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A Shont Hisorey 
-----Of----- 

Baptism 

by 
Russel Spurgeon, 

Pastor, Trinity FWB Church, Bridgeton, MO 

Within the framework of the American Judeo­ 
Christian community, a variety of concepts is held 
in regard to the word, the act, the meaning, and the 
mode of "baptism." When one says he has been 
baptized, it may mean that as an infant he was 
sprinkled, while to the hearer it may signify being 
immersed as an adult-this act being preceded by a 
born-again experience. 
It shall not be the purpose of this article to deal 

extensively with all of the arguments to prove one 
point of view relative to the correct mode and 
method of baptism. It shall briefly trace the origin 
of baptism from paganism through early Christianity 
then look at the development of the modes of this 
act through the early and medieval church into 
contemporary times. 

Religious rites, or acts, usually derive their out­ 
ward form from common social acts, but men give 
to them a new spiritual significance. So it is with 
baptism: rites of cleansing and purification are 
age-old and are found in almost all the religions of 
mankind.1 

Even the most primitive people seem to feel an 
inherent need for a visible act of some type that 
they can symbolically cleanse themselves from guilt 
and sin. In pre-Christian baptismal practices among 
the pagans, sacred baths were taken not only in the 
Hellenistic mystery cults (and in the Attis and 
Mithra cults even a blood bath), but also in Egypt, 
Babylonia and India, where the waters of the Nile, 
the Euphrates and the Ganges respectively were used 
in the rite. The meaning attached to these sacred 
baths was in the first place a cleansing from moral 
and ritual impurities, but also an increase of vital 
strength or a bestowal of immortality. 2 The ancient 
Celts and Teutons practiced rites of cleansing and 
initiation long before Christian influences reached 
them. 
"Among the Greeks and Romans the new born 

child was bathed and named. Among the peoples 
baptism with blood or with saliva was practiced.3 

To many of the "ancient" religions, water was 
male converts were concerned, occupied a secondary 
place beside circumcision, though it gradually 

presumably thought of as alive, especially water 
which welled up out of the earth and moved of its 
own accord as a river or stream. Even lakes and seas 
which seemed to be in constant motion were 
thought to be living. 

These living and protective qualities which the 
pagans felt that water had vastly influenced their 
practices, especially at times of birth, war, and 
death. Even the modern day use of the term 
"Achilles heel" is testimony to the deeply ingrained 
belief they had in the protective quality which water 
possessed. 

The practice of baptism in the Judea-Christian 
context seems to find its origin in the Mosiac Law 
which prescribed baths for the removal of various 
kinds of ritual impurities, e. g., after being cured of 
leprosy (Leviticus 14:8ff.), after contacting personal 
uncleanness (Leviticus 15:11, 13, 16, 18, 27), etc. 

Related to the Jewish ceremonies of purification 
was the baptism which was prescribed for new 
converts in later Judaism. "From a simple bath of 
purification proselyte baptism seems to have slowly 
developed into a recognized rite of initiation (prob­ 
ably before 50 A. D.) which at first, at least as far as 
became as important as this older ceremony.A 

As. one comes to the period of time of the New 
Testament it is generally conceded that the early 
church practiced believers' baptism, usually immer­ 
sion. The baptism of John was different from both 
the proselyte baptism, which was a product of a 
legalistic concept of uncleanness and from the 
baptism of the mystery religions. It was a baptism of 
repentance. "The account of Jesus' reception of 
baptism in the Jordan is given by all four evangelists 
(Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:19ff; Luke 3:21ff; John 
1:29-34) and it formed, together with the preaching 
and baptism of John, an important element in the 
catechesis of early Christianity. 

From the many texts in the Book of Acts it is 
clear that the practice was to administer baptism to 
those who believed in the preaching of the apostles. 
That baptism was the natural conclusion following 
pronouncement of faith, and that the mode was 
immersion is stated by Catholic scholar Hartman. He 
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