
Why the church baptizes

In this section we’ll review the biblical witness to baptism. But 
first, a preliminary observation.

By the time the New Testament documents were being 
written down, baptism was already a widespread and undis-
puted practice in the church. For all the factions, dissensions, 
and schisms in the nascent church, none of them questioned 
the practice of baptism. (Or communion, either.) The New 
Testament writers could safely assume baptism, even if they 
had to offer further instruction on it.

Baptism is older than the New Testament.
But why did Christians start to baptize at all?
John, son of Elizabeth and Zechariah, inaugurated the prac-

tice of baptism. Until the New Testament, there was no Greek 
noun meaning “baptism.” Even the verb baptizo�, “to baptize,” 
was on the rare side, built off the more common verb bápso�, “to 
dip.” To baptize means to submerge for an extended period of 
time or even to ferment.

John’s baptism was a departure from previous Israelite 
practices involving water, for two reasons. First, John did the 
submersion-in-water to other people, rather than people sub-
merging themselves. Second, his baptism functioned as a sign 
of repentance and a request to God for the forgiveness of sins.

The transition from John’s baptism to Christian baptism be-
gan with Jesus’ own baptism. John’s initial reluctance to baptize 
Jesus is telling: it seemed to put John as the baptizing agent in 
a superior position over against Jesus the baptismal recipient, 
the thong of whose sandal John was unworthy to untie. Further, 
it suggested that Jesus needed to repent. Jesus overrode John’s 
objections.

But then something happened that had never happened dur-
ing a Johannine baptism before: the Holy Spirit descended upon 
Jesus. John was astonished. Up until that moment, his baptism 
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most definitely did not bestow the Holy Spirit. The introduction 
of Jesus into the baptism equation rendered it qualitatively dif-
ferent. Jesus + baptism = Holy Spirit.

All of the Gospels reinforce this point by placing on John’s 
lips the prophecy that he who is to come, the Christ, will baptize 
with both water and the Holy Spirit. For example, in the Fourth 
Gospel, John the Baptist says, “I myself did not know him, but 
he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom 
you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes 
with the Holy Spirit’” (John 1:33; cf. Matthew 3:11, Mark 1:8, 
Luke 3:16).

The very last mention of John the Baptist in the New 
Testament, in Acts 19, drives the same point home. Paul asks 
“some disciples” in Ephesus if they received the Holy Spirit 
when they were baptized. They respond no, in fact, they’d nev-
er even heard of the Holy Spirit! Paul’s puzzled rejoinder re-
veals his assumptions about Christian baptism: “Then into what 
were you baptized?” John’s baptism, they answer. That explains 
it! No wonder they didn’t have the Holy Spirit. Paul enlight-
ens them as to the upgrade, so to speak, from John’s baptism 
to Jesus’. Then they are baptized in Jesus’ name and, of course, 
they receive the Holy Spirit. Note well: this is not a rebaptism, 
because the Ephesian disciples had never received Jesus’ bap-
tism at all, only John’s. There is no record of Christian rebap-
tism anywhere in the New Testament.

Still, what exactly does it mean to speak of Jesus’ baptism?
The voice of the Father and the descent of the Spirit at the 

baptism in the Jordan confirm Jesus’ self-alignment with sin-
ners. His ministry from here on out will be to the seek the lost 
and heal the sick. Notably, in the Synoptic accounts, the Holy 
Spirit that comes at his baptism first drives Jesus into the wilder-
ness to tangle with hunger, loneliness, and demonic temptation 
before he inaugurates his preaching and miracle-working tour 
among sinners. It is a foreshadowing of the high stakes of Jesus’ 
ministry, ultimately confronting the powers of darkness. It also 
shows that baptism and the concomitant reception of the Holy 
Spirit are essential for the work of ministry in Jesus’ footsteps.
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For all that, the Gospels say nothing directly about the prac-
tice of baptism during Jesus’ earthly life. John’s Gospel gives 
a rather confusing report, first saying that Jesus and disciples 
alike baptized (3:22) but later reversing course and saying that 
only the disciples did (4:2). Mark and Luke invoke baptism as a 
metaphor for Jesus’ death on the cross. In Mark, Jesus rebuts the 
religious ambition of James and John with the challenge, “You 
do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the 
cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which 
I am baptized?” (10:38). In Luke, Jesus cries, “I have a baptism 
to be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is ac-
complished!” (12:50). Matthew’s Gospel ends with the baptis-
mal mandate of the Great Commission: “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, teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you al-
ways, to the end of the age” (28:19–20).

These Synoptic allusions echo an already well-established 
tradition, by the time of their writing, of associating Christian 
baptism with Jesus’ crucifixion and ultimately with the whole 
course of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Baptism conforms 
the baptized to Christ crucified and thereby empowers the out-
ward travels of the gospel through the ministry of the baptized.

These baptismal themes—of the bestowal of the Holy Spirit 
and of conformity to the crucified Christ—resound across the 
Pauline corpus. In addition, Paul both expands the metaphorical 
potential inherent in the use of water and draws out the eccle-
siological implications of baptism.

So, in I Corinthians, Paul asserts to his misbehaving flock, 
“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” (6:11; cf. Ephesians 5:26). Later in the same Epistle, Paul 
again underscores the link between baptism and the Holy Spirit: 
“For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or 
Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit” 
(12:13).
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To the Galatians, struggling with precisely this unity between 
Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female, Paul reiterates 
the shared conformity to Christ given in baptism: “For as many 
of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (3:27).

In Romans, Paul invokes the conformity not only to Christ’s 
death but also to Christ’s resurrection that is given in baptism. 
“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried 
therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as 
Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we 
too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been united 
with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with 
him in a resurrection like his” (6:3–5). Colossians makes the 
same move, describing believers as “having been buried with 
him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through 
faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the 
dead” (2:12).

I Peter in like fashion elaborates the simultaneous death-
and-resurrection elements of baptism in a densely packed, 
tightly argued series of images and allusions. “For Christ also 
suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that 
he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh”—thus 
far the death part, leading now to resurrection—“but made alive 
in the spirit, in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in 
prison, because they formerly did not obey” (3:18). This highly 
suggestive but underexplained claim, together with I Peter 4:6 
(“this is why the gospel was preached even to those who are 
dead”), is the basis for the confession of Christ’s descent into 
hell in the Apostles’ Creed.

But then the time frame shifts back to the flood, and how 
“God’s patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was 
being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were 
brought safely through water” (3:20). The ark is the means 
by which the connection is drawn between baptism, on the 
one hand, and Christ’s death and resurrection, on the other: 
“Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a 
removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good 
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conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (3:21). 
The English translation obscures what is clearer in the Greek, 
where the word “baptism” and the word “saves” sit side by side. 
This passage uses water imagery in the form of the flood but 
deliberately underplays the washing connotations (“not as a 
removal of dirt from the body”), instead emphasizing partici-
pation in Jesus’ resurrection through baptism as nothing other 
than salvation itself.

Then there’s the third chapter of the Epistle to Titus, which 
is virtually a greatest-hits compilation of all the themes of bap-
tism we’ve seen so far: “But when the goodness and loving kind-
ness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of 
works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own 
mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy 
Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ 
our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become 
heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (3:4–7). Note how 
here, too, baptism is lifted up as the means by which salvation 
is bestowed.

Acts devotes the most time of all the New Testament writ-
ings to baptism, but mainly by depicting the administration of 
baptism to a wide range of persons following hot on the heels 
of their first encounter with the gospel. Baptism is the begin-
ning of life in the Spirit and the first act of association with the 
church, not a delayed or deferred step along the way, because 
baptism is how forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit are given.

So, when Peter preaches to the crowd of Jews in Jerusalem 
on Pentecost, he tells them, “Repent and be baptized 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” (2:38). And 
“those who received his word were baptized, and there were 
added that day about three thousand souls” (2:41). Same for 
Saul, soon to be Paul: he got baptized by Ananias the moment 
the scales fell from his eyes, despite the fact that he had been 
fasting for three days (9:18, recalled again at 22:16).

The Samaritans—the first not-strictly-Jewish community to 
hear the gospel—respond to Philip’s preaching by presenting 
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themselves for baptism, which is then confirmed by Peter and 
John, whose laying-on of hands confers the Holy Spirit. The time 
delay between baptism and the Holy Spirit, the only instance of 
such in all the New Testament, is precisely on account of the 
baptized being not-strictly-Jewish and thus, this one time only, 
requiring explicit and public authorization of their baptism by 
the Jewish leaders of the Jerusalem church. Philip the itiner-
ant evangelist scores again soon after when, having explained to 
the Ethiopian eunuch the meaning of the Suffering Servant pas-
sages in Isaiah, his pupil points to water and demands, “What 
prevents me from being baptized?” (8:36). Nothing whatsoever, 
and Philip baptizes him.

Finally, when Cornelius and his fellow Gentiles respond 
to Peter’s preaching about Jesus with speaking in tongues and 
praise of God after the Holy Spirit descends upon them, Peter 
asks, “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, 
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” (10:47). 
It’s a rhetorical question: the obvious answer is no, they can-
not withhold water for baptizing them, because baptism and the 
Holy Spirit go hand in hand.

The dramatic arc of baptisms in Acts makes it clear that, 
even after baptism, Christians still have plenty to learn and 
room to grow into the full implications of their faith. For ex-
ample, Apollos, praised as an evangelist, nevertheless needed 
further clarification from Priscilla and Aquila about the nature 
of baptism itself (18:25–26). But the logic of Acts is that once 
the Holy Spirit has a grip on you, you are driven to baptism—
and likewise, when you are driven to baptism, you receive the 
Holy Spirit.

In summary, then, here’s what we learn from the New 
Testament about baptism.

1.  Baptism applies water to the body of the baptized.
2.  Baptism speaks the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit upon the baptized.
3.  Baptism is for repentance and also bestows the forgive-
ness of sins.
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4.  Baptism marks the beginning of the life of Christian faith.
5.  Baptism and the Holy Spirit are given together and 
coinhere.
6.  Baptism conforms the baptized to Christ’s life, death, and 
resurrection.
7.  Baptism joins the baptized to the church.
8.  Baptism is offered to all people, regardless of religion, 
age, sex, or ethnicity.
9.  Baptism is received only once and is never repeated.
10.  Baptism saves.



What baptism does

Baptism saves.
That’s the last point on the summary list that concludes the 

previous section, a point made plainly in I Peter and Titus and 
obliquely throughout the rest of the New Testament witness. 
The gospel is the good news of salvation given in and through 
Jesus Christ; baptism is how that gospel of salvation comes to be 
laid upon an individual, specific, particular human life. In other 
words, baptism does what it says.

This is a profound point, not to be glossed over quickly. The 
obvious and instinctive question to ask about baptism is what it 
means. But the question itself predetermines the kind of answer 
that might be given. The question about meaning implicitly 
suggests that baptism points to something other than itself. It 
presupposes that baptism is just another human activity, sym-
bolizing or recalling a transcendent reality inaccessible to mere 
mortals.

Faulty though it is, this is not an unreasonable assumption to 
make about baptism. Most human actions and symbols are pre-
cisely that: witnesses to something other than what they are. A 
wedding ring is not a spouse, though it is a constant physical re-
minder of the spouse and the vows and the marriage. A wedding 
ring doesn’t create the marriage but signifies it. Its importance 
lies in its meaning, not in its power or action.

Luther called actions and symbols of this type “philosophical 
signs.” They are expressive of meaning, and of course, meaning 
is rife and essential in all human communication. But the key 
point here is that a philosophical sign is a reminder of an ab-
sent reality. It doesn’t create or deliver the real thing. Evokes, 
explains, recalls—yes. Creates and delivers—no.

Baptism is not a philosophical sign. Luther identifies baptism 
rather as a “theological sign.” And what characterizes a theolog-
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ical sign is that it doesn’t evoke or recall an absent reality, but 
creates and delivers a present reality.

So baptism is not, first and foremost, a reminder of Jesus’ 
baptism or death or burial or resurrection—though it is also 
that. Baptism is not, first and foremost, a hopeful anticipation 
of a future life or kingdom or perfection—though it is also that.

Rather, baptism is first and foremost God’s present, actual, 
living act of laying claim to this body bearing this name at this 
point in time. In so doing, God forgives all the sins of this bap-
tized person, bestows the Holy Spirit on this baptized person, 
and conforms this baptized person to Jesus Christ crucified and 
risen. Of the baptized God says, “This is my beloved child in 
whom I am well pleased.” In baptism, from a fallen creation God 
brings about a new creation. In baptism, from an enemy God 
forges a friend. In baptism, from a sinner God raises up a saint.

Since baptism is a theological sign, it does not subside. It 
doesn’t thin out or waste away. The baptized person might ne-
glect, forget, or reject the theological sign laid upon her. But 
she can’t unmake the sign of Christ on her life. Baptism remains 
present and active in her, regardless of her reception of it or 
anyone else’s perception of it.

That is because baptism accomplishes what it signifies. 
Baptism delivers what it recalls. Baptism performs what it evokes. 
There is no gap here between action and meaning. They are one 
and the same.

Another term for a theological sign of this sort is sacrament, 
from Latin sacramentum, itself a translation of the Greek myste-
rion. However many in number (traditions vary, both between 
and within themselves), sacraments as theological signs are 
characterized by three properties:

1.  Sacraments are commanded by the Lord Jesus.
2.  Sacraments involve a material element applied to the 
human body.
3.  Sacraments contain, convey, and confer a divine promise.
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Thus, in the case of baptism, Jesus (1) commanded his dis-
ciples to baptize all nations “in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). The disciples did 
so with (2) water, declaring that (3) “you will receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and for your children 
and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God 
calls to himself” (Acts 2:39). Baptism does not affiliate you with 
an absent, distant God but bestows upon you the living Spirit of 
the present, nearby God.

Communion likewise was (1) commanded by Jesus at his 
last supper to “do this in remembrance of me” (I Corinthians 
11:24–25) by taking (2) bread and wine (3) “for the forgive-
ness of sins” (Matthew 26:28), because in receiving the bread 
and wine communicants receive Christ’s own body and blood. 
Communion bread and wine are not reminders of an absent, 
ascended Christ but are in fact the bodily presence of the living 
and reigning Christ.

Neither sacrament is a generic container for grace. While 
they share the aforementioned three properties in common, 
each is distinct and distinctive. They were commanded on dif-
ferent occasions and bestow different gifts.

For that matter, there is no such thing as generic grace at all! 
Grace always comes from the God who is the holy Trinity and 
no other God, by such means as he has chosen—word, baptism, 
communion, church, Israel, and so on—and by no other means. 
God is wildly generous in his grace. But God is neither random 
nor vague in his grace-giving.

Both the generosity and specificity of God’s grace are on full 
display in the sacraments.

Baptism is the sacrament for all the members of all the na-
tions who have not yet been joined to Christ’s death and resur-
rection. It takes those who are “far off” (Acts 2:39) and brings 
them near.

Communion is the sacrament for those who have already 
been joined to Christ’s death and resurrection. Those who have 
died and risen again with Christ in baptism proclaim his death 
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until he comes again every time they partake of communion (I 
Corinthians 11:26).

These two sacraments are not interchangeable. The unbap-
tized do not receive the sacrament reserved for the baptized, 
any more than the baptized receive (again) the sacrament re-
served for the unbaptized.


