THE MEANING OF BAPTISM

by Ray C. Stedman

We want to study a subject which we have too seldom spoken on here at Peninsula Bible
Church. The subject is baptism -- its meaning, its purpose, and whether it really has a
place in the life of a believer today. We will examine some pertinent Scripture, and then
open the discussion for questions and answers.

I'll begin by reading a newspaper account datelined Ipswich, England: "Mrs. Katie
Barrett, 90 years old, will be baptized by total immersion at Bethesda Baptist Church here
next Sunday. 'l've been pondering this step since | was 18, she says, ‘and now I've made
up my mind."

This lady took 72 years to decide to be baptized, and | have the feeling that some here are
on that road too. That is one of the reasons we have set aside this evening to discuss
baptism and what it means. | find that many people have questions about it. There are
many groups these days who teach that water baptism is not for the church today. They
say that it was merely a symbol which has been done away with, in the full revelation of
the New Testament. This idea is among the questions | would like to touch upon.

The first references to baptism in the New Testament are in connection with the ministry
of John the Baptist. Many Baptists consider John to be the founder of the Baptist church.
| am not going to argue that point now, but it is noteworthy that he practiced baptism to
such an extent that he gained the title, "the Baptist." John baptized down by the Jordan
River. People came to him from all over Isragl -- from Jerusalem, from Galilee, from
everywhere. And, as recorded in Matthew's Gospel, Chapter 3, John said to them,

"1 baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after meis mightier than I, whose

sandals | am not wor thy to carry; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire." (Matthew
3:11RSV)

That passage is important because it marks the difference between symbolic baptism and
the real baptism. When we speak of baptism we must remember that we are talking about
more than a simple rite which people undergo. This rite of water baptism is but a symbol
of something else, and it is this "something else" which constitutes the real meaning of
baptism, the reality behind baptism. John has tied together symbol and reality. He says, "I
am baptizing you with water as a mark of your repentance from sin, as a sign of your
confession of your sins, but this does not complete the meaning of baptism. There is one
coming after me who is mightier than I, in fact, one whose sandals | am not even worthy
to carry; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire."

That last phrase, "and with fire," has troubled many. They wonder what John meant,
"with the Holy Spirit and with fire." They understand what "Holy Spirit" means, but are



puzzled by his reference to fire. John makes it clear in the words that he immediately
adds, "His winnowing fork isin his hand,” (Matthew 3:12a RSV). Do you know what a
winnowing fork is? We urban dwellers are probably not very well acquainted with it. But
this last April when my family and | were traveling up the Nile River, we saw Egyptians
winnowing their grain. They had pitchforks in their hands with which they would toss the
grain into the air so that the wind would catch the chaff and blow it away. These
pitchforks were winnowing forks. John is smply speaking figuratively, portraying Christ
as a thresher coming into the world with a winnowing fork by which he is separating
chaff from the grain. John says,

"Hiswinnowing fork isin hishand, and he will clear the threshing floor and gather hiswheat into
the granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchablefire." (Matthew 3:12 RSV)

There isthe "fire," and by this John is saying that when Jesus Christ comes into the world
he will baptize everybody in it either with the Holy Spirit or with fire -- one or the other.
Sometimes the phrase, "baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire," has been linked
with the tongues of fire that sat upon the heads of the disciples on the Day of Pentecost.
But it seems that John makes very clear here that he is talking about two forms of
baptism: That of the Holy Spirit which, of course, first took place on the Day of
Pentecost; or the baptism of fire which is the judgment of God.

Fireis aways a symbol of judgment. John is saying, "L ook, you have one of two choices.
This one who is coming is going to deal with everyone in the world, without exception. |
am dealing with only afew here. But he who is coming after me -- who knows the hearts
of al men and is able to judge what is going on in their thoughts and in their inner lives --
he will baptize you either with the Holy Spirit or with fire." By implication John was
saying to these people, "Look, now is your chance. If you don't want to be baptized with
fire, then confess your sins, and be baptized with water as a symbol of it, so that, when he
comes, your baptism may be that gracious outpouring of the Holy Spirit which perfects
and fulfills God's plan for men."

That explains how the rite of water baptism is linked to the reality of the baptism of the
Holy Spirit. If you turn to Acts 1:4 you will find that, after the resurrection, at the close of
his own ministry, Jesus confirms this link:

And while staying with them he charged them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the
promise of the Father, which, he said, " you heard from me, for John baptized with water, but before
many days you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit." (Acts1:4-5RSV)

In just a few days that promise was fulfilled. The Holy Spirit was poured out upon these
disciples, and, for the first time, the body of Christ was formed. That is the purpose of the
baptism of the Holy Spirit. It isto form the body of Christ by introducing every

individual believer into that body. Now, admittedly, thisis a metaphorical body -- not a
physical body but a spiritual one. Yet it isavery rea body. And al through the rest of the
Scriptures you find the apostles speaking of the reality that the church is the body of
Christ, the instrument through which the Lord Jesus performs his work. He intends to do
so not only now but throughout all eternity.



Another passage of great significance in this connection isin the 12th chapter of First
Corinthians. There, in Verses 12 and 13, the apostle tells us:

For just asthe body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many,

areone body, so it iswith Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body -- Jews or
Greeks, slaves or free-- and all were made to drink of one Spirit. (1 Corinthians 12:12-13 RSV)

That isthe reality of which water baptism speaks.

"Well," someone says, "if that is the redity, and if we enter into it by faith in Jesus Christ,
and if anyone who exercises faith in Jesus Christ is, by that very act, baptized of the
Spirit into the body of Christ, then why do we need a symbol anymore? Is it not possible
to experience this reality without going through the symbol of water baptism?' The
answer is: Yes,

There are many who have experienced the reality of being made a member of Christ's
body through faith in him, without ever having been baptized. The thief on the crossisa
notable example. There was a man hanging beside the Lord Jesus, dying. He saw
something in Christ that marked him as different. He saw that the kingship, about which
people were mocking, was no joke at al, that here indeed was a king. Here was a man of
authority, a man who had power beyond this life. So he spoke these very revealing
words: "Lord, when you come into your kingdom, remember me," (Luke 23:42). That is
an amazing thing to say to a man who is dying: "when you come into your kingdom..."
But he recognized that Jesus was going somewhere, and he said, "When you get there,
remember me." And the Lord Jesus said to him, instantly, "... today you shall be with me
in Paradise,”" (Luke 23:43b). The thief soon died. He had no opportunity to be baptized,
yet he was a member of the body of Christ. Therefore, the symbol does not necessarily do
anything for you.

WEell then, why have the symbol? Primarily, because the Lord commanded it! If you want
to read that command you can turn to the last verses of Matthew's gospel. On the same
occasion when Jesus referred to the coming baptism of the Holy Spirit, he al'so said to the
disciples:

" All authority inheaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them..." (Matthew 28:18b19a RSV)

That is his command to the disciples. They could not baptize with the Holy Spirit; the
only baptism they could perform is with water. The command continues:

" ...in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that |
have commanded you..." (Matthew 28:19b20a RSV)

One of the things he had just commanded them was to go and disciple the nations and to
baptize them. So the disciples were thereby commissioned to teach people to be baptized.

"...and lo, | am with you always, to the close of the age." (Matthew 28:20b RSV)



That should be enough, shouldn't it? If our Lord asks us to be baptized, and if we desire
to obey his command and fulfill his will, then we should do it, whether we understand
any more about it or not, because he knows better than we. If he asks us to use this
symbol of the reality into which we have entered, then he has a good reason for it, and
our part is but to be obedient to the command of Christ. But, the Lord very seldom gives
a command like this without an explanation of it somewhere, as we will see.

We do find that the early church practiced baptism. They did not cease simply because
the reality had come and they were now baptized with the Holy Spirit. They continued to
practice water baptism. In fact, even the Apostle Paul, who was called separately from
the other twelve in that dramatic appearance of Christ on the Damascus Road, tells us that
when he went to various places and won people to Christ, he baptized them. He baptized
certain Corinthians, and he names them for us. He did not baptize all of them; sometimes
he did not baptize at all because he found that people were glorying in who had baptized
them. Some of them were proudly saying, "Look, I've been baptized by the Apostle
Paul!" So he said, in writing to them, "I'm glad | didn't baptize any more among you
people." Nevertheless he did baptize, and he was himself baptized with water. So the
practice of the early church confirms the command and commission of the Lord to
practice water baptism.

But that is not all. We learn from other passages something of the reason why the symbol
is still required. The church has been given two symboalic rites: baptism, and the Lord's
supper. The Lord's supper is but a symbol of an inner redlity, just as is water baptism. Y et
very few have ever taken the position that the church should not observe the table of the
Lord together. All of us who have done so have found that it is very instructive and
profitable to take the bread and drink the cup, and to meditate upon their meaning.

Similarly, water baptism has the function of focusing our attention upon the introduction
to the Christian faith. It helps us to understand and grasp what is involved in being made
amember of the body of Christ, how it cuts us off from the old life we once lived and
introduces us to a new atmosphere, a whole new realm of living, so that we enter into a
new life. Thisis what Paul describes in Romans 6 when he says,

We were buried with Christ by baptism into death [of course, heisreally speaking of the baptism of the

Holy Spirit, but he includes the symbol of water aswell] in order that we might riseto walk in newness
of life. (Romans 6:4 RSV)

Therefore, thisiswhat baptism means. It is your testimony to everyone that you have
actually taken, by your inner commitment, the step of renouncing your old life of self-
centeredness and, in response to the invitation of the Lord Jesus, having joined yourself
to him, you have begun to follow him in the fullness of strength which he provides.
Therefore you rise to walk in newness of life.

There is another passage we should look at which has been very helpful to me. Yet it is
very seldom commented upon in this connection. It is found in First Corinthians 10,
where the apostle says to these Corinthians,



| want you to know, brethren, that our fatherswere all under the cloud, and all passed through the
sea, and all were baptized into [or unto] Mosesin the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same

supernatural food and all drank from the supernatural Rock which followed them, and the Rock was
Christ. (1 Corinthians 10:1-4 RSV)

There is ample justification for taking these Old Testament stories of historical incidents
and using them to illustrate New Testament truths and spiritual realities. The apostle
himself said that all these things happened to Israel as examples, or types, unto us. Here
he speaks of the fact that as Israel came out of the land of Egypt they passed under the
cloud. Remember that as they went out into the desert a pillar of cloud went before them
by day and a pillar of fire at night. Then they came to the Red Sea, the waters parted, and
they went through. Paul says that they al did this together and that it identified them with
Moses. They were baptized unto Moses, just as today we Christians are baptized unto
Chrigt.

What did he mean by this, "baptized unto Moses'? Here was a mob of unruly people
which Moses led out of Egypt, and until they came to the edge of the Red Sea they were
nothing but that, a mob. They had no organization, no government; they were simply a
mass of people who were following aleader out of bondage, out of davery, into what
they hoped would be freedom. All they had to unite them was the fact they were fleeing
from something they did not like. But then they went through the sea and as they came
out onto the other side they were no longer a motley mob; they were a unified nation
under the leadership of one man. They belonged together; they were made a unit headed
by Moses. Moses was their leader; all that Moses stood for, they stood for. From then on
M oses was the recognized authority and the spokesman for God unto that people.

The interesting thing is that this is what baptism accomplishes. It unites us to One, it
identifies us with the One who is our Leader. It brings us into union with him. Thus this
Old Testament picture is a very apt description of the baptism of the Holy Spirit which
unites us to the body of Christ.

Now | want to point out something very interesting about this story. These people passed
through the Red Sea; but did they get wet? No, they passed through on dry land. And yet,
in symbol, they are spoken of as having gone through the sea, which is a picture of the
judgment of God. Perhaps that helps us to come to grips with the knotty problem of the
proper mode of baptism. How should you be baptized? Should you be immersed? Should
you be dunked, as the common saying goes? Is that the proper mode? (All the Baptists
will say "Amen.") Or should you be sprinkled, have water poured on the top of your
head?

| will barely touch on the problem of infant baptism because | do not think you can find a
single verse in the New Testament which even suggests that it is proper. Baptismis an
expression of faith by the individual. It cannot, therefore, be practiced by an infant who is
incapable of expressing any faith of his own. Only the baptism of believersis authorized
in the Bible.



But the question of mode has been a battlefield through the ages. Men have
anathematized and stigmatized one another and cut off fellowship over thisissue.

There is an old and rather tired story of a Presbyterian and a Baptist who were arguing
this question. The Presbyterian said, "Tell me this. You're a Baptist. If a man goes into
the water up to his knees, is he baptized?' The Baptist said "No, heis not." "Wdll if he
goes in up to his waist, is he baptized?' "No, he's not." "If he goesin up to his
shoulders?' "No." "Well, suppose he goes in clear up to the top of his head, is he baptized
then?' "Yes!" the Baptist said. "Ah," said the Presbyterian, "you see, it's the water on top
of the head that counts!"

That smply indicates the foolishness of this kind of an argument. Water is a symbol, and
it is a symbol whether there are five drops of it or fifty gallons -- it is still asymbol. The
guantity of water is not the issue. | was raised in the immersionist tradition, and believed
firmly and strongly that the only proper way to be baptized was to be put completely
under the water. Yet when | learned to read Greek | found that the Greek New Testament
does not tell us whether baptism is by immersion or by sprinkling. The King James
Version is very strongly danted toward immersion, and perhaps the RSV follows it. But
in the Greek it is very difficult to tell whether they were immersed or sprinkled or what. |
believe that this is designedly so, because God never wants us to focus upon a symbol.
All through the Old Testament the children of Israel were constantly being taught not to
make too much of the symboal; it is the reality that counts. And those today who try to
make issue and to divide people over the mode of practicing this symbol are smply
causing schism and division where none is warranted.

To be practical, each individual should decide thisissue on the basis of what satisfies
him. There is a beautiful picture in either mode. To be immersed is to re-enact beautifully
what the Scriptures teach about the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus
Christ. It is awonderfully expressive way of saying that you have died with Christ, have
been buried with him, and are risen again to walk in newness of life. On the other hand,
the sprinkling or pouring of water upon an individual is a beautiful picture of the pouring
of the Holy Spirit and of the cleansing of the life that occurs when one is baptized by the
Spirit into the body of Christ, just as the Spirit of God was poured out on the Day of
Pentecost.

So this is a matter which we must leave where the Apostle Paul leaves issues of this
nature. About them, in Romans 14, he says, "L et every man be fully persuaded in his own
mind" Romans 14:5b), and, remember, "Every man stands or falls before his own
master,” Romans 14:4). The Plymouth Brethren have stated it excellently,

"In essentias unity;
in doubtful things, liberty;
in al things, charity."



(Following the message there was a question and answer time:)
Question: What does the word "baptism" actually mean?

Answer: it comes from a Greek word, baptidzo, which means "to dip, to place into a
liquid,” to dunk, as we would say. Baptists usually make a great deal of that, because they
say that it is the only possible meaning of the term. But, interegingly, the meaning does
not include taking out of the liquid again. It just means to put in. Of course, if you
practiced total immersion that way, you'd have to believe in baptism for the dead!

Question: Paul asks two knotty questionsin First Corinthians 15:29 about baptism on
behalf of the dead. Will you comment on them?

Answer: Yes. Thisisaverse which the Mormons utilize to substantiate their teaching
that a person living today can be baptized on behalf of someone who has already died and
thus, literally, save them. | have heard Mormons brag about how many people they have
saved. One woman said that she had saved more people than Jesus Christ had because she
had been baptized for so many. Thisis obviously a distortion, atwisting of that verse.

Remember that it occurs in the great passage on the resurrection and is part of the proof
that Paul is adducing for the fact of the resurrection. There are several good explanations
possible for this particular verse:

Oneisthat heis talking here about the fact that when we undergo baptism we are
recognizing that we are as good as dead in the eyes of God, and that it is the new life that
we receive in Christ which makes us alive again in God's sight. We live only in Christ,
and that is what is figured by the rite of baptism, as explained in the passage | quoted
from Romans 6: We are buried with him by baptism unto death and rise again to walk in
newness of life. So what Paul is saying here is that those who are thus baptized are
testifying that there is a life after death. Thisfitsin, then, with the theme of the
resurrection chapter. He is simply adducing the fact that people are baptized on behalf of
those who in redlity, in God's sight, are dead. In other words, they are baptized on behal f
of their dead former selves. Thus they symbolically portray the reality that they are risen
from the dead, with Christ. They are thereby testifying that there is alife after death.

Another explanation is that Paul means that they were filling up the ranks of those
believers who had died in Christ. Just as an army needs to have recruits coming along to
fill the ranks where men have died, so those who are being baptized on behalf of, or in
place of, the dead are thus filling up the ranks of those who have gone on to be with the
Lord. So Paul is ssimply asking why they would do that if there were not going to be a
resurrection from the dead.

Whatever reasonable explanation satisfies you is acceptable because thisis a rather
obscure passage. But the main point is very clear. Paul is proving that thereis a
resurrection from the dead.



| will barely touch on the problem of infant baptism because | do not think you can find a
single verse in the New Testament which even suggests that it is proper. Baptismisan
expression of faithby the individual. It cannot, therefore, be practiced by an infant who
isincapable of expressing any faith of his own. Only the baptism of believersis
authorized in the Bible. But the question of mode has been a battlefield through the ages.
Men have anathematized and stigmatized one another and cut off fellowship over this
issue.

Thereisan old and rather tired story of a Presbyterian and a Baptist who were arguing
this question. The Presbyterian said, “Tell methis. You're aBaptist. If a man goesinto
the water up to his knees, is he baptized?” The Baptist said, “No, heisnot.” “Wel if he
goesin up to hiswaist, is he baptized?” “No, he'snot.” “If he goesin up to his
shoulders?” “No.” “Wéll, suppose he goes in clear up to the top of his head, is he
baptized, then? “Yes!” the Baptist said. “Ah,” said the Presbyterian, “you see, it's the
water on top of the head that counts!” That simply indicates the foolishness of this kind
of an argument. Water isasymbol, and it is a symbol whether there are five drops of it
or fifty gallons— it is still asymbol. The quantity of water is not the issue. | was raised
in the immersionist tradition, and believed firmly and strongly that the only proper way to
be baptized was to be put completely under the water. Yet when | learned to read Greek |
found that the Greek New Testament does not tell us whether baptism is by immersion or
by sprinkling. The King James Version is very strongly slanted toward immersion, and
perhaps the RSV followsit. But in the Greek it is very difficult to tell whether they were
immersed or sprinkled or what. | believe that thisis designedly so, because God never
wants us to focus upon a symbol. All through the Old Testament the children of Isragl
were constantly being taught not to make too much of the symbal; it is the reality that
counts. And those today who try to make issue and to divide people over the mode of
practicing this symbol are simply causing schism and division where none is warranted.

To be practical, each individual should decide this issue on the basis of what satisfies
him. Thereis a beautiful picturein either mode. To be immersed is to re-enact
beautifully what the Scriptures teach about the death, burial and resurrection of the Lord
Jesus Christ. It isawonderfully expressive way of saying that you have died with Christ,
have been buried with him, and are risen again to walk in newness of life. On the other
hand, the sprinkling or pouring of water upon an individual is a beautiful picture of the
pouring of the Holy Spirit and of the cleansing of the life that occurs when oneis
baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ, just as the Spirit of God was poured out on
the Day of Pentecost. So thisis a matter which we must leave where the Apostle Paul
leaves issues of this nature. About them, in Romans 14, he says, “Let every man be fully
persuaded in his own mind” {cf, Rom 14:5b}, and, remember, “Every man stands or falls
before his own master,” {cf, Rom 14:4}.



| hope this has answered your questions and put the issue right where it belongs. Baptism
does have meaning. It is a witness, a testimony to the world, that you have moved into a
new life with Jesus Christ. Just as a wedding ring is a continual symbol to people of a
choice you once made, so baptism remains a symbol for al the world to see, that you
have cut yourself off from the old life in Egypt and moved into the life of fellowship with
the New Moses, our living Lord.



