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1. The Definition of Baptism
WHAT DOES THE WORD “BAPTISE” MEAN?
The New Testament was first written in Greek, and the word “baptise” is a 
transliteration of the Greek word “baptizo”.  (When a word is transliterated, it is 
carried from one language to another without being translated.)

The word “baptise” means "to dip in or under, to immerse, to dye, to cover 
wholly (completely), to make fully wet, to sink, to drown".  With these 
meanings, if the Greek word “baptizo” were translated into English, the word 
“immerse” or “dip” would probably have been used.  Matthew 28:19 may have 
read something like this:

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
immersing them in the name of the Father and of the Son

and of the Holy Spirit …

There are many baptisms mentioned in the Bible, such as:
‣Water baptism (Mat 28:19; Mark 1:9-10; Acts 8:35-39).
‣ Fire baptism (Mat 3:7-12; Luke 3:16-17).
‣ Holy Spirit baptism (Mat 3:7-12; Luke 3:16-17; Acts 11:15-17).
‣ Baptism into Christ (Rom 6:3-5; Gal 3:27).
‣ Baptism into the Church (1 Cor 12:12-13).
‣ Jesus’ crucifixion is described as a baptism (Mark 10:38-39; Luke 12:50).
‣ Baptism into Moses (1 Cor 10:1-4).

The wide usage of the word “baptism” shown above helps us to understand that 
baptism is an identification or association with a message, event, person or 
group.

This study looks at water baptism.

IS WATER BAPTISM BY FULL IMMERSION IN WATER?
As has just been shown, the meaning of the word “baptise” points to a person 
being fully immersed in water.  Sprinkling or pouring water on a person does not 
accurately fulfill the meaning of the word.

Also, full immersion in water helps to symbolise identification or association with a 
message, since the entire person is covered with water.

The Biblical examples of water baptism also point to immersion.  In the following 
verses the words shown in bold indicate that the people were baptised by 
immersion:
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Mark 1:9-10 (in the baptism of Jesus)
“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee

and was baptized by John in the Jordan.
And when he came up out of the water …”

Acts 8:35-39 (in the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch)
“And he commanded the chariot to stop,

and they both went down into the water, Philip and the eunuch,
and he baptized him.  And when they came up out of the water …”

John 3:23 (in the ministry of John the Baptist)
“John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim,

because water was plentiful there,
and people were coming and being baptized …”

Since John was immersing people in water he chose a place where 
“water was plentiful” (Aenon has springs).  If his practice had been 

sprinkling or pouring, a bucketful of water would have been enough.

Since water baptism is by full immersion in water, Christians baptised today are 
taken to a body of water such as a church baptistery, pool, river, beach etc., 
where they are fully immersed in the water and then lifted out of the water.

WHY WAS WATER BAPTISM PRACTICED?
In chapter 2 of this study we’ll see that John the Baptist baptised people in water 
who believed in his message, and in chapter 3 we’ll see that Jesus’ disciples 
baptised people in water who believed in Jesus’ message.  Water baptism was 
practiced for at least two reasons:

1. Identification with a message.  As noted earlier, the wide usage of the word 
“baptism” in the Bible helps us to understand that baptism is an identification 
or association with a message, event, person or group.  When a person is 
baptised in water, the water covers them completely, symbolically showing 
that their entire being has accepted a new message; they are identifying with 
a new message.  Water baptism shows other people you are identifying with 
a new message.

2. A symbol of spiritual cleansing.  It symbolised spiritual cleansing or 
renewal.  It was used to symbolise the washing away of sin and the old life.  
Water baptism shows other people the spiritual change that’s happened in 
you.
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2. John’s Baptism
John was a prophet sent by God to prepare the people for the coming of Jesus 
Christ (a prophet is a person who communicates a message from God to people).  
The Bible commonly calls him “John the Baptist” (Mat 3:1), because water 
baptism was a large part of his ministry.  The mother of John and the mother of 
Jesus were relatives (Luke 1:36).

WHAT WAS JOHN’S BAPTISM ABOUT?
Read the following passages and write down why John was baptising people.
• Mark 1:1-8

• Acts 19:1-4

We can see that people were baptised in water by John to show that they:
1. Repented from their sins and received forgiveness.
2. Believed in Jesus Christ who was coming after John.

If people believed what John was saying about repentance, forgiveness and the 
coming of Jesus Christ, then they would prove it by being baptised in water.  The 
water baptism identified them with the message of John; they were publicly 
declaring that they believed what John was saying.  Also, the water baptism 
symbolised spiritual cleansing since they repented.

If the people agreed with John’s message,
then they would get baptised in water.

Since John’s baptism was about preparing the people for the coming of Jesus 
Christ, it no longer applies to us today, since Jesus Christ has already come.
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WHY WAS JESUS CHRIST BAPTISED BY JOHN?
Read Matthew 3:13-17.
It makes no sense for Jesus Christ to be baptised by John for the same reason 
everybody else was.  People were baptised by John because they repented of 
their sins and believed in Jesus Christ who was about to come.  But Jesus didn’t 
need to repent of anything since he never sinned (2 Cor 5:21; 1 Pet 2:22).  So 
why was Jesus baptised?

Jesus said he was baptised “to fulfill all righteousness”, which may mean that:

1. Jesus was obeying a command from the Father.  God the Father told Jesus 
to get baptised by John, so that when God the Holy Spirit descended upon 
Jesus in the form of a dove, it would show John that Jesus was the Messiah 
– the anointed one (see John 1:29-34).

2. Jesus was being a witness and an example to the people showing them that 
John’s message was true.
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3. Christian Baptism
WHY SHOULD I BE BAPTISED?
Read John 3:22 & 4:1-3.  What were the disciples of Jesus doing?  This is an 
example of Christian baptism.

Read Matthew 28:18-20.  List the 3 instructions that Jesus gives his disciples, 
just before he returns to heaven.

Jesus has commanded all his followers to be baptised in water.

WHAT IS CHRISTIAN BAPTISM ALL ABOUT?
Read Matthew 28:19.
Jesus commands his disciples to baptise people “in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit”.  This has a few meanings:

1. When we are baptised, we show others that we believe in the message and 
work of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Jesus preached, amongst other 
things, that the Father had sent him to Earth to die on the cross and rise from 
the dead for the forgiveness of our sins so we could have eternal life; and 
when he returned to the Father, the Holy Spirit would be sent to continue the 
work of God on Earth.  So when we are baptised we identify ourselves with 
the message and work of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

2. When we are baptised we show others that we believe in God as Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit (the Trinity).  We are baptised in the name (singular), not in 
the names (plural) of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  This shows that God is 
one, but exists as three persons in one.  So when we are baptised in water 
we identify ourselves with who God is.

3. The authority to baptise comes from God (Father, Son and Holy Spirit).

Christian baptism is for those who believe in the message and work of Jesus 
Christ; you identify yourself as Jesus’ disciple, showing others that you are a 
Christian – a follower of Jesus Christ.

Also, as mentioned in chapter 1, water baptism can be understood to be a 
symbol of spiritual cleansing.  It was used to symbolise the washing away of 
sin and the old life, through belief in Jesus Christ.  Water baptism shows other 
people the spiritual change that’s happened in you.
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WHO SHOULD GET BAPTISED?
Read the following passages and write down who was baptised and why they 
were baptised.
• Acts 8:9-13

• Acts 10:39-48

• Acts 16:25-33

• Acts 18:8

The Bible is quite clear: you must first believe in Jesus and what he has done for 
you, and then you are to be baptised in water.  Jesus’ command in Matthew 28:19 
also follows this pattern.

Baptism is for all who repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ.  Men, 
women, and children who personally trust Jesus Christ as their Saviour should be 
baptised.

• When and how did you become a Christian?

If you are not sure if you are a Christian, then speak to the person helping you 
through this study.  It may be a good idea to go through a study that explains what 
a Christian is.  Only a person who is saved should be baptised.
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WHEN SHOULD I BE BAPTISED?
In the following passages, how soon after salvation were the believers baptised?
• Acts 2:38-41

• Acts 8:35-38

• Acts 10:43-48

• Acts 16:25-33

So the Biblical pattern is that water baptism follows immediately, or soon after, 
faith in Jesus Christ.  There is no need to wait.  Christian baptism is about 
identifying yourself with Jesus Christ.  Once you’ve become a Christian the 
natural thing to do is to publicly declare it by being baptised.

CAN BAPTISM BE REGARDED AS AN OPTIONAL EXTRA?
We can see that water baptism is a foundational part of the Christian life and is 
never regarded as optional by the New Testament writers.  Hebrews 6:1-2 lists 
water baptism as one of the foundational doctrines of the Christian faith.

Remember also that Jesus commanded us to be baptised (Mat 28:19-20).  
Commands from Jesus are not optional.  If we love Jesus we will obey his 
commands (John 14:15,21; 15:10), and water baptism is one of our first steps of 
obedience to Jesus (Mat 28:19).

Therefore water baptism is not an optional extra for the Christian.  It is a 
foundational part of the new Christian’s experience.
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4. Writing Your Testimony
Whether you decide to be baptised in the church baptistery, a pool, a river or the 
beach, your act of baptism will be witnessed by others.  As noted earlier, water 
baptism shows others that you have become a Christian.  The majority of people 
will share their personal testimony with those present at their baptism.  Your 
testimony is simply your story of how you became a Christian and what Jesus 
means to you.

Your testimony is a powerful witness to the power of God that is active in your life, 
so it is something you will share with many people, not just at your baptism.

This section will help you in preparing your testimony.  Write a short paragraph 
under each of the following questions, then link them together to form your 
testimony.  It will probably be about 5-10 minutes in length.

1. What was your life like before you became a Christian?  What influenced 
you, and how did you make your decisions?

2. Where did God fit into your world before you became a Christian?  What 
did you think of Jesus?
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3. How did you come to know God?  How did you come to believe in Jesus 
Christ?  When did this happen?

4. How has God changed you since becoming a Christian?

5. Do you have a passage from the Bible that is meaningful to you?  What is 
it and why is it meaningful to you?

6. What are your hopes for the future?

7. What do you believe God wants you to do in his kingdom?
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Frequently Asked Questions
Below are commonly asked questions about water baptism with answers you’ll find helpful.

1. Does water baptism forgive your sins?  Is water baptism necessary for salvation?
No, water baptism does not forgive sin and is not necessary for salvation.

Firstly, the Bible is very clear about salvation.  Salvation is only by repentance and faith in 
Jesus Christ (Mark 1:14-15; Luke 24:45-47; John 3:16,36; 5:24; 14:1-6; 17:1-3; 20:17-21; 
Rom 5:1; Gal 2:15-21; 1 John 5:11-13 etc.).

Secondly, the Bible teaches that there are no works we can do that will forgive our sins and 
give us eternal life.  No good works (e.g. water baptism) will get us into heaven (Rom 3; 4; 
Eph 2:8-9; Tit 3:4-5 etc.).

Thirdly, Jesus never mentioned water baptism as a condition for salvation to anybody he 
preached to - this is very significant.

Fourthly, when we believe or have faith in Jesus Christ, we receive the Holy Spirit.  The 
Holy Spirit in us guarantees our salvation (2 Cor 1:21-22; 5:1-5; Eph 1:13-14).  Many 
people received the Holy Spirit before being baptised in water (Acts 10:44-48), showing 
that water baptism is not necessary for salvation.

Fifthly, the thief who was crucified with Jesus put his faith in Jesus as he himself was dying.  
Jesus said to him that he would see him in Paradise that day, yet the crucified thief was not  
water baptised (Luke 23:39-43).  This shows that water baptism is not necessary for 
salvation.

Finally, in chapter 3 we saw that the examples of water baptism in the Bible showed that 
people first believed (had faith) in Jesus (therefore receiving forgiveness of sins and 
salvation) and then were baptised in water.  Forgiveness of sins and salvation came 
before they were baptised.

So, we get baptised because we are saved, not to be saved.

2. What about some verses in the Bible that seem to indicate that water baptism is 
necessary for salvation (see below)?

• Mark 16:16
The second part of this verse says that non-belief condemns us, not a failure to be 
baptised.  Also, Mark 16:9-20 is not found in important early manuscripts of Mark, so there 
is doubt about the authenticity of these verses.

• John 3:3-5
In this passage, Jesus tells a Jewish leader called Nicodemus that nobody can see the 
kingdom of God unless they are “born again”.  Jesus further explains that unless you are 
“born of water and the Spirit” you cannot enter the kingdom of God.

Some people think that “born of water” refers to water baptism, believing that Jesus is 
saying you have to be baptised in water and receive the Holy Spirit to get to heaven.  
However, Jesus did not say anything about water baptism; he simply said “born of water”.  
“Born of water” has at least two possible meanings:
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1. It could refer to physical birth.  Verses 5 and 6 seem to be parallel statements:
‣ “born of water” (verse 5) ... “born of the flesh” (verse 6).
‣ “born of...the Spirit” (verse 5) ... “born of the Spirit” (verse 6).

So “born of water” could therefore simply be another way of describing physical birth 
(“born of the flesh”).  Why would Jesus use the expression “born of water” to describe 
physical birth?  A child growing in its mother’s womb is surrounded by a protective 
liquid called amniotic fluid, which is mainly water.  This fluid is contained in the 
amniotic sac.  Just before the child is born, the amniotic sac breaks and the amniotic 
fluid is released (this is commonly known as the time when a woman’s “water 
breaks”).  Some time after the “water breaks” the child is born.  So through the water 
a child is physically born.

The physical birth is the 1st birth, and the spiritual birth by the Holy Spirit is the 2nd 
birth which Jesus calls being “born again” (verse 3).  The Holy Spirit gives you a new 
life, so you’re “born again”.  What Jesus said is quite logical - you must be physically 
born first, then spiritually born second to be saved.  So “born of water” is simply 
another way of describing physical birth.

So with this interpretation, “born again” only has one component - “born of the Spirit”.

2. It could refer to the action of God’s Word on us.  God’s Word acts like water to 
clean us when we believe its message (John 15:3; Eph 5:25-26; 1 Pet 1:22-23).  So 
Jesus is saying that we become new people when God’s Word and God’s Spirit 
change us.

So with this interpretation, “born again” has two components - “born of water” and 
“born of the Spirit”.

• Acts 2:38
Peter says to the Jewish crowd listening to him preach, that they should “repent and be 
baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and 
you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  It seems that Peter is teaching that water 
baptism is necessary for the forgiveness of sin and receiving the Holy Spirit.  However, in 
Peter’s next recorded sermons he teaches repentance and faith for the forgiveness of sin – 
there is no mention of water baptism (Acts 3:17-26; 10:34-43).

The Holy Spirit in us guarantees our salvation (Rom 8:9-11; 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:13-14; 
4:30).  Therefore having the Holy Spirit in us shows that our sins have been forgiven.  Acts 
2:38-39 actually teaches that receiving the Holy Spirit (and therefore forgiveness) is the 
result of Peter’s command to repent (which involves faith), and not through water baptism.

‣ Firstly, Acts 2:38 states that the Holy Spirit is a gift to us.  The Bible defines a gift as 
something we receive through faith (belief), not by working for it (Rom 4:1-5).  An 
example of a “work” would be water baptism.  This means that we don’t need to be water 
baptised to receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit is a gift to us received through 
faith (belief) in Jesus Christ.

‣ Secondly, Acts 2:33,39 states that the Holy Spirit is a promise to us.  God promised 
the Holy Spirit to anybody who put their faith in Jesus Christ; this promise is received 
through faith, not through works such as water baptism (Gal 3:1-14).
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So, what is Peter saying in Acts 2:38?  There are a couple of possibilities.

Firstly, Peter’s speech can be understood in the following way:
“repent

(and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ)
for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

In this case the “forgiveness of your sins” and “receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” are the 
result of “repent”.  So Peter is saying that the forgiveness of sins and receiving the Holy 
Spirit are the result of repentance, not the result of water baptism.  It’s as if the issue of 
water baptism is in parenthesis (as shown above).  Therefore Peter’s reference to water 
baptism is not that it would lead to forgiveness of sins but that it’s something you naturally 
do once you repent and are forgiven.

Secondly, Peter’s speech can also be understood in this way:
“repent

and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ
because of the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

In this case the “forgiveness of your sins” is linked to “baptised” but not a result of it.  The 
Greek word “eis” is translated in this verse as “for”.  “Eis” is a common Greek word in the 
Bible and like the English word “for” can have several different meanings: “with respect to, 
in reference to” (i.e. “because”) or “in order to get.”  So Peter is saying they should get 
baptised because their sins are forgiven once they repent, not that the water baptism 
results in forgiveness.  There are some examples of the Greek word “eis” used in this 
manner in the Bible:
‣ Matthew 12:41 - “The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation 

and condemn it, for they repented at (eis) the preaching of Jonah, and behold, 
something greater than Jonah is here.”  Here the word “eis” means “on account of”.  
The men of Nineveh didn’t repent to result in Jonah to preach but because he 
preached.

‣ Acts 7:53 - “...you who received the law as delivered by (eis) angels and did not keep 
it.”  Here the word “eis” also means “on account of”.  The Jews received the law 
because the angels delivered it.

• Acts 22:16
Here Paul recounts the story of his conversion, saying that Ananias told him, “And now why  
do you wait?  Rise and be baptised and wash away your sins, calling on his name.”  Paul’s 
sins would be washed away by him “calling on his name” (i.e. the name of Jesus).  “Calling 
on the name of Jesus” means to believe (have faith) in the Lord Jesus Christ, and this can 
also be shown by Romans 10:9-13.  So Paul’s faith in Jesus Christ forgave his sins, not the 
water baptism itself.

• Romans 6:1-11
If this passage were talking about water baptism, then it would show that water baptism is 
necessary for salvation, since it clearly says that through baptism our old life of sin is 
destroyed and we receive a new life.  However this would contradict the rest of Scripture 
which clearly teaches that our new life is through faith in Jesus Christ and not by any good 
works of our own (see question 1 above).  So what type of baptism is Romans 6:1-11 
referring to?

Remember that there are many types of baptisms mentioned in the Bible.  This study has 
concentrated on the water baptisms preached by John and Jesus.  Remember that the 
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word “baptise” means to dip, immerse, plunge etc., and can be applied to many things, not 
just water.  Baptism conveys the idea that one thing is identified with another thing.  With 
this understanding, we can now see that Romans 6:1-11 is not describing water baptism, 
but is referring to spiritual baptism.

One aspect of spiritual baptism is found in 1 Corinthians 12 (particularly verses 
12-13,27).  It says that the Holy Spirit baptises us into the body of Jesus Christ – the 
Church.  When we believe in Jesus Christ we receive the Holy Spirit (John 7:37-39; Eph 
1:13-14), who then baptises us into the body of Christ (the Church).  The Holy Spirit makes 
us a part of the Church; we are now identified with or immersed into the Church through 
the Holy Spirit in us.  The Holy Spirit unifies us with other Christians in the Church.  This 
spiritual baptism is baptism into the body of Jesus Christ (the Church).

A second aspect of spiritual baptism is found in Romans 6:1-11.  It says that when we 
are “baptised into Christ Jesus” we are united with him in his death and resurrection.  By 
being baptised into Christ Jesus we are told that:

1. Our old life of sin is crucified and buried (put to death).  This destruction of the 
old life of sin is also found in Galatians 2:20; 5:24; 6:14; Colossians 2:11-12 and we 
are told that it is achieved through faith in Jesus Christ and not by any works.

2. We are resurrected to a new life that is lived for God and no longer ruled by sin.  
This spiritual resurrection is also found in John 5:24-26; Ephesians 2:1-9; Colossians 
2:11-15; 3:1 and we are told that it is achieved through faith in Jesus Christ and not 
by any works.  Many other passages such as John 1:12-13 also show that new life is 
achieved through faith in Jesus Christ.

So we can see that “baptism into Christ Jesus” is another way of describing what happens 
to us when we have faith in Jesus Christ.  By having faith in Jesus Christ we are identified 
with or united with him in his death and resurrection – we are “baptised into Christ Jesus”.  
When we have faith in Jesus Christ our old life of sin is crucified and we are resurrected to 
a new life that is lived for God.

Notice also that Romans 6:1-11 calls it “baptised into Christ Jesus” rather than “baptised in 
the name of Jesus”.  “Baptised into Christ Jesus” refers to spiritual baptism, whereas 
“baptised in the name of Jesus” refers to water baptism (Acts 2:37-41; 10:44-48; 19:1-5).  
So Romans 6:1-11 is definitely not talking about water baptism.

• Galatians 3:27-28
This passage is talking about spiritual baptism.  It’s also interesting to note that in this 
entire chapter of Galatians, Paul argues that salvation is by faith and not by good works!

• Titus 3:5
This verse says that God saved us not by our own works, but by his “own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit”.  The “washing of regeneration” 
refers to the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, not to water baptism.  The Holy Spirit is 
described as water in the Bible (John 4:10-14; 7:37-39; 1 Cor 12:13).  Water cleans things.  
The Holy Spirit is just like water – he spiritually cleans us and empowers us to live a life 
that is holy, fruitful, obedient and pleasing to God.  A new person is formed – the old has 
gone, the new has come.
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• 1 Peter 3:20-21
This passage actually says that the physical action of water baptism doesn’t save you!  
Peter is talking about spiritual baptism.  He says that what saves you is your belief about 
God and the work of Jesus Christ.

3. Is water baptism the replacement for circumcision?
No.  Some Christians believe that the New Testament practice of water baptism replaces 
the Old Testament practice of circumcision.  The main passage they use to try and support 
this belief is Colossians 2:11-13.

However, this passage is not talking about physical circumcision (the removal of the 
foreskin from the penis) but is talking about spiritual circumcision (the removal of the old 
life of sin), and spiritual circumcision is spoken of in many other passages (Rom 2:28-29; 
4:12; Phil 3:3).  Also, Colossians 2:11-13 is not talking about water baptism, but is talking 
about spiritual baptism (having faith in Christ baptises you into him – or identifies you with 
him).  In Colossians 2:11-13 the Apostle Paul is saying that when you put your faith in 
Jesus you are baptised into Jesus (i.e. become one with him) and because of this, Jesus 
spiritually circumcises you (i.e. removes your old life of sin).

Another objection to the belief that water baptism replaces circumcision, is that 
circumcision in the Law of Moses was only performed on men – not women (Gen 17; Lev 
12:3).  So if circumcision was only performed on men, and if water baptism replaces 
circumcision, then it follows that only men should be baptised in water!  However the Bible 
shows us that women were also baptised in water (Acts 8:12; 16:14-15).

Therefore, water baptism does not replace the Old Testament practice of circumcision.

4. Should water baptism ever be repeated?
Water baptism should be repeated if the person was not a Christian at the time of the 
baptism.  If the person did not have faith in Jesus Christ, then the water baptism had no 
meaning.  Water baptism identifies you with the message of Jesus Christ.  Only when we 
are saved does baptism have any meaning for us and reflect the change in our life.

Some churches baptise infants.  They do this for various reasons such as:
• To forgive the sins of the infant (but see question 1 above).
• As a replacement for circumcision (but see question 3 above).

Neither of these 2 reasons listed above are Biblically correct.  Remember that water 
baptism is for those who express faith in Jesus Christ, and since infants cannot express to 
others if they have faith in Christ or not, then they should not be baptised in water.

These church traditions contradict what God has revealed in the Bible.  If a church tradition 
contradicts the Bible (God’s Word), then we should disregard the tradition and obey God’s 
Word (Mark 7:1-13; 2 Tim 3:16-17).

So if you were baptised as an infant (for whatever reason) or you weren’t a true Christian at 
the time of your baptism, then you must get re-baptised as soon as you express faith in 
Jesus Christ.
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