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on the move. They are on the way to the Promised Land , 
and they live by faith , not by sight (Hebrews 3:7-4:11 ; 
11 :13-16). 

5. The idea of a new race fo rmed the basis for yet 
another model. This striking conception speaks with un­
usual power to the people of our times when racial and 
ethnic division are often so explosive. Paul provided the 
two classic passages that layout the metaphor: "Then as 
ODe man's trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one 
man's act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all 
men. For as by one man's disobedience many were made 
s inners, so by one man's obedience many will be made 
righteous" (Romans 5:18, 19). 

"For as by a man came death, by a man has come also 
the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also 
in Christ shall all be made alive" (1 Corinthians 15:21. 22). 

No wonder the ancient world crumbled before the 
onslaught of Christianity! The new religion dissolved the 
walls of partition between man and man. No longer would 
a person be first a Jew, aGreek, a Roman , or an Egyptian. He 
would be a Chris tian-a member of the Christian race! The 
church of God in our day badly needs to hear again this 
word of the transforming gospel. 

6. We come at last to what is perhaps the most arresting 
New Testament image of all-that of the body. Once again 
Paul has provided it: "For just as the body is one and has 
many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one Spmt 
we were all baptized into one body- Jews or Greeks, slaves 
or free-and all were made to drink of one Spirit. For the 
body does not consist of one member but of many." "Now 
you are the body of Christ and individually members of it" 
(1 Corinthians 12:12-14, 27; see also Romans 12:4, 5 and 
Ephesians 4:4-6, 15 , 16). 

This passage provides us with the most clear-cut state-
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ment of the corporate implications of baptism. A person is 
not simply baptized as an act between him and God. He is 
baptized "into one body." This rite gives voice to the Con­
fession of Christ and seals it and links the candidate in­
exorably with His church. 

The metaphor of the body suggests both unity and dif­
ferentiation. There is no loss of individuality. Rather, each 
person has a particular contribution to make to the cause of 
God. Yet there is a fusing of individual efforts so that the 
community at large may be most benefited. We shall return 
to this matter later in the chapter. 

We see, then, that aChristian has an exalted place: He or 
she is attached to God in a close relationship and for a 
divine purpose. But we have also noticed that this status 
must not be construed in an individualizing manner. As 
God's sons and daughters, we are mem bers of afamily. As 
His saints, we belong to a community , a consecrated 
peo ple, the counterpart of ancient Israel. As a new creation 
in Christ, we are part of the new humanity. As an individ­
ual in Christ. we are a member of His body. 

Thus, baptism in Christ is always the gateway to par­
ticipation in His church. We turn now to consider the 
privileges of such membership . 

Incorporation Into the Body: Privileges 

Incorporation into the body of Christ brings matchless 
privileges. Those today who would bad-mouth the 
church-whether from outside or inside-would do well 
to note them. 

The church, first of all , is a place of belonging. In God's 
ideal it is to be a caring, loving community. Here differ­
ences of education and bank account, of skin and IQ, are 
transcended. Old and young, male and female, black and 
white-each is important for his or her own sake as a 
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member of the body of Christ. Paul wrote: " In Christ Jesus 
you are all sons of God . through faith. For as many of you as 
were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek. there is neither slave nor free . there 
is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus" (Galatians 3:26-28). 

The body of Christ says to each Christian. "You are 
important. You are part of the family of God . You are joined 
to Christ and to other Christians in a mysterious. but real, 
union . You are indispensahle in God's plan for the body, 
and the body is ind ispensable for you." 

Unfortunate ly, the ideal of Galatians 3:26, 27 often goes 
. unrealized. Over the course of the centuries the church at 
times has sacrificed Paul 's pattern on the altar of economic 
or political expediency. Sometimes people outside the 
church have shown a greater sensitivity to human equality 
and injustice than the leaders of the church. 

A closely related benefit will be that offellowship. The 
New Testament word is koinonia , a participation, a shar­
ing , a communion. Koinonia has two aspects: a God/man 
fellowship and a man lman sharing. 

Paul wrote of the first when he told the Corinthian 
believers that they "were called into the fellowship of his 
Son, Jesus Christ our Lord" (1 Corinthians 1:9). He spoke of 
the bread and the wine of the Lord's Supper as a sharing in 
the body and blood of Christ (1 Corinthians 10;16). The 
apostolic benediction (2 Corinthians 13:14) included "the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit." Likewise John spoke of 
"fellowship with him" (1 John 1:6) . 

But Paul and John likewise spoke of the koinonia that 
Christians enjoy with each other. "We know that as you 
share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort," 
wrote Paul to the Corinthian Christians. in 2 Corinthians 
1 :7. He reminded the Galatians tha t the apostles in 
Jerusalem extended to him and Barnabas "the right hand of 
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fellowship " (Galatians 2:9). John can state: "If we walk in 
the light , as he is in the light , we have fellowship with one 
another" (1 John 1 :7). In 1 John 1:3 the two aspects of 
fellowship flow together: " That which we have seen and 
heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fel­
lowship with us; and our fellowship is with the Father and 
with his Son Jesus Christ." 

Paul's most extensive presentation of the church as the 
body of Christ (in 1 Corinthians 12:4-31) brought alit this 
sympathetic sharing among the members. Every member is 
vi tal to the total functioning of the body, he argued, so that 
there must be no consideration of superiority or inferiority. 
And just as we hurt if our tooth or toe hurts , so "if one 
member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is hon­
ored, all rejoice together" (verse 26) . 

A third privilege that derives from incorporation into 
the body of Christ is worship. Worship , of course, covers a 
broad spectrum. In its widest sense it embraces every act of 
life. Even work becomes worship when we dedicate it to 
God. Worship also embraces the individual's communion 
with the divine-those moments of silent aloneness when 
no other human is present to intervene between man and 
his Maker. But worship has corporate sense too. The Book 
of Revelation in particular sets out worship in these terms. 
Throughout the writing the action is interrupted by an­
thems and hallelujahs. by outbursts of praise and adoration 
from saints and angels (for example. 7:9-12; 11:15-18; 
15:2-4; 16:5-7; 19:1-8). 

The reception of spiritual gifts is a final benefit accru­
ing from baptism. We place it here in the discussion of the 
body of Christ because that is where Paul located it. To 
sever spiritual gifts from the living connection with the 
church can lead only to misunderstanding and misuse. 

There is much talk about spiritual gifts among Chris­
tians today. This is a healthy development and can lead the 
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church to a new dynamism. Unfortunately, however, the 
emphasis at times falls heavily on the individual and his 
gifts . We are in danger of falling into the error of the 
Corinthians. They were "not lacking in any spiritual gift" 
(1 Corinthians 1:7), but they were abusing their gifts . We 
read of dissension, factionalism, pride, arrogance, dis­
order. There seems to have been strong rivalry between the 
prophets and the glossolalists in particular (1 Corinthians 
14). Paul felt constrained to devote a large section of his 
letter (1 Corinthians 12-14) to setting matters straight. 

He lays out the relation of the gifts to the body of Christ 
in chapter 12 . Spiritual gifts come from the one and same 
Spirit, he points out (verses 4-11). Man should not boast of 
them, for they are not of his making. Earlier in the letter 
Paul had written: "What have you that you did not receive? 
If then you received it, why do you boast as if it were not a 
gift?" (1 Corinthians 4:7). And because all gifts come from 
the same Spirit, we must not categorize them in terms of 
value. Indeed, Paul goes on, every gift is important , just as 
each part of the body is vital to its effective functioning 
(12:14-26). 

What, then, is the purpose ofthe gifts? Verse 7 sums up 
Paul's answer: "for the common good." Instead of prom ot­
ing comparisons, rivalries, jealousies . and feelings of indi­
vidual superiority, the gifts are to build up the church. 

A place to belong, a place of fellowship, a place to 
worship, a place to build and to be built up by spiritual 
gifts-great indeed are the privileges of incorporation into 
the body of Christ! 

Incorporation Into the Body: Responsibilities 

But privilege brings responsibility, and great privileges 
carry great responsibilities. Jesus said: "Everyone to whom 
much is given, of him will much be required" (Luke 12:48). 
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It calls, at the least, for a way of life that will correspond 
with the high status conferred on Christians. If we are sons 
and daughters of the living God, His separated ones for a 
holy purpose, our lives should show a difference. 

So throughout the New Testament we hear the refrain of 
the ethical imperative. Salvation is a free gift, and we now 
are children of the Heavenly King-so remember who you 
are! Live out your high calling! This is not a legalism, an 
arid turning again to man's works of righteousness in the 
futile effort to satisfy God. No. Salvation is all of God. But 
that salvation is transforming: It makes us into children of 
light. Grace bestowed on the individual makes him over 
anew. If no change occurs , he has frustrated God's purpose 
for his life. This is not a perfectionism, a soul-destroying 
counting of minutiae. Instead it is the recognition of the 
new humanity in Jesus Christ. 

l! would be superfluous to trace Jesus' ethical concerns 
through each of the Gospels. In fact, they pervade the New 
Testament writings. Even Paul in his letters to Rome and 
Galatia, which are often appealed to (and rightly so) for the 
glorious truth of justification by faith, devotes lengthy por­
tions to instruction in practical godliness. "I appeal to you 
therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 
which is your spiritual worship" (Romans 12:1). "For you 
were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be 
servants of one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in 
one word, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself' " 
(Galatians 5:13, 14). 

The divine ideal for the church is best set forth in 
Ephesians 5:25, 26. Paul used the marriage relationship as 
a figure for the love of Christ for His people. Further, he 
brought in the baptismal figure. It is as though the church 
were being baptized. And the divine plan emerges: The 
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self-giving of Jesus was for the body. the communion. to 
bring it into being. to present it at last as a spotless. beauti­
ful bride. "Husbands. love your wives. as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her. that he might sanctify 
her. having cleansed her by the washing of water with the 
word" (Ephesians 5:25. 26). 

But this ethical imperative is not a call to introspection. 
Christians are not to shut themselves away from the world 
with its cares and problems. for that is where the people 
are. Nor is the Christian ethic merely an overcoming of sin. 

The note of ethical concern is blended by one of Chris­
tian witness. Because we are members of the body of Christ 
and because that is such a blessed privilege. we let others 
know about it. Early Christian preaching always partook of 
this character. It was not a discussion or a discourse, an 
argument or an allegory. The apostles in Acts knew of two 
great truths-the living Christ of the Resurrection and the 
Holy Spirit within. So they could not keep silent: "We 
cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard" (Acts 
4:20). 

The risen Lord has given Christians their marching 
orders. As they have become disciples. so they are to make 
disciples. As they have been taught. so they are to teach. As 
they have been baptized. so they are to baptize . The church 
is not a club for the elite. a closed society of "the perfect." 
who indulge in mutual scrutiny and congratulation. Christ 
meant it to be a universal fellowship. extending to earth's 
farthest bounds and inviting all men everywhere to come 
into its circle. Nor will its word of witness ever cease as 
long as its Lord is separated from it. To the end of the age its 
mission must go forward. 

We have been referring . of course. to Matthew 28:18-20: 
"And Jesus came and said to them .• All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations . baptizing them in the name of the 
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Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. teaching them 
to observe all that I have commanded you; and 10. [am with 
you always. to the close of the age.' " It comes with particu­
lar helpfulness to us as we endeavor to see the role of 
baptism in the mission of the church. There are four key 
verbs in verse 19---go. make Idisciples). baptize. and teach . 
As we look at the original cons truction of the Greek. we 
observe that the wording is such that three verbs cluster 
around and serve the fourth-"make disciples." That is. 
Jesus is saying: "Make all nations my disciples: go. baptize. 
teach." Baptism is part of the disciplining of the world . 

We now can grasp more clearly the role of the Christian. 
Our study in this section has shown that incorporation into 
the body of Christ cannot leave us the same. Instead of 
being conformed. we are transformed! (See Romans 12:2.) 
There is a new hatred of sin and evil. a continual sorrow for 
sin. and a turning from it. (So repentance characterizes the 
lifelong experience of the Christian.) There is an outflow­
ing of living concern and mercy to all around us . especially 
to those who are members of the church. but not exclu­
sively to them. And there is a sharing of the Good News of 
the salvation brought us by Christ and available to "whoso­
ever will." 

It is obvious. then. that the New Testament ideal brings 
the individual member into the closest relationship possi­
ble with the church. He is part of it . a member of the body. It 
is his church. He is interested in its health. welfare. reputa­
tion. and growth. 

This conception would severely correct much Christian 
life in our day. We see a strange pitting of Christian indi­
viduals or groups against "the church." in terms of "we" 
and "they." At times Christians snipe at the church. Many 
are indifferent. supercritical. and even destructive. Such 
attitudes are incredible if we would let the New Testament 
image of the body of Christ sink in. Does anyone have a 
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hand that works against his body? Self-inflicted pain is a 
form of mental sickness. Christians who work against the 
church exhibit spiritual sickness. 

Baptism, then, with peculiar force tells us who we are 
and what we are. It reveals to us our lofty status and our 
magnificent privileges as members of the church. But it 
also unfolds our role as part of Christ's body. Only as we see 
how highly He regards the church will we value it, support 
it, and throw our weight behind its unfinished task. 

CHAPTER 

6 

Sacrament or Symbol? 

We have now finished our investigation of the Biblical data 
relative to Christian baptism. We have seen how the rite 
grew out of, and is based on, the baptism of John. We found 
that it centers in the confession of Jesus Christ, with confes­
sio n embracing a public act of avowal of)esus coupled with 
a denial of one's own sufficiency before God. Baptism 
signifies a radical change in living. And it brings with it 
corporate benefits and obligations , as well as individual 
ones. 

Our concerns in this chapter are general and holistic. 
We have looked at baptism in detail. Now we want to stand 
back and see the subject in entirety. We wish to grasp its 
total significance in the Christian religion. Just how impor­
tant is baptism? What should one legitimately expect to 
occur at baptism? 

These are difficult but vital issues. In order to come to 
grips with them we need to cast our mental net into new 
waters. First, we shall cast it over the right side of the boat, 
into the waters of history. We shall trace the course of 
baptism in Christian thought to see how it came to be 
regarded as a sacrament. Then we shall throw our net on 
the left side, into the waters of symbolism. It will help us 
see the nature and function of religious symbols so that we 
can grasp what we mean when we call baptism a symbol. 

73 
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This study will bring the wheel full circle, because we shall 
be drawn back to our studies of the first chapter. 

The Development of Sacramental Baptism 

The development of thinking that led Christians to 
view baptism as a sacrament is long and involved. Al­
though there are some gaps in our knowledge, the overall 
picture is clear- and fascinating. It revolves around two 
words: the Greek musterion, literally "mystery"; and the 
Latin sacramentum, "sacrament." 

The word musterion probably derives from a Greek 
word that meant "to close." That is, the mouth or lips are to 
be sealed, for a "mystery" is something on which silence 
must be kept. While the Greeks used the word for the 
everyday intimacies of life, it seems certain that its original 
thrust was religious and that this religious connotation was 
never wholly lost. 

Of particular interest is a religious development in an­
cient Greece. From the seventh century BC to the fourth 
century AD a new form of worship became popular-the 
"mysteries." The devotees of the "mysteries" were com­
manded to silence, so our knowledge is fragmentary. We 
can, however, grasp their four leading features . 

Preeminently, the "mysteries" offered an experience of 
personal communion with deity. No matter which "mys­
tery" was involved- Eleusinian, Dionysian, the Great 
Mother, or Mithraism, to name but some- the worshiper at 
the climax of its rites would sense in an unmediated man­
ner the presence of the god. In some, in fact, he would 
become identified with the deity. 

Second, all the mysteries involved cultic rites. These 
sacred actions, performed before the circle of devotees, 
portrayed the destinies of the god. At times they were wild 
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and irrational, as the Dionysian cult, where women butch­
ered goats and drank their blood out on the mountains. At 
times they were more subdued, although still dramatic and 
colorful. By means of these rites the devotees entered into 
the fate of the god . 

A third feature was initiation. Those who wished to 
enter into the celebration must first be separated-the 
uninitiated were denied both access to the rites and knowl­
edge of them. Initiation came by way of offerings, purifica­
tions, vigils, and beholding secret sights. So the "mys­
teries" led to societies of the initiated, those who knew one 
another by confessional formulas and secret signs. 

Finally, the "mysteries" gave hope of eternal life to 
their followers. Each of the gods was connected with the 
cycle of the seasons-winter with death, spring with resur­
rection. The gods themselves suffered, died, and were re­
born each year. Similarly the initiate, by becoming united 
with the god, could enter the cycle of cosmic life . As he 
shared in the destiny of the god , the devotee acquired a 
share in the divine power of life. 

We have described the "mysteries" because of their 
importance to our understanding of the rise and spread of 
Christianity. They show us the intensity of common man's 
longing to enter into a personal religious experience­
a longing that time can never allay! And they give us a 
glimpse of that world into which Christianity was born-a 
world of hopes and fears, of struggle with sorrow and pain, 
of frailty in the face of death. They tell us, too, of the rival 
religions that Christianity had to combat. In important 
respects-the sense of personal knowledge of God and the 
hope of immortality- they provided sharp alternatives to 
our religion. 

Our interest in the "mysteries" goes beyond this gen­
eral background to Christianity, however. Of crucial con­
cern to our study of Christian baptism is the relation of this 



::! 
" 

76 Clean! 

rite to the "mysteries." That is, did the early Christians 
understand baptism as a rite of initiation that paralleled the 
" mystery" ceremonies? We have already seen (Chapter 3) 
that Paul described baptism as an entering into the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. Does his reasoning suggest that 
Christianity itself belongs to the "mystery" category? And 
to sharpen still further our need to investigate this matter, 
we have clear evidence that in the last half of the second 
century AD baptism was termed mustiirion! 

Let us carefully look at the New Testament evidence 
again. We find, first of all. that Paul used the word mustiir­
ion twenty-one times. Occasionally he employed it simply 
in the sense of "secret," as in 1 Corinthians 2:7; 13:2; 14:2. 
In other places, however, he used it in a strongly religious 
sense and in a way that showed parallels with the pagan 
" mysteries." For example: "To them God chose to make 
known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the 
glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of 
glory" (Colossians 1:27). 

"'For this reason a man shall leave his father and 
mother and be joined to his wife. and the two shall become 
one flesh.' This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying 
that it refers to Christ and the church" (Ephesians 5:31, 32). 

"And also for me, that utterance may be given me in 
opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the 
gospel" (Ephesians 6:19). 

So Christianity was, in a sense, a new "mystery." It 
offered its followers personal fellowship with Jesus Christ. 
the risen Lord. in this life and the hope of endless life in His 
presence. 

But Paul's use of mustiirion also broke the pagan pat­
tern. Most obviously, Christianity is not a secret religion. It 
centers in the "word of the cross" [1 Corinthians 1 :18). the 
proclamation of the crucified and risen Jesus. The mustiir­
ion centers in God's eternal plan. It was kept in secret 
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through long ages. but now it has been brought to light 
through the gospel (Ephesians 1 :9,10). In Christianity the 
" mystery" has now been revealed! Christianity is not a 
secret society of those initiated through closely guarded 
rites. It is a fellowship of those who have responded to the 
Good News of the revelation of God's mystery. So God's 
musterion is not itself a revelation but is the object of 
revelation. 

This New Testament use of musterion shows a con­
scious endeavor to relate Christianity to the culture of the 
times- to relate and to correct. Christianity has affinity 
with the "mysteries," but it also stands apart from them. 
Paul was speaking the language of his day (as every 
preacher must). but only to set forth the uniqueness and 
challenge of the gospel in the most forceful manner. 

What, then, of baptism? What connection do we find 
between it and the musterion? The facts here are striking. 
Nowhere do we find baptism called a mustiirion. Where 
baptism is mentioned. there is no use of muster ion. Where 
musterion is mentioned, there is no clear connection with 
baptism. Obviously New Testament writers carefully 
avoided describing baptism as an initiation in parallel with 
the pagan "mysteries." 

It is likely. however, that some of the early Christians 
thought of baptism in this way. Especially those who had 
come out of a pagan background would find such an idea 
attractive. Perhaps at Corinth this problem had surfaced. 
We notice, for instance, how Paul downgraded his own 
baptismal practice as he wrote to the believers there: "It has 
been reported to me by Chloe 's people that there is quarrel­
ing among you, my brethren. What [mean is that each one 
of you says, 'I belong to Paul,' or 'I belong to Apollos,' or '[ 
belong to Cephas,' or 'I belong to Christ.' [s Christ divided? 
Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the 
name of Paul? I am thankful that I baptized none of you 
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except Crispus and Gaius; lest anyone should say that you 
were baptized in my name. (I did baptize also the house­
hold of Stephanas. Beyond that. I do not know whether I 
baptized anyone else.) For Christ did not send me to 
baptize but to preach the gospel. and not with eloquent 
wisdom. lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power' (1 
Corinthians 1:11-17). 

Why was Paul glad that he had not baptized more of the 
Corinthians? Possibly because some of the Corinthians 
were thinking along the lines of the pagan mysteries. in 
which the devotees who underwent the rites of initiation 
were bound by sacred bonds to the priests who directed 
them in the rites. Such a misunderstanding may have led . 
at least in part. to the problem of factions clustered around 
Christian leaders. Paul. of course. would have none of such 
ideas: Baptism is into Christ, not into a special connection 
with any apostle or church leader. 

The New Testament. therefore . carefully avoids equat­
ing baptism with mustiirion . But the picture changed in the 
second century. when the pagan use of the term for cultic 
rites gained acceptance in the church. Now baptism and 
the Lord's Supper were called musteria. At first. compari­
sons were made between the pagan rites and the Christian 
ordinances. with the former being set forth as devilish 
imitations of the latter. But the same basic ideas were seen 
in both religions. although the content differed. In both 
there was repetition and representation of the god's sacred 
actions. Along with this development of thought. a host of 
terms used in the "mysteries" entered Christianity. 

In the late second century another word came into 
prominence, the Latin term sacramentum. The Christian 
writings of the first century and most of the second were in 
Greek. But Latin works began to appear toward the close of 
the second century. and eventually they superseded the 
Greek. Sacramentum was widely used and had a spectrum 
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of meanings. One of these held s ignificance for Christian 
developments-it was used for the soldier's oath. This oath 
was a solemn rite, in itself an act of initiation. 

As the language of the church changed from Greek to 
Latin, the door opened for a notable expansion in the mean­
ing of sacramentum. Now sacramentum became the usual 
word for musterion. and it was so translated in the Latin 
Bible. In Christian thought the terms became full 
equivalents-a development far beyond the Roman usage 
for military oaths. 

So we arrive at the sacramentalism that characterized 
the medieval church and that still marks the Roman Catho­
lic Church. 

Baptism as Symbol 

Our study so far has pointed out the errors in a sacra­
mental view of baptism. The Biblical rite is not magical. 
There is no special power in the water. The rite in and of 
itself cannot confer its own unique grace. So Protestants 
have a firm Biblical base in their rejection of Roman Catho­
lic sacramentalism. 

Yet we run the risk of falling into error at the other 
pole-the error of downgrading the significance of bap­
tism. Our very denial of the sacramental view may lead us 
to swing the pendulum to the other extreme. And to 
downplay baptism is surely as serious as to raise it to a level 
far beyond the Biblical intent. 

It may help us. as we try to crystallize our thinking 
about the rightful place of baptism. to consider the nature 
of symbolism. We often use the term symbol to describe 
baptism and the Lord's Supper. The former. we are apt to 
say. symbolizes death and resurrection; the latter. partici­
pation in the body and blood of the Lord. And very often we 
say, "They are only symbols." 
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Such language betrays our poverty of understanding of 
symbols. Religious symbols are not mere teaching devices 
or halfway houses on the road to reality. They are not visual 
aids that take us so far and then mus t be tossed aside 
because we understand the truth in itself. Far from it! 
Religious symbols are indispensable . They communicate 
in a way that is altogether irreplaceable. To cast off symbols 
is to divorce ourselves from the reality with which they are 
connected. 

Consider our common ways of communicating with 
each other. Speech, of course, is preeminent. But there are 
other ways-a glance, a touch, a shared experience, even 
silence. Indeed, some nonverbal media touch us with deep 
emotion. Music stirs the deepest recesses of the soul. Art 
may move us to tears. 

So with the religious life. Protestantism broke with the 
icons and ritualistic worship of the medieval church and 
instead emphasized the word- the word preached, read, 
sung. And there was a renewal of worship. The pulpit 
moved to center stage, and the congregations sang to the 
Lord. But we know that communication with God can be 
nonverbal as well. We know the truth of the admonition: 
" Be still, and know that [am God" (Psalm 46:10). And we 
have to confess that our concern with words may be used to 
drown out the voice of God, who speaks in the stillness. 

Protestants retain but two ordinances-baptism and the 
Lord's Supper. (Adventists include the foot-washing ser­
vice under the latteL) As we reflect upon them we realize 
that they have a peculiar characteristic in common. In a 
manner that separates them from the other elements of 
Christian worship, they involve a doing. With prayer, 
Scripture, hymn, and sermon, the word is foremost- the 
word heard, read. sung, spoken, intellectualized. But bap­
tism and the Lord's Supper are enacted. The first is a 
physical activity that leaves no part of the body untouched. 
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The second centers in an act of mutual washing, eating , 
and drinking. Each involves the whole person in religious 
activity in an utterly irreplaceable manner. 

So they are not "just" symbols. They are symbols, with 
all the richness and indispensability that the term Con­
notes. A public testimony in favor of jesus as Christ and 
Lord, no matter how eloquent or sincere, cannot take the 
place of baptism, even as a brilliant sermon on the meaning 
of the cross cannot substitute for the Lord's Supper. Only 
by the doing can we enter into the full reality of the truths 
that these symbols convey. And let us be quite sure, those 
truths are accessible only through these symbols. If we 
discard the symbols, we fall short ofthe reality with which 
they are bound up. 

Do these ideas seem "mystical"? The experiences of life 
in the world help us grasp them more clearly. Consider a 
man and a woman in love. What will happen to their 
relationship if it never goes beyond mere verbal expres­
sion? "I love you," no matter how often spoken or written, 
is not enough. Corresponding deeds must accompany the 
words lest love eventually become dry and bitter. 

Even so must our worship transcend verbal communi­
cation. By baptism, a single act, we commit ourselves 
wholly and unreservedly to jesus Christ as Saviour and 
Lord. By the Lord's Supper we enter again and again into 
His experience of the cross. 

Is it possible that there is more to baptism than we 
usually think? Have we downgraded this rite in our think­
ing? Are we so anxious to avoid the medieval error that we 
do not expect and therefore do not receive the peculiar 
blessing the Lord has for us in it? Has the secular pressure 
of our times so affected us that we have come to look upon 
baptism in a mechanical fashion, almost oblivious to its 
sacred dimension? 

I do not suggest that we ought to look for a dramatic 
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manifestation of divine power at baptism. We are not to 
presume upon the activity of God. But let us not forget that 
jesus taught us to baptize in the name of the Triune God­
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. And let us ever remember the 
original Christian baptism, when the Divine Three were 
manifested at the jordan. That is the point: The Trinity is 
invoked and is present at a believer's baptism. A blessing is 
sure. just what form it may assume is not for us to dictate. 

And then there is the factor of union with the body of 
Christ, effected by the Spirit at baptism. That is, the bap­
tismal rite should deeply move both old believers and the 
new one. The Lord is present in a marked way, and deep 
bonds of love and community generated by the Spirit fuse 
believers to one another. 

e. S. Lewis, perhaps, has captured something of the 
essence of this sense of Christian unity. "In each of my 
friends there is something that only some other friend can 
fully bring out. By myself I am not large enough to call the 
whole man into activity; [want other lights than my own to 
show all his facets .... Hence true Friendship is the least 
jealous of loves. Two friends delight to be joined by a third, 
and three by a fourth, if only the newcomer is qualified to 
become a real friend. They can then say, as the blessed 
souls say in Dante. 'Here comes one who will augment our 
loves.' For in this love 'to divide is not to take away.' Of 
course the scarcity of kindred souls-not to mention prac­
tical considerations about the size of rooms and the audi­
bility of voices-set limits to the enlargement of the circle; 
but within those limits we possess each friend not less but 
more as the number of those with whom we share him 
increases. In this, Friendship exhibits a glorious 'nearness 
by resemblance' to Heaven itself where the very multitude 
of the blessed (which no man can number) increases the 
fruition which each has of God. For every soul. seeing Him 
in her own way, doubtless communicates that unique vi-
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sian to all the rest. That, says an old author, is why the 
Seraphim in Isaiah's vision are crying 'Holy, Holy, Holy' to 
one another (Isaiah vi, 3). The more we thus share the 
Heavenly Bread between us , the more we shall all have" 
(The Four Loves [paperback!. pp . 58, 59). 

So baptism is something special. The day of a baptism is 
a high day, for the threefold God draws near with unusual 
power. Therefore we may direct candidates to expect a 
unique blessing-not necessarily in a dramatic manifesta­
tion of the Spirit, but through the enseen presence of Fa­
ther, Son, and Holy Spirit. Although baptism is not a sac­
rament in the way the medieval church understood it, it is 
nonetheless a symbol charged with rich and irreplaceable 
meaning. 
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Baptism and Our Day 

Our investigation into the meaning of Biblical baptism has 
now run its full course. The concluding remarks of this 
chapter will be brief and reflective. 

Christian Baptism and the World's Religions 

In the opening chapter we noticed mankind 's universal 
quest for cleansing. Over and over, no matter what the 
culture or the period in history, mankind has felt defiled, 
dirty, polluted. He has sought to be made clean, to be 
washed, to be purified. 

And his efforts to be made clean have taken a host of 
forms. Some of them are quaint. Some may seem foolish or 
infantile. Over and over he has sought religious release 
from the weight of pollution. However, it has been an 
uneven war. Despite temporary satisfaction through pil­
grimage, washings, or other rituals, defilement has re­
turned. Religious life oscillates between periods of defile­
ment and purification. 

Christian baptism becomes more meaningful against 
this background, for it addresses these universal fears and 
hopes of mankind . As we have seen, it has strongly nega­
tive and strongly positive elements. On the one hand it 
points to man's utter need. He is a sinner, defiled before a 
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holy God, and quite helpless to cleanse himself. So we saw 
the elements of repentance and confession and especially 
the symbolism of death and burial. On the other hand, 
however, it points to glorious possibility . Mankind can 
share in resurrection with Christ, in rebirth, in new life, in 
the joy of the Spirit's presence, in identification with Jesus 
in the words of approval: "Thou art my beloved Son," and 
in acceptance into the communion of the body of Christ. 

The agent of cleansing is significant. Whereas hosts of 
mankind have sought, and still seek, purification through 
the medium of water, the water of Christlan baptism is not 
in itself a purifying agent. For Christians, the water is 
wholly symbolic. The real agent is the invisible blood of 
Christ. Immersion in the water identifies the candidate 
with the Passion of his Lord, where alone is found cleans­
ing from sin. 

So baptism is much more than the moment of purifica­
tion. Christian baptism breaks the religious pattern of 
mankind's defilement and purgation. No longer is there an 
oscillation, with defilement inevitably returning to wreak 
its havoc. Christian baptism is a dedication and consecra­
tion as well as a cleansing. It is the door to new life. So it is 
not to be repeated over and over. It signals a point in 
time-a point of death and a point of birth. And with this it 
breaks completely with the purification rituals of the 
world's religions. 

The ordinance of foot washing, practiced by Seventh­
day Adventists and a few other Christian bodies, must be 
understood in light of the above. Very clearly we are not to 
conceive ofit as a minibaptism in any sense of a renewal or 
a repetition of baptism. Its thrust, emerging from the words 
and example of Jesus in John 13, is to show the meaning of 
Christian love, humility, and service as a preparation for 
the fellowship of the Lord's Supper. 

As we look at Christian baptism against the backdrop of 
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mankind's religious aspirations. then, we see the unique­
ness of the Christian claim. Against a host of rites and 
ceremonies to work cleansing, Christianity proclaims but 
one-one that renders null and void all others. Against a 
variety of cleansing agents , Christian ity sets forth but 
one-one that suffices for all time and for all peoples. And 
more: Christianity proclaims that this simple rite and this 
agent are the only ones in which the universal need for 
purification from defilement can be truly answered. 

Viewed from the perspective of the total religious 
thought of mankind, that is a staggering claim. In the cli­
mate of our times it may appear narrow, even intolerant. 
But it is the Biblical perspective. And the experience of 
men and women from every part of the world and born 
amid the host of non-Christian systems testifies to its truth. 

Practical Considerations 

At least three practical matters emerge from the study 
we have made. 

First, the issue of rebaptism. There is an instance of 
rebaptism in the Bible-but only one. There is counsel in 
the Ellen G. White writings that permits rebaptism-but it 
is scant. I fear that in these times we are turning the excep­
tion into the rule. Rebaptism, unless we are careful, may 
ultimately weaken the significance of baptism in the minds 
of believers. We run the risk of losing the sense of the 
distinctiveness, the uniqueness , of baptism. Christian bap­
tism is a decisive rite and is not to be repeated . Let us 
beware of prostituting baptism into a pragmatic ceremony 
that is used to handle difficult cases of readmission to 
church fellowship. Occasional cases of rebaptism may be 
justified, but they should be rare. Perhaps pastors need to 
better instruct believers in the way God deals with their sin. 
After Peter's fall he was not rebaptized! 
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Second, the baptism of children. We have touched on 
this matter in an earlier chapter, but it is worth mentioning 
again. Clearly, infant baptism is impossible on a Biblical 
basis. The candidate must repent , confess, and have faith in 
Christ. Nor should we hurry children into baptism. They 
should not be baptized simply because it's the thing to do 
along with their classmates or because of undue influence 
from parents, pastor, or teacher. They need to be carefully 
instructed, not merely doctrinally but spiritually, so that 
they enter baptism intelligently. 

On the other hand we should avoid the opposite error of 
discouraging children from being baptized. There is a law 
of spiritual maturation in operation here. Young minds are 
deeply impressionable in spiritual things. When the time is 
ripe for baptism-definitely an individual matter-it 
should not be delayed. Spiritual counselors need heavenly 
guidance and a deep personal experience with the Lord if 
they are to rightly guide young minds in these years of 
decision. 

Finally, the baptismal ceremony itself. While we would 
have no part in a sacramental view of baptism. we think 
more attention needs to be given to the actual service. We 
need to bring out for candidates, church members, and 
uncommitted onlookers the beauty and deep significance 
of this rite. We are usually altogether too rushed. Even 
when we meet to worship God on Sabbath, our minds react 
sharply to the approach of the noon hour. So we are apt to 
hurry-at least mentally-the ordinances that the Lord has 
given us. The Lord's Supper, coming sometimes as late as 
12:15 or 12:30 PM, finds believers with minds too much on 
the clock. And baptism is typically sandwiched between 
the prayer and the offering . 

A five- or ten-minute service-is this the Lord 's will for 
the baptismal rite? We need to take a hard look at our 
practice, reflecting on what the Bible tells of its meaning. 
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We cannot avoid the question : Just as on Communion Day 
the Supper itself is central (the sermon being abbreviated 
appropriately), on a baptism day should not the rite itself 
be the climax of the service? Perhaps we should consider 
having a special service on Sabbath afternoon or evening if 
the 11 :00 AM hour cannot be accommodated . But whether 
the baptism takes place in morning or afternoon, careful 
planning and preparation should be made so that the full 
meaning and appeal of this symbol may emerge. 

Baptism is our commission. Baptism is our witness. 
Baptism is our door to life. May we learn again its deep 
meaning for the men and women of our day. 

"And Jesus came and said to them, 'All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that 1 have commanded you; and 10, I am 
with you always , to the close of the age' " (Matthew 28:18-
20) . 

" Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, 
and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, 'Brethren, 
what shall we do? ' And Peter said to them, 'Repent, and be 
baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your children 
and to all that are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God 
calls to him' " (Acts 2:37-39) . 

" What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that 
grace may abound? By no means! How can we who died to 
sin still live in it? Do you not know that all of us who have 
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 
death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism into 
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death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life" 
(Romans 6:1-4). 

" Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to 
be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, say­
ing, 'I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?' 
But Jesus answered him, 'Let it be so now; for thus it is 
fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness.' Then he consented. 
And when Jesus was baptized, he went up immediately 
from the water, and behold. the heavens were opened and 
he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and alight­
ing on him; and 10, a voice from heaven, saying , 'This is my 
beloved Son, with whom 1 am well pleased ' " (Matthew 
3:13-17) . 



APPENDIX 

Ellen G. White Statements 
About Baptism 

In keeping with our Protestant heritage we have sought to 
es tablish the ideas of Clean! from the Bible alone. The writings of 
Ellen G. White, however, make many references to baptism, and 
they deserve careful attention. While there is no extensive treat­
ment in anyone place of the significance ofbaptisffi, they contain 
many helpful and beautiful statements on the topic. As an invita­
tion to the reader for further study, we have gathered below some 
of the leading references. 

1. The necessity of baptism: No matter how faultless one's life, 
baptism is needed: 

"Christ has made baptism the sign of entrance to His spiritual 
kingdom. He has made this a positive condition with which all 
must comply who wish to be acknowledged as under the au­
thority of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Before man can 
find a home in the church, before passing the threshold of God's 
spiritual kingdom, he is to receive the impress of the divine name 
'The Lord our Righteousness.' Jeremiah 23:6" (Tes timonies for 
the Church, VoL 6, p. 91). 

"To these youth I am authorized to say: Repent ye and be 
con verted , that your sins may be blotted out. There is no time for 
you to waste. Heaven and immortal life afe valuable treasures that 
cannot be obtained without an effort on your part. No matter how 
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faultl ess may have been your lives. as sinners you have steps to 
take. You are required to repent , believe, and be baptized . Christ 
was wholly righteous: yet He. the Saviour of the world, gave man 
an example by Himself taking the steps which He requires the 
s inner to take to become a child of God . and heir of heaven. 

" If Christ, the spotless and pure Redeemer of man, conde­
scended to take the steps necessary for the sinner to take in 
conversion, why should any, with the light of truth shining upon 
their pathway, hesitate to submit their hearts to God, and in 
humility confess that they are sinners , and show their faith in the 
atonement of Christ by words and actions, identifying themselves 
with those who profess to be His followers ? There will ever be 
some who do not live out their profession, whose daily lives show 
them to be anything but Christians; but should this be a sufficient 
reason for any to refuse to put on Christ by baptism into the faith of 
Hi s death and resurrection?" (ibid., Vol. 4 . pp. 40. 41) . 

"Christ made baptism the entrance to His spiritual kingdom. 
He made this a positive condition with which all must comply 
who wish to be acknowledged as under the authority of the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Those who receive the 
ordinance of baptism thereby make a public declaration that they 
have renounced the world, and have become members of the royal 
family , children of the heavenly King" (SDA Bible Commentary, 
Vol. 6. p . 1075). 

2. Baptism signifies repentance: 

"John the Baptist came preaching truth, and by his preaching 
sinners were convicted and converted. These would go into the 
kingdom of heaven before the ones who in self-righteousness 
resisted the solemn warning. The publicans and harlots were 
ignorant, but these learned men knew the way of truth. Yet they 
refused to walk in the path which leads to the Paradise of God. 
The truth that should have been to them a savor of life unto life 
became a savor of death unto death. Open sinners who loathed 
themselves had received baptism a t the hands of John; but these 
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teachers were hypocrites" (Christ's Object Lessons, p . 277). 

"In the spirit and with the power of Elijah, John denounced 
the corruptions of the Jews, and raised his voice in reproving their 
prevailing sins. His discourses were plain, pointed . and convinc­
ing. Many were brought to repentance of their sins, and. as evi­
dence of their repentance, were baptized of him in Jordan" (SDA 
Bible Commentary, Vol. 5, p. 1089). 

3. Baptism signifies renunciation of the world: 

"In baptism we are given to the Lord as a vessel to be used. 
Baptism is a most solemn renunciation of the world. Self is by 
profession dead to a life of sin . The waters cover the candidate, 
and in the presence of the whole heavenly universe the mutual 
pledge is made. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit, man is laid in his watery grave. buried with Christ in 
baptism. and raised from the water to live the new life of loyalty to 
God . The three great powers in heaven are witnesses; they are 
invisible but present" (ibid. , Vol. 6, p. 1074). 

"Baptism is a most solemn renunciation of the world. Those 
who are baptized in the threefold name oflhe Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. at the very entrance of their Christian life declare 
publicly that they have forsaken the service of Satan and have 
become members of the royal family, children of the heavenly 
King. They have obeyed the command: 'Come Qut from among 
them, and be ye separate, . .. and touch not the unclean thing.' 
And to them is fulfilled the promise: 'I will receive you, and will 
be a Father unto you, and ye shall be My sons and daughters, saith 
the Lord Almighty.' 2 Corinthians 6:17, 18" (Testimonies, Vol. 6, 
p . 91). 

4. Baptism is a covenant: 

"Those who ... [receive the ordinance ofbaptismj are to make 
all worldly considerations secondary to their new relations. Pub-
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ticly they have declared that they will no longer live in pride and 
self-indulgence. Christ enjoins those who receive this ordinance 
10 remember that they are bound by a solemn covenant to live to 
the Lord. They are to use for Him all their entrusted capabilities, 
never losing the realization that they bear God's sign of obedience 
to the Sabbath of the fourth commandment, that they are subjects 
of Christ's kingdom, partakers of the divine nature. They are to 
surrender all they have and are to God , employing all their gifts to 
His name's glory" (SDA Bible Commentary, Vol. 6, p. 1075). 

"The Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, powers infinite and 
omniscient, receive those who truly enter into covenant relation 
with God. They are present at every baptism, to receive the candi­
dates who have renounced the world and have received Christ 
into the soul temple. These candidates have entered into the 
family of God, and their names are inscribed in the Lamb's book of 
life" (Ms27'f" 1900; see SDA Bible Commentary, Vol. 6, p . 1075). 

"After the believing soul has received the ordinance of bap­
tism , he is to bear in mind that he is dedicated to God . to Christ, 
and to the Holy Spirit" (Evangelism, p . 315). 

5. Baptism commemorates Christ's death. burial , and resurrec­
tion; 

"And the repentant believer, who takes the steps required in 
conversion, commemorates in his baptism the death. burial, and 
resurrection of Christ. He goes down into the water in the likeness 
of Christ's death and burial, and he is raised out ofthe water in the 
likeness of His resurrection-not to take up the old life of sin, but 
to live a new life in Christ Jesus" (3SP 204; see SDA Bible Com­
mentary, Vol. 5, p . 1113). 

"The resurrection of Christ is commemorated by our being 
buried with Him by baptism, and raised out of the watery grave. in 
likeness of His resurrection, to live in newness of life" (Ea rly 
Writings, p. 217). 
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6. Baptism is the door to new life in Christ: 

"The obligations in the spiritual agreement entered into at 
baptism are mutual. As human beings act their part with whole­
hearted obedience. they have a right to pray, 'Let it be known. 
Lord, that Thou art God in Israel.' The fact that you have been 
baptized in the name of the Father. the Son. and the Holy Spirit',is 
an assurance that if you will claim their help. these powers wIll 
help you in every emergency. The Lord will hear and answer the 
prayers of His sincere followers who wear Christ's yo~e and learn 
in His school His meekness and lowliness" (Evangellsm pp. 316, 
317). 

"The vows which we take upon ourselves in baptism embrace 
much. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit we 
are buried in the likeness of Christ's death and raised in the 
likeness of His resurrection, and we are to live a new life. Our life 
is to be bound up with the life of Christ. Henceforth the believer is 
to bear in mind that he is dedicated to God, to Christ, and to the 
Holy Spirit. He is to make all worldly considerations secondary to 
this new relation. Publicly he has declared that he will no longer 
live in pride and self-indulgence. He is no longer to live a careless, 
indifferent life. He has made a covenant with God. He has died to 
the world. He is to live to the Lord, to use for Him all his entrusted 
capabilities, never losing the realization that he bears God's sig­
nature. that he is a subject of Christ's kingdom, a partaker of the 
divine nature. He is to surrender to God all that he is and all that 
he has, employing all his gifts to His name's glory" (Testimonies, 
Vol. 6, pp. 98, 99). 

7. Baptism is the portal to the church: 

"Present truth leads onward and upward, gathering in the 
needy, the oppressed, the suffering, the destitute. All that will 
come are to be brought into the fold . In their lives there is to take 
place a reformation that will constitute them members oftbe royal 
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family, children of the heavenly King . By hearing the message of 
truth. men and women are led to accept the Sabbath and to unite 
with the church by baptism" (ibid., Vol. 8, pp. 195, 196). 

8. The blessings of baptism: 

"The ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper are two 
monumental pillars; one without and one within the church. 
Upon these ordinances Christ has inscribed the name of the true 
God" (ibid., Vol. 6, p. 91). 

"As Christians submit to the solemn rite of baptism, He regis­
ters the vow that they make to be true to Him. This vow is their 
oath of allegiance. They are baptized in the name of the Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit. Thus they are united with the three 
great powers of heaven" (Evangelism, p. 307) . 

"What does this scene mean to us? How thoughtlessly we 
have read the account of the baptism of our Lord , not realizing 
that its significance was of the greatest importance to us, and that 
Christ was accepted of the Father in man's behalf. As Jesus bowed 
on the banks of Jordan and offered up His petition. humanity was 
presented to the Father by Him who had clothed His divinity with 
humanity. Jesus offered Himself to the Father in man's behalf. that 
those who had been separated from God through sin , might be 
brought back to God through the merits of the divine Petitioner. 
Because of sin the earth had been cut off from heaven, but with His 
human arm Christ encircles the fallen race, and with His divine 
arm He grasps the throne of the Infinite, and earth is brought into 
favor with heaven, and man into communion with his God. The 
prayer of Christ in behalf of lost humanity cleaved its way through 
every shadow that Satan had cast between man and God, and left a 
clear channel of communication to the very throne of glory. The 
gates were left ajar, the heavens were opened , and the Spirit of 
God. in the form of a dove, encircled the head of Christ. and the 
voice of God was heard saying, 'This is my beloved Son, in whom 
[ am well pleased' " (SDA Bible Commentary, p . 1078). 
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"In our behalf the Saviour laid hold of the power of Omnipo~ 
tence. and as we pray to God , we may know that Christ's prayer 
has ascended before. and that God has heard and answered it. 
With all our sins and weaknesses we are not cast aside as worth­
less. ' He hath made us accepted in the beloved.' The glory that 
rested upon Christ is a pledge of the love of God for us. It tells of 
the power of prayer-how the human voice may reach the ear of 
God, and our petitions find acceptance in the courts of heaven. 
The light that fell from the open portals upon the head of our 
Saviour. will fall upon us as we pray for help to resist temptation. 
The voice that spoke to Jesus says to every believing soul, 'This is 
my beloved child, in whom I am well pleased.' 

"Through the gates ajar there streamed bright beams of glory 
from the throne of Jehovah, and this light shines even upon us. 
The assurance given to Christ is assurance to every repenting. 
believing, obed ien t child of God that he is accepted in the Be­
loved . 

"Christ's prayer on the banks of the Jordan includes everyone 
who will believe in Him. The promise that you are accepted in the 
Beloved comes to you. God said. 'This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased.' This means that through the dark 
shadow which Satan has thrown athwart your pathway Christ has 
cleaved the way for you to the throne of the infinite God. He has 
laid hold of almighty power, and you are accepted in the Be­
loved" (ibid., p . 1079). 


