
The Sacraments: Baptism (part 1 of 2)


5/1/05


The word sacrament is derived from the Latin sacramentum, meaning an oath of allegiance or obligation.  A sacrament is a Christian rite (activity) that was ordained by Christ and that is held to be a symbol of a spiritual reality or a means of divine grace.  Protestants accept two sacraments, Baptism and Communion.  Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Anglicans accept seven, Baptism, Confirmation, The Holy Eucharist (Communion), Holy Anointing, Holy Matrimony, Holy Orders, and Penance (Confession).  This week, we survey Baptism; next week, we will survey Communion.


Jesus Christ ordained Baptism as He went to John the Baptist to be baptized in the Jordan River.  Jesus did not have to be baptized by man in order to be divine—He was God’s Son.  He did this as an example for us in order that, as we seek to follow Him, we follow Him by being baptized with water.  Baptism is not required for salvation, yet, given the prime importance that the church has always placed on baptism, it is utterly inconceivable that a saved person would ever refuse to be baptized.

Baptism was the means of becoming a member of the Church and the gateway for being allowed to partake in Communion.  In virtually the entire early church, new converts who had not yet been baptized were not allowed to worship with the congregation of baptized believers.

Baptismal services were usually held once a year, at Easter, and were large celebrations.  Baptism was segregated by gender and occurred au naturel, or in the nude.  It was common that a convert would be baptized three times, once in the name of each of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  (Recall, that the Apostles’ Creed was an early baptismal rite.)  Upon emerging from the water the final time (or the first time, if only baptized once), the baptized would be clothed in a white robe to symbolize the pureness of life into which he or she had been baptized and given water to drink to symbolize the inner and outer purification that had taken place in the convert’s life.

There are three forms of Baptism, immersion, affusion, and aspersion, which are submersion in water, pouring of water, and sprinkling of water, respectively.  Immersion appears to be the most common form of baptism over the first few centuries; however, if a stream or large body of water was not available, affusion was practiced, and it is not true that such a baptism was generally viewed as inferior.  In some instances, such as when water was extremely scarce or when the health of a new convert was failing, aspersion was practiced.

Pedobaptism, the practice of baptizing children, was generally accepted as early as the third century.  Protestants deny this because there is no Scriptural warrant for it.  On the other hand, Catholics say that there is simply no Scriptural precedent for it, as there is no Scriptural precedent for using a piano for worship, and Scripture by no means forbids it.  The issue goes further, though.  Catholics hold that baptism is a means of grace, and when a child receives it, the child’s stain of original sin is removed.  Protestants deny original sin as Catholicism teaches in favor of the age of accountability.
