “And
so John came, baptizing in the desert re-
gion and preaching a baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mk 1:4,
Mt 3:2-6, Lk 3:3, Ac 19:4; cf. Josephus,
Antiquities 18.116-119). This association
continued in the Christian proclamation
as well (cf. Ac 2:38, 11:15-18).

Faith and Regeneration
(i.e., the Receiving of the Holy Spirit)
Associated Together

An example of this combination is
found in Galatians 3:2. Seeking to dem-
onstrate that the Galatians were justified
by faith and needed no “work” of cir-
cumcision, Paul asks them, “I would like
to learn just one thing from you: Did you
receive the Spirit by observing the law,
or by believing what you heard?” The
assumed answer is that the Galatians
received the Spirit, experienced regen-
eration or were “born again,” when they
believed. Since they received the Spirit,
the seal of God’s approval by faith, Paul
demonstrates that God accepted them
apart from circumcision.

In the same chapter Paul points out that
by his death Christ bore the believer’s
curse in order that “the blessing given to
Abraham might come to the Gentiles
through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we
might receive the promise of the Spirit.”
A similar association between faith and
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regeneration is made in Ephesians 1:13.

Baptism and Regeneration
(i.e., the Receiving of the Spirit)
Associated Together

In Titus 3:4, after describing what the
Christian was before placing his or her
faith in Christ, Paul adds in verse 5 an
important (and typically Pauline) “but”
and states that “he saved us, not because
of righteous things we had done, but be-
cause of his mercy. He saved us through
the washing of rebirth and renewal of the
Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us
generously through Jesus Christ our Sav-
ior . . . .” In light of the fact that the read-
ers of Titus had all been baptized and that
such a rite clearly had nuances of wash-
ing (cf. Ac 22:16, 1 Co 6:11, Eph 5:26), the
expression “washing of rebirth” is best
understood as referring to the readers’
experience of conversion when they were
baptized and received the Holy Spirit. It
is also probable that the expressions
“washing of rebirth” and “renewal of the
Holy Spirit” are synonymous expressions
and refer to the same experience because
they are both governed by the single
preposition “through” (dia). As a result it
may be better to translate these expres-
sions as “the washing of rebirth,” i.e., the
renewal of the Holy Spirit.

Additional examples of this combina-
tion include the seven passages in the
New Testament which refer to the “bap-
tism of the Spirit.” These are found in
Matthew 3:11, Mark 1:8, Luke 3:16, John
1:33, Acts 1:5, 11:16, and 1 Corinthians
12:13. The context of the first six references
involves an explicit comparison between
the baptism of John the Baptist and that
of Jesus, the Christ. John’s baptism is de-
scribed as a baptism characterized by re-
pentance. The baptism of the Christ,

however, is distinguished from that of
John. What distinguishes it is not an omis-
sion of repentance, for this is part of Chris-
tian baptism as well (cf. Ac 2:38, 11:18).
Rather, what separates the baptism of
Jesus from that of John is that it involved
the gift of the Spirit. There is no need to
seek to make the term “baptism” mean
two different things in these six passages.
On the contrary, the water baptism of John
associated with repentance is contrasted
with the water baptism of the Christ as-
sociated with the coming of the Spirit.
Baptism and regeneration, which involves
the coming of the Spirit into the life of the
believer, are intimately associated in these
verses. In the experience of the earliest
Christian community this association did
not create any major problem because
these two aspects of the conversion expe-
rience were not separated in time.

As for 1 Corinthians 12:13, there is no
reason to distinguish the baptism of the
Spirit referred to here from the other six
references, especially since the same prepo-
sitional phrase (en heni pneumati [in/by the
one Spirit]) is used as in the other six refer-
ences (en pneumati hagio [in/by the Spirit]).
The only difference is the use of a different
adjective—”one” instead of “holy.”

Romans 6:4 can also be mentioned in
this regard. Here Paul states, “We were
therefore buried with him through bap-
tism into death in order that, just as Christ
was raised from the dead through the
glory of the Father, we too may live (liter-
ally—”walk”) a new life.” Although the
“Spirit” is not explicitly mentioned in this
verse, baptism is associated with dying
with Christ and walking in “new life.” In
Romans 7:6 the expression “new way of
the Spirit” is used, and these are the only
two places in Paul’s writings where this
term “new” or kainotes is used. It seems
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reasonable therefore to conclude that
“new life,” which is associated with bap-
tism, and “new way of the spirit” are es-
sentially synonymous expressions.
Additional examples of the tie between
baptism and regeneration can be found in
Acts 9:17-18, 10:44-48, and John 3:3 and 5.

Although the New Testament indicates
that there is an intimate relationship be-
tween baptism and regeneration, this does
not mean that this relationship is causal
in nature. At Pentecost the Spirit came
upon the early church independently of
baptism (Ac 2:1-4; cf. also Jn 20:19-22),
which was also the case in Samaria (Ac
8:14-17). Cornelius received the Spirit be-
fore baptism. In fact, Cornelius’ baptism
was dependent upon his prior experience
of having received the Holy Spirit (Ac
10:44-48). Paul understood that baptism
did not guarantee salvation (1 Co 10:1-5)
and that the reception of the Spirit came
via faith (Gal 3:2-5). Normally, however,
baptism and regeneration were intimately
associated together because they occurred
together in time.

Faith and Confession Associated Together
This is seen most clearly in Romans 10:9

where Paul states, “If you confess with
your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe
in your heart that God raised him from
the dead, you will be saved.” Here we find
confession and faith intimately associated
together. It is also important to note that
recent study has pointed out that Paul is
probably quoting here a confessional for-
mula associated with baptism.

Baptism and Confession
Associated Together

In Acts 22:16 Ananias tells Saul of Tar-
sus, “And now what are you waiting for?
Get up, be baptized and wash your sins

away, calling on his name.”

Faith and Repentance
Associated Together

In Mark 1:14-15 the evangelist gives an
opening summary of Jesus’ message, “Af-
ter John was put in prison, Jesus went into
Galilee, proclaiming the good news of
God. ‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The
kingdom of God is near. Repent and be-
lieve the good news!’” For Jesus (and
Mark) repentance and faith were inti-
mately connected. In Acts 20:21, Paul
gives his parting words to the Ephesian
elders and reminds them, “I have declared
to both Jews and Greeks that they must
turn to God in repentance and have faith
in our Lord Jesus.”

Repentance, Baptism, and Regeneration
Associated Together

In Acts 2:37-38 Luke states that after
Peter’s Pentecost sermon the people were
“cut to the heart” and asked Peter and the
other apostles, “What shall we do?” To
this Peter replied, “Repent and be bap-
tized every one of you, in the name of
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your
sins. And you will receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit.” Peter (and Luke) teach that
repentance is a needed human response
in the conversion experience, and they
also teach that this would be followed by
baptism by the Christian community and
the divine response of regeneration. The
latter is described here as receiving the gift
of the Holy Spirit.

Another example where these three di-
mensions of the conversion experience are
associated together is Acts 11:1-18. Here
Peter explains to the Jewish Christians in
Jerusalem how he baptized a Gentile by
the name of Cornelius because he received
the Holy Spirit (11:15-17). Upon hearing
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this the Jerusalem church concluded,
“So then, God has granted Gentiles repen-
tance unto life” (11:18). It should be noted
that in 11:17 Cornelius’ experience of
repentance, regeneration, and baptism is
likened to Peter’s audience’s faith and
regeneration experience as well as Peter’s
own (“us, who believed”).

Faith, Baptism, Regeneration, and
Repentance Associated Together

Acts 19 describes Paul’s encounter with
certain “disciples” in the city of Ephesus.
The single clearest question that he could
think of asking in order to determine if
these “disciples” were Christians was,
“Did you receive the Holy Spirit when
you believed?” (19:2) When they re-
sponded negatively by saying that they
had never even heard of the Spirit, he then
asked, “Then what baptism did you re-
ceive?” (19:3) They replied that they ex-
perienced the baptism associated with
John the Baptist. Paul then preached to
them the Christian message (19:4b), and
on hearing this they responded positively,
were baptized “in the name of the Lord
Jesus,” (19:5) and received the Holy Spirit
(19:6). In this passage we should note that
Paul (and Luke) assumed the validity of
the call to repentance proclaimed by John.
Paul expanded their understanding of
what they had been taught by John when
he explained the need for faith in Jesus
and baptized them. (The fact that Paul
baptized these “disciples” makes it evi-
dent that in his mind they were not Chris-
tians.) Thereupon they received the gift
of the Spirit and became regenerate.

In light of the various examples given
above it seems reasonable to conclude that
all five of these components (repentance,
faith, confession, regeneration, and bap-
tism) were understood by the biblical

writers to be involved in the conversion
experience. They are inseparable. At times
one or more of them may be omitted, ac-
cording to the emphasis of the writer, but
even if a component is not mentioned it is
nevertheless implied and assumed.

This can be seen in Acts 2:38. When
Peter responds, “Repent and be baptized,
every one of you, in the name of Jesus for
the forgiveness of sins. And you will re-
ceive the gift of the Holy Spirit,” he does
not mention the need for faith. Yet cer-
tainly it must be assumed that this was
also required for conversion. To deny this
would mean that Peter was saying, “To
be forgiven and receive the gift of the
Spirit you do not need to believe in Jesus
so long as you repent and are baptized!”
By any New Testament standard this is
clearly absurd, for in whose name would
one then be baptized? In the name of
someone that one did not believe in? Simi-
larly, in Romans 10:9 when Paul says, “. . .
if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is
Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, you will be
saved,” he is not saying that confession
and faith unaccompanied by repentance,
baptism, and the regenerating work of the
Spirit will save. These last three, although
not mentioned, are assumed!

Different Components
Produce the Same Results

At various times different components
of the conversion experience are described
as bringing about either salvation or jus-
tification. These components are best
understood as integrally related in the
experience of conversion, and as being
temporally related, i.e., essentially occur-
ring at the same time.
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“Salvation” and the Five Components

Salvation Comes Through Repentance
Second Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not

slow in keeping his promise, as some un-
derstand slowness. He is patient with you,
not wanting anyone to perish, but every-
one to come to repentance.” Whereas a
lack of repentance brings about “perish-
ing,” repentance results in salvation. This
is evident from 3:15 where the Lord’s
patience is associated with salvation. In
2 Corinthians 7:10 Paul similarly states
that “Godly sorrow brings repentance that
leads to salvation . . . .” Other examples
associating repentance and salvation are
Luke 13:3, Acts 3:19, and 11:18.

Salvation Comes Through Faith
This can be seen in the following pas-

sages:

For it is by grace you have been
saved, through faith—and this not
from yourselves, it is the gift of
God—not by works, so that no one
can boast. (Eph 2:8-9)

Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you
will be saved—you and your house-
hold. (Ac 16:31)

For God so loved the world that he
gave his one and only Son, that who-
ever believes in him shall not perish
but have eternal life. For God did not
send his Son into the world to con-
demn the world, but to save the
world through him. (Jn 3:16-17)

Salvation Comes Through Confession
The most famous passage illustrating

this is Romans 10:9, where the promise is
made that a heartfelt faith associated with
the confession of Jesus as Lord will result
in salvation. In verse 13, Paul, quoting Joel
3:5, continues, “Everyone who calls on the
name of the Lord will be saved.”

Salvation Comes Through Regeneration
In Titus 3:5 Paul states that God “saved

us, not because of righteous things we had
done, but because of his mercy. He saved
us through the washing of rebirth and re-
newal by the Holy Spirit . . . .” Regardless
of how one interprets the expression
“washing of rebirth,” it is clear in this
verse that salvation is associated with be-
ing “renewed” or regenerated by the Holy
Spirit. One can also compare here John 3:3
and 5 where entering the “kingdom of
God,” which is a synonym for the salva-
tion or eternal life spoken of in John 3:15ff.,
requires being born again. (Cf. also how
“eternal life” and the “kingdom of God”
are synonyms in Mark 10:17 and 23.)

Salvation Comes Through Baptism
Building upon the preceding analogy,

Peter states in 1 Peter 3:21, “and this wa-
ter symbolizes baptism that now saves
you also—not the removal of dirt from the
body but the pledge of a good conscience
toward God. It saves you by the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ . . . .” This verse, which
is notoriously difficult for non-sacramen-
talists, appears to say that salvation comes
through baptism. If those reading this pas-
sage had experienced a repentance-
faith-confession-regeneration-baptism
conversion and all these dimensions took
place at the same time, this passage is
quite understandable, and the attempted
interpretations which seek to deny the
normal meaning of the term “baptism” are
not necessary.

It should be noted that all five compo-
nents described in my thesis (repentance,
faith, confession, regeneration, baptism)
are mentioned in the New Testament as
bringing about salvation. Rather than ar-
gue that each component is a different
path to salvation and that one could
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choose whichever path one liked best, it
appears simpler and more reasonable to
assume that all five components were
present in the experience of conversion.
At times the situation might call for em-
phasizing one component over another,
but all are related and assumed.

“Justification” and the Various Components

Justification Comes Through Faith
In Romans 3:28 Paul writes, “For we

maintain that a man is justified by faith
apart from observing the law” and in 5:1
he says, “Therefore, since we have been
justified through faith, we have peace with
God through our Lord Jesus Christ  . . .”
Numerous additional examples can be
found in Romans 1-5 and Galatians 2-5.

Justification Comes Through Baptism
After describing the behavior of the un-

believing world, Paul states in 1 Corinthians
6:11, “And that is what some of you were.
But you were washed, you were sanctified,
you were justified in the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”
The reference in this passage to being
“washed” cannot be interpreted as a meta-
phor having nothing to do with baptism,
since the expression “in the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ” is a baptismal formula (cf. Ac
10:48, 1 Co 1:13-15, etc.). We should also note
that the Spirit is mentioned in regard to the
washing which brings about justification. It
is obvious that all sorts of difficulties arise
with this verse if we temporally separate the
experience of baptism from justification.
However, if as our thesis maintains, baptism
was associated in time with repentance-
faith-confession-regeneration, there is no
difficulty in seeing justification intimately
associated with baptism. The past tense
(aorist) of the verbs “washed,” “sanctified,”

and “justified” support the view that these
all refer to the event in the past when the
Corinthians repented-believed-confessed-
became regenerate-were baptized.

There are other examples in which the
same result is said to be brought about by
baptism as well as by faith. Forgiveness
is associated with baptism in Acts 2:38 and
22:16, as well as with faith in Acts 10:4,
26:18, and Romans 4:3-8. Note also that
forgiveness comes through repentance in
Luke 24:47. A believer’s union with Christ
takes place through baptism according to
Romans 6:3 and Galatians 3:27, but in
Galatians 2:20 and Ephesians 3:17 that
union is brought about by faith. Sonship
with God is related to faith in Galatians
3:7 and 26, but with baptism in Galatians
3:27, and in Romans 8:14 sonship results
from having been regenerated by the
Spirit.

A First-Century Understanding
of Baptism

In the mind of a first-century Christian,
these five components were inextricably
linked in conversion, just as they were for
the New Testament writers. There was no
separation or exclusion of any of the ele-
ments. Allow me to demonstrate this
mindset in the following hypothetical in-
terview with Isaac of Antioch, a first-cen-
tury believer.

 Monday, April 5, A.D. 49
Interviewer: “Isaac, do you remember

the day when you were converted?”
Isaac: “Oh, yes, I remember clearly that

Barnabas preached that I was a sinner. Yet
because of Jesus Christ, if I would turn
from my sin, God would forgive me. So,
on August 15, A.D. 44, I repented of my sin
and became a Christian.
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Tuesday, April 6, A.D. 49
Interviewer: “Isaac, do you remember

the day when you were converted?”
Isaac: “Oh, yes, I remember clearly that

Barnabas preached that God had fulfilled
the promises that he made to our fathers and
sent his Messiah, Jesus Christ. So on August
15, A.D. 44, I confessed Jesus as the Messiah
and Lord and became a Christian.”

Wednesday, April 7, A.D. 49
Interviewer: “Isaac, do you remember

the day when you were converted?”
Isaac: “Oh, yes, I remember clearly that

Barnabas preached that I could not be saved
by my own efforts, for all my works were
as filthy rags. He said that I need to trust in
the grace of God and simply believe the
gospel because God had made salvation in
Christ possible for me. So, on August 15,
A.D. 44, I trusted by faith in the grace of God
and became a Christian.”

Thursday, April 8, A.D. 49
Interviewer: “Isaac, do you remember

the day when you were converted?”
Isaac: “Oh, yes, I remember clearly that

Barnabas preached that I needed to be
born again and that I should not marvel I
needed to be made new by the Holy Spirit.
So, on August 15, A.D., 44, I was born again
through the Spirit of God and became a
Christian.”

Friday, April 9, A.D. 49
Interviewer: “Isaac, do you remember

the day when you were converted?”
Isaac: “Oh, yes, I remember clearly that

Barnabas preached that I needed to die,
be buried with Christ, and be raised in
newness of life. So, on August 15, A.D. 44,
I was baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus
Christ and became a Christian.”

Interviewer: “Now Isaac, come on. You

have told us five different stories. Which
is the true one? When were you truly con-
verted? When and how did you really be-
come a Christian? Was it when you
repented? When you believed? When you
confessed Christ? When you were born
again? Or was it when you were baptized?”

How would Isaac respond to these
questions? I believe that he would re-
spond essentially as follows: “All these
were involved and associated with my
becoming a Christian. When Barnabas
preached to me, he not only spoke of my
being a sinner and needing to repent, but
he also talked about my need to put my
faith in Jesus Christ, confess him as Lord
and Christ, be born of the Spirit, and be
baptized. All these took place on August
15, A.D. 44. All five were involved in my
conversion!”

Perhaps an analogy may prove useful.
If I were asked when I was married, I could
respond, “When I said ‘I do’” or “When I
put a ring on her finger and she put one on
mine” or “When the pastor pronounced us
‘man and wife’” or “When the witnesses
and pastor signed the marriage certificate”
or “When we sexually consummated our
marriage.” If asked as to exactly which one
of these caused me to become married, I
would reply, “You cannot separate them.
They were all part of my becoming mar-
ried. When I mentioned any one of these, I
assumed the others!”

Implications for Today
Let me remind you of the thesis of this

article:

In the New Testament, conversion
involves five integrally related
components or aspects, all of
which took place at the same time,
usually on the same day. These
five components are repentance,
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faith, and confession by the indi-
vidual, regeneration, or the giving
of the Holy Spirit by God, and
baptism by representatives of the
Christian community.

First of all, I sought to support this the-
sis by showing how the New Testament
associates these components in various
combinations and that in so doing it un-
derstands them to be part of a single pack-
age. Conversion to Christianity involved
accepting and experiencing this whole
package, not just elements of it. Next I
sought to demonstrate this thesis by
showing how different components are
said to bring about the same results. Be-
cause the New Testament presents all five
of these components as integrally related,
it can state that any one of them results in
salvation. It can say that faith, repentance,
confessing Christ, being born again, or
baptism results in justification. Finally, I
sought by means of a hypothetical
example to show how the thesis explains
well the conversion experience of
first-century Christians.

If the thesis given in this article is valid
and explains the biblical data better than
any other, there are several implications
that may be relevant for the present-day.
One of these involves the corporate na-
ture of conversion in the New Testament.

Baptism and Church Membership
Earlier I alluded to the fact that in con-

version three parties are involved. The
human participant responds by repenting
of sin, believing in the gospel, and con-
fessing Christ as Lord. God participates
in the conversion experience by bringing
about the individual’s rebirth, i.e., his or
her regeneration through the Holy Spirit.
The church participates in this experience
by baptizing the individual.

The fact that the Christian community
is involved in the experience of conver-
sion guards against the privatization of
the conversion experience. In baptism one
is “baptized . . . into one body!” One is
baptized by the church and to the church.
Thus baptism is more an initiation into the
believing community than an act of wit-
ness to the world. This is supported by
the fact that it could be performed late at
night (Ac 16:33) or when no one else was
present (Ac 8:26-40).

There is an ecclesiastical dimension in
the New Testament conversion experi-
ence. Thus, in the New Testament at least,
the question of whether church member-
ship requires baptism or whether baptism
must involve church membership is moot.
Becoming a Christian in the New Testa-
ment allowed no other possibility. One
could not experience conversion apart
from becoming part of the visible church
community. When one became a Christian
they “belong[ed] to the family of believ-
ers” (Gal 6:10). In the New Testament this
means “membership” in the visible
church, not just the invisible one.

Is Baptism Necessary for Salvation?
Was baptism necessary for salvation in

the New Testament? Is baptism necessary
for salvation today? These two questions
must be answered separately. In the New
Testament a person was not baptized for
one of two reasons. Either they did not
want to repent-believe-confess Christ and
thus did not want to become a Christian
or they did repent-believe-confess Christ
but were physically unable to be baptized.
The most famous example of the latter is
the thief on the cross (Lk 23:39-43). If the
Philippian jailer had died of a heart attack
before reaching the waters of baptism on
that eventful night, he would have been a
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second example. If one has faith but no
access to baptism, one has Christ! On the
other hand, if one has baptism but has no
faith, one has nothing (1 Co 10:1-5)!

Yet to establish an understanding of
the normal conversion pattern based on
extremely rare or unusual experiences is
to emphasize the abnormal. In general a
person could not be converted to Chris-
tianity in the New Testament apart from
baptism. When individuals in the first
century heard “Repent and be baptized”
or “Believe in the Lord Jesus and be bap-
tized,” none of them thought, “Can I do
the first but not the second?” No one
came to the conversion experience with
questions as to whether baptism was nec-
essary for becoming a Christian because
the apostolic preaching stated that they
must be baptized. Thus the rejection of
baptism was a rejection of the divine pro-
gram for conversion! To reject baptism
was to reject the gospel message
preached by Peter, Paul, and the other
apostles who spoke of the need of bap-
tism. Divine provision was made for
those who, like the thief on the cross,
could not be baptized, but to refuse the
community’s baptism was the same as a
rejection of the Christ whom the commu-
nity preached. It involved a clear unwill-
ingness to obey the gospel preached by
the apostles. For the New Testament
church the statement “Unless you are
baptized, you cannot be saved” was sim-
ply another way of saying, “Unless you
believe, you cannot be saved.”

On the other hand, the situation today
is different. As in the first century, God
makes provisions for those who turn to
him in faith but cannot be physically bap-
tized. Thus salvation is possible for the
individual locked in his Gulag cell who
turns in faith to Jesus Christ. Salvation is

possible for the individual isolated in the
desert or wilderness who believes in
Christ, even though no individual or wa-
ter is present to perform a baptism.

A significant problem arises in our day
and age, however, because sincere people
possess different understandings (or per-
haps misunderstandings) of the New Tes-
tament teaching on baptism. For them the
refusal to be baptized in response to a
repentance-faith-confession-regeneration
experience may stem from confusion con-
cerning what God requires in this area.
The person who was led to Christ by Paul
or Peter in the first century did not have
any such confusion. The apostles did not
present “various views” on baptism, nor
had their converts been raised in Chris-
tian traditions that had different views on
this subject. To refuse baptism in the first
century was to refuse consciously and
willingly what God said should and
needed to be done. Such rebellion was
damnable. Today a person may refuse
baptism out of confusion, ignorance, or
uncertainty, but in the first century such
confusion and ignorance did not exist.
Decisions concerning baptism today are
often made not on the basis of obedience
or disobedience but on the basis or misin-
formation or confusion. Lacking the con-
text of the apostolic preaching and
teaching, one’s understanding of the bib-
lical data may be “a poor reflection as in a
mirror” (1 Co 13:12). Such confusion is
clearly not damnable. One is saved not by
perfect knowledge but by faith! This un-
derstanding seems to lie behind the later
scribal addition found in Mark 16:16
which states, “Whoever believes and is
baptized will be saved, but whoever does
not believe will be condemned.”
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Consequences of Separating the
Five Components of Conversion

The cardinal problem with most views
on baptism today is that the five compo-
nents integrally associated with conver-
sion in the New Testament are now
separated in time. Roman Catholic theol-
ogy, for instance, recognizes that regen-
eration and baptism belong together. It
teaches that baptism brings about regen-
eration as well as the forgiveness of sins,
especially of “original” sin. In so doing,
however, it divorces baptism and regen-
eration from the human components of
the conversion experience—repentance,
faith, and confession. Thus it seriously
deviates from the New Testament pattern.

Lutheran theology also recognizes that
baptism and regeneration belong together.
Like Roman Catholic theology it believes
in baptismal regeneration. It also, how-
ever, recognizes that in the New Testa-
ment faith cannot be divorced from either.
As a result, because of its support of in-
fant baptism, it argues that God super-
naturally gives the gift of faith (fides
infantilis) to the infant being baptized. The
Lutheran view has the problem of seek-
ing to find exegetical justification in the
New Testament for attributing saving
faith to nursing infants. Even apart from
this, however, it still deviates from the
New Testament understanding because it
divorces repentance and confession from
the other components of conversion.

Reformed theology deviates even more
significantly from the New Testament pat-
tern in that it separates baptism from all
the other components of conversion. Based
on the doctrines of predestination and di-
vine election, baptism is seen as a “seal” of
the covenant of grace and identifies the
recipients of infant baptism as members of
the body of Christ. The baptism of infants

is done with the view toward and hope of
future repentance-faith-confession. Infant
baptism, however, cannot guarantee that
repentance-faith-confession-regeneration
will follow, and in the majority of instances
where infants are baptized it is evident that
it does not. Yet even if the practice of in-
fant baptism could guarantee that the
other components of the conversion expe-
rience would follow, and it clearly cannot,
the Reformed understanding of baptism
would still err in separating what in the
New Testament presents as a unit.

Baptist theology also deviates from the
New Testament pattern. Although repen-
tance, faith, confession, and regeneration
are associated with baptism, baptism is
separated in time from these four com-
ponents. Thus baptism is an act which
witnesses to a prior experience of repen-
tance, faith, confession, and regeneration.
As a result such passages as Romans 6:4,
1 Peter 3:21, Titus 3:5, John 3:3ff., and oth-
ers, which associate baptism with the ex-
perience of conversion, are embarrassing
to many Baptists and often receive a
strained exegesis at their hands.

A Concluding Allegory
For many centuries there lived in the

distant land of Allegoria the “Ringist”
society. This society obtained its name
because of an ancient custom which
dominated its culture for many centuries.
Among the “Ringists” there was an an-
cient law, “The Law of the Ring,” which
decreed that no one could wear a ring on
his or her finger unless that person was
married. It also decreed that one must
wear such a ring if married and that it
must be placed on the left hand during
the marriage rite. There were different
variations of the marriage rite but every
one of them involved the placing of a ring
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on the left hand of the man and woman
being married. This custom existed for
many centuries and was so influential that
becoming married was often referred to
as “putting on the ring.”

After a time the legality of “The Law of
the Ring” was challenged, and as a result
the national court of Allegoria declared this
Law invalid. The wearing of a ring could
no longer be limited to those who were
married. Consequently there arose in the
“Ringist” society an immediate economic
boom among ringmakers, and soon vari-
ous practices arose. A group arose who
called themselves the “Pre-Ringists.” They
placed rings on their children at a very
early age. When asked why they did so,
they responded that they did so in the hope
that one day their children would become
married and this would encourage the
child’s future nuptials. There also arose a
“Post-Ringists” group who did not wear
rings until at least two years after marriage.
They argued that a marriage should first
be proven as successful and stable before
they dared to wear rings and present them-
selves as examples of what marriage is to
be like. Needless to say, they would never
dream of putting a ring on the hands of
their children. Of course, there were
“Traditional-Ringists” who sought to
maintain the old Ringist cultural practice,
but this group became divided over
whether the ring should be worn on the
second or third finger of the left hand. One
of these groups experienced an additional
split centered around whether the ring
could be made of material other than gold.
Both of these splits further weakened the
traditional viewpoint.

As time progressed the “Traditional-
Ringists” died out, and there arose consider-
able debate between the “Pre-” and
“Post-Ringists” as to which of their practices

was superior. Psychological studies were
made as to the influence of ring-wearing on
children. Sociological analyses were con-
ducted as to the value of ring-wearing for chil-
dren raised in the “Pre-Ringest” and
“Post-Ringest” denominations.

An ancient manuscript was one day
discovered stemming from the earliest
“Ringest” society. This manuscript was
many centuries older than any “Ringist”
manuscript in existence. As scholars be-
gan to study it, they came across an ex-
pression that caused great confusion. That
expression was “putting on the ring.” At
the present time there is animated debate
among the “Pre-” and “Post-Ringists” as
to what this expression means.
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BAPTISM	

Baptism	is	best	understood	as	an	act	of	God	that	brings	us	into	communion	with	Him.		Many	
people	emphasize	the	role	of	man	in	baptism	so	much	they	forget	God’s	role.		Baptism	is	an	
event	that	brings	us	into	communion	with	God.			

One	cannot	overemphasize	the	Trinitarian	formula	of	baptism.		We	are	baptized	into	the	name	
of	the	Father,	Son,	and	Spirit.			

We	are	invited	into	the	Divine	family	and	to	share	in	the	love	of	the	Triune	God	that	was	there	
for	all	eternity.			

To	invoke	the	name	of	God	was	not	something	to	take	lightly	in	the	OT	and	it	is	something	that	
we	take	for	granted.		To	be	baptized	into	the	revealed	name	of	God	(remember	in	the	OT	they	
did	not	know	God’s	name	nor	did	they	even	think	about	uttering	that	name)	is	a	serious	action	
that	has	eternal	consequences.	

I	propose	to	best	understand	baptism	we	need	to	look	at	the	two	analogies	made	to	baptism	
and	OT	salvation	history	events	and	those	events	are	the	Flood	and	the	Exodus.			

Peter	uses	an	analogy	of	the	flood	to	describe	baptism	in	1	Peter	3	

The	Flood	

1	Peter	3:	18-21	

18	For	Christ	also	died	for	sins	once	for	all,	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	also	He	
went	and	made	proclamation	to	the	spirits	now	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,	(NASB)	

God	used	the	waters	of	the	flood	to	wash	away	the	sin	that	was	on	the	earth.		In	this	image	of	
the	flood	Peter	draws	out	an	analogy	with	the	waters	of	baptism.		Baptism	puts	the	old	man	to	
death.		Just	as	the	waters	separated	sinful	humanity	from	Noah	and	his	family,	the	waters	of	
baptism	bury	the	old	person	that	we	once	were.	

Paul	tells	us	in	Romans	6:4	that	we	have	been	buried	with	Christ	in	baptism.		Just	as	Christ’s	
body	was	buried,	we	bury	our	sinful	flesh	in	water	to	be	raised	anew.			
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Peter	tells	us	that	BAPTISM	NOW	SAVES	YOU.		Jesus	states	in	Mark	16:16	that	one	who	believes	
and	is	baptized	will	be	saved.	This	is	scandalous	to	some	but	it	is	a	fact	that	over	the	history	of	
the	Church	baptism’s	link	to	salvation	was	never	questioned	until	the	Reformer	Zwingli	in	the	
1500’s1.		The	Church	has	always	understood	that	baptism	is	linked	to	our	salvation.		Baptism	is	
necessary	not	because	of	the	special	quality	of	the	water	or	some	type	of	magic	but	it	is	
because	of	the	work	of	Christ.		Christ	died,	was	buried,	and	was	raised.		In	baptism	we	are	
linked	to	that	work	of	Christ.		In	baptism	we	reenact	the	gospel	by	dying	to	our	old	self	(I	am	
crucified	with	Christ),	being	buried,	and	raised	from	the	water.			

There	is	another	important	point	that	Peter	points	out	in	this	passage	that	is	often	overlooked.		
The	Greek	word	for	APPEAL	in	verse	21	is	closely	related	to	the	idea	of	a	request	or	a	prayer.		
What	Peter	is	telling	us	is	that	in	our	water	baptism	we	are	appealing	to	God	because	of	God’s	
promises.		Because	of	the	work	of	Christ,	we	appeal	to	God	in	our	baptism	that	we	want	to	be	
saved.		We	want	to	totally	rely	on	Jesus.			

Many	people	claim	that	it	is	in	a	sinner’s	prayer	that	one	makes	an	appeal	to	God	for	salvation	
but	the	Bible	teaches	that	the	appeal	is	made	in	baptism.		Baptism	is	the	Biblical	Sinner’s	
prayer.		Compare	this	with	Paul’s	baptism	in	Acts	22	and	you	will	see	a	match	in	terminology.	

Ananias	makes	the	appeal	to	Paul	in	Acts	22:16	

16	'Now	why	do	you	delay	?	Get	up	and	be	baptized,	and	wash	away	your	sins,	calling	on	His	
name. 

According	to	Ananias,	one	calls	on	the	name	of	the	Lord	in	their	baptism.		This	matches	up	with	
what	Peter	says	in	that	baptism	is	an	appeal	to	God	for	a	good	conscious.			

This	brings	out	another	point	and	that	is	baptism	affects	inner	change.		Baptism	is	not	just	an	
external	event	that	gets	one	wet	but	it	brings	about	an	inner	change	as	one	is	baptized	‘Into	
Christ’	and	‘raised	up	with	Christ’	(Col	2).			

																																																													
1	Observing	what	Jesus,	Peter,	and	Paul	seem	to	explicitly	communicate	on	baptism,	it’s	no	wonder	the	substantial	
majority	of	Christians	today,	and	the	near	unanimous	voice	of	the	initial	1500	years	after	Christ,	including	Luther	
and	Calvin,	believe	that	baptism	is	more	than	merely	a	symbol.	As	for	those	Zwinglian-esque	and	anabaptist	rooted	
Christians	who	grew	up	in	the	doctrinal	lineage	of	mere	symbolism,	examining	our	16th	century	tradition	more	
closely	may	be	in	order.	
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The	Exodus	

1	Corinthians	10:1-3	

1	For	I	do	not	want	you	to	be	unaware,	brethren,	that	our	fathers	were	all	under	the	cloud	and	
all	passed	through	the	sea	;	2	and	all	were	baptized	into	Moses	in	the	cloud	and	in	the	sea	;	3	
and	all	ate	the	same	spiritual	food	

Paul	in	this	passage	is	likening	our	Christian	baptism	to	that	of	the	Israelite	crossing	the	Red	
Sea.		This	event	would	mark	their	leaving	of	slavery	to	find	freedom	by	following	Moses.		It	was	
a	water-shed	moment	in	which	they	cast	their	lot	with	Moses.	

The	same	is	true	for	our	baptism.		We	leave	the	slavery	of	sin	to	become	free	in	Christ.		Paul	is	
making	this	same	argument	in	Romans	6.		Romans	6	is	about	baptism	being	the	event	that	frees	
us	from	the	slavery	of	Sin.	(Romans	6,7,	and	8	are	set	up	to	mimic	the	Exodus	story	–	Romans	6-	
is	about	the	Red	Sea,	Romans	7	is	about	the	Law,	and	Romans	8	is	about	the	inheritance)	

When	we	go	into	the	waters	of	baptism	we	are	telling	the	world	that	we	are	with	Christ	and	He	
is	the	New-Moses	that	will	liberate	us	from	slavery	(one	of	the	major	themes	of	Matthew’s	
Gospel	is	that	Jesus	is	the	New	Moses).			

It	is	interesting	that	we	see	the	Israelites	cross	the	Red	Sea	and	40	days	later	they	are	making	
their	way	to	Sinai	for	the	great	Qahal	and	receiving	of	the	Law.		In	Acts	we	see	the	Church	begin	
with	baptism	and	then	they	are	assembled	as	the	ekklesia.			

Baptism	as	a	unifying	event	

Galatians	3:	26-29	

26	For	you	are	all	sons	of	God	through	faith	in	Christ	Jesus.	27	For	all	of	you	who	were	baptized	
into	Christ	have	clothed	yourselves	with	Christ.	28	There	is	neither	Jew	nor	Greek,	there	is	
neither	slave	nor	free	man,	there	is	neither	male	nor	female	;	for	you	are	all	one	in	Christ	Jesus.	
29	And	if	you	belong	to	Christ,	then	you	are	Abraham's	descendants,	heirs	according	to	
promise.	(NASB)	

Paul	informs	us	that	it	is	in	baptism	that	we	are	placed	into	Christ	(clothed	with	Christ)	and	
when	this	happens	we	witness	a	new	humanity.		The	old	human	distinctions	are	done	away	
with	and	we	are	unified.		We	realize	what	we	were	meant	to	be	because	we	are	in	God’s	family	
again.	
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Not	only	has	god	Created	us	but	He	has	begotten	us	as	His	children.		Created	and	begotten	are	
two	different	ideas	all	together.		We	must	keep	in	mind	that	we	are	not	just	created	but	we	
have	been	adopted	into	God’s	family.			

When	we	are	in	Christ	everything	changes	and	our	identity	is	different.		We	are	now	heirs	of	the	
promises	made	to	Abraham.		We	are	more	the	children	of	Abraham	than	an	ethnic	Jew	that	
does	not	believe	in	Christ.			

1	Corinthians	12:	13	

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.	

Paul	adds	a	dimension	to	this	verse	by	telling	us	that	it	is	by	the	Spirit	that	we	are	baptized	and	
the	same	theme	of	the	unity	of	humanity	is	brought	out	again.		This	connection	of	the	Spirit	and	
baptism	reminds	one	of	the	baptism	of	Christ	and	the	descending	of	the	Spirit	on	Christ.		The	
Spirit	has	always	had	a	close	connection	with	baptism.	

The	Holy	Spirit	and	Water	are	Linked	with	the	Concept	of	New	Creation		

In	John	3:5	we	learn	that	one	must	be	born	of	water	and	spirit	to	be	born	of	above	and	in	Acts	
2:38	baptism	is	linked	with	the	gift	of	the	Holy	Spirit.			

John	3:5,	“Jesus	answered,	“Truly,	truly,	I	say	to	you,	unless	one	is	born	of	water	and	the	Spirit	
he	cannot	enter	into	the	kingdom	of	God.”	

Acts	2:38,	“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.”	

This	connection	goes	back	to	the	creation	account.	In	Genesis	1:2	we	witness	the	Holy	Spirit	
hovering	over	the	waters	of	the	primordial	world	bringing	order	from	chaos.		

Genesis	1:2,	“The	earth	was	formless	and	void,	and	darkness	was	over	the	surface	of	the	deep,	
and	the	Spirit	of	God	was	moving	over	the	surface	of	the	waters.”	

It	is	interesting	to	note	that	the	Jewish	interpreters	of	the	his	passage	liken	the	Holy	Spirit	to	
hover	like	a	dove	over	the	watery	chaos	in	the	beginning.	This	concept	should	make	you	think	
of	the	baptism	of	Jesus.	

Matthew	3:16,	“After	being	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	lighting	on	
Him,”	
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Just	as	the	Spirit	of	God	hovered	over	the	waters	of	creation	and	brought	about	the	new	
creation,	the	Holy	Spirit	now	comes	in	our	baptism	and	renews	us.		

One	of	the	most	fascinating	passages	that	connects	the	Holy	Spirit	to	baptism	is	Titus	3:5.		

Titus	3:5,	“He	saved	us,	not	on	the	basis	of	deeds	which	we	have	done	in	righteousness,	but	
according	to	His	mercy,	by	the	washing	of	regeneration	and	renewing	by	the	Holy	Spirit,”	

The	word	used	for	‘washing’	in	this	passage	is	the	Greek	word	loutron.	Loutron	is	a	very	‘wet’	
word	that	included	the	concept	of	baptism.	This	word	was	used	to	describe	the	‘baptism’	that	
one	had	to	undergo	to	enter	the	Temple	or	the	Tabernacle.	Once	again	we	see	the	Bible	
connected	the	Spirit	to	water.		

The	image	that	we	can	see	in	this	is	that	when	we	are	baptized	the	Holy	Spirit	comes	into	us	
and	renews	us	and	makes	us	a	new	creation.	We	come	to	the	waters	of	baptism	in	faith	and	
God	is	faithful	to	His	promise.	The	efficacy	of	baptism	is	not	in	us	or	the	baptizer	but	in	God.		

Raised	up	with	Christ	

Colossians 2: 11-12 

11	and	in	Him	you	were	also	circumcised	with	a	circumcision	made	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	up	with	Him	through	faith	in	the	working	of	God,	who	
raised	Him	from	the	dead	

Paul	gives	us	the	image	of	coming	up	out	of	the	water	and	being	raised	up	with	Christ.		Paul	
connects	baptism	and	being	raised	up	with	Christ.		There	is	a	forward-looking	component	to	
baptism.		Not	only	does	baptism	look	at	the	past	work	of	Christ	on	the	cross	but	also	looks	
forward	to	our	resurrection	that	will	occur.		We	can	look	to	Christ’s	resurrection	as	the	first	
fruits	of	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	as	a	guarantee	of	our	future.	

This	is	the	event	that	Paul	is	talking	about	in	Ephesians	2	

Ephesians	2:	4-6	

4	But	God,	being	rich	in	mercy,	because	of	His	great	love	with	which	He	loved	us,	5	even	when	
we	were	dead	in	our	transgressions,	made	us	alive	together	with	Christ	(by	grace	you	have	been	
saved	),	6	and	raised	us	up	with	Him,	and	seated	us	with	Him	in	the	heavenly	places	in	Christ	
Jesus,	

This	is	past	tense	that	Paul	uses	in	referring	to	us	being	‘raised	up	with	Him’.		We	are	in	some	
way	already	reigning	with	Christ	even	though	it	doesn’t	seem	like	it.		We	are	living	in	the	
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‘already	but	not	yet’	of	this	world.		We	are	living	between	the	resurrection	of	Christ	and	the	
general	resurrection	that	is	to	come.			

Forgiveness	of	Sins		

Of	all	the	images	of	baptism	in	Scripture	the	simplest	to	understand	is	the	concept	of	
‘forgiveness	of	sins.’	Baptism	is	so	closely	connected	to	the	forgiveness	of	sins	it	would	be	
reckless	to	not	consider	the	link.	After	Peter	preaches	to	the	crowd	at	Pentecost	they	are	
convicted	of	their	sin	and	ask	Peter	this	question,	““Brethren,	what	shall	we	do?”	

The	answer	Peter	would	give	is	very	important.	Consider	this	–	when	Peter	preached	this	is	the	
first	gospel	proclamation	after	the	resurrection	and	ascension	of	Jesus.	The	answer	that	Peter	
gives	will	be	normative	for	all	people	that	are	convicted	of	sin	and	wanting	to	respond	to	the	
gospel.	Acts	2:38	gives	his	response,	“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.”	Peter	makes	it	clear	that	one	must	repent	(faith	must	preclude	repentance)	and	be	
baptized	to	receive	forgiveness	of	sins.		

That	day	3000	people	are	baptized	into	Christ.	Two	questions	come	to	mind	and	they	are:	

1)	If	baptism	was	not	necessary	for	the	forgiveness	of	sins	why	would	Peter	confuse	so	many	
people	at	a	pivotal	moment	in	church	history?	

2)	If	baptism	was	not	necessary	why	would	they	take	the	trouble	to	baptize	3000	people?		

Another	place	in	Scripture	where	we	find	the	link	between	baptism	and	sin	is	in	the	conversion	
story	of	Paul.	In	Acts	22	Paul	is	recounting	his	conversion	to	Christ.	Earlier	in	Acts	22	Paul	relates	
to	how	he	saw	the	risen	Lord.	He	realizes	that	the	person	that	appears	to	him	is	Jesus	of	
Nazareth.	Paul	calls	him	Lord.	Notice	what	Ananias	tells	Paul	in	Acts	22:16,	“Now	why	do	you	
delay?	Get	up	and	be	baptized,	and	wash	away	your	sins,	calling	on	His	name.”	If	all	that	Paul	
needed	was	to	acknowledge	that	Jesus	is	Lord	then	he	would	have	already	received	the	
washing	away	of	his	sins.	Ananias	makes	it	clear	the	reason	Paul	needed	to	be	baptized.	He	
needed	his	sins	washed	away.	Why	would	Ananias	seem	to	purposely	confuse	Paul	about	the	
nature	and	purpose	of	baptism	at	this	moment?	If	baptism	were	a	mere	symbol	that	should	be	
administered	after	the	forgiveness	of	sins,	it	seems	like	the	apostles	and	early	preachers	of	the	
church	spoke	in	oblique	ways	or	purposely	mislead	people	about	baptism.		
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Early	Christian	Witnesses	on	Baptism	

One	interesting	thing	to	note	is	that	in	the	earliest	days	of	the	church	baptism	was	understood	
to	be	necessary	for	one	to	be	saved.	The	following	comes	from	Bryan	Cross’s	research	on	the	
earliest	Patristic	witnesses	on	baptism2:	

In	AD	107,	St.	Ignatius,	bishop	of	Antioch,	wrote	a	letter	to	the	Church	at	Ephesus,	while	being	
escorted	by	Roman	soldiers	to	Rome	to	be	martyred.	In	that	letter	he	writes:	

For	our	God,	Jesus	Christ,	was,	according	to	the	appointment	of	God,	conceived	in	

the	womb	by	Mary,	of	the	seed	of	David,	but	by	the	Holy	Ghost.	He	was	born	and	

baptized,	that	by	His	passion	He	might	purify	the	water.	(Epistle	to	the	Ephesians,	

18)	

This	notion	that	Christ	purified	the	waters	is	found	in	other	Church	Fathers	as	well,	but	this	is	
the	earliest	record	we	have	of	the	statement.	Christ	was	not	purified	by	being	baptized,	since	
Christ	was	already	pure.	Rather,	in	His	baptism,	the	waters	were	purified	for	our	sake,	that	
when	we	are	baptized	in	the	name	of	the	Father,	and	of	the	Son,	and	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	we	are	
purified,	not	by	the	removal	of	dirt	from	the	body,	but	by	the	forgiveness	of	sin	and	the	
reception	of	the	Life	of	God	within	us.	

Here	is	a	selection	from	the	eleventh	chapter	of	the	Epistle	of	Barnabas	(A.D.	130)	describing	
baptism:	

“This	means	that	we	go	down	into	the	water	full	of	sins	and	foulness,	and	we	

come	up	bearing	fruit	in	our	hearts,	fear	and	hope	in	Jesus	and	in	the	Spirit.”	

Baptism	is	here	described	as	immediately	removing	sins	and	producing	immediate	fruit	in	the	
heart.	The	notion	that	baptism	bears	immediate	fruit	in	the	heart	implies	that	baptism	
regenerates	the	baptized	person.	

	

Here	is	a	selection	from	chapter	16	of	the	ninth	Similitude	of	the	Shepherd	of	Hermas	(early	
second	century):	

																																																													
2	Cross’s	research	on	this	subject	is	important	because	it	shows	the	people	that	came	directly	after	the	time	of	the	
Apostles	believed	that	baptism	was	necessary	to	be	saved.	Many	of	these	men	lived	and	taught	within	30-40	years	
after	the	death	of	the	Apostle	John.	Some	would	argue	that	the	doctrine	of	baptismal	regeneration	was	a	
development	and	corruption	of	church	doctrine	over	many	years	but	Cross	shows	that	baptism’s	essentiality	was	
taught	from	the	beginning.	Who	should	we	believe	-	Ulrich	Zwingli	living	1500	years	after	the	Apostles	or	men	that	
lived	within	a	generation	of	the	Apostles?		
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They	were	obliged,”	he	answered,	“to	ascend	through	water	in	order	that	they	

might	be	made	alive;	for,	unless	they	laid	aside	the	deadness	of	their	life,	they	

could	not	in	any	other	way	enter	into	the	kingdom	of	God.	…	For,”	he	continued,	

“before	a	man	bears	the	name	of	the	Son	of	God	he	is	dead;	but	when	he	receives	

the	seal	he	lays	aside	his	deadness,	and	obtains	life.	The	seal,	then,	is	the	water:	

they	descend	into	the	water	dead,	and	they	arise	alive.	And	to	them,	accordingly,	

was	this	seal	preached,	and	they	made	use	of	it	that	they	might	enter	into	the	

kingdom	of	God.”	(Shepherd	of	Hermas)	

Just	as	in	the	Epistle	of	Barnabas,	the	candidate	is	described	as	going	into	the	water	dead,	and	
coming	out	alive.	Not	only	that,	but	through	baptism	we	are	said	to	enter	into	the	kingdom	of	
God.	

Next,	is	the	well	known	figure	of	St.	Justin	Martyr	(c.	100-165).	Here	are	some	selections	from	
his	First	Apology:	

“I	will	also	relate	the	manner	in	which	we	dedicated	ourselves	to	God	when	we	

had	been	made	new	through	Christ;	lest,	if	we	omit	this,	we	seem	to	be	unfair	in	

the	explanation	we	are	making.	As	many	as	are	persuaded	and	believe	that	what	

we	teach	and	say	is	true,	and	undertake	to	be	able	to	live	accordingly,	are	

instructed	to	pray	and	to	entreat	God	with	fasting,	for	the	remission	of	their	sins	

that	are	past,	we	praying	and	fasting	with	them.	They	then	are	brought	by	us	

where	there	is	water,	and	are	regenerated	in	the	same	manner	in	which	we	were	

ourselves	regenerated.	For,	in	the	name	of	God,	the	Father	and	Lord	of	the	

universe,	and	of	our	Saviour	Jesus	Christ,	and	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	they	then	receive	

the	washing	with	water.	.	.	.	The	reason	for	this	we	have	received	from	the	

Apostles.”	(Chapter	61)	

And	this	food	is	called	among	us	Εὐχαριστία	[the	Eucharist],	of	which	no	one	is	

allowed	to	partake	but	the	man	who	believes	that	the	things	which	we	teach	are	

true,	and	who	has	been	washed	with	the	washing	that	is	for	the	remission	of	sins,	

and	unto	regeneration,	and	who	is	so	living	as	Christ	has	enjoined.	(Chapter	66)	

Notice	that	Justin	Martyr,	writing	about	fifty	years	after	the	death	of	the	Apostle	John,	claims	
that	they	received	from	the	Apostles	the	doctrine	that	through	baptism	they	receive	“remission	
of	sins	that	are	past”	[i.e.	prior	to	baptism],	and	through	baptism	they	are	“regenerated”	in	the	
same	manner	that	all	Christians	were	regenerated	(i.e.	by	baptism).	
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HUMAN RESPONSE

“!e proclamation of Jesus Christ … to bring about the obedience of faith.”
(ROM. 16:25-26)

Faith

Importance

"e proclamation of God’s grace calls forth a response from human beings. "e basic 
human response to God’s saving action in Christ may be expressed by and is summed 
up in the word “faith.” "e fundamental importance of faith is set forth in several pas-
sages. “Without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb. 11:6); “we are justified by 
faith” (Rom. 5:1); “in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith” (Gal. 3:26); 
“by grace you have been saved through faith” (Eph. 2:8).

"e characteristics of biblical, saving faith may now be discussed.

Produced by the Preaching of the Gospel of Christ

How does a person come to believe? One explanation, derived from the church father 
Augustine and passed on to Protestants by Martin Luther and John Calvin, is that God 
predestines those who will be saved and gives to them faith. "e direct opposite of this 
teaching is the secular view that faith is an arbitrary a!itude arising from a person’s 
own irrational, perhaps superstitious, decision. "e biblical explanation falls between 
these extremes.

Saving faith comes by hearing the word about Christ. "e word of God is associated 
with power (e.g., Heb. 1:3). "e power of God that works for salvation is identified with 
the “gospel” (Rom. 1:16) and more specifically with the “word of the cross” (1 Cor. 1:18). 
"e word of God has power to save, but it must be implanted in the human heart (James 
1:21). "e “heard word” saves. Paul explains how faith is produced: “So faith comes from 
hearing what is told, and hearing through the message about Christ” (Rom. 10:17, Wil-
liams). Paul contrasts the law of Moses with preaching the cross of Christ as the source 
of the gi# of the Holy Spirit: “It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly 
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exhibited as crucified! … Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by 
believing what you heard?” (Gal. 3:1-2; cf. 3:5).” Since the message is Christ, accepting 
the message means believing in him.

"e scriptures ascribe the divine bege!ing to the instrumentality of the divine word 
(James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23-25; 1 John 3:9; cf. John 1:12-13). One should note how o#en the 
Bible connects the word or speaking with believing. A striking phraseology is found in 
Acts 14:1, “Paul and Barnabas … spoke in such a way that a great number of both Jews 
and Greeks became believers.” Faith is the response to the proclaiming of the Christian 
message (John 17:20; Rom. 10:14-15; 16:25-26; 1 Cor. 15:11). Receiving the message and 
searching the scriptures “whether these things were so” resulted (“therefore”) in believ-
ing (Acts 17:11-12). "e consistent order of conversion is summarized in Acts 18:8, 
“Many of the Corinthians who heard Paul became believers and were baptized.”

Since faith comes from hearing the word, there is a sense in which one may say that 
faith is given by God. "e verse usually cited to support this idea does not say so: “For by 
grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gi# of 
God” (Eph. 2:8). “"is,” which is neuter in Greek, grammatically cannot refer to faith, 
which is feminine, but must refer to the idea of salvation as the gi# of God. Neverthe-
less, faith is not human generated. An individual does not produce faith in him/herself 
or in another person. Only the word that sets forth the mighty, loving, salvific action of 
God can do this. God’s loving action has always, throughout biblical history, launched 
faith. Faith is not faith in faith, but faith in God’s action (Heb. 11:6). Since God supplies 
the content of faith and the means by which it is created, he is the one who gives faith. 
He may, furthermore, give the influences that make for receptivity and so prepare for 
faith (Acts 16:14). On the other hand, God does not directly create the response. He does 
not give faith to some and withhold it from others. Since the word that produces faith is 
God’s word, God is the ultimate source of faith. "e preached word produces faith.

!e Elements of Faith

"e nature of the saving faith produced by the word of God may be seen from the exam-
ple of Abraham as presented in Romans 4. Paul argues against the necessity of Gentile 
believers submi!ing to circumcision and the law of Moses by appealing to the case of 
Abraham. “Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness” (Rom. 
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4:3, quoting Gen. 15:6). Abraham is an example of what it means to believe so as to be 

accounted or declared right, or just, by God, to be forgiven not by works but as God’s 

gi" (Rom. 4:4-8). #is happened before Abraham received circumcision (Rom. 4:9-12) 

and so demonstrates the principle on which God accepts people (Rom. 4:13-15) and 

assures that the promises to Abraham are available to Gentiles as well as to his fleshly 

descendants, that is, to all who share his faith (Rom. 4:16-25, and see pp. 3-4 on the 

covenant with Abraham).

#e nature of Abraham’s faith is especially evident in Romans 4:17-25. For the pur-

poses of this exposition, we will work backwards through the passage. Verse 25 is what 

Christ did for us—he was handed over to death and raised. Verses 23-24 state the benefit 

for us—we are reckoned as righteous. Verse 22 declares the basis—faith. Verses 19-21 are 

the key to the nature of faith. It is trust in the promises of God—“being fully convinced 

that God was able to do what he had promised.” Verse 18 states the promise to Abraham. 

Verse 17 affirms the nature of the God who made the promises. Abraham believed in the 

same God, the God with the same nature, in whom Christians believe: a God “who gives 

life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (vs. 17), the God 

“who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (vs. 24). Faith in that kind of God means 

being fully persuaded that he will do what he has said he will do.

An analysis of faith shows that it involves the intellect, the emotions, and the will. It 

encompasses the assent of the intellect, the trust of the emotions, and the obedience of 

the will. All three elements are in the story of Abraham in Genesis 12:1-9. Abraham 

assented to the call of God, trusted God’s promise to make of him a great nation, and 

obeyed God by departing from all that was familiar in order to go to a country yet to be 

shown to him. #e essential element is the middle term, but trust presupposes the 

acceptance of something as true and results in acting upon it. #ese three elements of 

biblical faith require some elaboration.

Assent Faith involves the acceptance of a truth, an intellectual assent. “Faith comes by 

hearing.” Information is given, or a proposition is stated. God must first speak. His 

word is the basis of faith; it is accepted or rejected. Hebrews 11:6 thus is not an arbitrary 

statement. #e only way to receive a revelation is by faith; the only way to know God’s 

will is to believe what he says.

Some statements are so compelling that one is branded as stupid for not accepting 
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them: For example, “"ere is a city named Moscow.” Other statements call for a deci-
sion: For example, “"ere is a God.” Religious statements belong in this la!er category, 
for religion deals with the unseen, where the evidence cannot be overwhelming to the 
senses. Faith is a conviction concerning “things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Moreover, religion 
involves ultimate concerns; it is about issues on which one has to take a stand. A person 
cannot be neutral about ultimate concerns. To a!empt to avoid the question of God is to 
make a decision about God. "e evidence for God is not satisfied by giving passive 
assent in the same way one may acknowledge “there is a Moscow” without it having any 
practical consequences (unless one decides to go there). Not to accept that two plus two 
equals four may cause some inconveniences but hardly is of ultimate significance.

"ese statements illustrate that we believe a lot of things in the sense of intellectual 
acceptance, but this by itself is quite different from saving faith. Out of all the things to 
which we give mental assent, there are some of these in which we place our trust.

Trust Faith involves not only mental consent but also trust. It requires surrender and 
commitment.

Trust means confidence, taking someone at his/her word. “I trust that person” means 
“I have confidence in what he does; I believe he’ll do what he says.” Trust is the act in 
which one may rely on the faithfulness, the trustworthiness of another; that his prom-
ise holds and what he asks he asks of necessity. Even as human assent answers to the 
truthfulness of God, so trust rests on the trustworthiness of God. He is faithful (Rom. 
3:3-4), and he expects this in return. Faith in God involves the element of faithfulness. 
Such is the special force of “faith” in the examples cited in Hebrews 11; in the context of 
Hebrews, these heroes of faith are commended for their faithfulness, trusting God and 
doing what he commands.

Romans 4:21 has already been cited as describing this central aspect of faith—being 
fully convinced that God will do what he says. In this light, Ephesians 2:8 becomes more 
meaningful. Salvation is a gi$. "e only way to receive a gi$ is in faith, in grateful accep-
tance. One takes the gi$. Again, we find that faith is not an arbitrary condition imposed 
by God, but expresses the only way to take what God offers. Salvation is “through faith.” 
It is the channel of accepting salvation. Salvation in this passage is not “because of 
faith,” as if it were a meritorious condition which we perform. It is a gi$ we receive in 
the only way any gi$ is received.
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Trust is where biblical faith goes beyond mental consent. It is being fully convinced, 
laying hold of something. "ere follows an emotional security and persuasion from this 
commitment to what God gives.

Karl Barth has explained faith as trust in this way: “Faith is holding, in spite of all that 
contradicts it, once for all, exclusively and entirely to God’s promise and guidance.”29

"is description of faith may be illustrated from Abraham. "e characteristics given by 
Barth are re-arranged in my exposition according to the order they are manifested in 
the story of Abraham. "ree episodes in his career done “by faith” according to Hebrews 
11:8-12, 17-18 (the call to leave his homeland, the promise of a son, and the sacrifice of 
Isaac) correspond to the three points in Barth’s characterization of faith.

Trusting God is a complete commitment—“exclusively and entirely.” In Genesis 
12:1-9, Abraham answered God’s call to forsake fatherland, friends, and family. Trust in 
God excludes any other objects of loyalty. It requires a total loyalty that excludes other 
loyalties. "ere is no more trusting the self—justifying, excusing, and a!empting to 
save oneself. One depends on God for all of that. In God alone is there faithfulness.

Trusting God is done “in spite of all that contradicts.” Abraham certainly could see 
much to contradict his faith—his own age and the barrenness of Sarah’s womb (Rom. 
4:19). He was seventy-five at the time of his call in Genesis 12 and ninety-nine when God 
promised him numerous offspring in Genesis 17. Nevertheless, in spite of his 
incredulity, Abraham accepted God’s promise. On that basis he was led to a higher real-
ity that was truer and more trustworthy than human reason and human experience.

Moreover, this trust is a “once for all” act. Faith is not an opinion replaceable by 
another. It is an ultimate choice. Faith defines a final relationship. It demands faithful-
ness (Rev. 2:10). "e faithfulness of God is matched by a person’s once-for-all surrender. 
Abraham demonstrated this characteristic of trust in the story of the sacrifice of Isaac in 
Genesis 22. Once Abraham had started following God, he had to follow all the way. 
However hard it was to comprehend intellectually or to accept emotionally, Abraham 
acquiesced in the divine command. He had already made the crucial decision long 
before, “once for all,” to do what God required of him.

A human being may express this kind of trust in another than God—for example, in a 
non-Christian religion or a secular philosophy. Commi!ed Communists trusted their 

29 Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline (New York: Philosophical Library, 1949), pp. 15–21
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ideology exclusively and entirely, in spite of all that contradicted it (and much did, so 
much so that in most countries the system of government based on it collapsed), and 
once for all. Hence, in order to distinguish saving faith from other kinds of faith, we 
must add another element to the description of faith. Abraham in Genesis 22 reveals 
what that element is.

Obedience Faith involves obedience. Whom does one obey? "e answer to this ques-
tion determines the real object of faith. Abraham’s assent and trust led him to obey 
God’s voice (Gen. 22:18). One of the meanings of faith is faithfulness; the book of 
Hebrews brings out this aspect of faith (Heb. 3:1-14; 10:22-23, 39; 11:1–12:2). Faithfulness 
requires obedience.

Faith and obedience are o#en combined in the Bible. Paul spoke of “the obedience of 
faith” at both the beginning and ending of Romans (Rom. 1:5; 16:26).30 "e phrase 
refers to the obedience that accompanies faith or “faithful obedience.” From the biblical 
perspective, faith and obedience are equivalent. "ere was no faith that was not obedi-
ent, and the Hebrew word for “faith” (emuna) included trust and obedience. "e anti-
thetical parallelism of John 3:36 is instructive: “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 
life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see life.” "e opposite of belief is expressed not 
as unbelief but as disobedience. "e opposite of disobedience is belief. One may also 
compare the equivalence of disobedience and unbelief in Hebrews 3:18-19. In other 
words, faith means obedience.

Human beings as creatures must obey God. Some of God’s gi#s are unconditional 
(Ma!. 5:45), but some are conditional. A good illustration of a conditional promise is 
the healing of Naaman in 2 Kings 5. He was commanded by Elisha to wash in the Jordan 
River seven times, and only a#er he did so was he cured of his leprosy. "e power to heal 
was not in the waters of the Jordan, but in God; yet Naaman remained unhealed until he 
complied with the conditions for the healing. If God a!aches a condition to a promise, 

30 Don B. Garlington, “!e Obedience of Faith”: A Pauline Phrase in Historical Context (Tübingen: J. 

C. B. Mohr, 1991), argues that although the phrase “obedience of faith” is a Pauline coinage the 

concept was common in Judaism and the point of contention between Paul and his Jewish oppo-

nents was not faith versus legalism but the application of faith’s obedience to “all the Gentiles for 

the sake of his name” (Rom. 1:5)
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faith in the promise includes fulfilling the condition.
Hebrews 11:30 provides a further illustration of how faith and obedience are tied 

together in relation to a conditional promise. “By faith” the walls of Jericho fell down 
according to the promise of God (Josh. 6), but only “a"er they had been encircled for 
seven days.” Joshua was not an early physicist who figured out that the people by march-
ing in step would set up the rhythmic sound waves that would cause the walls to col-
lapse (note the way an army breaks ranks in crossing a bridge lest they cause it to col-
lapse). #e walls fell down not by human effort but by the power of God according to his 
promise. On the other hand, Joshua was not like some modern religionists. He did not 
conclude that since his army could not break down the walls and since God had 
promised to deliver the city to them, there was nothing for them to do. If they had sat 
down to await the fall of the city, their bones would have bleached on the Jericho plain. 
Faith was the reason the walls fell down; the time at which they fell down was a"er 
God’s condition was met. #e fall of Jericho was no less the act of God and no less by 
faith because the Israelites complied with the divine command to march around the 
walls for seven days.

Relation of Faith to Its Expressions

Faith and Baptism #e perspective developed on a conditional promise and illustrated 
from Naaman and the fall of Jericho may help to explain the relation of the New Testa-
ment teaching on faith and on baptism. Faith saves, but when? At the point of believing, 
or when the divine condition a!ached to the promise is met?

Baptism is an act of faith, not a work in the sense of Romans 4. Its place in the human 
response to God’s action in Christ will be elaborated further below, but for now we note 
that as a condition a!ached to God’s promise of salvation it is not opposed to faith. 
“Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins 
may be forgiven” (Acts 2:38). “For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through 
faith. As many of you were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with 
Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27). Faith is the reason why a person is a child of God; baptism is the 
time at which one is incorporated into Christ and so becomes a child of God.

Baptism is not a work, either in the sense of merit or of Christian works (as discussed 
below). One cannot define work in such a way as to include baptism and exclude faith. 
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"ere is a sense in which faith itself is a work: “"ey said to him,‘What must we do to 

perform the works of God?’ Jesus answered them,‘"is is the work of God, that you 

believe in him whom he has sent’ ” (John 6:28-29). Some have tried to make the work in 

verse 29 something that God does, but the question of verse 28 that is being answered 

makes it clear that the work is something human beings do. So, if “work” is taken to 

mean something done by human beings, then faith no less than baptism is a “work.” If 

“work” is defined as something meritorious, then baptism no more than faith is a work. 

If works are understood as good deeds done because of salvation (see below), then bap-

tism is not a work, because it is the means of receiving the salvation promised to believ-

ers. Both faith and baptism are conditions of receiving salvation: “"e one who believes 

and is baptized will be saved” (Mark 16:16, long ending).

"e teaching of baptism for the remission of sins (see pp. 183-186) is not a contradic-

tion to justification by faith. Indeed, baptism for the remission of sins is an expression 

of justification by faith. Baptism is an act of faith, dependent on the promise of God and 

a submission to him as the appointed way of claiming the promise. "e death and resur-

rection of Christ are the basis of salvation on the divine side. Faith is the basis of salva-

tion on the human side. Baptism represents the “when,” not the “how” (God’s action), 

nor the “why” (faith) of salvation. It is the appointed time at which that salvation 

offered to faith is applied and becomes effective in the person’s life.

Faith and Works Human good works do not save but are the result of salvation. “For we 

are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand to be our way of life” (Eph. 2:10). Good works do not save, but saved people 

work. Some of those good works will be categorized in Chapter 6.

Romans 3:28 and James 2:24 have sometimes been thought to be in contradiction; 

their proper interpretation will focus the issue of faith and works. Paul says, “for we 

hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.” James 

says, “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” If those two 

statements are placed side by side, it is hard to imagine a more express contradiction.

Paul James
Justified Justified

By faith By work
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Apart from works Not by faith alone

An examination of the context of these two passages, however, reveals that none of the 

key terms is being used in the same sense. Neither faith, works, nor justification means 

the same thing in the context of Paul’s and James’s statements.

Paul in Romans 3:21–4:25 is using “faith” as the principle of justification in contrast 

to the Law of Moses as the principle of acceptance by God. He is discussing the basis of 

the human relationship to God, the basis on which one becomes part of the covenant 

people of God. Faith is contrasted to physical birth and circumcision as the means of 

becoming children of Abraham. "e faith that he is describing is defined in Romans 

4:21. Abraham was “fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised” and 

acted on that trust in obedience to God’s commands (see p. 168). James, on the other 

hand, has the act of believing in mind, or more specifically, according to the analysis 

above, the giving of mental assent to a proposition. What he means by faith is clear 

from 2:19, “Even the demons believe—and shudder.” "e demons know God exists, but 

they do not act accordingly. "ere is a great difference between this kind of believing 

and the trusting faith Paul is talking about in Romans.

"e works under discussion are also different. Paul specifies the works he means as 

“works prescribed by the law” (Rom. 3:28), that is, the Law of Moses given to the Jews 

that included circumcision. It may be proper to extend the principle of Paul’s argument 

to encompass any works that are made a basis of justification and an a!itude of “law-

keeping” as the principle of salvation, but this extended application still does not 

exclude baptism as an act of faith by which one enters into the relationship with God 

(Rom. 6:1-11) nor the necessity of doing good works a$er one becomes a Christian 

(Rom. 12–13). James 2, in contrast, does refer to the good works of the Christian life. He 

defines in verses 15-17 the works he is talking about: clothing the naked and feeding the 

hungry. And that for the “brother or sister.” James clearly refers to those already Chris-

tians. He is not talking about works done in order to become Christians. Verse 17, “So 

faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead,” may have a wider application (even as Paul’s 

point about law may be extended to cover other “laws”) to include a principle that God 

requires an active, working faith, but in this context the reference is not to works by 

which one becomes a Christian but works done a$er and because one is a Christian.

"e justification talked about is different in the two authors. Paul’s whole discussion 
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shows that he is talking about God’s activity in declaring a people righteous, in bringing 

a people into relationship with him.31 James, on the other hand, has to do with right-

eous conduct that is approved by God, ultimately at the last judgment. "erefore, 

placed in their own contexts, the statements of Paul and James, which appear so contra-

dictory, are not contradictory at all. Even where they use the same illustration from 

Abraham, they are talking about two different subjects.

Paul in other contexts, where he speaks of Christian activities, uses “work” in a favor-

able way.
32

 "ese passages affirm that faith results in good works. “Remembering 

before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of 

hope in our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 "ess. 1:3). "e interior conviction of the heart is mani-

fested in the exterior concrete activity. "erefore, Paul can declare in Galatians, where 

he has a strong polemic against binding the ceremonial aspects of the law of Moses, that 

“"e only thing that counts is faith working [active] through love” (Gal. 5:6).

Philippians 2:12-13 offers another way to express the relation of faith and works: 

“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in 

you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” "e word translated 

“work out” can mean “accomplish, achieve”; the thought here is not to produce or bring 

about one’s own salvation but to bring salvation to fulfillment or accomplishment, to 

make it actual or effective. To play on the English translations, one does not work for 

salvation but works out from the salvation initiated or effected by God; one works out 

what God works in.

Concluding Observations Faith is no more meritorious than works. It is the accep-

tance of a gracious gi%. "e importance of accepting a great gi% does not detract from 

the significance of the gi%, unless one glories in the acceptance. "e Christian glorifies 

the cross (Gal. 6:14), not the acceptance of the cross (i.e., our faith and obedience to it). 

Faith means reliance on the word of God. Some forms of the doctrine of salvation by 

31 See n. 24

32 See E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), esp. chap. 3, 

and Morna Hooker’s review of his earlier work on Paul and Palestinian Judaism in her “Paul and 

‘Covenantal Nomism,’ ” Paul and Paulinism: Essays in Honour of C. K. Barre", ed. M. D. Hooker 

and S. G. Wilson (London: SCM, 1982), pp. 47–56

10Exported	from	Logos	Bible	Software,	5:15	AM	September	4,	2019.



Evere! Ferguson, !e Church of Christ: A Biblical Ecclesiology for Today (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Pub. Co., 1996).

“faith only” end in the very thing the doctrine was meant to oppose, namely trusting in 

what one does (in this case in one’s faith), which is the same as trusting in oneself. 

When someone abandons the objective guarantee of God’s word (when the conditions 

are met, the promise is assured), there is substituted a subjective assurance. "e ques-

tion, “Do I have saving faith?” still comes. “I feel” is not a biblical answer. Believing that I 

believe is not enough. We are saved by faith, because of faith, and through faith, but the 

object of that faith must be the promises of God. A Christian does not trust his/her faith 

for salvation; the trust is in God.

A person can be assured of salvation. "ere is nothing more certain than the prom-

ises of God. He is trustworthy and faithful. Trust in him is being fully convinced. “Do I 

have the right kind of faith?” “Do I have enough faith?” God has given an objective 

assurance in the condition of water baptism. Human nature seems to require some 

outward bodily action to express trust and commitment: raising the hand, coming 

down the aisle, kneeling, or something else. God has given the objective, outward 

expression of faith in Christ—baptism in the name of Christ. If one has enough faith to 

be baptized, one has faith enough to be saved. If one’s faith is in Christ as Savior, one 

will follow him in baptism. It is trusting God and his word to be baptized.

A Confessed Faith

Faith demands an expression. How does one express a trusting obedient faith? If faith 

involves the mind, emotions, and will, the expression of it will involve the whole self. 

Faith is confessed by word and act.

"ere may be many occasions when one is called upon to confess faith in Jesus in 

addition to the initial acknowledgment of him. "e confession made at the time of 

conversion, as is evident from the association with salvation and justification, is the 

theme of Romans 10:9-10: “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in 

your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with 

the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.” "e 

wording indicates that this is a formal, public confession, a “calling upon the name of 

the Lord” made in response to hearing the message about Christ (Rom. 10:13-17). "e 

faith in the heart finds expression in the confession with the mouth. And the confession 

on the lips corresponds to the faith in the heart. "at belief is a conviction that God 
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raised him from the dead. To say that “Jesus is Lord” is to declare that God raised Jesus 
from the dead. "e victory over death made him Lord of life and death, Lord of the dead 
and the living (Rom. 14:9). Confession that Jesus is Lord is a confession of faith in the 
resurrection.

According to Acts 2:36, Peter preached that the crucified Jesus has been made by God 
“both Lord and Christ [Messiah].” "at same Peter confessed his faith in Jesus with the 
words, “You are the Christ [Messiah], the Son of the living God” (Ma!. 16:16). "e con-
fession that Jesus is the Christ is also a confession in the resurrection. Following Peter’s 
confession, Jesus explained what it meant to be the Messiah: he “must undergo great 
suffering … and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Ma!. 16:21). "e confession 
that Jesus is the Messiah is a confession that he did the work of the Messiah—to die and 
to be resurrected. As the Messiah, he is God’s chosen ruler. He is Son of God, “declared 
to be Son of God with power … by resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:4).

"e confessions that Jesus is Lord, that Jesus is the Christ, and that Jesus is the Son of 
God thus all have an identical content. "ey express a faith that God raised him from 
the dead. Why the different wording? It seems likely that the confession that Jesus is the 
Messiah was at home in a Jewish se!ing, and the confession that Jesus is Lord was at 
home in a Gentile se!ing. In both cases, the object of the confession (Jesus) and the 
content (the resurrection) were the same.

"e confession that “Jesus is Lord and Christ” is made by act as well as by word. "e 
action of baptism is a confession of faith in the resurrection. “When you were buried 
with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, 
who raised him from the dead” (Col. 2:12). "e act of baptism displays the burial and the 
resurrection of Jesus. One submits to immersion only if he or she has faith in the resur-
rection. One goes down into the water believing in the working or activity of God. Bap-
tism acknowledges Jesus as Lord of one’s life and king of the universe. God was at work 
in the death and resurrection of Jesus. Response to God’s action is to put trust in what 
he did and confess it. As God raised Jesus, so he raises the baptized believer to a new life 
(Rom. 6:4). Baptism is a confession that Jesus is Lord, Christ, and Son of God. Submit-
ting to baptism is identical to the faith that is confessed.

"e story of Abraham once more offers an analogy. “By faith Abraham, when put to 
the test, offered up Isaac… . He considered the fact that God is able even to raise some-
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one from the dead—and figuratively speaking, he did receive him back” (Heb. 11:17-19; 

cf. Rom. 4:17 and the discussion on p. 165 on the content of Abraham’s faith). Faith in 

the God who raises the dead, specifically Jesus Christ, is the heart of the Christian faith. 

"at is the faith that is confessed by word and deed when one becomes a Christian. "at 

is the faith by which one becomes identified with Christ and so a part of his spiritual 

body, his people, who wear his name.

Repentance

Importance

"e human response to the preaching of the gospel of God’s action in Christ is also 

described by the word repentance. "e importance of repentance is emphasized in many 

texts. It was the theme of the preaching of John the Baptist (Ma!. 3:1-2), of Jesus (Ma!. 

4:17; Luke 13:3), of the apostles during the ministry of Jesus (Mark 6:12), and at his 

command a#er his resurrection (Luke 24:47), a command addressed to both Jews (Acts 

3:19) and Gentiles (Acts 11:18). “God … commands all people everywhere to 

repent” (Acts 17:30).

Meaning

Repentance, as it pertains to human relations with God, may be defined as that change of 

mind or heart, produced by godly grief, which leads to a reformation of life. "e fun-

damental idea is that of turning, or returning; in the religious sense, a returning to 

one’s due obedience to God. "e Hebrew background gives to the Greek word metanoia 
(change of mind) the specific idea of (re)turning to God (cf. Mal. 3:7). Repentance 

involves a fundamental reorientation of the whole personality. "ere is definitely a 

moral aspect to this change, but in New Testament preaching there was also a strongly 

eschatological notion—a turning to God with a view to the coming age of the kingdom 

and to divine judgment.

Godly Grief Godly grief or sorrow produces repentance.

"e passage that gives the fullest discussion of repentance in the New Testament is 2 

Corinthians 7:8-10. "e context is not conversion repentance but repentance by those 

who are already Christians. "e passage concerns their conduct, but presumably the 
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same word meanings and principles discussed here apply to conversion. "ere is a dif-
ference between “to regret” (metamelomai) and “to be sorry or to grieve” (lupeo). Regret
is a weaker word for a change of a!itude, wishing one had not done something. Sorrow
goes deeper and suggests distress, grief, inward pain. It moves one to do something 
about mistakes made. Paul could wish he had not sent his le!er that caused the 
Corinthians grief, but he no longer regre!ed it (vs. 8), because their grief led to repen-
tance (vs. 9).

Paul further distinguishes godly grief and worldly grief (vs. 10). We may elaborate on 
the distinction. "ey are produced by different influences. Worldly sorrow may be 
caused by the frowns of others, by punishment experienced, or by failure in what is 
undertaken. Godly sorrow, in contrast, is caused by respect for God and his violated law. 
"e conviction of sinfulness brings a change in understanding so as to respect God’s 
law. "e people on Pentecost, “when they heard this [that they had crucified the Christ], 
were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles,‘Brothers, what should 
we do?’ Peter said to them,‘Repent, and be baptized’ ” (Acts 2:37-38). Repentance is not 
the conviction of sin but what one resolves to do about it. Godly sorrow may also arise 
out of consideration of God’s goodness (“Do you not realize that God’s kindness is 
meant to lead you to repentance”—Rom. 2:4). Godly and worldly grief also have differ-
ent ends. As Paul says, “Worldly grief produces death” (vs. 10). An extreme example is 
Judas. In regret and sorrow for his betrayal of Jesus, he took his life (Ma!. 27:3-5). 
Worldly sorrow does not always lead to suicide, but it does lead to spiritual death. Godly 
grief, however, “produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret” (vs. 
10).

Reformation of Life Even as godly grief leads to repentance, so repentance results in a 
reformation of life. So close is the association that “repent” is sometimes translated 
“reform,” but properly the change of life is the result of the repentance. Jesus spoke of 
repenting seven times a day (Luke 17:3-4); a reformation would take longer than this. In 
Ma!hew 3:8, John the Baptist told his hearers to “Bear fruit worthy of repentance.” Paul 
described his preaching as declaring to the Gentiles that they should “repent and turn 
to God and do deeds consistent with repentance” (Acts 26:20). A person has not experi-
enced genuine repentance unless a change in life is produced. Repentance demands 
making past wrongs right. Where necessary and possible, this would require restitution 
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of what was wrongly acquired (so Zacchaeus, in Luke 19:1-10, who goes beyond Lev. 

6:1-7, but cf. Exod. 22:1). "e Golden Rule (Ma!. 7:12) demands restitution, for we 

would want those who wronged us to correct the situation. "e turning to God finds 

expression in the good deeds of a reformed life. "e proof of repentance is seen in a 

changed life.

Change of Will What comes between godly grief and a reformation of life? "e inward 

change that results from godly grief and issues in a reformation of life is what consti-

tutes repentance in the strict sense. Repentance is a change of will in regard to sin. It is 

the resolve to quit doing evil and start doing right. "is may be expressed as a change of 

“mind” or of “heart,” but perhaps the strength of the idea is best captured by the word 

“will.” "e idea is expressed in some of the nonconversion uses of repentance, as when 

God “repented” of his plan to destroy Nineveh when the people turned from their evil 

ways (Jon. 3:10) or when Esau failed to find a change of mind in his father Isaac concern-

ing the birthright (Heb. 12:17).

Repentance may be used in a comprehensive sense to include the sorrow, the resolve 

to do be!er, and the amendment of one’s conduct. Faith, too, as we saw, o#en has the 

broad sense of one’s response to God as well as the narrower meaning of the trust in 

God which is at the heart of that response. Similarly, repentance may have the meaning 

of this total turning to God. In a narrower sense, it is the act of will at the center of this 

change.

If repentance is a change of will in regard to sin and God, how can it be said that God 

gives repentance (Acts 11:18)? Likely the idea in this verse is that God gave a place for 

repentance. "ere is another sense in which it can be said that God gives repentance, 

even as he gives faith. God’s word by his Spirit brings the conviction of sin (John 16:8; 

Acts 2:37) that leads to faith and repentance. He gives the motives (Rom. 2:4) and the 

opportunities (2 Pet. 3:9) for repentance.

Relation to Conversion

Another word used to represent the change involved in becoming a Christian is 

epistrephō, “to turn,” a word that refers to the physical act of turning but also means “to 

change” the mind or the course of action, so that in the moral or religious sense it may 

be translated “to convert.”33 "e noun form is used for “the conversion of the 
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Gentiles” (Acts 15:3). Most passages where the verb refers to a spiritual turning refer to 
Gentiles’ coming to God: Acts 11:21, “A great number became believers and turned to 
the Lord”; Acts 14:15, “You should turn from these worthless things [idolatry] to the 
living God”; Acts 15:19, “"ose Gentiles who are turning to God”; Acts 26:18, “To turn 
from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive 
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me”; and 1 
"essalonians 1:9, “How you turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God.” 
"ese passages indicate that the word was a general term for conversion, but particu-
larly emphasizing the actions involved and where used with faith something subse-
quent to it. Sometimes epistrephō is used with the word “repent” (Acts 3:19; 26:20). If a 
distinction is to be observed, “repent” refers more to the inward turning and “convert” 
to the outward acts of turning.

"e literal meaning of turning suggests an illustration of the place of repentance in 
conversion. A person is walking in one direction, stops (the conviction of sin; godly 
sorrow), decides to turn around (repentance), turns around (conversion), and walks in 
the opposite direction (reformation of life). Of course, an individual’s experience may 
not lend itself to analysis in such a precise fashion. "ere is involved a change in under-
standing, in feeling, in will, and in actions.

"ere has been some discussion of the relation of faith to repentance in conversion. 
Which comes first? It was noted above that in Acts 11:21 believing precedes “turning,” 
but repentance precedes “turning” in Acts 3:19. In the two passages where faith and 
repentance are mentioned together, repentance precedes faith: “Repent and believe in 
the gospel” (Mark 1:15) and “I testified to both Jews and Greeks about repentance 
toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus” (Acts 20:21). Faith and repentance have 
different objects in these two cases: repentance as the turning from sin to God and faith 
in Jesus or the gospel. It seems unlikely that in any of these passages the sequence is 
significant. Some would argue theologically and insist on the priority of faith as the 
root of all human response to God. Belief in God, Christ, and his word leads to a change 
in understanding, the sorrow for sin and desire to do be!er. Probably we should not 
think in terms of sequence at all but in terms of describing a total response to God 
according to different perspectives. "at response will entail both faith and repentance. 

33 Ronald D. Witherup, Conversion in the New Testament (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 1994)
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In different cases one will precede the other, or they may come together in a way that 
cannot be differentiated.

Baptism
Baptism is an expression of repentance and faith, and is itself a confession.34

Importance

Baptism is prominent in the New Testament as a positive ordinance of the gospel. #e 
immediate predecessor of Christian baptism was the baptism administered by John the 
Baptist. John’s baptism differed from Jewish ritual baths in being administered by him 
(hence his title “the Baptizer”—Mark 1:4, 5, 8) rather than being self-administered and 
in being a one-time eschatological act for the forgiveness of sins (Ma!. 3:6-7; Mark 1:4), 
and differed from proselyte baptism (if it was practiced this early) by being adminis-
tered to Israel. Christian baptism differed from John’s baptism in being associated with 
faith in Jesus Christ and so administered in his name (Acts 19:4-5; cf. Mark 1:7) and in 
promising the Holy Spirit as well as forgiveness of sins (Acts 19:2-3; cf. Mark 1:8).

In further distinction from the baptism administered by John the Baptist, from the 
religious purifications among the Jews (including those of the Qumran community and 
proselyte baptism), and from the use of water for purification in pagan religions, Chris-
tian baptism is based on the baptism of Jesus and the command of the resurrected Jesus.

Christ’s baptism is the foundation of Christian baptism. Several features connected 
with baptism to be discussed below are evident in Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptizer. 
#e usual association with forgiveness of sins (in John’s baptism Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3) is 
implied in John’s reluctance to baptize Jesus (Ma!. 3:13-14), in response to which Jesus 

34 See especially G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1973), who gives a thorough discussion of the passages mentioned in this section along with ref-

erences to the scholarly literature. For other treatments see W. F. Flemington, !e New Testament 

Doctrine of Baptism (London: SPCK, 1948); O. Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament (London: 

SCM, 1950); J. Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology (Nijmegen: Dekker & Van de Vegt, 1962); A. 

George et al., Baptism in the New Testament: A Symposium (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1964); O. 

S. Brooks, !e Drama of Decision: Baptism in the New Testament (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1987)
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answered, “It is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness” (Ma!. 3:15). 
Explicit in the text is the association of Jesus’ baptism with sonship and the gi" of the 
Holy Spirit. At the baptism of Jesus, the Spirit came upon him and God acknowledged 
him as his Son (Ma!. 3:16-17; Mark 1:10-11; Luke 3:21-23). #en he was empowered to 
begin his ministry. Only when the Spirit came in Acts 2 did the disciples begin preach-
ing the gospel. So for Christians, at baptism they are acknowledged as children of God 
(Gal. 3:26-27) and receive the Spirit (Gal. 4:5-7) and then begin a life of service. At his 
baptism, Jesus launched his messianic ministry and accepted the way of the cross. Even 
as Jesus identified himself with humanity at his baptism, so at baptism his followers 
identify themselves with him, his ministry, and his cross. One is baptized because 
Christ was, with all that means.

A"er the cross and resurrection Jesus gave a command to his disciples that included 
the administration of baptism: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that 
I have commanded you” (Ma!. 28:18-20). His followers perform baptism as part of 
making more disciples for the Lord.

Meaning

Baptism is associated with many key ideas involved in conversion.

Confession of Faith Faith is confessed at the time one becomes a Christian, as dis-
cussed on pp. 174-175, both with the lips and by the act of water baptism. #ose “who 
received the word” about Jesus were baptized (Acts 2:41). Baptism is a “calling on the 
name” of the Lord (Acts 22:16; see further on this phrase on p. 211). #e reference is 
likely to the confession of faith made at the baptism (cf. the Western text of Acts 8:37
and the use of Joel 2:32 in Acts 2:21 and Rom. 10:13). Such may be indicated by the 
description of baptism as “in the name of ” Jesus Christ (see references below).35 #e 
association with faith in Jesus as the Christ was a distinguishing mark of Christian bap-
tism (Acts 19:4-5). Hebrews 10:22-23 associates confession with the washing with 

35 Joseph Crehan, Early Christian Baptism and the Creed (London: Burns Oates & Washbourne, 

1950), chapter I
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water.36

Baptism is a pledge of allegiance, an oath of loyalty to Christ. "is may be the mean-
ing of 1 Peter 3:21, the translation of which is not generally agreed upon. "e word for 
“answer” or “pledge” may reflect contractual language for the agreement which one 
consented to.37 If that is the sense here, the baptismal confession represents the pact, 
the covenant into which one enters with God. Whether the statement refers to a pledge 
that proceeds from a good conscience or is a pledge to maintain a good conscience is not 
easy to determine. Either way, there is an indication of the commitment associated with 
baptism.

At baptism not only does the candidate call on the name of God, but God’s name is 
called on him. "e words of Ma!hew 28:19 about baptism “into the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” have since early days been used as a formula pro-
nounced by the administrator of baptism. "e same phrase “into the name of ” occurs in 
Acts 8:16 with reference to “the Lord Jesus” and in Acts 19:5-6 to “Jesus Christ.” Paul’s 
rebuke of the Corinthians for identifying with party leaders, “Or were you baptized into 
the name of Paul?” (1 Cor. 1:13, 15), implies a connection between baptism and the name 
worn. A#er baptism into Christ one wears the name of Christ. One now lives a Chris-
tian life because of becoming a Christian at baptism.

"ree prepositional phrases in Greek are rendered in English “in the name of.” "ere 
is some basis in contemporary usage for distinguishing the significance of each, but the 
meanings o#en shaded off into one another. Eis to onoma (Ma!. 28:19; Acts 8:16; 19:5; 1 
Cor. 1:13) was used in legal and commercial contexts for “to the account of ” or “into the 
possession” of someone and in Jewish circles was equivalent to a rabbinic phrase for 
“with respect to” or “with regard to” someone, but there are places where it seems indis-
tinguishable from the next phrase. En tō onomati (Acts 10:48) o#en has the idea of “with 
the mention of the name,” “naming or calling on the name” of someone, especially out 

36 Hence, the confession in Heb. 4:14 is likely the baptismal confession also. Hebrews 5:11–6:3

reflects instruction given in connection with baptism. See p. 185 for more on Heb. 10
37 G. C. Richards, “I Pet. iii 21,” Journal of !eological Studies 32 (1931): 77 defines the word as 

meaning “promise elicited by a formal question,” and translates, “a pledge proceeding from a 

clear conscience”; cf. also E. G. Selwyn, !e First Epistle of St. Peter (London: Macmillan, 1949), 

pp. 205–206
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of regard for the person or as an act of worship, but sometimes it seems to mean “to act 

in the person of or as representing” someone. Consequently, it can carry the idea of “by 

the authority of ” and so shade into the meaning of the next phrase. Epi tō onoma (Acts 

2:38) was used in the Septuagint for calling on someone’s name or for mentioning some-

one’s name, especially in order to invoke his authority (“by the authority of ”), and this 

fits most of the occurrences in Luke.

Act of Repentance Baptism is a result of repentance and an expression of that repen-

tance. "e baptism administered by John the Baptist was a “repentance baptism” (Mark 

1:4; Luke 3:3; Acts 19:4). "e people confessed their sins (Ma!. 3:6; Mark 1:5), and John 

gave specific instructions about what repentance required (Luke 3:7-14). "at associa-

tion between repentance and baptism continued in Christian baptism. "e people on 

Pentecost “were cut to the heart” and wanted to know what they should do about their 

sinful condition (Acts 2:37). Peter told them to “Repent, and be baptized every one of 

you in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38).

Baptism is involved in the turning associated with repentance. Acts 3:19 offers a paral-

lel to Acts 2:38. Four terms are in both verses: two are the same, and the other two in 

suggestive parallelism:

Acts 2:38 Acts 3:19
Repent Repent

Be baptized Turn to God

Sins forgiven Sins wiped out

Gi$ of the Holy 

Spirit

Times of refreshing

"e identity of the first and third items suggests a certain equivalence between the sec-

ond and fourth items. According to the illustration offered on page 178 above, repen-

tance is the decision to turn, and baptism is the turning around. Repentance is the 

inward turning, and baptism is the outward turning, which is followed by the new life 

of walking in the opposite direction. Baptism is the act that expresses the rejection of 

sin and the turning to follow God.

If the human element is in the forefront when baptism is thought of as a confession 

of faith and an act of repentance, more important are the things God does in baptism. 
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To these aspects of baptism we now turn.

Forgiveness of Sins  "e walking in God’s way that follows on repentance and baptism 
is made possible because baptism brings forgiveness of sins. Or be!er stated, baptism is 
the appointed time at which God pronounces forgiveness. Faith takes away the love of 
sin, repentance takes away the practice of sin, and baptism takes away the guilt of sin. 
"e association of washing in water with purity made it natural to associate the immer-
sion bath with the washing away of sins.

Acts 2:38 states the purpose of repentance and baptism: “Repent, and be baptized 
every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven.” "e 
Greek construction is a regular way of expressing an object or goal: “for,” “unto,” or “in 
order to obtain” forgiveness of sins. Some have doubted this purpose of baptism and 
have tried to translate differently, but the grammar will not permit it. Exactly the same 
construction and wording occurs in Ma!hew 26:28, “"is is my blood of the covenant, 
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” No one would suggest that 
Jesus’ blood was poured out “because of the forgiveness of sins.” He did not die because 
sins were already forgiven, nor was his blood poured out as a symbol of the forgiveness 
of sins. "ere is no doubt that the blood was shed “in order to effect the forgiveness of 
sins.” "e same translation must be given to Acts 2:38. "is is not to suggest that theo-
logically the water of baptism is equivalent to the blood of the cross, but the wording 
requires the same grammatical meaning, the same object or goal. "e blood provides 
forgiveness by the divine action; baptism appropriates that forgiveness for the penitent 
believer.

"is teaching of forgiveness of sins in baptism is expressed in other verses by the 
imagery of washing or cleansing. “And now why do you delay? Get up, be baptized, and 
have your sins washed away, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16). Baptism washes away 
sins, but not the water itself, for the act is accompanied by the confession of faith, “call-
ing on the name” of the Lord. And this faith is engendered by the preaching of the word 
(Rom. 10:13). "e power of forgiveness is not in the water or in the act. "e power is in 
God and the blood of Christ; it is received because one calls on the name of the Lord, 
and it is received in baptism. "e act is an appropriate expression for what God does. 
“God gives all to faith; God gives all in baptism.”38

“And baptism … now saves you—not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an 
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appeal to God for a good conscience [or a pledge to God from a good conscience], 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 3:21). Peter clearly distinguishes the 

baptismal washing from an ordinary bath and a ceremonial cleansing. "e difference is 

made, on the part of the individual, by the verbal commitment and the association with 

a good conscience, and, on the part of the divine action, by the effect of the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. "ere is no magical power in the water nor merit in the act itself, for the 

value comes not from the water but from the intention with which the act is performed. 

"e statement is not to be absolutized, but when placed in the total context of the 

gospel, it remains true, “Baptism saves.”

Another verse using the imagery of cleansing or washing in connection with baptism 

is Ephesians 5:26—Christ loved the church “in order to make her holy by cleansing her 

with the washing of water by the word.” "e imagery is that of the nuptial bath by the 

bride (cf. Ezek. 16:8-12). "e purifying is by water and by word. "e “word” may be the 

candidate’s confession of faith, the baptismal formula by the baptizer, the preached 

gospel, or the promise of God. "e analogy of the wedding ceremony plus New Testa-

ment and early Christian practice favors the confession accompanying baptism.39

Paul brings together washing, being sanctified, and being justified on the basis of the 

name of Christ and the Spirit of God in 1 Corinthians 6:11. It may be overly schematic, 

but the three verbs can be related to the three divine names invoked in baptism: bap-

tism is in the name of Christ (Acts 10:48; cf. 1 Cor. 1:13); the Spirit sanctifies (Rom. 15:16; 

2 "ess. 2:13; but related to God in 1 "ess. 5:23 and Christ in 1 Cor. 1:2); and God justi-

fies (Rom. 8:33). Regardless, the washing of baptism involves being sanctified or set 

apart as God’s holy people and receiving the justification that comes through faith.

Similarly, Hebrews 10:19-23 brings together “the blood of Jesus,” “full assurance of 

faith,” baptism, and “the confession of our hope.” Baptism is referred to in the phrase 

38 
G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), p. 273, 

“God’s gracious giving to faith belongs to the context of baptism, even as God’s gracious giving in 

baptism is to faith.

39 B. F. Westco!, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (London: Macmillan, 1906), pp. 84-85; E. 

Ferguson, “Baptismal Motifs in the Ancient Church,” Restoration Quarterly 7 (1963): 203, 

reprinted in Studies in Early Christianity, Vol. XI, Conversion, Catechumenate, and Baptism in the 

Early Church, ed. E. Ferguson (New York: Garland, 1993), p. 353
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“our bodies washed with pure water.” "e heart is “sprinkled clean [i.e., purified, the 
inner sanctification] from an evil conscience [the consciousness of sins and an evil a!i-
tude]” at the same time the body receives the outward washing.40 Such is related to “the 
confession of our hope.” Since baptism is “in the name of Jesus,” and is a “calling on the 
name of the Lord” (Acts 22:16), it must be a baptism at which one confesses faith. As an 
act of penitent faith, it obtains the washing away or forgiveness of sins, which is to be 
sanctified and justified.

According to these passages, baptism is a washing, cleansing, or purifying. Such 
descriptions pick up the prophetic promises about the new age. Ezekiel 36:22-31 asso-
ciates a new heart with the Spirit, repentance, and cleansing with water (sprinkling 
water in vs. 25 follows Old Testament ritual purifications and does not describe the 
mode of a Christian’s cleansing, for which see pp. 201-203). "e real basis of cleansing is 
the blood of Jesus (1 John 1:7). Nevertheless, just as in some Old Testament cleansings 
there was the application of blood and water (Lev. 14:4-7 and cf. 51-52) followed by a 
bath (vss. 8-9), so in a Christian’s cleansing there is the combination of the blood and 
water (cf. Heb. 10:22). "e close relation of the cross to baptism is further indicated by 1 
Corinthians 1:13.41 "ere must be an objective necessity about baptism, or the New Tes-
tament writers could not speak of baptism in the way they do.

Water itself does not touch sins, but washing in water perfectly symbolizes what 
takes place when the command on which forgiveness is conditioned is obeyed. "e act 
corresponds to the cleansing that is promised when it is obeyed (1 Pet. 3:21). In the same 
way, baptism perfectly symbolizes the death and resurrection discussed on pages 
189-191.

"e perspective outlined here makes problematic the designation of baptism as a 
sacrament. On the broadest definition of a sacrament, “the outward sign of an inward 
grace,” baptism may be considered a sacrament, but it does not fit the ways in which the 
parts of this definition are usually related. Roman Catholics have traditionally empha-

40 N. A. Dahl, “A New and Living Way: "e Approach to God according to Hebrews 10:19-25,” 

Interpretation 5 (1951): 407–408
41 R. Pesch, Das Abendmahl und Jesu Todesverstöndnis (Freiburg: Herder, 1978), pp. 115–122, shows 

the link between the atonement and baptism. Jesus understood his death as atoning, bringing the 

forgiveness of sins; baptism, too, was for the forgiveness of sins, “in the name of Jesus.

23Exported	from	Logos	Bible	Software,	5:15	AM	September	4,	2019.



Evere! Ferguson, !e Church of Christ: A Biblical Ecclesiology for Today (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Pub. Co., 1996).

sized the inward grace, so much so that the benefits are applied in the rite if no resis-

tance is offered (hence, an infant receives forgiveness of original sin in baptism). In 

medieval theology this teaching concerning the sacraments was expressed by the Latin 

phrase ex opere operato, meaning that the work (the sacrament) and its benefits were 

accomplished from the doing of the work itself and were not dependent on the person 

performing the work. #e phrase has come to stand for the objective efficacy of reli-

gious acts, and although faith was presupposed, it was not necessarily personal faith (in 

the case of infant baptism the faith was that of the church and/or the parents). Protes-

tants, on the other hand, have emphasized the sign aspect, so baptism is a sign of God’s 

forgiveness that is given to a faith that has already happened (in the case of adult bap-

tism) or will happen (in the case of infant baptism) and does not require the sign for it to 

happen (hence, the baptism is actually unnecessary). Against these ideas, the New Tes-

tament teaches that baptism has real value but draws that value only from the com-

mand of God and from an active faith. It is both necessary to the accomplishment of 

forgiveness under ordinary circumstances and the symbol of what is accomplished.

#is book has consciously avoided a separate category of “sacraments” in its organiza-

tion of the material. Such a category is a later theological construct for which there is no 

explicit New Testament authorization. Moreover, it seems preferable to treat the 

actions sometimes called sacraments in the living context of their place in the church 

rather than to pull them out of that context and put them in a separate category.

Some have felt that this teaching about the relation of baptism to the forgiveness of 

sins makes it a “work” and so contradicts the teaching of salvation as a gi% received by 

faith. It is hoped that the larger treatment of biblical teaching in this chapter will allevi-

ate that concern. For now it may be noted that the person being baptized is passive in 

baptism. Nothing could more accurately express complete submission and receptive-

ness of grace than this act. Especially is this true for immersion (see pp. 201-203), where 

the person yields to submersion under the water.

Gi! of the Holy Spirit Continuing with Acts 2:38, we learn that the person who 

repents and is baptized in Jesus’ name for the forgiveness of sins is promised, “and you 

will receive the gi% of the Holy Spirit.” #e promise is made to the penitent who is bap-

tized. #e gi% is not a gi% given by the Holy Spirit but the Holy Spirit himself as a gi% 

(also Acts 10:45, “#e gi% of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles”; 
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cf. Acts 5:32, “"e Holy Spirit whom God has given those who obey him”; contrast Acts 
8:20).

According to Acts 2:38, baptism precedes the bestowal of the Holy Spirit. One may 
compare Galatians 4:6, “And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son 
into our hearts, crying‘Abba! Father!’ ” God did not send the Spirit in order to make 
people his children, but because they were adopted as his children he placed the sign of 
sonship in them, the Spirit enabling them to address him intimately as “Father” (cf. 
Rom. 8:15-17).

"ere was a special case where the Spirit preceded baptism in the conversion of the 
household of Cornelius in Acts 10:44-48. "e Spirit came on them while Peter was 
preaching, so Peter said, “ ‘Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people 
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ So he ordered them to be baptized in 
the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 10:47-48). Quite clearly the coming of the Holy Spirit 
was a sign that God accepted Gentiles, and that therefore they should receive the water 
baptism that incorporated them into the people of God in Christ. "at was the use made 
of the episode in Acts 11:1-18, especially verses 15-18. "is special case was to prove that 
God accepted the Gentiles.

"e normal order was for the Spirit to be given a$er and as a result of baptism. In 
Acts 19:1-6 those who had received John’s baptism and had never heard of the Holy 
Spirit were baptized again, this time in the name of the Lord Jesus, so that they might 
receive the Holy Spirit. "e gi$ of the Holy Spirit, as well as the association with the 
name of Jesus and confession of him, is a distinguishing characteristic of Christian bap-
tism.

Another instance in Acts where the coming of the Spirit is separated in time from 
baptism is the conversion of the Samaritans in Acts 8:14-17. In each case where there is a 
separation of the coming of the Spirit from baptism, there is a special occasion marking 
the spread of the gospel to a new group about which there might be some doubt or some 
special problem—Samaritans (Acts 8), Gentiles (Acts 10-11), disciples of John (Acts 19). 
"at Luke intends his first account, his showcase narrative (Acts 2), to represent normal 
practice finds some confirmation in Paul’s words: “You were washed, you were sancti-
fied, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of God” (1 
Cor. 6:11). "is passage brings together the washing (baptism) with the name of Christ 
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and the Holy Spirit.42 Other passages associating the Spirit with baptism will be dis-
cussed below in relation to the new birth and entrance into the church. "e bestowing 
of the Holy Spirit is one of the things God does in baptism.

New Birth Baptism as a new birth is one way of describing what God does at baptism. 
He forgives sins and gives the Holy Spirit. Another way of expressing these gi#s is to say 
that God imparts new life at baptism.

"e key passage here is John 3:3-5: “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom 
of God without being born from above [or born anew]… . No one can enter the kingdom 
of God without being born of water and Spirit.” "e new birth described here is one 
birth of two components, not two births. "e two parts of this one birth are water and 
Spirit. A lot is said about “born again Christians”; actually there is no other kind of 
Christian. "e way one becomes a Christian is to be born again. "ose who use this 
phrase usually mean by it a subjective, emotional conversion experience. I would not 
want to take away from the importance of experience, but the Bible by rebirth refers to 
an objective change, an objective act which changes a person’s status and relationship. 
"ere are two elements of the new birth, despite the efforts of some to dehydrate the 
rebirth.

"e new birth is accomplished by God. “By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:3). "e agency 
of the new birth is the word of God. God initiates the new birth through the preaching 
of the gospel: “You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, 
through the living and enduring word of God… . "at word is the good news that was 
announced to you” (1 Pet. 1:23-25).

A parallel verse to John 3:5, but using a different word with a different conceptual 
background, is Titus 3:5: “God saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that 
we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water [washing] of rebirth [regen-
eration] and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” "e word rendered “rebirth” in the NRSV is 
palingenesia. "is word was used in philosophical literature for the regeneration of the 
world, hence for a new age (cf. Ma!. 19:28 for the word in an apocalyptic sense). "e 

42 "e aorist tenses for the anointing, sealing, and giving of the Spirit in 2 Cor. 1:22 indicate a 

definite occasion, probably the baptismal bestowal of the Holy Spirit
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concept of a renewed world seems more likely as the background of Titus 3:5 than the 
idea of rebirth based on the imagery of physical birth. "e bath, then, is related to the 
new world, the new age. It is accompanied by a renewing that is accomplished by the 
Holy Spirit.43 One preposition, “through,” governs both phrases, “bath of the new age 
and renewal of the Holy Spirit.” "ese two phrases follow an a-b-b-a pa!ern. "e new 
age and the renewal are related respectively to the water and the Spirit. Titus 3:6 may be 
a generalizing statement about the role of the Holy Spirit or may be a reference to the 
separate act of giving the Holy Spirit to indwell the convert. Although there is a continu-
ity between what the Spirit does in baptism and his indwelling, conceptually these are 
different functions. "e similarity with John 3:5 is that once more the newness involves 
two elements, water and Spirit.

Reference to the water precedes the Spirit in both John 3:5 and Titus 3:5. It seems 
likely that these verses speak not of something the Spirit does before baptism but what 
the Spirit does in baptism. "e Spirit imparts the new spiritual life. "is is something 
objective. "e renewing by the Holy Spirit is what God does, not what a person feels. 
"e Spirit gives a new heart and new spirit (Ezek. 36:26), so that one becomes a new 
creature (2 Cor. 5:17) who lives a new life (Col. 3:8-11). In view of this, translators of 
John 3:3 and 5 might have done be!er, in spite of the reference to the mother’s womb in 
verse 4, to render “bego!en” rather than “born.” "e Spirit recreates and renews life in 
connection with baptism, but more than that he also takes up residence in the one bap-
tized (see discussion on p. 108). "is further activity of the Spirit may be included in 
Titus 3:6, “"is Spirit he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior.”

Death and Resurrection What is expressed in Johannine language as new birth or birth 
from above is expressed by Paul as a death and the resurrection of a transformed life. 
Colossians 2:12 was noticed above on baptism as confession of faith. Paul’s most 

43 James D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), pp. 165–170, 

construes the passage differently: the washing is of regeneration and renewal, and both are 

effected by the Holy Spirit. Even if the passage is read this way, it does not follow that the washing 

is figurative for the regeneration and renewal; loutron would have been chosen because of the 

washing involved in baptism, although it is readily granted that the spiritual significance is the 

important teaching of the passage
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extended discussion is in Romans 6.

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were bap-

tized into his death? "erefore we have been buried with him by baptism into 

death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so 

we too might walk in newness of life.

For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be 

united with him in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified 

with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be 

enslaved to sin… . So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to 

God in Christ Jesus. (Rom. 6:3-11)

"is passage and 1 Peter 3:18-22 both connect baptism and its saving effects with the 

resurrection of Christ. As Christ died, was buried, and was raised, so baptism expresses 

death to sin, the burial of the old self, and resurrection to a new life.44 "ere is both a 

negative and a positive aspect—a cancelling of the old and the initiation of the new. "e 

old self that was a slave to sin is crucified and buried. God who raised Jesus raises the 

one baptized to a new life. "is is the working of God in baptism.

As the Spirit was active in the new birth, so the Spirit is active in the resurrection to a 

new life. Although the Spirit is not mentioned in Romans 6, the Spirit is closely associ-

ated with the resurrection in Romans 8, and the language picks up the themes of 

Romans 6.

If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised 

Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit 

44 
James D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), p. 143, makes 

much of Paul not explicitly linking baptism with the idea of resurrection, but this is demanding 

too much literalness. What else are we to make of the connection, “Just as Christ was raised … , so 

we too walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4) and the contrast of dead and alive “in Christ” (Rom. 

6:11) if not an association of the baptismal experience with resurrection? "e mention of the 

resurrection of the convert is explicit in Col. 2:12, and even if en hō refers to Christ and not to 

baptism (Dunn, p. 155), baptism is still the occasion at which one is raised with Christ through 

faith. On the passage as a whole, see P. L. Stepp, !e Believer’s Participation in the Death of Christ: 

“Corporate Identification” and a Study of Romans 6:1-14 (Lewiston: Mellen, 1996)
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that dwells in you. So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to 
live according to the flesh—for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if 
by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. (Rom. 8:11-13)

What happened to Christ historically happens to others spiritually, and that in turn 
anticipates what will happen really at the end of time. "e convert participates in 
Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. "ere is a sharing in his experience. "at 
makes baptism a richly meaningful act. More is involved than an imitation or repetition 
of what Christ did; what he did becomes operative in the life of the believer. Here is the 
link in the doctrine of the atonement between Christ and a human being. How can what 
Christ did affect a person today? Objectively, there is God’s acceptance. Subjectively, 
there is human appropriation.

Baptism may be described as an act of dynamic symbolism, a symbol that partakes of 
the reality symbolized. Just as the prophets of the Old Testament o$en conveyed their 
message by acts as well as by words (Isa. 20; Jer. 27–28; Ezek. 4), so baptism may be 
understood as a prophetic sign or symbol. "e prophetic messages were conditional on 
the response of the people, and the symbolic actions partook of the reality proclaimed, 
for they, too, were the word of the Lord. Baptism began with John as an eschatological 
sign of cleansing; it was given deeper symbolism in Christianity by the death and resur-
rection of Christ. Anything but immersion destroys the symbolism of the act.

Baptism is a link between the atonement (see pp. 183-186 on forgiveness of sins) and 
Christian living. "e purpose of Paul’s reference to baptism in Romans 6 is to show the 
inconsistency of a life of sin in one who understands the meaning of baptism. Romans 6
does not say it is impossible for a baptized person to sin, but that it is inconsistent to do 
so. To practice sin is to deny the reality of conversion (Rom. 6:11, 12, 14; Col. 2:20; 3:5, 
12). As a death to sin and a resurrection to a new life, baptism says something very 
important about the life to be lived a$er baptism. Since baptism means sin is crucified 
and buried and a new life is raised, this indicates the kind of life to be lived—righteous 
and not sinful. We are to be dead to sin but alive in and for God.

Membership in the Church Baptism places one in the church. “For in [or by] the one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body … and we were all made to drink of one 
Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:13). "is again is God’s doing, to incorporate a person in the body of 
Christ. Baptism is not just an individual transaction. It is not just an act of personal sal-
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vation. It is a community or social act. One is now made a part of God’s people. "e 
Spirit places the person in the one body. Having the one Spirit is the means of sharing in 
the one body.

“Baptize in” is normally followed by the element in which the baptism occurs, and 
such is Paul’s usage in 1 Corinthians 10:2. Hence, some have argued that water baptism 
is not in view in 1 Corinthians 12:13 and that Paul is using baptismal imagery to refer to 
being submerged in the Spirit.45 "is is possible but seems unlikely, since Paul in every 

45 James D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), pp. 127–

131, offers the following arguments

(1)"e six other usages of “baptism in the Holy Spirit” have the Spirit as the element (Ma!. 3:11; 

Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16). "e numbers are not so impressive, for the 

passages report only two sayings in a nearly set phrase (always “Holy Spirit”) and none is in 

Paul. When Paul uses the preposition en with Spirit, it is normally instrumental (“by”)—in 1 

Corinthians alone note 6:11; 12:3 (twice), 9 (twice); 14:16 (textually uncertain).

(2)“Baptize” does not itself specify water. However, since the overwhelming use in early Chris-

tian literature is to water baptism, the presumption favors such a reference unless the con-

text makes clear that there is another reference. "e subsequent statement about “made to 

drink” the Spirit, or alternatively “watered, irrigated” with the Spirit, refers to a separate 

event from the baptism by (or in) the Spirit but is most likely suggested by the presence of 

water in the baptism.

(3)Paul draws a metaphor from the rite, and this metaphorical usage occurs in Gal. 3:27; 1 Cor. 

6:11; Rom. 6:3; and Col. 2:12; Eph. 5:26 (pp. 109–113, 120–123, 139–146, 153–157, 162–165). 

"e common usage, on the other hand, once again places the burden of proof on one who 

contends for a metaphorical meaning. "e imagery of “clothing” in Gal. 3:27 does not make 

“baptize” a metaphor; the construction refers to a concrete act (“as many of you as were bap-

tized”) as the basis (“for”) of the metaphor of clothing, introduced in order to explain how 

being “in Christ” makes one “seed of Abraham.” In the discussion of conversion-initiation in 

Galatians (pp. 106-115) Dunn rather arbitrarily allows only “receive the Spirit” as not 

metaphorical. "e “washing” is indeed a “spiritual cleansing” in 1 Cor. 6:11, but the reason 

such a word is chosen is to allude to the baptism in water. Rom. 6:4, Dunn grants, refers to 

water baptism, so there seems no reason to take verse 3 as metaphorical. In Col. 2:12 the 

metaphor is “burial”; and it takes place “in baptism.” "e “washing” of Eph. 5:26 is probably 
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other use of “baptized” in 1 Corinthians has water baptism in mind (1:13-17 [five times]; 
10:2; even the enigmatic 15:29). "erefore, I prefer to take “in the one Spirit” to be 
instrumental: “by means of the one Spirit” a person is baptized into the one body. Such 
is the use of the phrase “in one Spirit” in verse 9 and in the important baptismal text in 1 
Corinthians 6:11, where the repetition of the aorist tense (“you were washed, you were 
sanctified, you were justified”) indicates the reference to the same event. "e washing 
was accomplished “in [by] the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in [by] the Spirit of our 
God.” "e Spirit is the agent of the effects of baptism.

If the locative sense (the Spirit as the element) should nonetheless be preferred in 1 
Corinthians 12:13, there may still be a reference to water baptism. "e typology of 1 
Corinthians 10:2, “in the cloud and the sea,” may suggest a simultaneous immersion in 

an allusion to the bridal bath, but what would lead Paul to make the analogy if not water 

baptism? As Dunn allows throughout, baptism is part of the process of conversion-initiation 

(e.g., pp. 78, 91, 227–228), so why take the references to baptism in such a context as 

metaphorical and not the references to “confession,” for instance, as also metaphorical?

(4)In order to support the metaphorical interpretation Dunn claims that “to be baptized into” 

someone or something (metaphorical) is not the same as “to be baptized into the name” (the 

water rite) (p. 171). Since “name” in the ancient world stood for the person, this seems to be a 

quite artificial distinction. To be baptized into the name of Christ is the same as to be bap-

tized into Christ.

(5)In New Testament teaching external rites are not to be confused with inner realities (p. 146; 

cf. pp. 15, 137). "is is certainly true, but the Bible throughout expects an external expression 

of the inner realities. Dunn allows water baptism as the occasion for confession of faith, 

commitment, and the gi$ of the Spirit (e.g., pp. 17, 151). "is way of pu!ing the relationship 

would seem to remove most of the objections voiced against taking Paul’s references to bap-

tism as indicating the actual immersion in water.

If the “one baptism” of Eph. 4:5 is water baptism, as Dunn says, where does that leave Spirit bap-

tism? Dunn, as many other scholars, is guilty of an ahistorical reading of the New Testament 

without reference to the practices and literature of the church in the early centuries. Only a few 

Gnostics (Tertullian, On Baptism) tried to dehydrate the New Testament references to baptism. 

Relevant to 1 Cor. 12:13 is the association of water baptism and baptism with or by the Holy Spirit 

(Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 18-19; 29.1; 43.2
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the Spirit and the water, to which allusion is made in 1 Corinthians 12:13. If so, the bap-

tism in water is also a baptism in the Spirit. To be dipped in the baptismal water is to be 

dipped in the Spirit.
46

"e New Testament places no significance on the person who performs the baptism. 

"e emphasis is always on the person’s response of faith and the divine action. Paul in 1 

Corinthians 1:13-17 does not depreciate baptism itself but its human administrator. "e 

preaching of the gospel that results in baptism is much more important than the person 

who assists the believer in being baptized. Paul, as modern missionaries, recognized the 

potential for party loyalties from a!achment to a prominent preacher or church leader. 

John 4:1-2, although dealing with the ministry of Jesus, is relevant here. Jesus was 

making and baptizing more disciples than John, yet Jesus was not himself doing the 

baptizing. His disciples were doing that. What was done by his disciples was done by 

Jesus. "e person doing the baptizing was not the important ma!er; what was impor-

tant was the fact that it was done and the purpose that motivated it.

Even if the Spirit is not the instrumental means of the incorporation into the body of 

Christ in 1 Corinthians 12:13, the verse still teaches that the end result is becoming one 

body. In that one body “we were all made to drink of one Spirit,” for the body of Christ is 

where the Spirit is. “We were all baptized” and “We all drank of one Spirit” are grammat-

ically parallel, so we have another passage where baptism and the Spirit are brought 

together as twin aspects of becoming a Christian. "is verse adds the thought that this 

experience adds one to the body.

"e same thought of incorporation into the church is expressed elsewhere by Paul as 

being baptized into Christ (see Rom. 6:3 discussed on p. 190). In Galatians 3:27, being 

baptized “into Christ” is described as being clothed with Christ. And being in Christ 

puts one in the people of God (Gal. 3:28-29). Since Christ is the body (1 Cor. 12:12), to be 

baptized into Christ is to be baptized into the body, that is, into the church as the people 

of God. Both Galatians 3:28 and 1 Corinthians 12:13 make incorporation into Christ 

independent of racial, social, and sexual distinctions.

Baptism serves as the act of initiation into the church. Any group or organization has 

to have some act which marks off its members from others, however informal this may 

be. "is is especially true in the realm of religion. Not only does the church need some-

46 
L. S. "ornton, !e Common Life in the Body of Christ, 3rd ed. (London: Dacre, 1950), pp. 87–94
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thing to identify its members, but people need something they can look back on and say, 
“At that time I became a Christian, a member of the church.” God has designated some-
thing as the decisive act that only the truly converted will do. Baptism is the line 
between the church and the world.

Membership in the church is more a result than a purpose of baptism. One is bap-
tized not so much in order to join the church as to accept Christ and receive his salva-
tion. Part of what is involved in that is incorporation into the people of Christ. God adds 
the person to the church, the community of the saved. "e church is created by God. 
With membership go both privileges and responsibilities. Baptism carries responsibili-
ties to the church as well as bringing the privileges of belonging to the community of 
believers. "e relationship of baptism to the church is a reminder that conversion and 
salvation is not only an individual act but is also a corporate act. Salvation places a per-
son in a saved community.

Concluding Observations Baptism provides an objective assurance of having received 
God’s promised salvation in Christ. "at may lead to the subtle temptation to trust in 
baptism for salvation instead of trusting in God, his act in Christ, and his word of prom-
ise.

Similarly, there are other things that can become misplaced objects of trust. One 
person may trust his or her faith as a guarantee of salvation. Another person may trust 
in some experience as the assurance of salvation. Yet another may depend on doctrinal 
correctness for salvation. As valuable and desirable as these things, or other things that 
may become the basis of assurance, may be, they must not become the objects of trust. 
"ere o#en seems to be a temptation to rely on something else rather than to trust in 
God’s grace in Christ. Truly to trust in God includes responding to him in the appointed 
way.

Subjects of Baptism

Penitent Believers

What has been said about the meaning of baptism identifies the proper subjects of 
baptism. Baptism is an act of faith and repentance. It is a faith confessed in action and 
an expression of the turning involved in repentance. It brings a forgiveness of sins to 
those convicted in their heart. It is not a work by those already saved. Hence, the proper 
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persons to receive baptism are penitent believers, or believing penitents. Only to such 

can baptism have the full meaning outlined above.

Infant Baptism "e theology of baptism presented in the New Testament would seem 

to rule out infant baptism, in spite of its long history in Catholic and Protestant 

churches. Against the practice are the following facts. (1) "ere is no mention of the 

baptism of infants in the New Testament. (2) Every account of baptism in the New Tes-

tament shows it to be response by believers (cf. Acts 18:8 as representative). (3) "e evi-

dence of church history places the beginning of infant baptism at the end of the second 

century.
47

Various efforts have been made to hurdle the historical and theological barriers to 

infant baptism. Four arguments will be briefly examined.

Evidence in the New Testament for infant baptism is claimed from the examples of 

household baptism. It is argued that the term for “house” or “household” (oikos) 

includes infants. It is true that this word would include children if they were present, 

but the term does not require that they were present or say anything about the age of 

any children who might be in the household. Infants are not necessarily included, and 

there are things said in the accounts of household conversion that exclude them. "e 

angel told Cornelius that Peter would bring a message by which his “entire household 

will be saved” (Acts 11:14). Besides the implication of this statement of hearing and 

understanding the message, “all his household” is described as fearing God (Acts 10:2). 

Lydia “and her household” were baptized (Acts 16:15). No details are given, but since 

47 "e efforts of Joachim Jeremias, Infant Baptism in the First Four Centuries (London: SCM, 1960) 

and !e Origins of Infant Baptism (Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1963), to find infant baptism in apos-

tolic times were thoroughly answered as far as historical evidence is concerned by Kurt Aland, 

Did the Early Church Baptize Infants? (Westminster: Philadelphia, 1963), Die Stellung der Kinder in 

den frühen christlichen Gemeinden—und ihre Taufe (Munich, 1967), and Taufe und Kindertaufe

(Gütersloh, 1971). A plausible se!ing for the origin of infant baptism is suggested by Evere! 

Ferguson, “Inscriptions and the Origin of Infant Baptism,” Journal of !eological Studies n.s. 30 

(1979): 37–46; from another perspective see D. F. Wright, “"e Origins of Infant Baptism—Child 

Believers’ Baptism?” Sco"ish Journal of !eology 40 (1987): 1–23. A collection of the sources may 

be found in Evere! Ferguson, Early Christians Speak (Abilene: ACU Press, 1987), pp. 55–65
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Lydia was head of her own business and household and nothing is said about a husband, 

it seems the household was her slaves and business associates and the presence of 

infants highly unlikely. "e jailor at Philippi “and his household” were promised salva-

tion if he believed (Acts 16:31), so “"ey spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all 

who were in his house” (Acts 16:32). “He and his entire family were baptized” (Acts 

16:33), and “he and his entire household rejoiced” (Acts 16:34). Any children in this 

household were able to hear the word of the Lord and rejoice at their baptism. At 

Corinth “Crispus … became a believer in the Lord, together with all his household” 

(Acts 18:8). His household included only those old enough to become believers. Paul 

baptized “the household of Stephanas” (1 Cor. 1:16), and “they were the first converts in 

Achaia, and they have devoted themselves to the service of the saints” (1 Cor. 16:15).

Another approach is to blend the old and new covenants and to argue that as in Israel 

one was born into covenant relationship with God and received circumcision as the sign 

of being in the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 17:11; cf. Rom. 4:11), so now one is born into 

the people of God and receives baptism as the seal of salvation. "e problem with this 

argument is that the New Testament did not give baptism the place of circumcision.48

Christian circumcision is the work of the Spirit within the heart (Rom. 2:28-29; Phil. 

3:3; contrast Eph. 2:11), and the gi# of the Holy Spirit, not baptism, is identified as the 

seal of the covenant (2 Cor. 1:21-22; Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30). "e gi# of the Holy Spirit con-

tinued in early Christian thought to be spoken of as spiritual circumcision, and the asso-

ciation of circumcision with baptism was a secondary development because baptism 

was the time at which the Spirit was bestowed.49 "e one passage in the New Testament 

where there appears to be an association of circumcision with baptism is Colossians 

2:11-12. "e “circumcision of Christ” refers to the death of Christ, followed by his burial 

and resurrection. "at is the spiritual circumcision, “made without hands,” in which 

one participates through union with Christ. "e body of flesh is stripped off, as was 

Christ’s, and one is buried and raised in baptism. "e baptism is not itself the spiritual 

circumcision, for baptism is administered by human hands. "e most that can be said is 

48 James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, 2nd ed. (London: SCM, 1990), 

pp. 159–160

49 
Evere! Ferguson, “Spiritual Circumcision in Early Christianity,” Sco"ish Journal of !eology 41 

(1989): 485–497
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that baptism is associated with the time or occasion of a person’s participation in the 
circumcision of Christ, because baptism is a burial and resurrection. "e real corre-
spondence is between the physical act of the old covenant and its spiritual counterpart 
in the circumcision of the heart (cf. Deut. 30:6; Jer. 4:4) in the new covenant (an activity 
of the Holy Spirit). "e argument from circumcising infants under the old covenant to 
baptizing infants now is a theological construct without direct warrant in the New Tes-
tament texts.

Another support for infant baptism has been found in Jewish proselyte baptism. Any 
children in the family that converted to Judaism received the purification bath along 
with their parents. "e difficulty with this argument is the uncertain date of proselyte 
baptism. "e requirement of immersion for proselytes is not certainly a!ested until the 
late first century.50 Even if we could be sure that it was earlier, it seems not to have been 
comparable to Christian baptism, and it is not clear what if any influence therefore it 
would have had on the Christian rite. Even if the maximum possibilities are allowed for 
the parallel between the two rites, there is an important difference. Children who were 
received into Judaism with their parents could renounce their place in Judaism without 
being considered apostates, a concession not granted to children born a%er the conver-
sion nor to subsequent generations. "is indicates that children of the first generation 
of converts were considered somewhat anomalous and entitled to make a choice for 
themselves whether to follow their parents into the Jewish faith.51

For Catholics and many Protestants, the principal theological justification for infant 
baptism is found in the doctrine of original sin. Kurt Aland has associated the rise of 
infant baptism in the late second century with the development of a doctrine of infant 
stain associated with birth.52 But the historical sequence seems to be the reverse. Infant 
baptism arose first on other grounds, and the idea that infants needed purification 
developed (at least in part) as a consequence of the practice. From the idea of an infant 

50 J. J. Collins, “A Symbol of Otherness: Circumcision and Salvation in the First Century,” To See 

Ourselves as Others See Us, ed. J. Neusner and E. S. Frerichs (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985), p. 

171
51 Pat E. Harrell, “Jewish Proselyte Baptism,” Restoration Quarterly 1 (1957): 159–165, with 

reference to b. Kethuboth 11a
52 See references in n. 47; cf. nn. 11 and 28
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stain there developed the doctrine of original sin. Although this doctrine was widely 
held in Africa at Augustine’s time, it is instructive to note that in his debate with Pela-
gians he argues from infant baptism (which Pelagius accepted) to original sin (which 
Pelagius did not accept). Original sin was not the basis of the practice, but the practice 
was the basis of the doctrine (since everyone agreed that one purpose of baptism was 
forgiveness of sins). If the doctrine of original sin in the sense of inherited guilt (not 
a!ested in the early history of Christianity) is found wanting in biblical support (as 
argued in the section on sin, p. 145), then this theological support for infant baptism 
also falls.

Condition of the Child "e theology of the child is li!le developed in churches that 
practice believers’ baptism.53 Yet the status of the child is urgently in need of clarifica-
tion as a foundation for religious education and as an explanation of the relation of the 
young person to the Christian community.

Sometimes there has been a tendency to come out where the old revivalism did: one 
must be lost in order to be saved, so the child is painted as a li!le sinner. Perhaps related 
is the tendency to baptize at a younger and younger age. Or, li!le or no a!ention may 
be given to the child.

One line of approach is from the doctrine of creation. God pronounced his creation 
good (Gen. 1:31). "e doctrine of inherited guilt from Adam was rejected above as lack-
ing biblical support. Children would then be born innocent.

"e New Testament gives positive assessments of children. According to Ma!hew 
18:1-4 a person must become like a child in order to enter the kingdom of heaven, and 
according to Ma!hew 19:13-15 the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as the li!le chil-
dren. "ese statements would imply that children are under the rule of God; otherwise, 
it would hardly make sense to say that others must become like children to enter the 
kingdom. "ese passages are not baptismal texts but are important declarations of the 
condition of children in God’s sight.

"e child of a Christian grows up in holiness. Paul argues against a believer divorcing 
an unbelieving mate on the grounds that the believer sanctifies the unbeliever, a conclu-

53 But see Gideon Yoder, Evangelism and Ministry to Children (Sco!dale, Penn.: Herald, 1959); 

Marlin Jeschke, Believer’s Baptism for Children of the Church (Sco!dale, Penn.: Herald, 1983)
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sion justified by this consideration: “Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as 

it is, they are holy” (1 Cor. 7:14). "e background of Paul’s argument is Jewish ideas of 

ritual purity or impurity. Salvation is not under consideration: Paul does not assume 

that an unbeliever is saved because the spouse is a believer (vs. 16). "e question is the 

legitimacy of the marriage relationship so that it is proper to remain in the marriage. A 

corollary is the condition of the children; are they in a state of purity as it relates to the 

Christian community? Paul indicates that the answer is “Yes.” Nothing is said here 

about baptism; the state of holiness comes from the believing parent not from baptism 

and no impurity requires the cleansing of baptism. If all children are born innocent, 

then the child of a Christian parent has an added advantage, for that child grows up 

(even if incompletely) under Christian influence and in some contact with the Christian 

community.

"e child of a Christian home is in some kind of relation to the Lord—“Children, 

obey your parents in the Lord… . And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, 

but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:1-4). "e child 

of Christian parents sustains a special relation to the Lord that the child of non-Chris-

tians would not.

"ere must be some way in which the religious experience of the child is not denied 

and treated as non-Christian but the real meaning of believer’s baptism maintained. If 

the child is in a positive relationship to the kingdom of God and to the church, as the 

above texts indicate, then it is proper to teach the child to pray, to study the Bible, and to 

practice Christian morality. "e child is to be taught to know the Lord.

What then does baptism mean for the child who has grown up in a Christian home? 

It must still retain the positive significance that it has for the adult convert from the 

world, but it would not have the same sense of a radical break with the past. It would 

mark a break with sin, in anticipation and resolve, if not in extent of experience. "e 

baptism of a child of Christian parents should be seen in continuity with the childhood 

religious experience. Now is the time of deliberate choice and expression of personal 

faith (not still the faith of the parents). We may note the connection of baptism and 

confession of faith in the New Testament. At this time, one makes a profession of faith 

as his or her own. "e young person assumes church responsibilities,54 and the church 

54 
One may compare the Jewish bar mitzvah, when the child becomes a “son of the command-
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assumes some responsibilities for the person’s conduct beyond those responsibilities 

belonging to the immediate family. Baptism is the person’s acceptance of Christ and of 

responsibility for public involvement in the life of the church. "ose who observe infant 

baptism have something comparable in confirmation, a practice without biblical prece-

dent. "is practice shows the necessity for such a public declaration of one’s place in the 

church. When the biblical practice (believer’s baptism) is changed, a substitute for it 

must be found. "ose who perform infant baptism but take personal faith seriously 

have to give to something else (i.e., confirmation) the value baptism has in the New 

Testament.

At what time does baptism become appropriate? When can a decision for a life of 

faith be responsibly made? How long is a child in a state of “holiness”? How long does 

the blood of Christ and the faith of the parents cover the person before a public accep-

tance of the blood and a personal acknowledgment of the faith is made? When does one 

assume responsibility for the self? When is there a real understanding and not just 

knowing the right words to say? "e Bible does not give an age. "e person must face 

the consciousness of sin (which to some degree may come quite early) and the necessity 

of assuming responsibility for actions (that may be very much later).

If a child is in some relation to the church, a service of infant blessing, on the order of 

Ma!hew 19:13-15, is in order. It is always proper to pray God’s blessings on children and 

ask for his guidance for parents in rearing their children. At the same time parents can 

commit themselves to their task, and the church can commit itself to the spiritual nur-

ture of its families.

Action of Baptism

"e baptism commanded by Jesus in the making of disciples is an immersion in water. 

"e topic formerly was warmly debated, but in these days there is general scholarly 

agreement. Several lines of evidence converge in support of the baptismal action as a 

dipping.

"e etymology of the word baptizō (from baptō) as “to dip, plunge, immerse, wash 

completely” is li!le disputed. "e contention that by New Testament times the word 

had come to be used to mean “to purify ceremonially” without reference to the manner 

ment” with responsibility to assume the duties of the law
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of the application of the water is a conjecture without basis in the texts. "e meaning 

“dip, immerse, submerge” is continued in a secular sense among authors of New Testa-

ment times. For instance, Josephus uses baptizō for a person drowning
55

 and for a ship 

sinking (his most frequent usage),56 both very thorough submergings.

Jewish practice in New Testament times for ritual washing was a complete immer-

sion of the body.57 "is was true in Pharisaic prescriptions that became normative for 

Judaism and in sects like the Qumran community. "e evidence of literary texts has 

been confirmed by the discovery in Israel of a large number of mikwaoth (immersion 

baths) from the first century.
58

 Doubts about the feasibility of immersing 3,000 persons 

on Pentecost (Acts 2), for instance, have been completely dispelled by the large number 

of immersion pools found on the temple mount to accommodate the needs of priests 

and throngs of worshippers to be in a state of purity as they approached the temple.

"e New Testament descriptions of baptism imply a full bath. John chose his place 

for baptizing because of the abundance of water (John 3:23). Jesus came up from the 

water a#er his baptism (Ma!. 3:16). It was unnecessary for him to have been in the 

water if it was only poured or sprinkled on him. Later church practice in this regard led 

artists to the strange fantasy of Jesus standing waist deep in water while John poured 

water on his head (such pictures do not occur until medieval western times). Philip’s 

baptizing of the Ethiopian treasurer required them both to get out of the chariot, go 

down into the water, and to come up out of the water (Acts 8:38-39), foolishly unneces-

sary unless a dipping was performed.

"e symbolism of burial and resurrection (Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 2:12) is meaningful for 

55 War 1.437; Antiquities 15.55

56 
War 2.556; 3.368; 3.525, 527; Antiquities 9.212; cf. War 3.423 and Life 15 for waves 

overwhelming a ship but not sinking it

57 
I. Abrahams, “ ‘How Did the Jews Baptize?’ ” Journal of !eological Studies 12 (1911): 609–612

58 
Ehud Netzer, “Ancient Ritual Baths (Miqvaot) in Jericho,” !e Jerusalem Cathedra 2, ed. L. I. 

Levine (Detroit: Wayne State, 1982), pp. 106–119; Bryant G. Wood, “To Dip or Sprinkle? "e 

Qumran Cisterns in Perspective,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 256 (1984): 

45–60; Wm. S. LaSor, “Discovering What Jewish Miqva’ot Can Tell Us About Christian Baptism,” 

Biblical Archaeology Review 13 (Jan.-Feb., 1987): 52–59; E. P. Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the 

Mishnah (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1990), pp. 214–227
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an immersion but difficult to visualize for some other action. #at symbolism is applied 
practically in such subsequent statements as “your life is hidden with Christ in 
God” (Col. 3:3).

#e evidence of early church history is conclusive on early Christian practice.59 Two 
exceptions appear in the sources. #e Didache 7 allows pouring water three times on the 
head if there is not sufficient water for an immersion. Sickbed baptism could be admin-
istered by applying water on the body if it was dangerous to take the person to a place 
for a full immersion (Cyprian, Epistle 69 [75].12). Both circumstances were considered 
exceptional, and it was a long time before something other than immersion became 
common (and that only in the western branch of the church).

59 Some of the evidence is collected in Evere! Ferguson, Early Christians Speak (Abilene: ACU 
Press, 1987), pp. 33–54
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