IS IMMERSION THE ONLY VALID MODE OF BAPTISM?

Few subjects have elicited as much heat than the subject of baptism in church history. It is maintained forcefully by many Baptists that the Scriptures teaches Baptism as being only legitimate if carried out by immersion. Reformed Churches accepts sprinkling, pouring or immersion as valid forms of baptism. Calvin rightly said,

Whether the person baptised 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: churches should be at liberty to adopt either according to the diversity of climates. (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.15.19)
BAPTISO ARGUMENT

One of the main arguments that Baptists use is that the Greek word baptiso translated “baptize” always signifies to dip or immerse. This fact is debatable
, but even if that were so this would not prove their position. Many koine Greek words acquired a specialized Christian usage distinct from its original meaning e.g. agape. It also should be noted that although the writers of the NT had another Greek word for immerse egkataduno which means “sink beneath,” yet the word baptiso was consistently used to refer to that rite, and egkataduno is never used.
The issue is not what the Koine Greek speakers understood baptiso but how the Scriptures used the word. If the word is used in a context where a strict root-meaning is inapplicable, the word’s definition has been expanded into a semantic range by a natural linguistic process of expansion. A number of passages bear this out: 
ACTS 2:17

The word baptiso is explicitly used in relation to pouring (Acts 1:5, 8; 2:17) and these verses alone should be enough to stop any further argument. Acts 10:45 attests further the link of baptiso with pouring as, “on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost.” In Acts 11:16, Peter under inspiration says that “the Holy Ghost fell on them” and explicitly interprets this “pouring” as baptism in Acts 11:17 as he said, “Then remembered I the word of the Lord, how that he said, John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost.”
HEBREWS 9:10

The author of the Book of Hebrews explicitly uses the noun baptismos (the noun form of the verb baptiso) to describe Old Testament baptisms by pouring or sprinkling. In Hebrews 9:10 the word translated “divers washings” of the OT is the Greek noun baptismos. This is clearly a sprinkling and just to clarify the author of Hebrews refers in Hebrews 9:13 to the OT passage in Numbers 19:17-18,

And for an unclean person they shall take of the ashes of the burnt heifer of purification for sin, and running water shall be put thereto in a vessel: And a clean person shall take hyssop, and dip it in the water, and sprinkle it upon the tent, and upon all the vessels, and upon the persons that were there, and upon him that touched a bone, or one slain, or one dead, or a grave: (Numbers 19:17-18)
In this Old Testament passage, water was applied by means of sprinkling which the author of Hebrews calls a baptismos.
MARK 7:4

This incident is another explicit example of the folly of making baptiso equate to immersion. In this passage we read of the Pharisees, 

And when they come from the market, except they wash, they eat not. And many other things there be, which they have received to hold, as the washing of cups, and pots, brasen vessels, and of tables. (Mark 7:4)
Now, the Greek word translated “washing” is the verb baptiso. Yet the ceremonial cleansing of the household artifacts included “tables” or “couches.” These “tables” were the long couch beds that they reclined on for their meals. Now even if the tables or couches were covered in water in this process of cleansing, that is not immersion which requires a dipping under and raising up from the water. 

Bearing in mind that ceremonial cleansing was by sprinkling coupled with the scarcity of water in the East in is highly improbable to imagine the text is saying that they dipped their couches in water before they ate each time “they come from the market.” No sensible Baptist explanation has ever been put forth as to why the Pharisees would immerse their couches before they ate! 

It is also suggestive that when Christ conducted the ceremonial washing of his disciples’ feet in John 13 that He did not immerse,

He riseth from supper, and laid aside his garments; and took a towel, and girded himself. After that he poureth water into a bason, and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel wherewith he was girded.
JOHN 1:19-28

In this passage the leaders of the Jews sent to John to investigate whether he was the Messiah. One of the signs of the Messiah they recognized was that he would baptize with water, “And they asked him, and said unto him, Why baptizest thou then, if thou be not that Christ, nor Elias, neither that prophet?” Where did they get the link between the Messiah and baptizing?

So shall He sprinkle many nations; the kings shall shut their mouths at Him: for that which had not been told them shall they see; and that which they had not heard shall they consider. (Isa. 52:15)

If John had been baptizing by immersion, then why did they make the connection with the sprinkling ministry of the Messiah? Another aspect that is often overlooked is that John equated his baptizing with water with the baptizing of Jesus with the Holy Spirit

I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance. but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire: (Matthew 3:11)
This link between using water as a symbol of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is right throughout Scripture, 

For I will pour water upon him that is thirsty, and floods upon the dry ground: I will pour my spirit upon thy seed, and my blessing upon thine offspring: (Isaiah 44:3)

So if Christ’s baptiso was said by Peter in Acts 10:45 and Acts 11:17-17 to be pouring, then it is a fair assumption to believe that John was pouring with water also. 

Another factor often overlooked is that if John was immersing, why did the Pharisees, who were sticklers for the law, not inquire why the Levitical son of a priest is immersing when all the OT priests used sprinkling in their cleansing rites e.g. Numbers 8:5-7? It is safe and entirely reasonable to assume that John’s baptism was identical in mode and manner to all of the baptisms of the Old Testament economy,

For when Moses had spoken every precept to all the people according to the law, he took the blood of calves and of goats, with water, and scarlet wool, and hyssop, and sprinkled both the book and all the people. (Hebrew 9:19)

John Scott Johnson makes some good points,

There is no assured evidence available that John or any other Jew of that time, knew anything of immersion as a Bible rite. It is stated that Jews in those days immersed proselytes, but this statement lacks historical proof. God told Moses how to receive proselytes (it was by circumcision—“When a stranger...will keep the passover..let all his males be circumcised”--Ex. 12:48,) and there is no adequate historical evidence that the Jews in Christ’s time added anything to God’s direction. If sufficient evidence ever appears that the Essenes (it is held that they immersed) or any other body of Jews practiced such an anomaly as immersion, such a repudiation of every Bible command and example relating to purifying, it would show only how far the Chosen People had retrograded, had fallen away from obedience to God. it would not prove that John—“filled with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother’s womb” (Luke 1:15)--followed a procedure so entirely without Bible precedent, and with not a word of explanation or justification. He alleged no revelation calling for such a departure from all the related commands and practices of the Old Testament. But if John was ever guilty of such an irregularity, and if he was able to “put across” to the Pharisees and Sadducees such an oddity and that the Lord Jesus, the Jehovah of the Old Testament, in fulfilling “all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15)--which is obedience to law--would have submitted to a proceeding which was not commanded, was not prefigured, and utterly disregarded His own detailed instructions to Moses. Immersion is foreign to Bible usage, is not in the Bible picture anywhere.
SYNTAX ARGUMENT

ACTS 8:38

Another classic Baptist argument for immersion as the only mode of baptism is the incident in Acts 8 with Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch. They point to the fact that the narrative says in v38, “they went down both into the water, both Philip and the eunuch.” This they say illustrates that the eunuch was immersed. However, this proves too much as it says “they went down both into the water.” Therefore, this would mean, under their exegesis, that both pastor and baptismal candidate should be baptized on every occasion. 


Another problem for the immersionist argument is that the passage that the eunuch was reading which led to his conversion was the scroll including Isaiah 53. After having Christ preached to him from the “same scripture” (v35) the eunuch immediately requested baptism when he saw the water. Doubtless what prompted him was the reference to the sprinkling with water of the Messiah upon Gentile nations in Isaiah 52:15, which Philip had just explained to him. 
JOHN 3:23
Another argument utilized to imply immersion is John 3:23,

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

This does not help the immersionist argument at all. As John’s preaching attracted great crowds of people and he did no explicit miracles, then much water would be needed to:

(1) baptize such as multitude: and 

(2) minister to their physical necessities 
The same would be true whether John baptized by immersion or sprinkling. Baptizing a great number of people by sprinkling or pouring in a desert is going to require a large quantity of water. It is mere conjecture to assume immersion over sprinkling on the basis of the quantity of water. There is also the matter of the physical labour required for one man to baptize by immersion such a multitude of people (the same problem in assuming the twelve apostles baptized 3,000 converts in the space of a few hours in Acts 2). 
SYMBOLISM ARGUMENT
BURIAL WITH CHRIST

Baptists point to passages such as Romans 6:4 and Colossians 2:12 as compelling evidence for immersion. These texts speak of us being buried with Christ by baptism but also speak of us being planted together in the likeness of His death. Baptists argue that they teach that only immersion properly represents our dying, burial, and resurrection with Christ.  Notwithstanding that Christ was not “immersed” in His burial in the ground, how is the crucifixion signified by immersion? The Baptist interpretation does not adequately modally reflect our crucifixion (which precedes death!) with Christ, which is one of the four aspects of our union with Christ, which Paul mentions in the Romans passage. Reformed Theologian Robert Reymond observes, 

We should no more single out our union with Christ in his burial and resurrection and make these two aspects of our union with him the pattern for the mode of baptism than we should appeal to Galatians 3:27 (“For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ,” see also Col. 3:9–14) and argue on the basis of its statement that baptism should be carried out by requiring the new Christian to don a white robe, that is, by a “baptism by donning.”

Baptism signifies so much more than merely our burial and resurrection with Christ and that to only look at two of the images in Romans and Colossians is arbitrary.
CLEANSING

All sides in Protestant Christendom accept that the Bible teaches that baptism does not convey redemption, but it symbolizes many things including the cleansing away of our sins, union with Christ, sanctification etc. Baptists claim that immersion is the only mode that adequately symbolizes the cleansing away of our sins. 
However, Baptists will not find any description of any significant OT cleansing by water or blood that was described as, or clearly required, immersion. Throughout Scripture, God uses the idea of sprinkling to illustrate spiritual cleansing and separation e.g. Ezekiel 36:25; Num. 19:1-13. Bruce Buchanan explains,

Ezekiel tells Israel that when the New Covenant arrives, in contrast to blood of animals sprinkled on the people, he will sprinkle them with clean water, and they will be clean. Without even bothering to make a tie-in to ritual baptism, you have to reckon with the simple fact that God uses the symbol of a shower to indicate a thorough cleansing.
This is especially pertinent as one of the realities which baptism (the sign) represents is the cleansing effect of the blood of Christ on those who believe in Him (cf. 1 Cor. 6:11; Heb. 12:24; 1 Peter 1:2). And how is Christ’s blood applied to the elect? By sprinkling! So, according to Baptists, the work of the Holy Spirit inwardly is improperly represented by a correlative outward act? 

Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water. (Heb. 10:22)

CONCLUSION

There is no explicit verse in Old or New Testament that says baptism is by immersion and that is Baptists’ critical hurdle to overcome. For them to be so adamant in their view, you would have thought they have even one text that is so explicit that it does not require any explanation. There is not a single irrefutable instance of immersion baptism in the New Testament.

Presbyterians believe Scripture is indifferent about the mode as the true meaning of baptism points more to our union with Christ. The debate over whether all our nose hairs got immersed takes the focus away from it spiritual significance to the quantity of water. The essential element in baptism is the application of the water itself not the manner of application. This kind of argument could go on endlessly e.g. should tap water be allowed for immersion or running river water? Should one be immersed face down or face up?
There is also the inconsistency by Baptists who make the mode of baptism the critical issue yet in the other sacrament of the Lord’s Supper decline to take the mode as critically. One writer illustrates, 

If the mode of immersion is necessary for baptism, then why not for the other New Covenant sacrament, the Lord’s Supper? After all, Jesus instituted his Supper at Passover (Matthew 26:17). Shouldn’t we, then, partake of this meal once a year on the Passover? He institutes it at night (Matthew 26:20). This would mean the end of our “first Sunday morning of every month” practice of communion. Jesus gave his disciples holy communion while reclining at a table (Matthew 26:20). Should we get rid of pews? It was celebrated in an upper room (Mark 14:15). So do our church’s need to be at least two stories tall? Jesus shared with his disciples a common cup (Matthew 26:27). Is this the end of individual plastic cups? As well, Jesus and his disciples most likely drank wine and ate the unleavened bread of the Passover.

Although immersion is a perfectly valid mode of baptism, pouring or sprinkling best symbolizes the atonement of Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit because the person is entirely passive in the event. Baptism (the sign) must be consistent with the thing it signifies, namely, the pouring out/falling upon of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2, 10 and 11; cf. Titus 3) and the sprinkling of the blood of Christ (Heb 9-10).

The insistence of the immersionist-only position also leaves Baptists with the absurdity of arguing that despite 2,000 years of contrary Church History, non-immersionists have, according to their system, been used to plant thousands of non-NT churches with saved members (but apparently failed the Great Commission!), translate the most outstanding English Bible ever compiled, lead the way in the Sunday School Movement, Global Missions Movement, Defending Inerrancy, Inspiration and Preservation etc. Additionally it should be noted that the three Great Awakenings were dominated by Non-Immersionists. It seems Providence has a different view of the vital doctrine of Immersion-only baptism.
� Classics scholars attest that the cognates of baptiso are used with latitude & flexibility by the ancient Greeks (see the Septuagint such as Lev 14:6 for obvious examples).
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