
There are many statements in Scripture 
that also point to baptism being administered by 
immersion.  These include: 

 
 

(1) And Jesus when he was baptized, went up 
straightway from the water… Matthew 3:16 
 

(2) …and were all baptized of him in the river of 
Jordan… Mark 1:5 
 

(3) And John also was baptizing in Aenon near to 
Salim, because there was much water there: and 
they came, and were baptized….John 3:23 
 

(4) …both went down into the water, both Philip 
and the eunuch, and he baptized him. And when 
they came up out of the water… Acts 8:38-39  
 

(5) Know ye not, that so many of us as were 
baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his 
death? Therefore we are buried with him by 
baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised 
up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even 
so we also should walk in newness of life.  
Romans 6:3-4 
 

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

(3) The Amount of Water/Mode of Baptism Is 
“Not of The Least Consequence.” 

 

Calvin rightly taught that the amount of 
water used in Baptism is not the most 
consequential issue of the faith. While we believe 
that the practice of immersion best represents the 
New Testament mode of baptism, the amount of 
water one is baptized in does not make a person 
more or less spiritual, nor secure ones eternal 
salvation. We believe that all who are saved 
should be baptized by immersion in obedience to 
Christ. However, what happens before the act of 
Baptism is of eternal consequence, unlike the 
amount of water used.  In Acts chapter 8, the 
account of the Ethiopian Eunuchs baptism is 
given. The Ethiopian asked Philip “See, here is 

water; what doth hinder me to be baptized?” 
(Acts 8:36). Philip responded “If thou believest 
with all thine heart, thou mayest.” The Eunuch 
then answered, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the 
Son of God” (Acts 8:37).  Before one is baptized, 
he must profess belief in Jesus Christ as Lord and 
Savior, having a change of heart from unbelief to 
trust in Jesus Christ.  Without this, baptism has 
no meaning to the one taking part.  If you have 
been baptized, but have not been changed by the 
Grace of Jesus Christ, having your sins forgiven 
and trusting in what Jesus did on the cross, you 
must “consider your ways” (Haggai 1:5) today. 
Without faith in Christ, you have not been made 
right with God (Hebrews 11:6).  Jesus said, “I am 
the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh 
unto the Father, but by me” (John 14:6). 
 This concept of belief before baptism is 
repeated throughout the Scriptures, as in Matthew 
28:19 where Jesus commanded to baptize those 
who have been taught and made disciples. Acts 
2:41 indicates that only those who received the 
truth of the preaching of the Word of God were 
baptized. In Acts 16:30-34, belief in Jesus Christ 
took place before baptism occurred.  
 If you have not come into a personal 
relationship with Christ, having your sins 
forgiven, “Seek ye the LORD while he may be 
found, call ye upon him while he is near:  Let the 
wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man 
his thoughts: and let him return unto the LORD, 
and he will have mercy upon him; and to our 
God, for he will abundantly pardon” (Isaiah 55:6-
7).  If you are a Christian and have not been 
baptized, God’s Word commands you to “be 
baptized in the name of the Lord” (Acts 10:48).   
 
 
 
 

  

WWHHYY  OOUURR  CCHHUURRCCHH  
HHOOLLDDSS  TTOO  BBAAPPTTIISSMM  

BBYY  IIMMMMEERRSSIIOONN  
Whether the person baptized is to be 
wholly immersed, and that whether 

once or thrice, or whether he is only to 
be sprinkled with water, is not of the 
least consequence…it is evident that 
the term baptize means to immerse, 
and that this was the form used by    

the primitive Church. 
 

John Calvin, Institutes of The Christian Religion, 
Book 4, Chapter 15, 19. 

 

By: Rev. Joshua M. Wallnofer 
 

The quote above from the protestant 
reformer of Geneva, and father of many 
Reformed and Presbyterian denominations, 
speaks great truths about the issue of water 
baptism. While John Calvin preferred a mode of 
Baptism other than immersion, his honesty as a 
scholar of the Word of God and Church History 
led him to make this statement.  There are three 
things in this quote from Calvin that will be 
discussed in this tract concerning Baptism: (1) 
The “primitive” (early) Church baptized by 
immersion; (2) The term baptize means “to 
immerse”; and (3) The amount of water/mode of 
baptism is “not of the least consequence.” 
Instead, what is of consequence is whether the 
baptismal candidate is a believer in Jesus Christ.  

 
 
 
 

(1) The Early Church Baptized By Immersion 
 
 
 
 

It seems that baptism by immersion is 
found even before the pages of the New 
Testament were written, as the Mosaic law 
required a ritual purification in which the whole 
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body was immersed and washed clean (Lev. 
15:16). The Jews also had many extra-Biblical 
laws which required a ceremonial cleaning by 
immersion before the Lord. They would 
“immerse themselves into the ritual bath called 
the mikveh, which is a bath of natural water 
instituted for the purpose of sanctification.”1 
These ceremonial baths were no doubt the 
beginning of what came to be baptism as found in 
the New Testament. One of these extra-Biblical 
ceremonial laws of the Jews was called 
“proselyte baptism,” in which a Gentile would be 
officially brought into the Jewish faith. First, the 
candidate would have to be circumcised (Ex. 
12:48), and once the wound had healed, baptism 
by dipping was required. John Lightfoot, scholar 
of the Church of England, explains this well: 

“As soon as he grows whole of the wound of 
circumcision, they bring him to Baptism, and 
being placed in the water they again instruct 
him in some weightier and in some lighter 
commands of the Law. Which being heard, he 
plunges himself and comes up, and, behold, he 
is an Israelite in all things.”2   

When it comes to the New Testament era 
and baptism, it is believed that the meaning of the 
word baptize, as well as the context of the Bible 
passages concerning baptism, demonstrate that 
immersion is the mode spoken of.  This will be 
discussed in the next section.  However, Church 
history tells us that following the New Testament 
period, immersion was the only mode of baptism 
known until the mid second century. At this 
point, pouring instead of immersion was allowed 
for those who were sick as well as for churches 
which did not have a ready place to baptize by 
immersion. The practices of sprinkling and 

                                                
1 Steve Herzing, Jewish Culture And Customs (55). 
2 John Lightfoot, A Commentary of the New Testament 
from the Talmud and Hebraica, (note on Matthew 3:6). 
 

pouring never gained dominance until these were 
decreed as acceptable methods of baptism by the 
Roman Catholic Church at the Council of 
Ravenna, held in France in 1311.  In contrast to 
this decision by Rome, the celebrated, medieval, 
Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225-
1274) stated not long before this council that: “In 
immersion the setting forth of the burial of Christ 
is more plainly expressed, in which this manner 
of baptizing is more commendable.”3  

The method of sprinkling as the proper 
mode of baptism was never considered the only 
acceptable form of baptism until it was decreed 
so by the Roman Catholic Church at the Council 
of Trent (1545-1563). It was from the Roman 
Church that many of the protestant churches 
inherited the form of sprinkling or pouring as 
their mode of baptism.  This is seen in that the 
Church of England did not begin the practice of 
sprinkling until 1645, and wherever the Greek 
Orthodox Church is found, it continues to accept 
immersion as the only valid mode of baptism. 
This point is important because the Greeks must 
be recognized with the best knowledge of their 
own language, and if the word baptize as found in 
the Greek New Testament means “to immerse,” 
they would be the ones to know it, which would 
account for them consistently baptizing by 
immersion throughout their history.     

 

(2) The Term Baptize Means “To Immerse” 
The verb most frequently used in the New 

Testament for Baptism is BAPTIZO (βαπτίζω), 
defined by all Greek Lexicons (dictionaries) as 
primarily meaning “to dip repeatedly, to 
immerse, to submerge.”  It can also mean “to 
cleanse by dipping or submerging,” and 
metaphorically can be defined as “to 
overwhelm.”  This word comes from the Greek 

                                                
3 As quoted by John MacArthur, The MacArthur New 
Testament. Commentary, Matthew 1-7, (79).  

verb BAPTO (βάπτω), also meaning “to dip, dip 
in, immerse.”  A good example of this word in 
use is found in Luke 16:24, where the rich man 
asked that Lazarus “may dip (BAPTO) the tip of 
his finger in water”.  At this point, it must be 
mentioned that no person of immersionist belief 
or of a Baptistic denomination has “written a 
lexicon of the Greek language, and yet the 
standard lexicons…uniformly give the meaning 
of BAPTIZO as “dip,” [and] “immerse.””4 

In the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament, a substantive of BAPTIZO, 
EBAPTISATO (ἐβαπτίσατο) is used when 
translating that the captain of the Syrian army, 
Naaman, “dipped (EBAPTISATO) himself seven 
times” in the Jordan River (II Kings 5:14). This 
shows that the word baptize has a primary 
meaning of immersion as was used during the 
New Testament era.  It must also be noted that 
“the Greek language has words for sprinkle and 
pour that are never used of baptism”5 in the New 
Testament. The Greek word RHANTIZO 
(ῥαντίζω) means “to sprinkle,” and KATACHEO 

(καταχέω) means “to pour down upon, over, or 
on.”  Neither of these words are used by the Lord 
in His Word in the context of water baptism.   

The usage of BAPTIZO and BAPTO outside of 
the Bible is also beneficial in understanding their 
meanings.  One such example is taken from the text of 
the Greek poet and physician Nicander, who lived about 
200 B.C.  He gives a recipe for making pickles which 
uses both these Greek words.  He stated that “to make a 
pickle, the vegetable should first be “dipped” (BAPTO) 
into boiling water and then “baptized” (BAPTIZO) in the 
vinegar solution. Both of these verbs used here denote 
immersing the vegetable in a solution.6 

                                                
4 International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, “Baptism.”  
5 Charles Ryrie, Basic Theology (491). 
6 James Montgomery Boice, Romans, Volume 2, The 
Reign of Grace Romans 5:1-8:39 (659). 


