Barnes On Immersion





     A couple of weeks ago Daniel had the invitation on Wednesday night.  He told me he was going to use baptism as his topic.  I mentioned the conversion of the eunuch to prove baptism as immersion (Acts 8:38-39).  At the same time I was studying this conversion for an upcoming sermon.  I consulted several commentaries on this account in my preparation.  One of my favorite commentators is Albert Barnes.  Mr. Barnes (1798-1870) was pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia for over thirty-five years.  His set of commentaries are on the shelves of many a gospel preacher.  He almost always has something useful to say.  One soon notices that Mr. Barnes differs from his Presbyterian brethren in his commentaries.  On several points of Calvinistic doctrine Mr. Barnes is “corrected” in footnotes by later editors.  This speaks to the credit of Mr. Barnes and I have appreciated it.  However, I was surprised to read his remarks on baptism in Acts 8:38-39.  Mr. Barnes, without saying it directly, makes a defense for sprinkling, which was his practice, with his comments.  Here are his comments:


   “It is incumbent on those who maintain that immersion is the only valid mode of baptism, to prove that this passage cannot possibly mean anything else, and that there was no other mode practised by the apostles” (p. 150).


     Well, I am one of “those who maintain that immersion is the only valid mode of baptism.”  Every reputable Lexicon I have ever consulted as to the meaning of the word “baptism” has always rendered it as one or more of the following: “dip, plunge, emerge, submerge, immerse.”  I do not recall ever finding one that will be so bold as to suggest it means “sprinkling” or “pouring.”  


     It is interesting what John Calvin (1509-1564) said on the subject of the mode of baptism.  “Whether the person baptized 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, although it is evident that the term baptize means to immerse, and that this was the form used by the primitive Church (Institutes, Vol. III, p. 344).


     Martin Luther (1483-1546) said on baptism that “The term baptism is a Greek word; it may be rendered into Latin by mersio: when we immerse anything in water, that it may be completely covered with water.  And though that custom be quite abolished among the generality, (for neither do they entirely dip children, but only sprinkle them with a little water,) nevertheless they ought to be wholly immersed, and immediately to be drawn out again, for the etymology of the word seems to require it.  The Germans call baptism tauf, from depth, which they call tief in their language; as if it were proper those should be deeply immersed, who are baptized” (Opera, Tom. I., p. 72).


     John Wesley (1707-1788) said, “We are buried with him—Alluding to the ancient manner of baptizing by immersion” (Notes on New Testament, Rom. Vi. 4).


     While the Lexicons, Calvin, Luther, and Wesley all offer valuable and interesting (not to mention correct) information on the subject of baptism, I am really interested foremost in what the New Testament says about it.  I find that John was baptizing “in Aenon near Salim, because there was much water there” (Jn. 3:23).  I believe that “much water” is necessary to comply with the practice of immersing.  I also notice that John was baptizing “in the Jordan river” (Mk. 1:5, 9).  That suggests being in the water, suggesting immersion.  Please notice that John did not baptize with the Jordan river for that wording would imply some other mode of baptism like sprinkling or pouring.  There are two occasions where baptism is likened to a burial (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12).  The only mode of baptism that is like unto a burial is  immersion.  Some will say that Philip and the eunuch waded out into the water and Philip sprinkled or poured water onto the eunuch’s head.  Let me ask you to picture that in your mind’s eye.  Now, does that picture in your mind look like a burial?


     The reason for Mr. Barnes inserting his remarks in Acts 8 is due to the wording that says that “they went down both into the water, both Philip and the eunuch; and he baptized him.  And when they were come up out of the water…” (Acts 8:38-39).  Mr. Barnes correctly sees that this strongly suggests immersion and so his comments are an attempt to set aside what the Bible clearly says and what he knows even a casual reader would understand.  Clearly this is a case of the wish becoming father to the thought.  This is very disappointing from someone who is usually so accurate in his remarks.
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