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THE SYMBOLISM OF BAPTISM (Part Five)
“Baptismal Regeneration Texts Examined” (Part Two)

Jesus answered, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he
cannot enter the kingdom of God.” (John 3:5)

He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned. 
(Mark 16:16)

Then Peter said to them, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus
Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2:38)

And now why are you waiting? Arise and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on the
name of the Lord.  (Acts 22:16)

Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He saved us,
through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit. (Titus 3:5)

 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  (Galatians 3:27)

There is also an antitype which now saves us—baptism (not the removal of the filth of the
flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God), through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ.  (I Peter 3:21)

INTRODUCTION:

We continue now in our series to set forth the two contrasting views concerning the
nature and usage of water baptism in the New Testament.  They are:

(1) The view that baptism is a symbol of a deeper reality, namely the regenerating of new
life into a person by the Holy Spirit making them a partaker of the righteousness found in the
Gospel message of the life, death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Spiritual regeneration
imparts faith and repentance which is then to be confessed outwardly in the waters of baptism.  

(2) The second view is that baptism is a virtuous act in of itself wherein new life is
imparted into the person by the act itself.  Thus, baptism becomes the reality wherein
regeneration occurs.  This is known as sacramental grace or baptismal regeneration.
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These two views represent two differing gospels or ways of salvation, and cannot be reconciled. 

We will now continue to examine the various texts found in the Bible which are used by
supporters of the baptismal regeneration view and see if they prove the position or not.  We have
already examined John 3:5; Mark 16:15, 16; and Acts 2:38.

IV. ACTS 22:16  NKJV
"And now why are you waiting? Arise and be baptized, and wash away your sins,

calling on the name of the Lord."  (Acts 22:16)   

The context of this verse records the conversion and baptism of Saul.  In Acts 9, the
actual event took place.  There we are told after some brief words from Ananias, that Saul
"Arose and was baptized" (9:18).  In Acts 22, Saul, now Paul, gives more details of his
conversion experience.  He would repeat his testimony again in Acts 26:12-20, adding a few
more details.

The advocates of baptismal regeneration agree that the text makes it very clear that
forgiveness of sins occurs at the moment baptism occurs.  While they may try to clarify their
positions to escape the term baptismal regeneration, when the bottom line is drawn, they all
ascribe that the Christian life begins with baptism.  Until this takes place, there is no forgiveness
of sins, thus the unbaptized person is residing in a state of condemnation.  Though distinctions
are made by various advocates, this is the position of the Roman Catholics, the Lutherans, the
Methodists, and the Churches of Christ, among others.  

Let it clearly be seen that this text cannot be used to teach infant baptism as it is
describing the baptism of an adult.  So the issue comes down to this: were Paul's sins forgiven
prior to his baptism or at the moment of his baptism?

I wish to repeat the statement made by Alexander Campbell which I referred to in the
previous message.  He said:

On this side of baptism, and on that, mankind are in quite different states.  On the
one side, they are pardoned, justified, sanctified, reconciled, adopted, and saved;
on the other, they are in a state of condemnation.  This act is sometimes called
immersion, regeneration, conversion . . . (Campbell, Remission of Sins, p. 12).

In reference to the person who has been baptized, he goes on to say:
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I am bold, therefore, to affirm, that every one of them who, in the belief of what
the apostle spoke, was immersed, did, in the very instant in which he was put
under the water, receive the forgiveness of his sins, and the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
If so, then, who will not concur with me in saying, that Christian immersion is
The Gospel In Water?  (Campbell, Rice Debate, p. 497).

John Castelein, a contemporary spokesman for the "Churches of Christ" clarifies the
matter even further when he says:

We believe that in the New Testament plan of salvation, baptism marks the point
in time when God, because of his grace - and for no other reason - cleanses and
forgives penitent believers of all their sins.  It is the occasion when God
incorporates them into Jesus Christ and instills his Holy Spirit in them. 
(Castelein, Four Views on Baptism, pp. 130,131).  

It is clear in the thinking of these advocates, that Paul's sins were cleansed or forgiven the
moment he was baptized.  Prior to that moment he was a lost sinner in a state of condemnation. 
After his baptism he was a justified saint.  Does this settle the issue?  Absolutely not.  If it can be
shown that Paul was considered a saved person, or a Christian in the truest sense of the word
prior to his baptism, then the whole baptismal regeneration position collapses.

Several things were said of Paul before Ananias told him to "be baptized and wash away
thy sins."  They were:

1.  He was said to be a "chosen vessel" - Acts 9:16
2.  He had been "separated" from birth - Galatians 1:15
3.  He had been "born out of due time" - I Corinthians 15:8
     NOTE: This was not at his physical birth, but when he saw Christ.
4.  He had seen and heard Christ, while others didn't - Acts 22:14
5.  He had repented - Acts 9:6 - "Lord, what do you want me to do?"  Repentance means

a "change of mind," and is produced by the grace of God.
6.  He had believed - Acts 9:5 - "Who are you Lord?  I am Jesus."
7.  He had Christ as his Lord - Acts 9:6 - "Lord, what do you want me to do?"  The

Bible tells us that "no man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Spirit."  (I
Corinthians 12:3).  By the work of the Spirit, Paul had submitted to Christ as Lord.

8.  He was called into the ministry - Acts 26:15-18 - "So, I said who are you Lord?  And
He said, I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.  But rise and stand on your feet; for I have
appeared to you for this purpose to make you a minister and a witness both of the things
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which you have seen and of the things which I will yet reveal to you.  I will deliver you from
the Jewish people, as well as from the Gentiles to whom I now send you, to open their eyes in
order to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, that they may
receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who are sanctified by faith in
me."  Question: Would God call an unregenerate, unsaved, unforgiven, condemned man into
the ministry?

9.  Paul was obedient to God's will - Acts 26:19 - "Therefore King Agrippa, I was not
disobedient to the heavenly vision."  NOTE: Was not Paul's response that of a living faith as
opposed to a dead faith?  He asked Christ what to do, and Christ told him what to do.  He did
Christ's will then, and continued to do so throughout the rest of his life.

10.  He was a Christian brother - Acts 9:17 - "Brother Saul" - He was now considered a
brother in the faith knowing Christ as his Lord and Savior.  

All of these things characterized Paul before baptism.
Question: If Paul died now before he was baptized, would he go to heaven or hell? 

Would he die as a condemned or a justified man?  If regeneration and the forgiveness of sins
always occur at the point of baptism, then Paul remains an unsaved man until the point of
baptism.  There can be no exceptions for special cases like the thief on the cross and the Old
Testament saints.  The moment you start making exceptions for special cases is the moment that
baptism becomes unnecessary for salvation.

The Apostle John, in both his Gospel and in his first letter, presents regeneration or the
new birth as preceding all Christian activity such as virtue, love, faith, obedience, etc.  In I John
2:29, "If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone who practices righteousness
is born of Him."   The practice of righteousness is the evidence of, not the cause of, or the
occasion of, the new birth.  He goes on to say in I John 3:9, "Whoever has been born of God
does not sin, for His seed remains in him; and he cannot sin, because he has been born of
God."  Christians are no longer in love with sin, neither are they under it's power because of the
new birth.  Their opposition to sin is not what causes their new birth, but the new birth causes
their opposition to sin and prevents their apostasy.  Furthermore, John says in I John 4:7,
"Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God."  Our love for God is not the cause or
occasion of the new birth, rather the new birth is what produces our love to God.  John
concludes his teaching on the matter when he says in I John 5:1,4, "Whoever believes that Jesus
is the Christ is born of God . . . For whatsoever is born of God overcomes the world.  And this
is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith."  Our faith comes from the new
birth.  Our faith is not the cause of the new birth.  Our faith views the glory of Christ above all
things in the world and counts the world's approval or disapproval as nothing compared to the
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excellency of Jesus Christ.  This has been produced by the new birth or regeneration of the Holy
Spirit.

  For this reason baptism follows after regeneration and faith, and does not form a
component of either.  All faith flows from regeneration; all obedience flows from faith.  Thus
baptism is an act of obedience to Christ that testifies to the prior existence of the regenerating
work of the Spirit that has produced faith in Christ.

All of the things which characterized Paul's life before his baptism proved that he was a
justified or saved person.  Hence, his sins were forgiven prior to his baptism.  

Now, how did baptism "wash away Paul's sins?"  For that is what the text says.  Well, it
could not literally do so for we read in Hebrews 9:26 that Christ literally did "put away sin by
the sacrifice of Himself."  The language in Acts 22:16 is similar to Christ's statement when He
took the bread and said, "This is my body."  The bread was only the emblem representing His
body.  Baptism is the emblem of the washing away of sins by the death of Christ.  Every time a
believer is immersed in water, he washes away his sins in the same sense Paul did, not literally,
but ceremonially, pointing to the death of Christ by which his sins were actually washed away.

V. TITUS 3:5 NKJV
"Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He

saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit."

This verse is located in the context of sound doctrine manifested by good works
(2:11-15).  The emphasis is on showing that good works are the evidence of saving grace, not the
cause which enables grace to operate.  God saves sinners by His grace and mercy through the
effectual means of the Spirit's regenerating or the renewing a new life of holiness into them. 
This change of nature is described as a "washing" or "cleansing" of sin.  This in turn causes them
to "live soberly, righteously and godly in this present age." (2:11).

A similar way of expressing this redemptive transaction is seen in Ephesians 5:25,26
where Paul says that "Christ loved the church and gave Himself for her, that He might
sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word."

Those who believe that baptism secures the forgiveness of sins are constantly on the
lookout for anything in the Scriptures which will advance their cause.  Thus whenever the words
"water," "washing," "cleansing," etc. appear, they see this concept of water baptism occurring. 
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But what is the basis for substituting baptism for water in Ephesians 5:26?  What is the basis for
saying that the washing in Titus 3:5 is baptism?  Where is there any verse in the Bible that
teaches us that baptism is regeneration or is the "washing of regeneration?"

The "washing of regeneration" is defined as "the renewing of the Holy Spirit."  It is not
two different activities, but one - the second explaining the first.  The text can be translated
"through washing of regeneration, even renewing of Holy Spirit.  The definite article "the" is not
in the Greek text before either "washing" or "renewing."  Thus the text is referring to spiritual
regeneration, not water baptism.

The various expressions of washings and cleansings are drawn from their usage in the
Old Testament Levitical system.  These Old Testament washings could only cleanse the external
things of the body and could not cleanse the consciences or souls of men.  The writer of
Hebrews explains the ceremonial nature of these washings in Hebrews 9:9,10 where he describes
the tabernacle system of sacrifice.  We read that the worship in the tabernacle (9:1-8) "was
symbolic for the present time in which both gifts and sacrifices are offered which cannot make
him who performed the service perfect in regard to the conscience - concerned only with foods,
and drinks, and various washings, and fleshly ordinances imposed until the time of reformation."

The Levitical system was a symbol or object lesson of what was to come in Christ.  The
present time refers to the appearance of Christ and the establishment of the New Covenant,
which replaced the Mosaic or Levitical systems of worship.  The sacrifices of the Old Testament
did not remove the offerer's guilty conscience or provide them with forgiveness.  Hebrews 10:1-4
tells us, "For the law having a shadow of the good things to come, and not the very image of
the things, can never with those same sacrifices, which they offer continually year by year,
make those who approach perfect.  For then would they not have ceased to be offered?  For
the worshipers, once purified (cleansed) would have had no more consciousness of sins.  But
in those sacrifices there is a reminder of sins every year.  For it is not possible that the blood
of bulls and goats could take away sins."

The conscience of man is a warning device which convicts and troubles the inner man. 
The Levitical ordinances regulated the external, visible actions of the flesh or body, but could
not change or quieten the conscience of the inner man.  Thus we read in Hebrews 9:13,14, "For
if the blood of bulls and goats and the ashes of an heifer, sprinkling the unclean, sanctifies
(sets apart) for the purifying (cleansing) of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of
Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without spot to God cleanse your
conscience from dead works to serve the living God."
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The texts which are said to refer to baptism by the proponents of baptismal regeneration,
instead refer to the spiritual cleansing of the Spirit as opposed to the Old Testament ceremonial
washings.  These washings are fulfilled through the perfect, once-for-all sacrificial death of
Jesus Christ by which He reconciles His people to God, thus purchasing for them the Spirit's
operations of calling, union with Christ, justification, sanctification, persevering grace and
glorification.  Thus the expressions of the washing of our bodies with pure water, being born of
water and the Spirit, the washing of regeneration, the washing of water with the word, point not
to baptism, but to the reality of the Holy Spirit's powerful work of regeneration in applying the
work of Christ to us for eternal salvation.

There are two points to make in summary:

One:  Very few Bible teachers or churches would say that the ordinances of the Old
Testament actually regenerated anyone and forgave them of their sins.  It is not in the nature of
an ordinance to save!  How foolish is it then to believe that a New Testament ordinance can
regenerate and forgive sin?  This conclusion is not only consistent with the Biblical data, it is
logically consistent!

Two: This shows that the reality of salvation does not exist in or take place in a physical
ordinance such as baptism or the Lord's Supper.  Instead it shows that water baptism is a symbol
of the reality of salvation which occurs at the moment of the Spirit's regeneration unto life
bringing about faith and the forgiveness of sins.  Look unto Christ as your hope of salvation, not
unto your baptism.  And be baptized to testify that you are looking to Christ and Christ alone.
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