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Few subjects have elicited as much heat than the subject of baptism in church history. 
Whole denominations have sprung up on a particular interpretation of how this 
sacrament is administered. It must be observed that equally spiritual and equally learned 
theologians have differing opinions on this subject. This should encourage us to be 
careful how we approach such a subject. The sad thing is that Christians not only 
disagree, but all too often they enjoy their disagreements. So it is important for us to 
humbly find out what the Bible actually teaches on this subject.  
 
OUTLINE 
 
Mark now for the first time in his gospel account reveals the Person of Jesus Christ. This 
is the first recorded appearance of the Lord Jesus in eighteen years. Luke’s account leaves 
us with the statement summing up the life of the Saviour from 12 years of age, “And Jesus 
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man” (Luke 2:52). So for the last 30 
years, Jesus Christ had been living in obscurity.  
 Now, the Saviour will come on the scene “in those days” (v9) when John was 
heralding His imminent coming. Great crowds flocked to hear this mighty messenger of 
the Lord. But now this was the moment for the Messiah to begin His public ministry and 
for John the messenger to fade away from the picture.  
 For 30 long years the Saviour had worked humbly in obscurity in Nazareth waiting 
in perfect obedience for the leading of His Father as to when He should launch His 
public ministry. Now for the last time, He leaves His carpenter workshop in Nazareth. 
The emergence of John the Baptist was the sign that His calling to be the sin-bearer was 
now to begin. This is the only time in the New Testament we explicitly read of Jesus and 
John together. 
 We saw in v4 that John was involved in his ministry of calling people to the 
“baptism of repentance” for the forgiveness or remission of their sins. In the midst of this 
baptizing ministry, the Saviour arrives before John requesting baptism. We see in this 
section about this baptism of Jesus Christ: 
 
(1) NEED FOR THE BAPTISM  
(2) MODE OF THE BAPTISM 
(3) RESULTS OF THE BAPTISM 
 
 

(1) NEED FOR THE BAPTISM 

As you read this account of the baptism, you may be wondering why did Jesus have to be 
baptized if He was sinless? You are in good company for this question also confused 
John the Baptist. In Matthew’s gospel account we read in chapter three more detail about 
this incident. We are told,  
 

Then cometh Jesus from Galilee to Jordan unto John, to be baptized of him. But 
John forbad him, saying, I have need to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to 
me? (Matt. 3:13-14) 

 
We can only but imagine the shock of John as he looked into the holy, sinless face of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. He saw nothing in Jesus Christ that needed repentance. This word 
“forbade” is in the imperfect tense indicating that John repeatedly tried to argue against 
the need of Christ to be baptized. Now, this is one of the clearest statements of the 
sinlessness of Jesus Christ. John the Baptist was a mighty prophet and preacher of 
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holiness who had exposed the sins of the Scribes and Pharisees, but he immediately 
confessed that the Saviour did not need to baptized, as He had no sins to confess. 
Indeed, John noted the irony of this request and states that if anyone needed to be 
baptized it was him by Christ. The fact that John argued that Jesus Christ should baptize 
him reveals how John saw himself as sinful when contrasted to Christ.  
 However, although the Master did not contradict the fact that He was sinless He 
insisted on baptism,  
 

And Jesus answering said unto him, Suffer it to be so now: for thus it becometh us 
to fulfil all righteousness. Then he suffered Him. (Matt. 3:15) 

 
The Lord doesn’t say He is being baptized to repent for any sins He had done but to 
“fulfil all righteousness.” The term “fulfill” means, among other things, “to bring to 
completion” or “to make fully known.” Jesus Christ came to establish a perfect 
righteousness by keeping the Law of God perfectly. So this baptism relates to an aspect 
of Christ perfectly fulfilling the Law that fallen man could not do. There were 3 main 
reasons for His baptism: 
 
(i) IDENTIFICATION 
 
Jesus Christ had no sin that needed to be repented of, “For He hath made Him to be sin for 
us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21; cf. 1 
Peter 2:22). However, He chose to be baptized, “to fulfil all righteousness.”  
 It was Jesus Christ’s active and passive obedience that made Him “to be sin for us, 
who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him.” He had a perfect 
childhood, teenage years and ministry. All of this established His perfect righteousness 
before God, which then could be exchanged on our behalf for our sins.  
 We saw this as we studied Romans, when we are justified Christ’s righteousness is 
imputed or credited to us and our sin was imputed to Him. By His death, the Saviour 
perfectly identified with sinners, “For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by 
the obedience of one shall many be made righteous” (Rom. 5:19). In simple terms, God treats 
Jesus Christ as if He had lived your life and you His.  So if you were to look at God’s 
record book today it would say “Paul Ferguson lived a perfect life.” Why? Because 
Christ’s life and righteousness has been credited to my account.   
 So Jesus Christ was baptized to fully identify Himself with the fallen race He came 
to save. This was especially reflected in the fact that He was baptized by the same man 
that baptized fallen sinners and by the same mode. Remember, Hebrews 2:17 says that 
the Saviour had to be made like unto His brethren “in all things.” He would come in the 
“likeness of sinful flesh” (Rom. 8:3) so He needed to go through the ordinances and rituals 
pertaining to sinful flesh. His Father had commanded Him to do this so He obeyed 
perfectly.  
 So when John baptized Jesus Christ, it was a declaration of intent that He was 
willing to meet the righteous demands of God for our sins. This was a wonderful 
example of the humility of Christ. Even though He was sinless, yet He was not ashamed 
to identify with sinners to obey His Father’s will. Humility is God’s way. It is not the 
world’s way. But the Lord will not use an arrogant servant.   
 
(ii) REVELATION 
  
We are also told that Jesus was baptized so that John would know that Jesus was the 
Messiah (John 1:33). The baptism would become the divine sign of confirmation to John 
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and those around him. 
 
(iii) EXAMPLE 
 
A third reason that Christ was baptized was not only to validate John’s ministry, but also 
to set the example for every member of His church that He came to die for. If He 
submitted Himself in obedience to the ordinance of baptism, then so should we who are 
called to follow in His steps.  
 Believer’s baptism for us is an indication of obedience to the commandments of 
Jesus Christ (cf. Matthew 28:19). It provides evidence of submission to His Lordship and 
that is why most churches insist on those participating in the Lord’s Supper are baptized 
before they do so. William Burkitt put it like this, 
 

Thence learn that the greatest persons should neither think themselves too great 
nor too good to come unto the ministers of God to hear the word from their 
mouth; for Christ, the Son of God, was content to be baptized of John, a mean 
person in comparison to Himself. How dare, then, the greatest upon earth despise 
the ministry of a man being appointed of God?” 

 
(2) MODE OF THE BAPTISM 

One of the issues surrounding the baptism of Jesus Christ is the mode of His baptism. 
There are many who declare that baptism is by immersion only and that any other mode 
is invalid. Their argument is based around the Greek verb baptizo which they say in the 
Greek language means to immerse only. Even if that were true, which it is far from 
proven amongst the scholars, the meaning of any word must be defined by how the 
Bible defines it and uses it. The Scriptures will be the ultimate authority in this question.   
 It is interesting in Mark 1:8 that John declares, “I indeed have baptized you with water: 
but He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost.” If we turn to the book of Acts we are explicitly 
told how the saints of God were baptized, “with the Holy Ghost.” In Acts 10, we read of 
the filling of the Gentiles by the baptism  “with the Holy Ghost.” Just read carefully the 
language,  
 

While Peter yet spake these words, the Holy Ghost fell on all them which heard 
the word. And they of the circumcision which believed were astonished, as many 
as came with Peter, because that on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of 
the Holy Ghost. (Acts 10:44-45) 

In the very next chapter in Acts 11:16, Peter under inspiration says that “the Holy Ghost fell 
on them” and explicitly interprets this “pouring” as baptism in Acts 11:17 as he said, “Then 
remembered I the word of the Lord, how that He said, John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be 
baptized with the Holy Ghost.” So, the Bible has identified a baptizo with pouring. In fact 
there is nowhere were the Scriptures ever explicitly state that a person is immersed in 
water. There is not a single irrefutable instance of immersion baptism in the New 
Testament! 

HEBREWS 9:10 
 
The author of the Book of Hebrews explicitly uses the noun baptismos (the noun form of 
the verb baptizo) to describe Old Testament baptisms by pouring or sprinkling. In 
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Hebrews 9:10 the word translated “divers washings” of the OT is the Greek noun baptismos. 
This is clearly a sprinkling and just to clarify the author of Hebrews refers in Hebrews 
9:13 to the OT passage in Numbers 19:17-18, 
 

And for an unclean person they shall take of the ashes of the burnt heifer of 
purification for sin, and running water shall be put thereto in a vessel: And a 
clean person shall take hyssop, and dip it in the water, and sprinkle it upon the 
tent, and upon all the vessels, and upon the persons that were there, and upon 
him that touched a bone, or one slain, or one dead, or a grave: (Numbers 19:17-
18) 

In this Old Testament passage, water was applied by means of sprinkling which the 
author of Hebrews calls a baptismos. 
 
MARK 7:4 
 
This incident is another explicit example of the folly of making baptizo equate to 
immersion. In this passage we read of the Pharisees,  
 

And when they come from the market, except they wash, they eat not. And many 
other things there be, which they have received to hold, as the washing of cups, 
and pots, brasen vessels, and of tables. (Mark 7:4) 

 
Now, the Greek word translated “washing” is the verb baptizo. Yet the ceremonial 
cleansing of the household artifacts included “tables” or “couches.” These “tables” were 
the long couch beds that they reclined on for their meals. Now even if the tables or 
couches were covered in water in this process of cleansing, that is not immersion, which 
requires a dipping under and raising up from the water.  

Bearing in mind that ceremonial cleansing was by sprinkling coupled with the 
scarcity of water in the East in is highly improbable to imagine the text is saying that they 
dipped their couches in water before they ate each time “they come from the market.” No 
sensible Baptist explanation has ever been put forth as to why the Pharisees would 
immerse their couches before they ate! What OT authority would a Jew have to base his 
view of immersion of a couch from? 

	  
BURIAL WITH CHRIST 
 
Baptists point to passages such as Romans 6:4 and Colossians 2:12 as compelling 
evidence for immersion. These texts speak of us being buried with Christ by baptism but 
also speak of us being planted together in the likeness of His death. Baptists argue that 
they teach that only immersion properly represents our dying, burial, and resurrection 
with Christ.  Notwithstanding that Christ was not “immersed” in His burial in the 
ground, how is the crucifixion signified by immersion? The Baptist interpretation does 
not adequately modally reflect our crucifixion (which precedes death!) with Christ, which 
is one of the four aspects of our union with Christ, which Paul mentions in the Romans 
passage. Reformed Theologian Robert Reymond observes,  

We should no more single out our union with Christ in his burial and 
resurrection and make these two aspects of our union with him the pattern for 
the mode of baptism than we should appeal to Galatians 3:27 (“For all of you 
who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ,” see also Col. 
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3:9–14) and argue on the basis of its statement that baptism should be carried out 
by requiring the new Christian to don a white robe, that is, by a “baptism by 
donning.” 

Baptism signifies so much more than merely our burial and resurrection with Christ and 
that to only look at two of the images in Romans and Colossians is arbitrary. Why chose 
the metaphor of burial and ignore the other metaphor used of clothing in developing a 
mode of baptism from the language used.  
 
CLEANSING 
 
All sides in Protestant Christendom accept that the Bible teaches that baptism 
symbolizes many things including the cleansing away of our sins, union with Christ, 
sanctification etc. It is more than just the visible means of admission to the visible 
church. Our Confession adds that it is also, “a sign and seal of the covenant of grace, of 
his ingrafting into Christ, of regeneration, of remission of sins, and of his giving up unto 
God, through Jesus Christ, to walk in the newness of life.” (cf. Rom. 4:11; 6-3-5; Col. 
2:11-12; Gal. 3:27; Titus 3:5; Acts 2:38; 22:16). 

Baptists claim that immersion is the only mode that adequately symbolizes the 
cleansing away of our sins. However, Baptists will not find any description of any 
significant OT cleansing by water or blood that was described as, or clearly required, 
immersion. Throughout Scripture, God uses the idea of sprinkling to illustrate spiritual 
cleansing and separation e.g. Ezekiel 36:25; Num. 19:1-13. Bruce Buchanan explains, 

 
Ezekiel tells Israel that when the New Covenant arrives, in contrast to blood of 
animals sprinkled on the people, He will sprinkle them with clean water, and they 
will be clean. Without even bothering to make a tie-in to ritual baptism, you have 
to reckon with the simple fact that God uses the symbol of a shower to indicate a 
thorough cleansing. 
 
This is especially pertinent as one of the realities which baptism (the sign) 

represents is the cleansing effect of the blood of Christ on those who believe in Him (cf. 
1 Cor. 6:11; Heb. 12:24; 1 Peter 1:2). And how is Christ’s blood applied to the elect? By 
sprinkling! So, according to Baptists, the work of the Holy Spirit inwardly is improperly 
represented by a correlative outward act?  

Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water. (Heb. 
10:22) 

NOVEL BAPTISM FOR A LEVITE 
 
Another factor often overlooked is that if John was immersing, why did the Pharisees, 
who were sticklers for the law, not inquire why the Levitical son of a priest is immersing 
when all the OT priests used sprinkling in their cleansing rites e.g. Numbers 8:5-7? Why 
did Jesus Christ see His baptism as a fulfillment of the OT law if it was immersion? It is 
safe and entirely reasonable to assume that John’s baptism was identical in mode and 
manner to all of the baptisms of the Old Testament economy, 

  
For when Moses had spoken every precept to all the people according to the law, 
he took the blood of calves and of goats, with water, and scarlet wool, and 
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hyssop, and sprinkled both the book and all the people. (Hebrews 9:19) 
 
NO DETAIL GIVEN IN NT FOR SACRAMENTS 
 
In the OT the Lord explicitly instructed the priests as to the mode of their cleansing 
rituals, sacrifices, and Passover feasts. This fine detail could not be departed from. If 
God commanded that they sprinkle using hyssop, then they had to do just that. 
Immersion or pouring would be unacceptable. Yet in the NT church nowhere is the 
same detail given when discussing the mode of the sacraments of the NT such as 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper. If the Holy Spirit had wanted it to be immersion only, 
He would have explicitly stated it to be so.  

Presbyterians believe Scripture is indifferent about the mode as the true meaning 
of baptism points more to our union with Christ. The debate over whether all our nose 
hairs got immersed takes the focus away from it spiritual significance to the quantity of 
water. The essential element in baptism is the application of the water itself not the 
manner of application. This kind of argument could go on endlessly e.g. should tap water 
be allowed for immersion or running river water? Should one be immersed face down or 
face up? Martyn Lloyd Jones is forthright, 

 
What I am certain of is that to say that complete immersion is absolutely essential 
is not only to go beyond Scriptures, but is to verge upon heresy, if not actually 
heretical. It is to attach to the mode, a view which can never be substantiated 
from the Scriptures, and certainly is out of line with the practice that was 
consistent throughout the Old Testament.  
 
Although immersion is a perfectly valid mode of baptism, pouring or sprinkling 

best symbolizes the atonement of Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit because 
the person is entirely passive in the event. Baptism (the sign) must be consistent with the 
thing it signifies, namely, the pouring out/falling upon of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2, 10 and 
11; cf. Titus 3) and the sprinkling of the blood of Christ (Heb 9-10). 

In this church we practice sprinkling but we accept any believer into membership 
who has been baptized by immersion or pouring. It is not the quantity of water that is 
significant but what it signifies. It is the same in the Lord’s Supper. It doesn’t matter if 
you drink 2cm of grape juice or 4 cm – it was what the sign signifies and points to. The 
crucial thing in baptism is the act of identifying yourself with Christ’s life, death and 
resurrection. Those who have been immersed are just WETTER but not BETTER! 

 
 (3)  RESULTS OF THE BAPTISM  

This was a strange event. We are told, “And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the 
heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him: And there came a voice from heaven, 
saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” (v10-11) 

The language of this verse reminds us of the grand Messianic Psalm 2, “Thou art 
my Son; this day have I begotten thee” (Psalm 2:7). God had not spoken in such a manner 
since the law of God was given at Sinai’s Mount! There were a number of results by this 
statement: 

 
(1) Declared His Messianic Person to all. The watchers may have thought that Christ was 
being baptized for repentance because He was a sinner, but these words by the Father 
refuted that notion. Now all can see that this is the sinless Son of God. Remember no 
prophet was ever called the Son of God. Jesus humbled Himself and risked His 
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reputation to identify with sinners in this baptism and the Father now exalts His Son 
publicly.  
 
(ii) Act of obedience brought the power of the Spirit upon Him. This would empower 
Him for His public ministry. This was Messianic, “Behold my servant, whom I uphold; mine 
elect, in whom my soul delighteth; I have put my spirit upon Him: He shall bring forth judgment to the 
Gentiles.” (Isaiah 42:1). In OT times they anointed kings, prophets, and priests by pouring 
oil upon their heads, committing them to the function and office in which they were to 
serve. So Christ is now publicly anointed by power of the Spirit for His priestly, 
prophetic and kingly office. If the Son of God required the power of the filling of the 
Spirit to do His work, how much more should we. Too often we rely on our 
personalities, intellect, natural gifts, charisma to get things done. We forget all too quickly 
“without Me ye can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
 
(iii) Brought the approval of His Father. Christ came to do His Father’s will and this is 
evident here. Although He was the Son of God, He was the Servant of the Father. For 
4,000 years no man had met the approval of the Father, now the last Adam has come 
and God is pleased. What the first Adam failed in the last Adam would succeed in. Jesus 
Christ had lived perfectly before God and man for 30 years and now God seals His 
approval on His beloved and perfect Son. Now the ministry could begin that would be 
sealed at the Cross, when this approved Son gave His life in the ultimate sacrifice for us. 
W. Kelly, the brethren writer, says: “Could heaven behold unmoved such grace? 
Impossible!” 
 We need to note by way of application. That Christ submitted to His Father’s will 
in terms of baptism and was approved. The same command is for every believer to do 
(cf. Matthew 28:19). Are you baptized? By disobeying this command, you forfeit a 
blessing from the Lord in indentifying yourself publicly with Christ.  

Please note also the clear teaching of the Trinitarian in this incident – the Son 
approved by the Father and the Spirit descending upon the Son. One of the great 
mysteries of God is His Triune nature. Our Confession defines it, “In the unity of the 
Godhead there be three Persons of one substance, power, and eternity.” We can never 
fathom this teaching, as finite minds cannot possibly comprehend an infinite God. We 
do not believe in the doctrine of the Trinity because we understand it, but because the 
Bible teaches it.  
 But the point that should not be missed here is the approval of the Three 
Persons of the Trinity on the ministry of Christ to save sinners. Just as in Genesis they 
declared, “Let us make man” so they are now declaring: “Let us save man.” One 
commentator put it like this:  
 

Not only the Son loves His followers enough to suffer the pangs of hell in their 
stead; but also the Spirit fully cooperates by strengthening Him for the very task; 
and the Father, instead of frowning upon the One who undertakes it, is so very 
pleased with Him that He must needs rend asunder the very heavens, that His 
voice of delightful approval of God might be heard on earth. All Three are 
equally interested in our salvation, and these Three are One. 

 
Sinner here today – The Father approved the Son because of His righteous life. You are 
out of Christ so God’s wrath abides on you for your sin. But the baptism of Christ 
reminds us that there is a Saviour who can give you His approved righteousness for your 
sins. You can be approved because of Him. There is no other way. Why do you not 
come to Him, repent of your sins and be clothed in His righteousness today? 


