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The Teaching of Scripture on 

Baptism
By Henry Varley

It does not argue much, for man’s 
spiritual intelligence when we call to 
mind that probably more error has 
gathered about the ordinances of Bap
tism and the Lord’s Supper than an}' 
other commands which have been re
ceived from the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Simple as these ordinances were when 
first instituted, they have been made 
the centre around which every conceiv
able controversy and heresy has raged. 
That they have a definite meaning is 
certain. That they were intended to 
teach and illustrate great spiritual 
truths there can be no doubt.

The great difficulty which hinders 
us in ascertaining the mind of the Lord 
in regard to these ordinances arises 
from the heritage of human glosses 
which have been made to attach to our 
Lord’s words. Could we separate our 
minds from the traditions and views of 
men, I venture to think we should find 
easy explanation of the Lord’s meaning 
and intention. In order to do this we
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must keep closely to the word of the 
Lord, and come with unprejudiced 
minds to the sacred Scriptures. If we 
can ascertain the spiritual import of an 
ordinance we ought not to have any 
great difficulty in determining its mean
ing, method of administration, and the 
subjects for whom designed. Here I 
believe is the key which unlocks the 
door of the whole position.

The following passages clearly show 
the spiritual meaning and import of 
baptism, “ For as many of you as have 
been baptized into Christ have put 
Christ ” (Gal. iii. 27). This baptism 
evidently is spiritual, and is the work 
of the Holy Ghost. Hence we read, 
“ For by one Spirit are we all baptized 
into one body, whether Jews or Gen
tiles, bond or free” (1 Cor. xii. 13). 
This entirely corresponds with the 
words, “ Know ye not that so many of 
us as were baptized into Jesus Christ 
were baptized into His death ? There
fore we are buried with Him by bap
tism into death, that like as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, even so we also should walk in 
newness of life ” ( Rom. vi. 3-4 ) ; or 
again, in the striking words of the Re
vised Version, verse 5 : “ For if we have 
become united with Him by the like-
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of His death, we shall be also byness
tbe likeness of His resurrection;” or 
once more, “ Buried with Him in bap
tism, wherein also ye are risen again 
through the faith of the operation of 
God who hath raised Him from the 
dead” (Col. ii. 12). The allusions 
here refer clearly and distinctly to 
spiritual realities.

There can be no doubt, however, that 
the ordinance of baptism in water is re
ferred to, and the thought arises, Here 
certainly is distinct allusion to that 
ordinance which our Lord Himself sub
mitted to, and which in apostolic days 
always accompanied the preaching of 
the Gospel! I venture to affirm that 
the true position of baptism is that 
of a Gospel rather than a Church 
ordinance. It is the convert sym
bolizing by an external ,act the 
union of the believing soul with 
blessed Lord in His death, burial, and 
resurrection. It is the testimony on 
the part of the believing convert of sub
mission to, and union with, the risen 
Lord in that form which He has 
ordained. This new life is not com
municated by water-baptism in any 
form whatever, nor has our Lord iden
tified spiritual life or the “ passing from 
death unto life” as connected with the

our
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act or time of being baptized. Spiritual 
life is the product of tbe Spirit of God. 
To make that life a result of contact 
with water, however or whenever 
applied, appears to me to contradict the 
teaching of Christ, reduces regeneration 
to a mere mechanical act on the part of 
man, and puts a simple yet highly sym
bolical ordinance into an entirely false 
position. It must not be forgotten, 
however, that, again and again, the 
Holy Ghost was given in power in . 
uection with the act of being baptized.

Christ Himself received into the 
heart is Eternal Life. No act or series 
of acts must be confounded with or mis
taken for the life which is ours by 
reason of the possession of the Son of 
God, “This is the-record, that God hath 
given to us eternal life, and this life is 
in His Son. He that hath the Son 
hath life, and he that hath not the Son 
of God hath not life” (x Johnv. n, 12). 
We cannot too firmly hold the precious 
testimony, “ But as many as received 
Him, to them gave He power to become 
the sons of God, even to them which 
believe on His Name, which were born, 
not of blood nor of the will of the flesh, 
nor of the will of man, but of God ” 
(John i. 12-13).

What then ! Are we at liberty to say

con-
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that it is a small matter whether be
lievers are baptized or not? Certainly 
not.
ing and import of
manded by our Lord is one thing. To 
be disobedient to His known will in 
respect to that ordinance is quite an
other. The words, “Why call ye Me 
Master and Lord, and do not the things 
which I say?” clearly forbid such dis
loyalty. I protest against a profession 
of faith in Christ which is not accom
panied by a loyal obedience, 
command is plain and decisive,—“He 
that believeth and is baptized shall be 
saved” (Mark xvi. 16). Here at least 
our Lord has joined together the exer
cise of faith in Himself and obedience 
to that form of doctrine which teaches 
death indeed unto sin and life unto God • 
in Jesus Christ our Lord. I have some
times been asked, Do you believe 
baptism to be essential to salvation? 
If by this is meant, Do you hold that 
the Scriptures teach that those who are 
not baptized are therefore lost? I say 
very distinctly, No, but I do believe 
that baptism, and the fulfilment of every 
other command of Christ, is essential 
to obedience, and juelds the best possible 
proof of our faith in and love to the 
Lord Jesus.

To be clear as to the true mean- 
an ordinance com-

The
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I firmly believe that the lack of ail 
intelligent apprehension on the part of 
many believers of their death, burial, 
and resurrection with the Lord arises 
here. They have not obeyed their' 
Lord’s will in this respect. They have 
not submitted themselves to that 
divinely appointed ordinance which 
holds in its intelligent symbolism the 
figure of the divine reality. Well does 
the Apostle Peter add, when speaking 
of Noah’s deliverance in the Ark at the 
time of the flood, “The like figure 
whereunto baptism doth also now save 
us (not the putting away the filth of 
the flesh, but the answer of a good con
science toward God), by the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ; who is gone into 
heaven, and is on the right hand of 

. God” (i Peter iv. 21, 22). He who 
with instructed mind and purged con
science gives in his baptism the answer 
to God that he recognises that he is in 
Christ who for him once passed through 
the waves and billows of the wrath of 
God against sin, may indeed apprehend 
that he is buried with Him by baptism, 
wherein also he is risen again through 
faith in the operation of God who hath * 
raised Him from the dead (Col. ii. 12). 
And not only so, but that He also is 
raised and seated together in the
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heavenlies in Christ Jesus (Eph. ii. 6). 
CHILDREN AND BAPTISM.

It will be gathered from the foregoing 
that, regarded as a question of judgment, 
I have no agreement with the baptism 

The salvation of the soul,of infants.
whether of an infant or an adult, is the 
result of the work of Christ. There is 

Saviour beside our Lord. To make 
repentance, faith, or obedience to ordi
nances saving in the sense in which 
salvation to the believer is the result of 
the life, death, and resurrection of the 
Lord is to confound things which 
essentially different. The eternal sal
vation of all children dying before years 
of responsibility are reached, I believe, 
according to the mind of Our Lord, to 
have been secured by His death. They 
belong to Christ by virtue of the infinite 
merit which attaches to His sacrifice for 
sin, as the Saviour of the world. To 
baptize them in order to admission to 
Christ or His Church is a work of 
supererogation. They are within the 

of His salvation already; He

no
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compass
alone knows what will be the history of 

"these children should a new and personal 
responsibility be opened to them in their 
following years.

There is no necessity to bring infant

i
=1



The Teaching oe Scripture on Baptism.

children into the “visible Church,” as 
it is called. Let it be remembered that 
there is no such expression as the 
“visible Church” in the Scriptures. 
This introduction has been attempted 
again and again, and the Episcopal 
Church specially has had to disown 
millions of those whom she previously 
affirmed were regenerate and heirs of the 
kingdom of heaven. It is difficult to see 
how they could be heirs of God, seeing 
that heirship is a result of birth, and 
evidently these had never been “born 
again.” When our Lord said, Suffer 
little children to come unto me, and for
bid them not, for of such is the kingdom 
of heaven,” He did not baptize them 
(Matt. xix. 14). When He received 
them, “ took them up in His arms, put 
His hands upon them, and blessed 
them,” baptism had no part or place in 
His action (Mark x. 16). Baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper are intelligent ordi
nances, fitted for observance by those 
whose senses are exercised and who 
have ability to understand the truth of 
Christ. Moreover, they are both acts 
which show forth and stand for personal 
confession of faith in Christ, and sepa* 
ration from the world. However much 
we may love our children, we remember 
their years and lack of ability of com-

t
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prehension, and act accordingly. We 
do not give bank notes, cheques, or 
jewels to little children; these are for 
older years. Even so baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper are for days of intelligent 
personal apprehension, commands for 
individual faith and observance.

I doubt not some of mj^ readers will 
be ready to ask, But would you not 
bring the children to Christ? Yes, cer
tainly. By prayer, example, teaching, 
and kindly influence, lead them heartily 
to Him. His loving heart j^earns for 
their heart’s love. But more than this, 
would you not consecrate them to the 
Lord in baptism ? Do not misunderstand 
me if I sajq No. I have the deepest 
sympathy with jmur feeling, if I cannot 
acquiesce in 3mur thought and method 
of action.

You use the term consecrate. Per
mit me to ask, How can you con
secrate that which is not your own ? If 
I understand you rightly, you wish to 
give your child to Christ Jesus the Lord. 
Bear with me when I say your child has 
a will, and you cannot consecrate the 
will of another, even though that other 

* be your own son or daughter. The 
surrender of the will, the devotion of 
the heart and life, the exercise of faith 
and obedience, are all personal acts.

I
I
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They cannot be rendered by proxy or 
fulfilled by sponsorship.

Money, houses, or land may be 
crated by you—yea, your child also, so 
far as your will is concerned. But who 
amongst us is not again and again con
fronted with the difficulty of another’s 
will! This regal quality, this prerogative 
of personality, this inner force of being 
which all the world is powerless to 
compel, is a great factor in the argument 
as to who are the fitting subjects for 
baptism. I venture to think this has 
not been duly recognized.

I was struck with an incident 
which came to my notice recently 
concerning a youth of fifteen who 
had received Christ. Searching the 
Scriptures, he saw clearly that he 
should be baptized, and thus confess 
his faith in and his submission to the 
Lord before the world. Enquiring con
cerning this, he was told by a clerg}’’- 
man that he had been baptized when a 
child. This appeared to his mind to be 
entirely out of place. The thought of 
this youth was clear and he was in 
possession of the mind of Christ. It 
was impossible that he could have been 
baptized as a babe. There was not, 
neither could there be on his part as a 
babe, the exercise of the senses nor faith

conse-
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in Christ. . Surrender to the will of 
God, which is the essential factor m 
obedience, cannot be known or rendered 
by an infant. Obedience to God’s com
mands necessarily implies intelligence.
I could not but admire the frankness 
of that clergyman, who, speaking of the 
fact, said, “I never felt more strongly 
the anomaly of the position. Here was 
a converted youth, from whom, however 
unintentionally, had been taken the 
opportunity of personally confessing 
his union with his Lord.”

It is worthy of remark that when, 
as the result of the Pelagian heresy 
in the fourth century, little children 

baptized, many of those who were 
in Church fellowship insisted that 
if infants were eligible for baptism, 
so also were they to partake of the 
Lord’s Supper; and it is well authenti
cated that in order to consistency infant 
children by hundreds were brought in 
their long dresses and received a crumb 
of bread and a drop of wine at the 
Lord’s Table. What a singular scene! 
Such mistakes, it appears to me, could 
only have arisen from a misappre
hension of the meaning of the ordi
nances instituted by our Lord both in 
regard to their intention, and the sub
jects qualified for obedience to them.

were
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It is said that the baptism of infants 
under the new covenant has taken the 
place of circumcision under the old. 
This statement has no foundation in 
fact. Circumcision as a rite could only 
be applied to the male children. The 
analogy fails utterly. It necessarily 
excludes all womankind; nor this 
only, circumcision refers to the cutting 
off of the flesh in order to repression, 
baptism refers to the j udgment of death 
upon the flesh and subsequent partner
ship in a new life, even the resurrection 
life of the Son of God (Col. iii. 1-4)- 

The mind of God in regard to the 
symbolic teaching of baptism is given 
in the plainest and most blessed terms. 
Referring to the completeness of the 
believer in Christ by virtue of his 
union with his risen Lord, the SpLit of 
God says, “And ye are complete in 
Him, which is the head of all princi
pality and power: in whom also ye are 
circumcised with the circumcision made 
without hands, in putting off the body 
of the sins of the flesh by the circum
cision of Christ: buried with Him in 
baptism, Avherein also ye are risen with 
Him through faith in the operation of 
God, who hath raised Him from the 
dead.” ( Col. ii. 10-12 ).

Dean Goulbourn well says that in
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the act of being baptized, the three 
great facts of the Gospel are rehearsed : 
(i) death, (2) burial and (3) 
tion. Describing the Gospel, Paul says,
“ I declare unto you the Gospel (1) 
Christ died for our sins according to 
the Scriptures, (2) and that he was 
buried, (3) and that he rose again the 
third day according to the Scriptures ” 
(1 Cor. xv. 1, 3, 4)- The exercise of 
faith in Christ unites to Him. The 
believer’s confession is, “ I died with 
Christ, I have been buried with Him, 
I am now risen with him,” or, to use 
God’s own words addressed to all be
lievers, “Ye have died and your life is 
hid with Christ in God. When Christ, 

life, shall appear, then shall ye also 
appear with Him in glory.” (Col. iii.
3‘4-)

resurrec-

our

John Wesley, in his notes on Romans 
vi. 1-4, frankly admits that the mode of 
baptism was by immersion in the 
Apostolic days; and it is worthy of note 
that the great Greek Church through
out Russia always baptizes by immer
sion.

Baptism cannot be administered or 
received by sprinkling or pouring. 
There is no such example in the New 
Testament, neither could there be. 
You cannot bury or commit to sepulchre
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by sprinkling a few drops of water upon 
the face. The exercise of thought will 
show that the ordinary mode of baptiz
ing, as it is called, is not baptism at 
all. The great truths of death (on ac- . 
count of sin) with Christ, burial and 
resurrection with Him, cannot be sym
bolized by pouring or sprinkling water 
upon either babe, man, or woman. I 
know that many are exercised about 
this plain command of Christ. We 
cannot be surprised at this. I should 
regard it as a very serious matter to 
meet the Lord Jesus in the Eternal 
World and have to say that I had de
clined to obey His will in this respect.

It is said that baptism is not import
ant because Paul said “I thank God 
that I baptized none of you,”, but it is 
forgotten that the Apostle said this 
simply because of the divisions in Co
rinth. It was not his practice to omit 
baptism as Acts xvi. 14-15, 33 ; and xix. 
3-5 clearly prove.

If any reading this paper, which is 
written only to make Christ’s will 
known and not for any denominational 
purpose, should feel the difficulty of 
what is foolishly called “ being re
baptized,” the explanation is clear. In 
Acts xix. 1-7, the very question arises 
and is settled: Twelve brethren had

!
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been baptized by John unto repentance 
but they did not know of baptism into 
Christ. How important the Apostle 
Paul regarded their obedience is seen 
in a moment for, “ When they heard 
they were baptized in the name of the 
Lord Jesus,” verse 5. Here is actual 
re-baptism on the ground of divine 
authority. Obedience to Christ’s word 
is far above denominational association 
and practice. The question is not 
what your church teaches, or your 
minister thinks, but what the Lord 
commands. No church or minister 
could have the right, though they often 
possess the power and not seldom use 

. it, to hinder the Lord’s people from 
obeying His command. To hinder or 
prevent personal obedience to Christ, 
whether by church, priest or minister, 
is a sin of great heinousness.

—Henry Varley
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“Ques. Wliat command did Jesus give His disciples 
upon the subject of baptism, after He was raised from 
the dead ?

Aits. All authority hath been given unto Me 
in heaven and on earth. Go ye therefore, and 
make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them 
into the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Ghost; teaching them to observe 
all things whatsoever I commanded you. (Mat. 
xxviii. 18-20. See also Mark xvi. 15-16.)

Ques. Did the apostles obey this command, and 
were all the members of the churches mentioned in 
the Bible baptized ?

Ans. Peter said unto them, Repent ye, and 
be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ. (Acts ii. 38.) It does not appear that 
this duty was neglected in any instance. Paul, 
although he tells the Corinthian church that Christ 
sent him not to baptize, but to preach the gospel, 
mentions the fact that he baptized Crispus and 
Gaius and the household of Stephanas, and states 
that he refrained from administering the ordinance to 

_ others, himself, lest any man should say that he 
had baptized into his own name. Yet he asks the 
members of the church in Corinth, Were ye bap
tized into the name of Paul? (1 Cor. i. 13-17) thus 
clearly implying that they had all been baptized in
to the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts xix. 5) 
by some one or more of the Christian workers who 
accompanied him in his missionary tours. As to the 
church ill Corinth, we are expressly informed that 
many of the Corinthians, hearing, believed and 
were baptized. (Acts xviii. 8.) When urging the 
saints at Ephesus, (Eph. iv. 3) to keep the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace, Paul calls their 
attention to the fact that they not only have one hope 
. . . . one Lord, one faith, and one God and 
Father of all, but also one baptism; (Epli. iv. 4-6.) 
while this has reference to the baptism of the Spirit in 
which they were all baptized into one body, (1 Cor. 
xii. 13.) yet there can be no question that it also refers 
to the outward ordinance by which they who were 
baptized into Christ did put on Christ. (Gal. iii. 
27.)”
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