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T

his book grew from a small, six-panel study I compiled years ago. That chart—an attempt to name and classify fourteen (and more) baptisms in Scripture—was meant originally for personal clarity and for short classroom use. Over time the questions kept coming: What does the verb baptizō really mean? Which baptisms were ever meant to be repeated or commanded? How do the many biblical baptisms relate to one another? And, above all, what does Paul mean when he insists, "there is one body, one Spirit, one baptism"?

My purpose in writing is simple and double-edged. First, to provide careful, scripturally grounded study: lexical work on bapto and baptizō, close exegesis of key texts, and engagement with historical and contemporary interpretations. Second, to present that scholarship in a manner accessible to the average believer—pastor, Sunday school teacher, or lay student—so that the material can be used in teaching, preaching, without requiring a seminary degree.

Throughout this manuscript I will follow the practice you will see in the notes and bibliography: citations and full footnotes in Chicago / SBL style so that the work is verifiable and usable in academic contexts. For the reading public and for the audio presentation, the prose will remain clear and direct. Charts and side-by-side comparisons will appear in the appendices so that the body text (and the audiobook narration) communicates the argument cleanly without relying on visual aids.

Two editorial commitments you should know from the start: I will not abbreviate Scripture book names (for example, I will write "Matthew," not "Matt."; "Revelation," not "Rev."). This avoids ambiguity when a book name is read aloud. Second, I will treat Paul’s revelation—the mystery given to him—as determinative for what applies to the Body of Christ today. That conviction shapes the book: we will catalogue baptisms and then show why, in Paul’s dispensation, one baptism—the baptism of the Spirit into the Body—stands as the operative baptism for believers.

My thanks to those who read drafts, asked hard questions, and encouraged the work. May this book serve the church by clarifying Scripture, strengthening faith, and promoting unity founded on the one Spirit and the one baptism.

— Michael Del Brown
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B

aptism is one of the most misunderstood words in Christian speech. In Scripture the term and its verbal forms occur in a variety of settings—ritual washings under the Law, prophetic images of judgment and refining fire, John the Baptist’s call to repentance, the Lord’s own immersion into obedience, and the apostolic descriptions of identification with Christ’s death and resurrection. Readers who try to make every occurrence mean the same thing either flatten important distinctions or create confusion about what, if anything, should still be practiced today.

This book undertakes two tasks at once. First, it catalogs the baptisms the Bible actually records or implies, giving for each the textual basis, the immediate purpose, and the dispensational setting. Second, and more critically, it argues for what the Scriptures themselves present as decisive for the Body of Christ today: one baptism. In other words, while the Bible records many baptisms in differing contexts, Paul’s teaching—especially when the revelation of the mystery is rightly accounted for—locates the believer’s present and binding baptism in the Spirit’s work of identifying us with Christ and incorporating us into the one body.

To be specific about method: the work is lexical, exegetical, historical, and pastoral. Lexical work attends to the classical and biblical uses of bapto and baptizō, showing how the semantic field centers on identification by dipping, immersing, overwhelming, or marking. Exegesis treats each major baptismal text (with extended study in several key chapters, including Romans 6; First Corinthians 12 and 15; Colossians 2; and Ephesians 4). Historical discussion places each baptism in Israel’s program or in the transitional kingdom narrative of Acts. Pastoral application distills what follows for believers in the present dispensation.

Two textual loci shape the argument. First, Ephesians 4:4–6—"one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all"—centers the book’s ecclesiological claim: baptism belongs to the unity of the Spirit. Second, First Corinthians 1:17—"For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel"—is disarmingly stark. The adversative particle that Paul uses establishes a real contrast: for Paul’s apostolic commission water baptizing is not his mandate; preaching the gospel is. Understanding that contrast is crucial for rightly dividing Israel’s ordinances from the mystery given to Paul.

One verse that often frustrates readers is First Corinthians 15:29: "Else what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all?" My treatment of that verse is thorough and careful. I show how the verse fits Paul’s larger resurrection argument and how the phrase baptized "for" the dead (with the preposition huper) functions in the context of identification with Christ’s death and the vindicating reality of the resurrection.

Practical commitments follow from the study. Because the Body of Christ is constituted by Spirit baptism, the church’s unity, assurance, and witness rest on the Spirit’s work of incorporation rather than on ritual repetition. That is not to deny the historical meaning of water baptism within Israel and the kingdom offer; rather, it is to insist that Paul’s revelation—Paul’s gospel—must determine what is normative for believers who belong to the Body of Christ under grace.

This book is both a study and a plea: study the texts carefully, and let them govern practice and proclamation. If this work helps any reader understand why Scripture speaks of many baptisms yet points us to one baptism for the Body of Christ today, then it will have done its principal task.
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PART I

FOUNDATIONS OF BAPTISM
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Baptism is first and foremost a word, and words carry histories, images, and meanings that shape their interpretation. Before we can classify the many baptisms of Scripture, we must ask: What does the word baptism itself mean? Where does it come from? How was it used in the literature and languages that surrounded the biblical writers?

This first part therefore lays the foundation: a lexical and historical study of the word bapto and baptizō, and the cultural images that accompanied it. Only after this groundwork is laid can we rightly interpret the biblical texts in their varied contexts.
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Chapter 1
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The Word Bapto and Baptizō: 
Meaning, Usage, and Image

B

aptism is first and foremost a word. The Hebrew and Greek terms behind the English baptize trace a semantic field that ranges from simple dipping to total immersion, from dyeing and culinary processes to ritual cleansing and overwhelming experience. Because the meaning of the word determines how we read the biblical data, every careful study of baptism must begin with a lexical and literary investigation. This chapter examines the Greek verbs bapto(βάπτω) and baptizō (βαπτίζω), surveys their usage in classical, Hellenistic, Jewish, and New Testament contexts, and draws out the theological point that consistently emerges in Scripture: baptism carries the idea of identification. billmounce.com+1

1. Etymology and Basic Distinction

The two verbs at the center of the English word baptize are βάπτω (transliterated baptō, often printed as bapto) and βαπτίζω (transliterated baptizō). Classical and lexicographical tradition treats βαπτίζω as derivative or frequentative in relation to βάπτω: the simpler verb describes dipping or staining, while the -ίζω form broadens that root into repeated or more intensive action (compare the relation between ballō and ballizō in other verb pairs). In New Testament contexts the verb βαπτίζω becomes the technical verb most commonly translated "to baptize." Standard lexica summarize the semantic range succinctly: βάπτω = to dip, to dye, to wet; βαπτίζω = to immerse, to make whelmed, to overwhelm, to perform ceremonial ablution.¹ billmounce.com+1

The practical contrast often drawn by modern writers is that bapto denotes a brief dipping or staining while baptizo denotes a fuller immersing; the latter is the verb employed in the New Testament for the rite and for the broader images Paul uses of being placed "into" Christ, death, burial, and resurrection.² billmounce.com+1

2. Classical and Hellenistic Usage — Images and Examples

Both verbs appear in classical Greek literature with a variety of literal and figurative senses. Authors used them for dyeing cloth, plunging objects into liquids, or describing vessels and ships that go under water. The Liddell-Scott-Jones lexicon (LSJ) and related classical dictionaries list many such occurrences and show a semantic elasticity that includes "dip," "plunge," and figurative senses such as "overwhelm."³ University of Chicago Library+1

A memorable Hellenistic illustration often cited by modern exegetes and popular writers alike appears in a short technical or culinary instruction attributed to Nicander of Colophon (second/first century before the Common Era): one reads of a two-stage process for preparing a vegetable in which the item is first dipped in boiling water and then left immersed in vinegar to become a pickle. Writers use this passage as an evocative, non-theological demonstration of how bapto can mean a preliminary dip while baptizo can mean leaving something immersed. The example is illustrative rather than determinative for theology—lexical sense cannot be decided by a single cookery image—yet it remains a useful and widely cited instance of how the two verbs were distinguished in Hellenistic Greek.⁴ The Gospel Coalition | India+1



3. Jewish Usage and the Septuagint

When Greek served as the language of Jewish Scripture (the Septuagint) and of later Jewish writers, the bapto family became available to translate Hebrew verbs such as tābal (טבל) and other ritual washing terminology. In the Septuagint βαπτίζω occurs a small number of times in contexts that reflect ritual washing or plunging (for example in narratives of cleansing), and βάπτω appears in usages connected to dipping and dyeing in accord with Hebrew ritual practice. The Septuagint evidence demonstrates that Greek-speaking Jews could and did use the bapto family for a variety of physical and cultic actions, not merely for a later Christian ordinance.⁵ Blue Letter Bible+1

4. New Testament Usage: Ceremony, Identification, and Metaphor

In the New Testament the dominant verb for the ritual and theological activity we call baptism is βαπτίζω. The evangelists and the apostolic narratives use βαπτίζω for John’s water ministry, for the baptism of Jesus, for the baptismal acts performed in the Book of Acts, and for Pauline theological language in which baptism marks incorporation into Christ and into the one body. At the same time, the New Testament allows a broader semantic range: βαπτίζω can carry a literal, ritual sense (John’s water baptism), a sacramental or symbolic sense (identification with death and resurrection), and a figurative sense (to be "whelmed" by suffering or by the Spirit). The lexicographical and concordance evidence shows that both ritual and metaphorical senses are attested in Scripture and in the surrounding Hellenistic literature, so exegesis must be sensitive to context rather than assuming a single technical meaning everywhere.⁶ billmounce.com+1



5. Identification as the Core Theological Idea

Across the variety of usages one theme dominates the biblical deployment of baptismal language: identification. Whether the text speaks of ceremonial washings that mark priests and vessels, of John’s baptism as preparation for the kingdom, or of Paul’s language of being baptized into Christ’s death and raised with him, the underlying idea is belonging — to a person, to a covenant, or to a body. That identification may be expressed ritually (water applied to a person) or spiritually (the Spirit’s work that places a believer into Christ), but the semantic core is the same: baptism signifies being placed into or being identified with. This observation will carry the book forward: the same word family can bear multiple historical implementations, but the identification motif helps us understand the unity beneath diversity.⁷
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