
Glad that the questioner asks, because baptism is an extraordinary event, or more
accurately multiple extraordinary events, in a Christian’s new life. Baptism isn’t a
youth’s rite of passage, a coming of age, like a Jewish bar mitzvah or Catholic
confirmation because as the questioner points out, Christians baptize all ages.
Baptism may coincidentally serve a growing-up-like function, but graduating into a
mature stage is not its primary purpose or point. Baptism also isn’t an initiation
ceremony, like a fraternity hazing or Masonic-lodge induction, because Christianity
isn’t an organization or club. Baptism may coincidentally serve that
membership-like function, but again, formally joining a group is not its definition or
declared objective. Baptism is instead a cleansing death of the fleshly human spirit
and rebirth in the divine Holy Spirit, under the authority of Jesus Christ.

Christians first recognize baptism as a cleansing immersion, a drowning of the old
self, the one without spiritual dimension other than a carnal spirit, one comprised of
the desires of the flesh. The actual practice may be a literal dunking, in river or tub,
or a light sprinkling with water. Christians may attach different significance, none
or much, to baptism’s physical form. But baptism is plainly something spiritual, not
physical. The dunked or sprinkled person is no physically cleaner than before and
certainly suffers no depredation, of course not actual death.

In that sense, some call baptism a symbolic action of putting off old corrupt ways,
practices pursuing the satisfaction of the sensual self, giving way to a new spiritual
self. Others, though, see baptism not as symbolic but as authentic, that the fleshly
self dies while the spiritual self is born. Going down into the water, the sensual self
dies, buried, as Christ died and was buried, while coming up out of the water, the
spiritual self rises, as Christ rose in resurrection. Baptism captures the essence of
the Christian concept of being born again, whether one calls baptism representative
of rebirth or an actual spiritual rebirth. These are spiritual markers and movements,
spiritually discerned, not social, psychological, developmental, or even institutional.

Christians, though, also recognize a second baptism of the Holy Spirit, one that
comes not with water immersion or sprinkling but perhaps with preaching or prayer,
or with oil anointing and laying on of hands, but always from the Spirit. The book
of Acts, telling the story of the early church, gives several examples not only of
water baptism, also called John’s baptism after the figure John the Baptist, but also



of the Spirit’s baptism. The most-notable example of Spirit baptism was at
Pentecost, when the appearance of tongues of fire descended on the disciples, who
promptly indicated extraordinary signs. In a later instance, the Spirit came on
believers as Peter preached to them at Cornelius’s house. Peter then baptized those
believers in water. Thus, Spirit baptism may precede or follow water baptism but is
clearly a different event.

Jesus’s own baptism demonstrated both forms at once. Jesus’s cousin John had
gained notoriety as a great prophet, baptizing in the Jordan River, though opposed
by the religious leaders. John hesitated to baptize Jesus whom John recognized as
far greater, indeed, Messiah and Lord, but did so on Jesus’s insistence. The Spirit
descended on Jesus in dove-like form as he rose out of the river’s water, and his
Father’s voice declared him Son. Jesus’s disciples soon began baptizing, as John’s
ministry waned. In several teachings and proclamations, Jesus made clear that his
disciples were to go into all the world baptizing in water and the Spirit.

The apostle Paul would explain in Acts 19 that John’s water baptism involves
repentance, putting off the old self. But to die to the fleshly self is not enough. One
must live for something or someone. Believers thus also receive a baptism into the
Lord Jesus, receiving his Spirit. Paul clarified these steps to believers at Ephesus
who had already received John’s baptism but not heard of Spirit baptism. When
Paul placed his hands on them, the Spirit came on them, and they both spoke in
tongues and prophesied, evidencing the Spirit.

See, then, how these baptism events are not simply initiations or passage rites. They
are critical spiritual steps in the life of a believer. Strictly speaking, though,
Christians do not baptize one another, referring here to the second baptism with the
Spirit. Rather, the Lord Jesus baptizes with the Spirit. Yes, Christians may receive
the Spirit under preaching or instruction, or with the laying on of hands or anointing
with oil. But Christians may also receive the Spirit without human intervention or
act, instead alone and at any moment, because Spirit baptism is from the Lord Jesus.
Pursue the Lord Jesus as he pursues you, and he may bless you with his Spirit at
any moment.

The questioner notes the baptism of the young. If baptism involves a believer’s
commitment, then how early can one legitimately baptize? Christians follow



different practices as to baptizing the very young. Some baptize at the earliest
possible age, believing that the parents’ belief confirms the child’s baptism. Others
wait for the child’s own first expression of belief, while others wait longer for
credible or even better-developed, mature expressions of belief. Some practices
invite adult baptism, even if baptized as an infant or child, to do so under a mature
commitment.

As significant as baptism is, do not assume, though, that one must have both water
baptism and Spirit baptism to enter heaven. Do not confuse baptism and its practice
with the question of salvation. Salvation depends on confession of Christ and belief
that he has risen. If baptism is available to you, then pursue it, and help others do
likewise. Baptism is an extraordinary event. The Spirit is a gorgeous gift and brings
other spiritual gifts. But treat baptism as the Bible describes it.


