WATER BAPTISM: IDENTIFICATION WITH CHRIST

Water baptism has lost its spiritual meaning in many circles today. It is no more than a religious rite conducted to soothe the conscience and feel good in a religious sense. Others have elevated it beyond the level that the Bible puts it substituting for the way of salvation. They believe that they are saved because they have been baptised in water. Others even placed a great significance on their water baptism because of the particular minister that baptised them in water. They would have felt more saved being baptised by apostle Paul rather than an unknown disciple like Ananias (1 Corinthians 1:14-16; Acts 9:11-18).

There is the need for scriptural balance in the way we handle water baptism. It does not save the soul and yet it is important in the christian life. It follows and completes the conversion experience in Christ. It trails and testifies to our spiritual union with Christ. It symbolises and seals that union with Christ. It is our public testimony of our identification with Christ.

To undergo water baptism without a real union with Christ is spiritually meaningless and worthless for such water baptism indicates nothing. It is possible to be saved without water baptism in certain circumstances (Luke 23:42,43). However as much as possible, the Lord expects us to follow our conversion experience with proper water baptism. Those who have undergone worthless water baptisms that heaven has no record of are counselled to undergo proper water baptism that has spiritual meaning and significance.

AVAILABLE TO THE GRACIOUSLY CONVERTED

Mark 16:16; 1:4,5; 3:5,6; Luke 7:29,30; Matthew 3:1-10; Acts 2:38,41; 8:14-16,36,39; 9:18; 10:47,48; 13:24; 19:1-5.

Water baptism has become a mere religious practice divorced from Christ’s original intention and stipulation in today’s church. In so many christian circles, water baptism has become a yardstick to measure whether one is a christian or not. It has become a religious rite that people submit to in order to silence their conscience.

However the original institution of the practice sheds much needed light on its meaning and practice.

“He that believeth AND is baptised shall be saved< but he that beleveth not shall be damned” (Mark 16:16).

Not to believe is to be damned even if baptised. However it is evident here that water baptism is to be administered to those who have heard the saving gospel of Christ and have responded positively to it. The apostles only extended the invitation to water baptism to those who were saved (Acts 2:38,41; 8:14-16,36,39; 9:18; 10:47,48).

Even in the ministry of John the baptist, water baptism was only available to those who repented (Mark 1:4,5; 3:5,6; Luke 7:29,30). It is not a coincidence that John’s baptism was named the baptism of repentance. It qualifies the substance of it (Acts 13:24; 19:1-5; Matthew 3:1-10).

ANSWER OF A GOOD CONSCIENCE

1 Peter 3:21; Acts 2:38,41; 8:12,13,35-38; 22:16; 16:14,15,30-33; 19:2-5; 10:43,47,48; Mark 16:16; Matthew 28:18-20; Romans 6:3-5

“The like figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God), by the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 3:21).

Just as the water of the flood of Noah’s days only had benefit for those who were already inside Noah’s ark, the water of our water baptism only has benefit for those who are already in Christ the ark of our salvation (1 Peter 3:21). We are saved by the death, burial and resurrection of Christ and not by mere water baptism.

The waters of Noah’s flood affected everybody. Those outside the ark drowned, those inside the ark were saved from drowning. The water in water baptism can affect all as well. Those who are not already in the ark of salvation emerge from it wet sinners, confirmed in their sins, deluded in the false hope on their way to hell without realizing it. Those already in the ark of salvation emerge like saints resurrecting to a new life in Christ, confirmed in their experience of the new life in Christ. Water baptism does not deal with the sins of the flesh:

(1) It is an external testimony to an internal transformation.

(2) It is a public demonstration of a private transaction in the heart.

(3) It is a public identification with the crucified and risen Christ.

(4) It only has record in heaven if PRECEDED by a conversion experience.

ADMINISTRATION AS GOD COMMANDED

Mark 16:15-20; Matthew 28:18-20; Romans 6:2-5; Acts 8:35-40; 2:38,41; 1 Corinthians 1:14-16; John 4:1,2

Water baptism is one of Christ’s ordinance to the church (The Lord’s supper being the other one). We are to observe and administer it as He gave commandment. We have no right to change the pattern or instructions laid down.

(1) Water baptism should be administered to the genuinely converted

Water baptism is not a religious favour to the dying or a religious rite to the boost the religious ego of the living. It is a divine ordinance to be administered to the genuinely converted. We ought to keep it this way.

(2) Water baptism is in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost

It is to be observed that salvation is a work that should be attributed to the Godhead. The Father planned salvation, the Son died to implement it, the Holy Ghost makes it a reality in our hearts today. Water baptism is a honour to the three. There is no contradiction between the injunction left by Christ and the practice of the apostles as some will have us believe (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 19:1-5).

Baptising in the name of Jesus should be understood as baptising according to the authority left by Christ for the apostles will not change what Christ said for any reason.

(3) Water baptism is by total immersion

The water baptisms conducted in the Bible were all by total immersion. They went into and came out of the water (Matthew 3:16,17; Acts 8:35-40).

As water baptism is meant to signify the death, burial and resurrection of Christ, total immersion fulfils this typology (Romans 6). The root word “bapto” means to immerse or dip in as when dipping a cloth in a solution to dye it (John 13:26; Matthew 26:23; Revelation 19:13).

(4) The immersion is once and not thrice

Jesus died and resurrected once and not thrice, so the symbolism is destroyed by three immersions. It is not one dip for the Father, one dip for the Son and one dip for the Holy Ghost as though we are baptising unto three Gods but one dip for the Godhead.

(5) Water baptism should be administered by a saved minister of the gospel

It is obvious that the apostles alone could not have conducted the 3,000 baptisms conducted immediately after the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:41). Although John the baptist conducted his own water baptism, possibly aided by his disciples (Matthew 3:1-10), in a local church, it is not compulsory that the local pastor must administer the ordinance. During the earthly ministry of Jesus, His disciples were responsible under His guidance and authority for conducting water baptism (John 4:1,2). The other ministers in Paul’s team also helped to conduct the water baptism (1 Corinthians 1:14-16).

