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Baptism: 
What it is, why it is, and the responsibilities it  incurs 

Bap-ti-zəm 1a: a Christian sacramenti marked by ritual use of water and admitting the 
recipient to the Christian community. - Websters 

What does the word “Baptize” mean? 

The word “baptize” in every occurrence it is found in the Bible is translated from the Greek 
verb “baptizo” {bap-tid’-zo}. The meaning of baptizo is; to immerse, submerge, or 
overwhelm. It is used referring to water baptisms, Holy Spirit baptisms, overwhelming 
sufferings and Old Testament purification rites. This word should not be confused with 
“bapto”, a word that in the Bible is never translated as baptize, but only as “dip.” Both 
words refer to immersion or submersion but they have different usages. A good example 
showing the difference in usage of the two words is in a recipe for making pickles written 
by the Greek poet and physician Nicander who lived about 200 B.C. Nicander says that in 
order to make a pickle, the vegetable should first be ‘dipped’ (bapto) into boiling water and 
then ‘baptized’ (baptizo) into a vinegar solution. Both verbs concern the immersing of 
vegetables in a solution, but the first is a temporary dunking, while the second, the act of 
“baptizing” is the change in which the vegetable stays in union with the solution. So we see 
that “baptizo” was describing the spiritual event signified - not the mode of the ordinance. 

The word “baptism” is translated from two Greek nouns. Both are derived from the word 
baptizo. The first is “baptisma” {bap’-tis-ma}, which is always translated as “baptism” in the 
Bible. It is used of overwhelming calamities and afflictions, of John’s baptism, and of 
Christian baptism. The second is “baptismos”. It is used of Christian baptism and of the 
purifyings prescribed by the Mosaic law. 

Forms of the word baptize are used in several different ways, as shown below, all having 
some connection to the meaning of immerse or overwhelm. 

Baptism of Suffering: 

Jesus used the word in referring to a “baptism of suffering”, or being overwhelmed with 
suffering in Mark 10:38-39: “. . . can ye drink of the cup that I drink of? And be baptized 
with the baptism that I am baptized with? . . . Ye shall indeed drink of the cup that I 
drink of; and with the baptism that I am baptized withal shall ye be baptized:” Also in 
Luke 12:50: “But I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how am I straightened till 
it be accomplished!” 
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Baptism of the Holy Ghost: 

“For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many 
days hence.” (Act. 1:5) 

The baptism of the Holy Ghost is when the Holy Spirit overwhelms or takes control of our 
lives, because we have “buried” our own wills to allow His Spirit to rule within us. This is 
the literal baptism that the figurative water baptism symbolizes. There are four examples 
in the book of Acts in which this happened in a dramatic and visible way to a group of 
people in connection with water baptism. In most cases, however, it is invisible to man, as 
Jesus described it to Nicodemas: “The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest 
the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is 
every one that is born of the Spirit.” (Jhn. 3:8) 

Notice that although it is invisible to man, like the wind, it leaves evidence of its presence: 
“thou hearest the sound thereof”. 

Holy Spirit baptism is sometimes referred to as an outpouring of the Holy Spirit. In Acts 
10:45, Peter witnessed “that on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy 
Ghost.” This same event is called in various passages: “Received the Holy Spirit” (Act. 
10:47); “The Holy Ghost fell on all them” (Act. 10:44); “And as I began to speak, the 
Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the beginning. Then remembered I the word of 
the Lord, how that he said, John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized 
with the Holy Ghost. Forasmuch then as God gave them the like gift as he did unto us, 
who believed on the Lord Jesus Christ; what was I, that I could withstand God?” (Act. 
11:15-17)  

Notice that these are all referring to the same event. They “received the Holy Spirit”, when 
it was “poured out” or “fell on them.” And Peter later referred to this same event as being 
“baptized with the Holy Ghost”, and the “gift” of the Holy Ghost. This is also called the new 
birth or being “born of the Spirit” (John 3:6,8). 

Only God can baptize with the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit is the spirit of God: “He 
shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire.” (Mat. 3:11b) Yet, obviously, not 
everyone on this earth is baptized with the Holy Spirit. Although the work of conversion 
cannot be by the will of man, neither can it be only by the Holy Spirit, or all would be 
converted. Rather, it is only accomplished by the cooperation of the will of man with the 
Holy Spirit. Let’s look at what is involved in conversion and the baptism of the Holy Spirit: 

* Before we are converted we need to be convicted of our sin and selfish will, and recognize 
our guilt before a righteous God. It is the Holy Spirit that convicts, but our own self 
justifying hearts must be humbled to allow that conviction to grow or it will be of no 
benefit. 
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* If we allow that conviction to do its work, it will cause repentance, which is a voluntary act 
of sorrow for sin. Repentance causes us to confess our sins and selfishness to God and ask 
forgiveness. We will also ask forgiveness and make restitution to man where we have 
wronged man. However, we cannot make restitution with God. Our debt is too great. Our 
only path to forgiveness from sin is through the blood of Jesus Christ. 

* Finally, our salvation requires regeneration or conversion, which is accomplished by the 
Holy Spirit, through faith: (“Whosoever believeth in Him.”) This faith is not just a 
knowledge we have, but it is a present, voluntary act of trust, in which we surrender 
ourselves and our wills to the will of Jesus Christ. This is our part of the covenant. 
“Whosoever believeth in him” God’s part is, “shall not perish but have everlasting life.” 
Jesus surrendered His life for us. He died to pay the penalty for our sins. We surrender our 
lives to Him - totally. Our carnal will is crucified so that Christ can work out His will in our 
lives. Our conversion, then, is caused by a voluntary change of the ultimate preference of 
our heart, by which the Holy Spirit gains control of our minds. This is the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit which we invited when in faith we surrendered our will to God. Jesus called it 
being “born of the Spirit” (John 3:6,8). It is a new birth and a new spiritual life. In a sense, 
conversion is not a once and done work, as none of us humans can perfectly reflect the 
image of Christ. We are constantly striving to grow in His grace and His likeness - but it is 
only through the power of His Spirit within us. 

When we accept Christ into our hearts to take control of our lives, we are inviting the Holy 
Spirit, because “in Him” (in Jesus) “dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily.” (Col. 
2:9). 

It is important that we realize that since the baptism of the Holy Spirit is dependent on our 
receptiveness, it is given in any measure that we allow in our lives. Even though Christians 
are led by the Spirit of God, we are imperfect followers and sometimes do things that are 
not compatible with the Spirit of God. It is a sign of carnality on our part to, for instance, 
loose our temper, or allow other works of the flesh to surface in our lives. These can and 
must be overcome, or they will assume control of our lives, forcing the Holy Spirit out of 
our hearts. The Word of God tells us that “. . . whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, 
his servants ye are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto 
righteousness?” (Rom. 6:16) 

Notice that it is not our shortcomings themselves that will determine our destiny, but it is 
who we are serving. And who we are serving will determine the course of our life. If we are 
yielding ourselves to sin, we are the servants of sin. Unfortunately, we are not strong 
enough to overcome our sinful nature, and could well cry with Paul “O wretched man that 
I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” (Rom. 7:24) We want to look 
at the answer he gives: “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

As stated above, God is always ready and willing to give us of His Spirit, so our possession 
of the Holy Spirit is dependent upon our receptiveness of His gift. How do we go about 
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obtaining it? To answer that, let’s look at what the Bible says about what water baptism is 
symbolic of: 

“Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was 
raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in 
newness of life.” (Rom. 6:4) 

“Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the faith of 
the operation of God, who hath raised him from the dead.” (Col. 2:12) 

The Holy Spirit baptism that water baptism symbolizes is the giving up (“burying”) of our 
own wills and selves totally to the will of God. As self “dies”, the Holy Spirit replaces it and 
we take on the nature of Christ. The less we care about our own will, reputation, plans or 
dreams, and want only God’s will to be done in our lives, wherever that takes us, the more 
His Holy Spirit can fill, control and guide us. As the apostle wrote, “For it is God which 
worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure.” (Phi. 2:13) Notice that 
when we allow ourselves to be filled with the Spirit of God, it is He that provides both the 
“will”, and the ability “to do” His good pleasure. We are only channels through which His 
power can work. 

Sometimes people question whether they have indeed given up their hearts and lives to the 
Lord. If you have doubts, it is not necessary to know. You can now commit or recommit 
your heart to the Lord, as outlined above. 

Baptism of Repentance 

The first New Testament Baptisms 

“In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, And 
saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. For this is he that was 
spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, 
Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” (Mat. 3:1-3) 

John was called “the Baptist” (the baptizer) because he baptized people with water. This 
baptism was, as we saw above, to “Prepare... the way of the Lord, make his paths 
straight.” How could he prepare the way of the Lord? We see also in the passage above, he 
was preaching repentance: “Repent ye...”  

The Gospel writers Mark and Luke called John’s baptism “the baptism of repentance”: 

“John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the 
remission of sins.” (Mar. 1:4) “And he came into all the country about Jordan, 
preaching the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins;” (Luk. 3:3) 
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Notice that the baptism of John was not Christian baptism, Christ had not yet publicly 
appeared at this time. John’s baptism was given to those who did not know Christ. But it 
was for repentance of sin to prepare the way for Christ’s coming. John’s teaching of 
repentance helped convict people of their sins. The realization of our lost condition is the 
first necessary step to seek salvation from sin. We must realize we are lost before we will 
seek a way to be saved. So John’s baptism was not an acceptable alternative to Christian 
baptism, but helped prepare them for Christ. After the establishment of the church in Acts, 
Paul found some sincere disciples of John who had never heard of the Holy Spirit. Paul told 
them about Jesus and baptized them in His name: 

“And he said unto them, Unto what then were ye baptized? And they said, Unto John’s 
baptism. Then said Paul, John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying 
unto the people, that they should believe on him which should come after him, that 
is, on Christ Jesus. When they heard this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord 
Jesus.” (Act. 19:3-5)  

John had foretold how Jesus would baptize with the Holy Ghost: “I indeed have baptized 
you with water: but he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost.” (Mar. 1:8) 

Examples from the Old Testament 
“. . . were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea” 

“Baptism” or washing as symbolic of cleansing or commitment was not a novel idea that 
first appeared in the New Testament. We read in 1 Corinthians 12:13 that the Israelites 
“…were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea;” The apostle to the 
Hebrews refers to the “divers washings” (translated from “baptismos” which is elsewhere 
translated “baptism”) of the Levitical law in Hebrews 9:10. One example is given in this 
chapter: “For when Moses had spoken every precept to all the people according to the 
law, he took the blood of calves and of goats, with water, and scarlet wool, and 
hyssop, and sprinkled both the book and all the people.” (Heb. 9:19) 

It is obvious in the large number of people that were purified by this simple act, that these 
baptisms did not literally wash the body. Rather, they represented a ceremonial cleansing 
of the people. As time went on, it seems the Jews began to put more emphasis on these 
symbolic cleansings and even began to add other “baptisms” of their own. For instance, in 
“the washing of cups and pots” and the ceremonial washing before eatingii (Mar. 7:4, Luk. 
11:38), the Greek words translated as “wash” are the same ones translated as “baptize” and 
“baptism” referring to Christian baptism. To show the difference between Christian 
baptism (of which water baptism was a symbol) and that kept by the Jews, we’ll insert here 
a quote from Justin Martyr (A.D. 110-165) a Christian of the second century, in his dialog 
with Trypho, a Jew: 

“But the cisternsiii which you have dug for yourselves are broken and 
profitless for you. For what is the use of that baptism which cleanses the 
flesh and body alone? Baptize the soul from wrath and covetousness, from 
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envy, and from hatred; and lo! the body is pure. For this is the symbolic 
significance of the unleaven bread, that you do not commit the old deeds 
of wicked leaven. But you have understood all things in a carnal sense.”iv 

Notice that Justin has in mind, not water baptism, but the spiritual baptism that it 
symbolizes when he says: “Baptize the soul from wrath. . . and lo! The body is pure.” 

Christian Water Baptism 
A symbol of salvation and the baptism of the Spirit 

An acknowledgment of the truth and commitment to the faith  

Water baptism is figurative of true baptism of the death of our own will to rise to newness 
of life by the Spirit of Christ. 

1 Peter 3:21 puts the same thought into another perspective: “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 clear conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ,” 
(Revised Standard Version.) We didn’t use the King James Version or the New International 
Version as they are unique in translating “answer of a good conscience”. The Greek word 
“eperotema” has no definition corresponding to “answer” at all, but only means “demand”, 
“appeal”, “craving”, etc., which are the words used by most other versions. However, King 
James Version has the best translation in the first part of the verse - many others appear to 
teach salvation through baptism, while KJV correctly translates it “like figure” (the Greek 
word: “antitupos” is always used referring to more than one figure of something.) 
According to the Greek: baptism is a figure of salvation as the flood was; as a craving or 
appeal to God for (or of) a good conscience through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As by 
faith those “eight souls” were figuratively saved “by water” (not saved from the water by 
the ark, but by the water from the sin of the world), when the world was cleansed from sin, 
so likewise is water baptism a corresponding figure of a cleansing from sin. 

The first mention of baptism by Jesus’ followers, is of Jesus disciples baptizing while Jesus 
was still with them:  

“After these things came Jesus and his disciples into the land of Judaea; and there he 
tarried with them, and baptized.” (John. 3:22) “When therefore the Lord knew how 
the Pharisees had heard that Jesus made and baptized more disciples than John, 
(Though Jesus himself baptized not, but his disciples,)” (John. 4:1-2) 

However, we really don’t read about these baptisms – only that they baptized. Also, since 
“all things” had not yet been fulfilled and Christ’s New Testament was not yet in force, these 
baptisms may or may not have had the same meaning as the later baptisms. The first actual 
accounts we have of Christian baptism are in Acts. In the first account, Peter is preaching 
Christ on the day of Pentecost. Notice that: 

He convinced them that Jesus is the Son of God and looked for Redeemer. 
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He fostered conviction in their hearts by reminding them of their sins in 
crucifying Christ. What follows is that people are convicted of the Holy 
Spirit: “Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, 
and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren, 
what shall we do? Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be 
baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. For 
the promise is unto you, and to your children, and to all that are afar 
off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call.” (Act. 2:37-39) 

Notice the order of events in these first Christian baptisms. They were to believe the 
Gospel, repent and be baptized, and the Holy Spirit would be given. What was baptism 
about? It was a public confession that they believed what Peter told them about Jesus. They 
were acknowledging that this religion was the truth. It goes on to say: “Then they that 
gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto 
them about three thousand souls.” (Act. 2:41) 

Now, let’s look at our next baptism event recorded in Acts 8:5-17: 

“Then Philip went down to the city of Samaria, and preached Christ unto them. And 
the people with one accord gave heed unto those things which Philip spake, hearing 
and seeing the miracles which he did… But when they believed Philip preaching the 
things concerning the kingdom of God, and the name of Jesus Christ, they were 
baptized, both men and women. Then Simon himself believed also: and when he was 
baptized, he continued with Philip, and wondered, beholding the miracles and signs 
which were done. Now when the apostles which were at Jerusalem heard that 
Samaria had received the word of God, they sent unto them Peter and John: Who, 
when they were come down, prayed for them, that they might receive the Holy Ghost: 
(For as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they were baptized in the name of 
the Lord Jesus.) Then laid they their hands on them, and they received the Holy 
Ghost.” 

Notice the order of events here too. “When they believed Philip preaching the things 
concerning the kingdom of God, and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, 
both men and women.” And afterward “they prayed for them that they might receive 
the Holy Ghost”, which they did. 

What was their baptism? It was a public confession that “they believed Philip preaching 
the things concerning the kingdom of God, and the name of Jesus.” If we really believe 
the things concerning Jesus, and we are serious and sincere, we will son believe in Jesus 
(put our faith in Him). 

However, it seems one of these who believed the things concerning Jesus was not ready to 
give up his own ambitions. The following verse goes on to say: “And when Simon saw that 
through laying on of the apostles’ hands the Holy Ghost was given, he offered them 
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money, Saying, Give me also this power, that on whomsoever I lay hands, he may 
receive the Holy Ghost. But Peter said unto him, Thy money perish with thee, 
because thou hast thought that the gift of God may be purchased with money. Thou 
hast neither part nor lot in this matter: for thy heart is not right in the sight of God. 
Repent therefore of this thy wickedness, and pray God, if perhaps the thought of 
thine heart may be forgiven thee. For I perceive that thou art in the gall of bitterness, 
and in the bond of iniquity. Then answered Simon, and said, Pray ye to the Lord for 
me, that none of these things which ye have spoken come upon me.” (V. 18-24) 

We notice that “Simon himself believed also: and when he was baptized, he continued 
with Philip.” He had a believers baptism, as far as head knowledge was concerned. He 
“believed Philip preaching the things concerning the kingdom of God, and the name 
of Jesus Christ.” He believed “the things concerning . . . Jesus”. But we do not read that he 
received the Holy Spirit. Rather, when he “saw that through the laying on of the apostle’s 
hands the Holy Ghost was given,” he coveted that power, and instead of receiving the new 
birth or being “born of the Spirit”, he was told: “Thy money perish with thee . . . thy heart 
is not right in the sight of God. . . thou art in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of 
iniquity.” Peter did not stop there, he told him what to do about it: “Repent therefore of 
this thy wickedness, and pray to God.” This is still the Bible’s solution to sin and an 
unregenerate heart today. 

The next baptism we would like to look at is Peter’s baptism of the Gentiles at Cornelius’ 
house. Peter preached the Gospel to them, and while he was still speaking, “the Holy Ghost 
fell on all them which heard the Word.” This baptism of the Holy Spirit was the evidence 
Peter needed to baptize the Gentiles. Peter then said: “Can any man forbid water, that 
these should not be baptized, which have received the Holy Ghost as well as we? And 
he commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord. . .” (Act. 10:47-48) 

Notice that although in the earlier examples, they had not yet received the new birth of the 
Holy Spirit before baptism, in this example it is the evidence that was needed to baptize. 
Today we too, require more than repentance and a head knowledge of Jesus. Our vows 
require renouncing our own will and making a lifetime commitment to Jesus, to follow His 
teachings faithfully and obediently until death. 

One thing we notice about the New Testament baptisms is the lack of distinct pattern. I 
believe there is a reason for this. Baptism is not supposed to be a rite that if it is done in a 
certain way, it is “right” and we will receive some sort of sacramental benefit from it. 
Rather, it is something believers do to show their belief of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and it 
is symbolic of our death to sin and rising to newness of life through the Spirit of Jesus 
Christ. Water baptism is symbolic of the baptism of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Being 
symbolic, it can precede what it stands for, as in most cases in Acts (2,8,19), where they 
were baptized and afterward received the baptism of the Holy Spirit, or it can follow the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit, as it did in Acts 10 and as we expect to experience it today. 
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The requirements for baptism 
“Baptism . . . is an ordinance of God that God recognizes and sin against it will have 

consequences.” 

There are requirements for baptism, as there also are for other Christian ordinances, such 
as marriage or the communion emblems. There are two kinds of requirements: those 
required for the ordinance to be valid, and those required to be in the will of God. For 
instance, the Gospel requires marriage to be “in the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:39), yet it also 
recognizes marriage to unbelievers to be binding. Likewise, the Epistles give us direction as 
to the necessary condition of our hearts for partaking of the communion emblems. Again, if 
we do not meet the required conditions, that does not make our participation void, or mean 
that we didn’t participate - no, the apostle Paul said, “For he that eateth and drinketh 
unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord’s 
body.” (1 Cor. 11:29) Baptism likewise cannot be voided by the insincerity of the one being 
baptized. It is an ordinance of God that God recognizes and sin against it will have 
consequences. That does not mean that God demands perfection of us, but He is concerned 
about the condition of our heart. 

In mentioning that marriage and communion cannot be voided by the insincerity of the 
participant, we are not taking our position on baptism from these ordinances, but only 
showing that these ordinances are also consistent with this rule. Our position on all of 
these ordinances comes first from the innate moral law, or “knowledge of good and evil” 
that man received in Genesis 3 (the concepts are also found throughout the Old and New 
Testaments). By this moral law or knowledge we recognize that every man is responsible 
to his own confessions and vows, and they cannot be voided by insincerity on his part. 
Rather that is the sin of perjury. Many who believe that baptism is voided by insincerity, 
believe that the baptismal vows are also voided, and it is not sin if someone lies in his vows. 

We find in all cases in the Bible, the one being baptized believed the basic facts about Jesus. 
In the baptism of the first Gentiles, evidence of the Holy Spirit new birth was needed. The 
Anabaptists required the new birth for baptism, and we today also follow that example. 
Please notice that to be repentant, renounce one’s own will, and by God’s grace to follow 
the teachings of Jesus Christ is a requirement included in one’s vows for baptism in many 
Anabaptist type churches - it is not an option. To not fulfill it is sin, and breaking a vow 
made before God and man. 

What makes a Valid Christian Baptism? 
“And Philip said, If thou believest with all thine heart, thou mayest. And he answered and said, 

I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” (Act. 8:37) 

We notice in the verse above, there are two points involved. Where either of these is 
missing, it is not a valid Christian baptism. Where they are both present, it is a valid 
Christian baptism, and unfaithfulness to it is sin against God and man. 
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#1. For baptism to be valid, it must be on the personal confession of faith of the one being 
baptized, who must be of sound enough intelligence to know what he is doing. Notice that 
Philip required that he believe, and he baptized him on his confession that he does “believe 
that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” He was baptized on his belief that Jesus Christ is the Son 
of God as evidenced by his personal confession of faith in Christ, which is still our practice. 
(If he had not actually believed that Jesus is the Son of God, his confession and baptism 
would have been sin.) 

This means that an infant cannot receive a valid baptism, because he is incapable of faith or 
confession of faith. Another individual cannot have faith for the one being baptized, 
because it is not his faith. There have been those who have baptized the corpse or coffin of 
one who was dead, in an attempt to claim him for their own faith. However, this is not valid, 
and the individual is not bound by any confessions that he did not make. If it is not on the 
personal confession of faith of the one being baptized, it is not a valid baptism. The 
Anabaptist position was that it had to be on the individual’s own confession of faith, and as 
Menno Simons wrote, it is sin on the part of the one being baptized if he merely pretends to 
have faith. 

#2. For a baptism to be Christian, it must be on the confession of faith in Jesus Christ. 

This is why the disciples of John, who were baptized with John’s baptism of repentance 
needed to be baptized unto Jesus Christ. It is also why those of other religions, who come to 
Christianity must be baptized unto Christ, regardless whether they were baptized in their 
former religion. 

This does not mean it must be according to a particular church’s liturgy, or an Anabaptist 
confession of faith. But if it was confessing a different Gospel, other than that taught in the 
New Testament, it is not Christian baptism. For instance, although nearly all other churches 
teach a reasonable version of the doctrine of Christ and the plan of salvation, a baptism by 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would have been confessing that Jesus is not God, but just another 
created being. We would feel that a baptism on the confession that Jesus Christ is the true 
Son of God would be in order. 

What cannot invalidate baptism and why? 

#1. The “proper” baptism, or even the spiritual condition of the baptizer cannot invalidate 
baptism, because baptism is a confession of faith to God. Nothing, and certainly not the 
baptizer can invalidate that. It was not Philip that made the Ethiopian’s baptism a valid 
Christian baptism, but it was the act of baptizing with water on his confession that “I 
believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God.” (Act. 8:37) On the other hand, it is important 
that the baptizing minister is a Christian leading a godly life as far as man can tell, as 
otherwise our sincerity could well be questioned. But praise God, for He has not made our 
baptisms dependent on human failures. 
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#2. The unfaithfulness of the individual to live up to his confessions or keep his vows cannot 
invalidate baptism. This includes the person who actually lies in making his vows and 
confessions. 

For example: an individual who is unrepentant and not intending to surrender his own will 
to Jesus Christ, decides he would like to be baptized because his friends are, but he is 
unwilling to repent, (although he does “believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God” Act. 
8:37). Outwardly he appears to change his life, because he knows that he would not be 
accepted for baptism if he doesn’t try to show some signs of the new birth. He lies in his 
baptismal vows and confessions, saying that he is sorry for his past sins. He may publicly 
vow to renounce Satan and the dark kingdom of this world and his own will and be subject 
to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Yet he knows that he has no such intentions. Is he bound to his 
vows and confessions, or is he free from them because it was only idle promises that he 
didn’t intend to keep? 

The Word of God is perfectly clear on this: “But I say unto you, That every idle word that 
men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment. For by thy 
words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned.” (Mat. 
12:36-37 see also Deu. 23:21) 

He is bound by his vows and confessions, and is sinning against them by disobedience to 
them. Even the confession that Christ is the Son of God can condemn him if his life does not 
reflect that knowledge. The fact that we require promises and such a complete confession 
of faith makes it extra serious. However, even if “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God” (Act. 8:37) would have been the extent of his baptismal confession, it would still be a 
serious sin in the sight of God to deny Him in works. Just as “he that eateth and drinketh 
(the communion emblems) unworthily, eateth  and drinketh damnation to himself,.” (1 
Cor. 11:29) so he that is unfaithful to his baptismal confession sins against his soul. 

If someone is not right with God, and was never saved, it does not mean that his baptism is 
not valid. The Catholics believed that baptism validates salvation. Some people today 
promote the doctrine that salvation validates baptism, and that if someone was unsaved at 
his baptism, his baptism is not valid. Neither of these doctrines are Scriptural. According to 
the Bible, baptism is one thing and salvation another, and in most Bible examples, those 
who were baptized with water had not been “born of the Spirit” until after baptism.  

The fact that one’s baptism is valid does not mean that he is saved. It only means he has 
committed himself to a public profession of faith in God. It is a public confession of what he 
believes and it implies a commitment to it. 

#3. Water baptism before the Spiritual baptism that it signifies cannot invalidate baptism, as 
most of the baptisms recorded in the New Testament were in that order (out of the five that 
mention the baptism of the Holy Spirit, in four it clearly occurred after water baptism, only 
one was before water baptism.) In our setting, we think of it as a symbol of what has 
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previously been accomplished in us. But this was obviously not the case in New Testament 
times. Many other symbols in the Bible pointed forward as well as backward. 

What is water baptism supposed to help? 
. . . we do it because we love the Lord and want to fulfill His will - not for personal benefit. It is 

symbolic, not sacramental. 

One who had been previously baptized in an unrepentant state, said, “I thought maybe I 
would feel differently after I was baptized.” Another said of his baptism, “To be baptized 
when unconverted doesn’t help a thing.” He felt the answer would be to be rebaptized. 
Some have been told that if they aren’t victorious in their spiritual lives, maybe they need 
to be rebaptized. 

What are we expecting baptism to “help”? To be baptized and intend to go on living in sin 
certainly does not “help”. It is sin. It is like a bridegroom pronouncing marriage vows to 
someone he doesn’t love and does not intend to be faithful too. Are we expecting some 
sacramental benefit from baptism? Will God impart some sacramental grace to us through 
baptism, or because of baptism if we “do it right”? Is that what baptism is for? 

No. Rather, baptism is our public confession that we believe the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It is 
an ordinance - something that God has ordained that we do, comparable to Communion, 
and we do it because we love the Lord and want to fulfill His will - not for personal benefit. 
It is symbolic, not sacramental. As an early Anabaptist confession of faith stated: 

“This outward baptism with water does not properly constitute the 
entrance into the kingdom of God, nor does the visible element of water 
contain any power or holiness; neither is it able to give any grace or 
salvation;” (Martyr’s Mirror P.396) 

There is a blessing and spiritual benefit in any kind of obedience and service we render to 
God, and as such, baptism can be a blessing to us. It can be even more so in times of 
persecution to take the public stand for Christ. But the blessing is not because of some 
sacramental grace given through water baptism. However, we can receive the Holy Spirit 
through the surrender of our own wills to the will of God in faith. This is the spiritual 
baptism that water baptism symbolizes: The burying of the natural man, that the spiritual 
man may emerge; the washing of water by the Word. 

Why don’t we have our baptisms just like they did in Acts? 
“The church has the responsibility to respond to changing situations, but no authority to 

change Scriptural doctrine or to give its position divine sanction. Changes in practice from 
Bible examples are practical, not doctrinal.” 
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There are some differences between the baptisms in Acts, and our baptisms today. Most of 
these differences started in the first centuries. We will examine the differences and why 
they exist. 

Instruction in the faith prior to baptism 

In the examples in Acts, the believers were often baptized within a few hours after they 
first heard the Gospel of salvation through Christ. This practice was again repeated in the 
very beginning of the Anabaptist movement. It was a necessity in these cases, as there were 
no churches to hold instruction classes, but only traveling evangelists starting churches and 
not remaining in the area for a length of time. They had to baptize while they were there. As 
churches were established, however, they began holding instruction classes for converts 
already in the first century.v (Although evangelists bringing the Gospel to new areas by 
necessity continued to baptize immediately.) 

The requirement of attending special instruction classes is to assure that the applicant’s 
faith is built on a solid doctrinal foundation, and that he understands the plan of salvation 
and has accepted Christ as his personal Savior. It also gives a time period in which the 
church can hopefully determine if anything in his life is not in harmony with his 
undertaking. However, we recognize that “there are differences of administrations, but 
the same Lord. And there are diversities of operations, but it is the same God which 
worketh all in all.” (1 Cor. 12:5-6) We are not promoting our own methods as the only 
right ones, or implying that others are inferior. 

Separate baptism and church membership  

In Acts, we don’t find a word about receiving the converts into church fellowship. We read 
simply that: “Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same 
day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.” (Act. 2:41) In our 
setting, after a convert is baptized, he is received into the fellowship of the church. 

In the passage quoted in Acts, there were no established churches. Three thousand souls 
were added to the church of Jesus Christ, not to any organization. There were three 
thousand more disciples of Jesus in the world, but organization was nearly nonexistent. 
Necessity changed that very quickly. Today we need some sort of organization. We do not 
want to be denominational, but we do need to identify who we are talking about. In the 
Epistles the churches were denominated (identified) by area. Although we do not want the 
church to be an imposing organizational structure, if the church is to fulfill its responsibility 
in discipline, etc. there needs to be at least congregational identity.  

We separate baptism and church membership because as there is one Lord and one faith, 
so there is one baptism unto Jesus Christ. Someone can change his church membership 
without effecting his baptism, because they are separate elements with separate functions. 
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Requirement of complete repentance and the spiritual new birth before 
baptism, as well as requiring more detailed promises and confessions of 
faith 

In the examples in Acts the requirement was to believe the facts about the Gospel of Christ, 
while today we require that applicants “believe in” Jesus, or put their faith and trust in Him. 
For instance in Acts 8, “When they believed Philip preaching the things concerning the 
kingdom of God, and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized. . .” (V.12) It seems 
that “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God” (Act. 8:37) was about the extent of the 
confession on which they were typically baptized. This was obviously an adequate belief 
and confession to be a valid baptism. 

The church of the first centuries, early on began requiring the converts to verbally 
denounce Satan, his kingdom, his works and his angels. This may have been prompted 
especially by converts from satanic religions who needed to denounce Satan in order to 
have peace with God. It has also been spiritually helpful in some other situations. The 
promises of commitment also started in the early centuries. The Anabaptists reacting to 
infant baptism naturally required the new birth as well as more detailed promises and 
confessions of faith almost from the beginning. This provided an effective guard against 
infant baptism, as well as unregenerate members in the church. 

But even this is only effective as long as people are honest, as Menno Simons wrote: 

“But nevertheless, you ought to know, should the subject for baptism 
come with a hypocritical heart, under semblance of faith, that his 
hypocrisy would not be imputed to the baptizer as a sin, but to the 
dissembler; for no man knows the heart of man, save the spirit of man 
which is in him.”vi 

In the case of adults who hear the Gospel for the first time, like those in Acts, there would 
generally only be a short time between being convinced of the truth of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ and “calling on Him”, or accepting Him as their personal Savior. 

However, for those of us who were raised in Christian homes and have believed the Gospel 
since childhood, we were not even given the ability to decide until we came to the age of 
accountability and decision, and the Holy Spirit convicted us of our sins and need of a 
Savior. This was not a time of learning some new truth, but of giving up our hearts and lives 
to Jesus Christ and accepting His sacrifice for our sins. 

In the establishment of the church in Acts, the apostles were dealing with people who had 
never heard the Gospel before. When these determined that this was the true religion, and 
were baptized, they were expected to follow through and surrender their hearts and lives 
to Christ and receive the Holy Spirit, which they generally did. Simon of Samaria, on the 
other hand, “believed the things concerning. . . Jesus” and was baptized like the rest, but 
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when he saw the Holy Spirit given through the apostles, he coveted this power, and rather 
than being “born of the Spirit” with the rest, we read that his heart was “not right in the 
sight of God.”vii 

Even though the New Testament does not require the spiritual new birth before baptism, 
and generally records it after baptism, we believe there is good reason for requiring the 
new birth before baptism in our time. We are not first generation Christians converting 
from another religion. With the recognition of the truth of the Gospel, they were expected 
to “go on to perfection” and be “born of the Spirit”. However, the faith has been passed 
down to us through many generations. Most of us were taught the Gospel from childhood. If 
we would baptize simply on the testimony, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” as 
was done in New Testament times, baptism could soon degenerate into a ritual confession 
made by young children who have not yet come to the age of accountability and decision. In 
this case, it is not their own decision that Christianity is the true faith. (Although they 
believe it and it is their own decision to confess it.) They are simply believing what they 
have been taught by parents and church. However, as youth come to the age of 
accountability, they also come to the point that they must make a decision as to what is 
truth and who they will serve with their lives. It is only after they have decided to live for 
Christ and are willing to commit to Him before the church that the church will baptize 
them. 

We realize that this is done differently then it was in the New Testament example, however, 
the church has the responsibility to respond to changing situations, but no authority to 
change Scriptural doctrine or to give its position divine sanction. Changes in practice from 
Bible examples are practical, not doctrinal. 

Vows (promises) are not mentioned in the Bible in connection with either baptism or 
marriage. Yet, because of the unfaithfulness and insincerity of man, promises have been 
asked prior to conferring both of them since early times. The Anabaptists, especially felt it 
was important that only born again believers were baptized, and so they asked them to 
confess that they are sorry for their sins and have renounced their own will, and promise to 
follow the teachings of Jesus faithfully for the rest of their lives. Our vow is similar. (A vow 
is “a solemn promise or assertion by which a person is bound to an act, service or condition.”) 
Marriage and baptismal vows are not so much an attempt to keep the person from going 
astray, but to avoid marrying or baptizing those who are not sincere. 

What should you do if you were unrepentant at baptism, and since then 
you have repented and given your heart to the Lord? 

In order to make the most intelligent decision, let’s look again at what Christian baptism is, 
and what was involved in your baptism. Baptism, according to the Scriptural examples, is a 
confession that we believe the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It is a symbol of the true baptism of 
the death of our own nature, that we can be filled with the Holy Spirit. In the New 
Testament it sometimes preceded and sometimes succeeded the spiritual new birth or 
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“Holy Spirit baptism.” Baptism is not a sacrament from which we expect to receive some 
grace, nor does it validate our salvation. 

Before we go further we would like to point out the difference between being unrepentant 
versus lacking spiritual maturity and knowledge. If you were repentant at your baptism, and 
you had a desire to follow Jesus, but since then: 

 You see there were things in your life then that shouldn’t have been. 
 You have grown much in your spiritual life since you were baptized. You have more 

zeal for God, and you feel more of this should have been present when you were 
baptized. 

 You have developed understanding, especially in appreciating God’s plan of 
salvation through the sacrifice of His Son. 

These are things that you can praise God for. You have not broken your vows. When we 
give our lives to the Lord, His Spirit begins to work with us by pointing out things in our 
lives that are inconsistent with His holiness, guiding us into His truths through His Word 
and ministers, and in filling us with zeal to work for Him. Do not quench His Spirit, but 
allow Him to change you into His image. Your spiritual growth should continue all your life. 

But for those who were indeed unrepentant at baptism and had no intention of following 
Christ, please consider the following: 

In addition to the fact that you have made light of an ordinance of God (consider God’s 
judgement on those partaking of communion unworthily 1 Cor. 11:29), if you were 
baptized in an Anabaptist type church, you have also made vows of fidelity to God before 
the church that you didn’t intend to keep. You have committed perjury, which is the 
voluntary violation of an oath or vow, either by swearing or promising what is untrue, or by 
omission of what has been promised in the oath or vow. So we see that beyond the sin of 
being unfaithful to God, this would involve the sin of perjury, which is one of the sins 
mentioned in 1 Timothy 1:9-10. 

It is important for you to recognize what you did is a serious sin in the sight of God. There 
seem to be three choices before you: 

1. Ignore it. Eventually it won’t bother you much. 
2. Be rebaptized. If you didn’t have Holy Spirit baptism before water baptism, it was 

not valid, so you should do it again. 
3. Repent of your sin against God, the church, and your vows, and confess it. 

Let’s think through each one, and compare them to the teachings in the Word of God. 

#1. Ignore it and eventually it won’t bother you much.  

This is quenching the spirit of conviction, which is dangerous. We should desire to be 
responsive to God’s Spirit when He points out where we have failed, or sins that we should 



 

17 

 

repent of. We should be willing to repent of any sin He convicts us of. Recognize that what 
you have done (insincerely and “unworthily” observed a holy ordinance, publicly lied about 
your commitment to Christ, and made solemn promises before God and man, and broke 
them) is a serious offence in God’s eyes. To ignore the conviction is not an acceptable 
option. 

#2. Be rebaptized. If you weren’t born of the Spirit before the first 
baptism, it was invalid, so you should do it again. 

This is unsound reasoning on a few points: first, because it makes the majority of the 
apostle’s baptisms in Acts invalid since they were baptized with water before Holy Spirit 
baptism, and secondly, it implies that an ordinance practiced outside of the will of God is 
not valid. (Marriage, or communion, for instance.) While it is true that it is not God’s will 
that you confess things that you don’t believe, and make promises that you have no 
intention to keep, this does not make them invalid or unbinding. Rather, it is sin. To 
publicly observe any divine ordinance insincerely can never invalidate it. To not live up to 
the confession is sin. Jesus said, “But I say unto you, That every idle word that men shall 
speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment. For by thy words thou 
shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned.” (Mat. 12:36-37 see also 
Deu. 23:21) 

The Christian life is frequently compared to marriage in the Bible, and the church as the 
bride of Christ. Suppose a man married a woman he didn’t love and had no intention of 
being faithful too. (This happens frequently with a motive of money, prestige, position, etc, 
on either or both sides.) Years later he sees his mistake, what should he do? The solution to 
unfaithfulness to the marriage ordinance is obviously not to get remarried, but to repent, 
confess, and be faithful. In the same way, rebaptism cannot forgive our sins against our 
baptismal vows, or the ordinance itself. 

The only Scriptural answer is repentance and confession. Unfortunately, repentance and 
confession is contrary to the doctrine of rebaptism, which holds that the first baptism was 
invalid, so there was no sin in breaking it. 

#3. Repent of your sin against your vows, and confess it. 

This is the Scriptural way to deal with sin, and the only option taught in the Bible. To 
publicly make confessions and vows insincerely, that we do not intend to keep is the sin of 
perjury. To break them is sin. Sin needs to be repented of and confessed. To try to take a 
shortcut will not work. There are no other options. (Luke 13:5; Act. 3:19; 17:30; Rev. 2:16) 
Since it was a public sin against God and the church, we would recommend a public 
confession before the church. 

After you have repented of and confessed any sin, it is time for faith to work. Consider 
God’s plan of salvation from sin through the sacrifice of Jesus. Realize that Jesus died for 
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your sins, and if you have sacrificed your heart and life in faith to Him, your sins are 
forgiven because of His sacrifice - not because of anything you have done or could do. Many 
people struggle for years with past sins that have been repented of and confessed, because 
of lack of faith in God’s provision for sin. Our faith should be in God’s promises – not in our 
feelings. 

Rebaptism of those previously baptized on their confession of 
faith in Christ 

How these teachings militate against the Word of God. 

People have been rebaptized for various reasons. The Anabaptists were rebaptized as 
adults, because they had never been baptized on their confession of faith in Christ. They 
had nothing to do with their baptism as infants. It was not their decision to be baptized and 
their intellect had not developed even to the point of knowing right from wrong, much less 
to the ability to decide upon a faith or religion. 

In Acts 19, some disciples of John the Baptist who were baptized by him were found that 
had never heard the Gospel, or even that there was a Holy Spirit. Paul explained to them 
that John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance, and they should “believe on him who 
should come after him, that is, on Christ.” (V.4) They, too, had never been baptized on 
their confession of faith in Christ, so when they heard this and believed on Christ “they 
were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. And when Paul had laid his hands on 
them, the Holy Ghost came upon them;” (v.5-6)  

These had valid reason for rebaptism - as neither of them had ever been baptized on their 
confession of faith in Christ - (which is the only requirement given in the Bible). There have 
also been rebaptisms for other reasons. For instance, there are churches that believe 
themselves to be the only true church, and feel that the baptism of any other church is 
invalid, so they rebaptize all who join them. This is based on unsound doctrine. Ephesians 
4:4-5 tells us that “There is one body, and one spirit. . . one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism.” Baptism is not church-dependent, it is Gospel-dependent. If it is the same Savior 
and the same Gospel, it is the same baptism. 

Some other churches rebaptize all those who were baptized with a mode other than their 
own. This too, is based on human reasoning rather than the Word of God, which gives no 
ruling on the subject. 

In the past few decades, some who had previously been baptized on their confession of 
faith in Christ have considered rebaptism for other reasons. Each of these reasons 
questions whether their original water baptism was valid. 

Whether we are only harboring doubts about our baptism, or whether we feel strongly one 
way or another, it is important that we examine the questions sincerely in the light of God’s 
Word. Reasons that are given to support a doctrine may be convincing, but the final 
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question is: Is this Scriptural truth? Does the Word of God actually teach this? We find that 
the Word of God does give a definite, unmistakable, answer to each of the questions that 
came up. 

Following are the questions that have come up, followed by a Scriptural response: 

Question: Although I recognize that water baptism on one’s confession of faith in Christ is 
not to be repeated, what if when I was baptized, I had not yet received the new birth? I 
applied for baptism because my friends did, but I never received the new birth until some 
time after baptism. My “baptism” was just an empty, meaningless ritual, because I had not 
yet received the baptism of the Holy Spirit. God would not recognize that as a valid baptism, 
would He? Should I be rebaptized, now that I have received the baptism of the Holy Spirit? 

Scriptural Response: Obviously, if those who had not received the spiritual new birth 
before water baptism do not have a valid baptism, there would be no other option but to 
rebaptize any and all who are unsure. It would not be an acceptable alternative, as some 
have suggested, to only baptize those whose conscience bothers them about it. Jesus 
commanded baptism, and having “unbaptized” Christian church members should not be an 
option. 

But what is water baptism? God baptizes with the Holy Spirit - man cannot (Mat. 3:11). But 
God has given the command and responsibility to man to baptize with water - even though 
God knew that man cannot see into the heart (Mat. 28:19). Water baptism does not have 
sacramental power. The doctrine that water baptism somehow did not “happen” if the 
individual had not previously received the Holy Spirit is nowhere found in the Bible. Either 
the individual confessed Christ and had the water applied in baptism or he didn’t. If he was 
baptized with water before witnesses, it is an obvious untruth to say that he wasn’t, 
whether or not he was baptized with the Holy Spirit previously. 

The ordinance of baptism could be compared with that of marriage. A valid marriage is an 
officially spoken commitment between two people, generally in the presence of witnesses. 
Some things that are promised, implied or expected to precede or follow, are at least a 
mutual love, and a following emotional, spiritual and physical unity. However, if some or all 
of these are missing, and nothing of which marriage represents is present, it is still a valid 
and binding marriage. 

It is the same with all of God’s ordinances. Water baptism is valid regardless of the Spiritual 
new birth, as we will see from the Bible examples below. As in marriage, our 
nonperformance or insincerity can never release us from the ordinance - rather, it is sin. 

If we say that Holy Spirit baptism must precede water baptism, or it is not baptism, we are 
claiming that John the Baptist never actually baptized anyone, as the Holy Spirit was not 
given in his time. 
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More importantly, the Bible is clear that in many of the Christian baptisms in Acts, they had 
not received the Holy Spirit until some time after water baptism, and they were still valid 
baptisms according to the Word of God: 

“Who, when they were come down, prayed for them, that they might receive the Holy 
Ghost: (For as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they were baptized in the 
name of the Lord Jesus.) Then laid they their hands on them, and they received the 
Holy Ghost.” (Act. 8:15-17) 

“Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.” 
(Act. 2:38) 

Except for the account in Acts 10, in all baptisms that mention in what order they were 
received, they received water baptism before Holy Spirit baptism. We know that the new 
birth is impossible before the Holy Spirit is there to accomplish it. In pointing this out, we 
are not promoting water baptism before the spiritual birth for our time, but showing that 
they are valid baptisms according to the Word of God, as this is how the apostles sometimes 
did it. The Bible clearly does call it “Baptism”, even though they had not yet received the 
Holy Spirit - proving that any doctrine teaching that this isn’t baptism is in direct 
opposition to the Word of God, and therefore obviously a false doctrine. Water baptism is 
symbolic of spiritual baptism, and according to the Bible it can precede or follow it. 

Some have suggested that we shouldn’t get our teachings and examples of baptism from the 
book of Acts. Maybe the examples Acts gives are not the real Christian baptism, but an 
intermediate version. However, this was after the plan of salvation was finished, after Jesus 
had arisen and ascended, and after the giving of the Holy Spirit. The apostle Paul in Acts 19 
made it clear that this was a new ordinance, and John’s baptism of repentance didn’t 
suffice. If we reject the teachings and examples of baptism in Acts, we do not have any 
teachings or examples of Christian baptism, as there are none after Acts. There is only 
passing mention of baptism and what it symbolizes. 

Question: It is true that most of the Bible examples state that they received the Holy Spirit 
after water baptism, but are there not two stages of receiving the Holy Spirit? The first 
stage being when He convicts of sin and testifies of Jesus, and then some time later He is 
given in the capacity to sanctify, instruct, and empower for service. Maybe these people 
previously received the first infilling of the Holy Spirit, were baptized, and after baptism 
received the second infilling, which is the only one recorded in the Bible? 

Scriptural Response: I am not aware of any teaching of a two stage infilling of the Holy 
Spirit in the Bible - which should be our only source of doctrine. Conviction of sin and the 
realization of one’s need of a Savior is something that happens to all, not only those who 
accept Him. This is the Spirit working externally on the heart – not within as a resident. 
This is not the baptism, or reception of the Holy Spirit, or even those who reject Christ 
would have the Holy Spirit, because they too, are convicted of sin. The Holy Spirit only fills 
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us when we surrender our lives and hearts in trusting faith to Jesus. Then we receive the 
spiritual new birth or baptism of the Holy Spirit. Then and not before, we are empowered 
for service to whatever extent we allow the Spirit to work in our lives. The Holy Spirit’s 
power for service is never held back from a submissive believer, before or after water 
baptism. This continues throughout life to whatever extent we allow it. We may at any time 
throughout our lives receive a powerful renewing of the Holy Spirit, perhaps in response to 
a time of trial or prayer and seeking a closer walk with God. 

We can know that these were not a second baptism of the Holy Spirit, because the accounts 
of the baptisms in Acts state plainly that they “prayed for them that they might receive 
the Holy Ghost: (For as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they were baptized 
in the name of the Lord Jesus) . . . and they received the Holy Ghost.” Notice that we 
cannot believe that they had previously “received the Holy Ghost” when it says “He was 
fallen upon none of them” and still believe the Scriptures. The Bible tells us they received 
Him at this time - after baptism. 

In Acts 19:2, to those baptized by John, Paul “said unto them, Have ye received the Holy 
Ghost since ye believed? And they said unto him, We have not so much as heard 
whether there be any Holy Ghost.” When Paul explained that they must believe on the 
Lord Jesus Christ, immediately: “When they heard this, they were baptized in the name 
of the Lord Jesus. And when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Ghost came 
on them;” We know that they could not have received the Holy Spirit before they believed 
on Jesus, and “when they heard this (about Christ), they were baptized”. After they were 
baptized, Paul laid his hands upon them and “the Holy Ghost came on them.” It would be 
impossible to believe this Scripture and still believe that the Holy Spirit was somehow 
given before water baptism.  

So we see in these two examples, that the Holy Ghost had not been given previous to 
baptism at all and they only received Him after baptism. In fact, in one case they hadn’t 
even heard of Him previously. But when they heard the good news they were baptized, and 
afterward the Holy Ghost came upon them. 

The event in Acts 10:45 is mentioned several places and is called “poured out the gift of 
the Holy Ghost” (Act. 10:45) “baptized with the Holy Ghost”, “gave them the like gift as 
He did unto us”, “the Holy Ghost fell on them” (Act. 11:15-17 & 10:44) This proves that 
these are not names for different stages of the giving of the Holy Spirit, because they are all 
referring to the same event! 

There is one example in the Bible that has been promoted as evidence that the Holy Spirit is 
given in two stages. That is in John 20:22, where Jesus appeared to His disciples and said, 
“As the Father hath sent me, even so send I you. And when He had said this He 
breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost. Whose soever sins 
ye remit, they are remitted unto them. . .” (V.21-23 partial) Yet, He instructed them to 
wait for the Holy Ghost, which was clearly given in Acts 2. 
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Is this evidence that there should be two baptisms of the Holy Spirit, one at conversion, and 
another later for power and service? We immediately notice that it is at this first reference - 
John 20:22, that Jesus specifies that He is sending them out for service to God, and giving 
them apostolic authority. This really doesn’t hold out with the idea that the Spirit is given 
the first time for conversion and then later for power and service. 

Commentators state that the breathing on them and saying “receive ye the Holy Ghost” 
was to signify that the Holy Ghost was to be given. This was later actually accomplished at 
Pentecost (Act. 2). When Jesus said that they should receive the Holy Ghost, there is no hint 
or evidence in John 20 that the Holy Ghost was given at that time. It does not say that “the 
Holy Ghost came upon them” or any such thing, nor do they show evidence of this power 
until Pentecost. But this was the “promise of the Father”, which, Jesus later said, “ye have 
heard of me.” (Act. 1:4-5). We can also see that the Holy Ghost was not given while Jesus 
was standing before them from the fact that Jesus stated clearly in John 16:7 that “if I go 
not away, the comforter will not come unto you; but if I depart, I will send him unto 
you.” Jesus obviously had not yet departed this world at this time. In fact, He was standing 
before them - He could not “send the comforter” yet. He goes on to say that “when he is 
come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteousness and of judgement.” We 
know that this didn’t happen until Pentecost. 

Question: How about if someone was not sincere at his baptism, and his testimony and 
commitment to Christ are only idle confessions and promises which he soon afterwards 
proves untrue and breaks? Wouldn’t that mean that it is all invalid then and he is not 
“rightly baptized”? 

Scriptural Response: The Word of God gives clear and definite answers to this. Jesus said, 
“But I say unto you, That every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account 
thereof in the day of judgment. For by thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy 
words thou shalt be condemned.” (Mat. 12:36-37) 

There is no provision in the Bible for the insincere to be excused from what they commit to. 
Rather, they have committed the sin of perjury. Perhaps ignorance could be excused, but 
young people in their teen years are not ignorant of what they are saying, and cannot be 
considered innocent. 

If we say that an insincere confession of Christ in baptism is invalid, would we not also 
need to say the same for an insincere denial of Christ? Could we deny Christ out of fear of 
persecution, and be guiltless, because we “didn’t really mean it?” 

Question: Are the baptismal vows Scriptural? I haven’t found any Bible examples of 
promises, commitments, or even a confession of the new birth or denunciation of sin and 
Satan, as we have in our baptismal ceremonies. Are we confusing baptism with vows and 
commitments? Shouldn’t we keep it very similar to the New Testament pattern? 
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Scriptural Response: In the New Testament examples of baptism, they were only required 
to believe and confess that Jesus is the Son of God. No verbal commitments, denunciation of 
sin or Satan, confession of the new birth, or personal testimonies were required. 

It is true that the Bible doesn’t require any vows for baptism or marriage. A simple 
confession such as we find in Acts (“I believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God”) is all it 
takes for a valid baptism, because this is what baptism is. (Although this obviously doesn’t 
mean the person is saved). The same is true of marriage (although it doesn’t guarantee a 
good relationship). In Genesis 24:67, for instance, we read simply “And Isaac brought her 
into his mother Sarah’s tent, and took Rebekah, and she became his wife;” Although 
the Bible doesn’t tell us to make marriage vows, this was considered part of the marriage 
early on. Proverbs 31:2 refers to, “the son of my vows.” 

The confession that we repent of our sin and renounce sin and Satan, and the verbal 
commitment that we will be obedient to Jesus for life is not of itself baptism, but it is a part 
of the confessions and vows we make as part of the baptismal service. What we use was 
designed by the Anabaptists to avoid baptizing the insincere, just like our marriage vows 
were designed to avoid marrying the insincere. In both baptism and marriage, if someone 
cannot with a clear conscience make the required confessions and promises, he is not ready 
to take the step. In baptism as in marriage, we want to omit any that didn’t make a lifetime 
commitment. 

Some churches have other methods, and by doing what we do we are not saying that other 
ways are inferior. Some instead ask them to give their testimony before baptism. From this 
they hope to ascertain that they have indeed renounced sin and Satan in their lives and 
committed their hearts and lives to the Lord. Although this, too, is not found in Scripture, it 
is another valid human attempt at the same goal. May each church use a method that works 
for them and recognize the “differences of administration” and “diversities of operations” 
allowed in the Gospel (1 Cor. 12:5-6). 

Question: Are baptismal vows binding for life like marriage vows? If someone was 
insincere in his baptism, and not born again, wouldn’t his baptismal vows be abolished, just 
like vows made to secret secret societies and satanic organizations, when he receives the 
new birth? 2 Corinthians 5:17 says: “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new 
creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.” Wouldn’t 
this also apply to his baptism? 

Scriptural answer: I am unable to find anything in the Bible about any vows, ungodly or 
not, being abolished in Christ. I believe any vows we make should be kept (Deu. 23:21), 
unless they are to do something wrong, then we should repent of making them and break 
them. It is better to break an ungodly vow than to sin against God. To break an evil vow so 
we can do good is not sinning against God, it is only breaking an ungodly vow. But to break 
a good vow so we can do evil is sin. 
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Marriage vows are binding for “as long as God grants life.” In eternity there is no marriage 
(Mar. 12:25). Baptismal vows are also “unto death”, but they represent an eternal 
relationship. The duration of a vow is whatever length we make the vow for. But if 
someone would decide that he only wants to give his heart to the Lord for a limited time, it 
would be obvious that he has really not given his heart to the Lord, and he would not 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The only way to come to Christ is without reservation, 
and if one is not willing to permanently give up all, even “his own life also, he cannot be 
(Jesus’) disciple.” (Luk. 14:26) 

To quote “all things are become new” as evidence that the new birth makes void previous 
promises is using it out of context. 2 Corinthians 5:17: says: “Therefore if any man be in 
Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become 
new.” This does not mean that previous promises and contracts including baptism can be 
broken. Some also use this to justify divorce. However, this means that God has made “all 
things new” in our attitudes, outlook, goals and will. If indeed all things are made new 
within us, we will be the more careful to fulfill all obligations. 

Question: Wouldn’t it be the same to baptize an unregenerate adult, still asleep to the voice 
of God, as to baptize an infant? How could the one be a valid baptism and the other not? 

Scriptural Response: What is the difference between adult baptism on his confession of 
faith in Christ and infant baptism? The infant did not make any decision as to whether 
“Jesus Christ is the Son of God” and in fact, couldn’t. He made no confession of faith in 
Christ. Nor did he choose to be baptized. He knows nothing about God. He has no sin, or 
need of salvation from sin. The unregenerate adult is not asleep to the voice of God. He is a 
sinner and has been convicted of his sin. He believes the plan of salvation and that Jesus is 
the Son of God, and he has chosen (unwisely) to confess it and to be baptized on that 
confession, without first having repented and given up his own will to the will of God and 
trusted and believed in Him for His salvation. This is sin on the part of the one being 
baptized, as he has made false confessions and commitments that he did not intend to keep. 
The baptized infant did not do anything, so there was no sin on his part. 

Question: Is a valid baptism dependent on the baptizer? We cannot see into the heart. 
What if the person who baptized me was not truly born again himself, or what if he was not 
“rightly baptized” himself? Could that effect my baptism? 

Scriptural Response: While certainly no Christian would want to be baptized by someone 
not showing evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit in his life, only God can see into the 
heart of man. For baptism to be valid does not depend on the holiness of the one baptizing 
or whether he received the Holy Spirit before baptism. Otherwise not only were the 
majority of the baptisms recorded in Acts not “rightly baptized”, they could also not even 
have “rightly baptized” others, because they were baptized with water before Holy Spirit 
baptism. Baptism, as we have seen according to the Bible is given to those who confess to 
believe “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” It is a symbol of the burying of self to 
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live by the Spirit of God. The one doing the baptizing cannot change this one way or the 
other. 

Question: There are people who have been baptized unconverted, and since then have 
been born again, and it bothers their conscience. Shouldn’t churches rebaptize them so they 
can have the peace of a clear conscience? 

Scriptural Response: By doing this churches would be promoting the false doctrine that 
these baptisms are not valid or that these people were not baptized when in fact they were. 
Doctrinal truth should never be sacrificed for the sake of human feelings. It would be much 
better to take the Scriptural route: first proving by the Scriptural examples and teachings 
that these are valid baptisms, and then to deal with the guilt by asking them to repent and 
confess their sin of telling untruths to be baptized. Public confession would be in order for 
a public sin. If it continues to bother them, it should be worked at like any other sin. 
Remind them that it is only by the grace of God through the sacrifice of Jesus that sins can 
be forgiven. Try to build faith in the atonement of Jesus. Also be sure that they are really 
repentant of their sin. If they try to put blame on the ministry, the church, or their parents 
for their sin, they have not yet repented and so cannot come free. True repentance and 
brokenness before God accepts all the blame, regardless of the failings of others involved. 

Question: What if I have been converted since my baptism, but I still have some problems 
with sin in my life? Wouldn’t I be more likely to find total victory if I was rebaptized? 

Scriptural Response: This implies that a sacramental grace is given through baptism, 
which is unsound. However, it is clear that Scriptural repentance and confession can help 
us gain spiritual victory. Man has a natural desire to put his faith in some act he can do. The 
Catholic church with its various rituals, purchased indulgences, etc., has “helped” may 
people both feel better about their problems, and even overcome them in cases, because of 
faith in the ritual. In reality, however, this has done much harm, because it has transferred 
people’s faith to something that is not of God. Our goal should not be to quiet our 
conscience, or even just to overcome sin, but to give our lives to Jesus and use the solution 
found in His Word against our sin. 

In summary, rebaptism in these cases is founded entirely on human reasoning that is 
directly contrary to Scriptural teachings. An insincere baptism with idle confessions and 
promises is not void or invalid, rather, man is held to his confessions “. . . every idle word 
that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgement.” (Mt. 
12:36-37) The teaching that water baptism somehow didn’t “happen” if the baptism of the 
Holy Spirit (or spiritual new birth) was not experienced previously is a doctrine of men 
without any Scriptural support. That it is a false doctrine can be proven by the fact that in 
the majority of the apostles baptisms recorded in Acts they had not received the Holy Spirit 
in any capacity at all until after water baptism. For example: “...For as yet he was fallen 
upon none of them: only they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.” 
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It is vitally important to our spiritual lives that our faith is in the Word of God alone, and 
not in doctrines of men about it, which often opposes the Word of God, and tends to destroy 
the simple childlike faith that we should have in what the Bible says. 

We must not spare false doctrine, but expose it for what it is with the truth of God’s Word. 
But we should recognize that those who teach it do so because they are unknowingly 
following doctrines of men - not because they want to teach error. 

One final point we would like to make in this section is the responsibility of parents and the 
church as a whole to consider whether the applicants for baptism are indeed born again 
Christians. Our goal is, of course, to never baptize the unconverted. The youth need to 
realize the importance of this divine ordinance, and the seriousness of the sin of perjury. 
The sin of perjury in baptism rests squarely on the one committing it. Likewise, the church 
needs to be on the alert for those who, as Menno Simons wrote, “come with a hypocritical 
heart” but are living after the flesh, so that they do not make insincere vows and obtain 
water baptism unworthily. 

Modes of Water Baptism 
“On the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost” (Act. 10:45) 

As we had noted earlier, the Old Testament baptisms were by pouring or sprinkling. Holy 
Spirit baptism is referred to as an outpouring of the Holy Spirit. In Act. 10:45, Peter 
witnessed “that on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost.” This 
same event was elsewhere called “baptized with the Holy Ghost”, and “the Holy Ghost 
fell on them.” The descriptions of water baptism in the New Testament do not mention the 
mode. Many of the outdoor baptisms were performed in rivers. Some have felt that this 
may imply immersion. However, we do know that in the first centuries a common method 
of river baptism was for the baptizer and convert to stand or kneel in ankle deep water, 
while the baptizer poured river water from his hands to the convert’s head. (Series of first 
century drawings from the walls of a catacomb under Rome depict such baptisms.)viii 
Baptizing in a river was most practical unless they were in a building as in Act.10:47-48, in 
which case it would appear that water needed to be brought: (“Can any man forbid 
water...”). It seems reasonable to assume that since Holy Spirit baptism is always described 
and depicted as “poured out”, “fell on them”, “sat upon each of them”, etc. and never as 
an immersion, and Old Testament baptisms were by pouring or sprinkling, and there is no 
evidence of other methods introduced in the New Testament, no change was made in the 
mode. On the other hand, since the Bible does not specify that no other mode can be used, it 
would be adding to Scripture to claim that only one mode is valid. 
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It seems that the differences between those who promote pouring and those who promote 
immersion originate from how they determine the will of God. Those who promote 
immersion do so because the Greek word “baptize” is translated from means “immerse”, so 
they feel that the only way to “baptize” is to immerse. Also, baptism is symbolic of the 
burying of our carnal will to rise in newness of life, and they feel immersion better depicts 
that. 

On the other hand, those who promote pouring and sprinkling, do so, not based on the 
meaning of the word, or even what it signifies so much as a desire to obey and follow the 
examples and teachings God gave in the Bible, from the Old Testament baptisms through 
the baptisms of the Holy Spirit. In every example given in the Bible that it mentions the 
mode, it was by pouring or sprinkling - and it calls it baptism. 

Our desire is to follow the Bible’s examples and teachings, above all else, including our 
opinions based on meaning of words, etc. This seems most reasonable, especially since all 
Christians use that method of observing communion. If we would observe communion 
based upon what the Greek Word (koinonia) means, or even the communion with Christ 
that it signifies, we would hardly observe it by eating and drinking the emblems. “Koinonia” 
is most often translated “fellowship”, but is also translated “to communicate”, 
“contribution”, “distribution” and “communion”. Our method of observing communion is 
not based upon word definition, but upon Bible teachings. Unlike baptism, however, the 
Bible is specific as to how to observe communion. 

Baptism was prefigured in the Old Testament by both the waters of the flood, (Gen. 7:7) as 
Peter says in 1 Peter 3:20,21, and the waters of the Red Sea; (Exo. 14:22) as Paul says in 1 
Corinthians 10:1. We notice that in both of these Old Testament “shadows” of baptism 
there was an immersion. However, in both of these cases it was not the righteous but the 
wicked that were immersed. This shows us that it is not us that needs to be immersed in 
water, but wickedness that needs to be washed from us by the “washing of water by the 
Word” (Eph. 5:26) Water baptism is symbolic of this washing. 
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In the writings of Christians of the first centuries, we do not find disputes about the mode 
of baptism. The earliest existing church manual, “The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles”, 
says to baptize in running water, if running water is not available, then in other water: 

“If thou canst not in cold, in warm. If neither are available, pour out water 
thrice upon the head in the name of Father and Son and Holy Spirit.”ix 

“If neither are available, pour...” could suggest that the first mentioned options were 
immersions, or, it could simply mean no more than it says: baptize in a running stream or a 
still pool - cold or warm (which could be by pouring in the water, as depicted in the 
paragraph above, as well as by immersion.) If no body of water is available, simply pour 
water on the head three times… Whether we would feel this implies that some immersed 
during this time or not, there are two points that this passage does teach us: 

1. It clearly states that pouring was an acceptable mode, if it wasn’t the 
only one among these early Christians. 

2. Although this document requires the convert to first be diligently 
instructed in the faith, and to fast a few days prior to baptism, it gives 
plenty of room for differences in the mode. 

Justin Martyr (110-165 A.D.) Refers to baptizing at a “laver” (basin or bowl).x The first 
direct reference to baptism by immersion that I am aware of comes from Tertullian at least 
half a century later. He explains how they baptized. “Hereupon, we are thrice immersed, 
making a somewhat ampler pledge than the Lord has appointed in the Gospel.”xi Notice, 
Tertullian makes it clear that this goes beyond what the Lord appointed. 

In the reformation, the Anabaptists mode of choice was pouring. This was the first mode 
used by them and was always the most common among them. However, when a few 
converts asked to be immersed, their request was granted, showing that even though they 
would baptize at the expense of their lives, they didn’t consider differences in mode to be 
important. The object of importance to them was to live what baptism signifies, as Paul 
wrote: 

“Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized 
into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: that like as 
Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should 
walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his 
death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection:” (Rom. 6:3-5) 

~Glenn M. Wenger 
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i The definition of sacrament as used here is an ordinance given by Christ as a sign of a spiritual reality, not as 
a means of obtaining grace or salvation. 

ii In these ceremonial “baptisms”, the water was poured over what was being washed, rather than being 
submerged. The reason was that if the article were submerged, the water itself would have become defiled 
and unable to cleanse. Likewise in the Mosaic baptisms, the water was sprinkled on the people. 

iii When the Pharisees baptized proselytes, they immersed them and believed this washing of the body 
purified them to become Jews. 

iv Justin Martyr - Dialog with Trypho. Chap. 14 [The Ante-Nicene Fathers V.1 P.201] (It is not long after this 
that we find misunderstandings of certain verses causing the Christians to fall into the same error as the Jews 
leading very soon to infant baptism by some of them. Sacramentalism in baptism and The Lord’s Supper were 
among the earliest Catholic errors.) 

v The earliest existing manual for teaching converts before baptism is the “Didache” or “Teaching of the 
Twelve Apostles”, thought to be written between 80 and 120 A.D. 

vi Complete Works of Menno Simons Part 1 P. 39 

vii Some have suggested that Simon may have been born again before baptism and then backslid. But the 
Word of God is clear that “as yet he (the Holy Spirit) was fallen upon none of them, only they were baptized in 
the name of the Lord Jesus.” (Acts 8:16) We know that the new birth is impossible before receiving the Holy 
Spirit. The new birth is what Jesus called being “born of the Spirit” (Jhn 3:6,8) 

viii Tracings of pictures from the catacombs are taken from “The Didache, or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” 
translated by William McGrath. Used by permission. 

ix The Ante-Nicene Fathers V.7 P.379 

x The Ante-Nicene Fathers V.1 P. 183,201 

xi The Ante-Nicene Fathers V.3 P.94. See also P.669 in which he refers to being both dipped and sprinkled. 


