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Introduction to the Series: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration 

There are some false doctrines that walk into the church wearing a black hat and carrying a 
knife, so plain that almost anybody with a Bible can spot them if he is awake for five 
minutes. Then there are other false doctrines that come in washed, ironed, perfumed, and 
carrying a hymnal. They speak softly. They use Bible words. They quote church fathers. 
They appeal to reverence, order, tradition, and obedience. They do not deny Christ openly. 
They simply move something else too close to Him until the soul no longer knows where 
Christ ends and ritual begins. Baptismal regeneration is one of those doctrines. It does not 
usually come saying, “Do not trust Jesus.” It comes saying, “Of course trust Jesus, but not 
until the water completes what faith has started.” That is how the poison works. It does not 
always attack the cross with a hammer. Sometimes it smothers the cross with a wet cloth. 

This series exists to tear that cloth away. It exists to drag the issue into the open and hold it 
under the light of Scripture until every bit of church fog burns off. There are countless 
people who have been raised around baptismal language, sacramental assumptions, 
church formulas, and inherited traditions who have never really stopped and asked one 
plain question: what actually saves a sinner? Is it the finished work of Jesus Christ received 
by faith, or is it Christ plus a ritual act administered by the church? That is not a side issue. 
That is not merely a denominational preference. That is the difference between the gospel 
of grace and another gospel. Once water is allowed to sit in the place where only Christ 
belongs, the whole structure of salvation begins to tilt. Assurance shifts. Evangelism shifts. 
Church practice shifts. The new birth gets confused with outward ceremony. And before 
long, people are resting in something done to the body instead of Someone who bled for 
the soul. 

That is why this series is called Escaping Baptismal Regeneration. The word escaping is 
deliberate. We are not merely examining a doctrine from a safe academic distance. We are 
getting people out of something. We are opening a door for souls that have been hemmed 
in by church tradition, pressured by proof texts ripped from context, confused by liturgical 
wording, and lulled to sleep by false assurance. There are people in Roman Catholic 



systems who were told they were reborn in baptism. There are people in Anglican, 
Lutheran, and other liturgical traditions who were taught to think of regeneration through 
the font. There are people in restorationist groups and Church of Christ circles who deny 
Romanism with one breath and then still make water the dividing line between lost and 
saved with the next. There are even people in broadly evangelical churches who do not hold 
a full sacramental doctrine but still speak so loosely about baptism that the hearer comes 
away thinking the water must somehow complete the saving transaction. This series is 
meant to take all of that confusion, one piece at a time, and cut through it with the Book. 

The central burden running through every chapter is painfully simple. Christ saves. Water 
does not. The blood of Jesus Christ cleanseth us from all sin (1 John 1:7). A man is justified 
by faith without the deeds of the law (Rom. 3:28). Whosoever believeth in him shall receive 
remission of sins (Acts 10:43). He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life (John 3:36). 
If that is true, and it is true, then any doctrine that tells a sinner he must not yet rest in 
Christ until a ritual is performed has already tampered with the gospel. It may still use Bible 
words. It may still sound ancient, reverent, and churchly. It may still speak of grace in one 
sentence and of Christ in the next. But if it moves the sinner’s confidence off the Lord Jesus 
Christ alone and onto Christ plus water, then it has introduced confusion where God gave 
clarity. This series is going to say that plainly again and again until nobody misses it. 

Now let me say at the outset what this series is not. This is not an attack on baptism itself. 
A great many people become nervous the minute they hear strong language against 
baptismal regeneration because they think you must be downplaying the ordinance. Not at 
all. Baptism is biblical. Baptism is commanded. Baptism is important. Baptism is beautiful. 
Baptism is the public confession of a believer’s union with Christ in His death, burial, and 
resurrection. Baptism is one of the first acts of open obedience in the Christian life. 
Baptism matters because Christ gave it. This series is not written to cheapen baptism. It is 
written to rescue baptism from being asked to do what it was never designed to do. 
Baptism is a testimony, not a transaction. It is confession, not regeneration. It is 
discipleship, not justification. It is a sign, not a savior. Once that is understood, baptism 
becomes more beautiful, not less. 

That is another reason this series matters. False doctrine does not only hurt the gospel by 
subtracting from Christ. It also hurts ordinances by distorting them. When men turn 
baptism into a mechanism of salvation, they ruin its God-given place. Instead of being the 
joyful and serious confession of one who has already trusted Christ, it becomes a nervous 
ritual that must complete what faith supposedly could not yet secure. Instead of being the 
believer’s open identification with Jesus Christ, it becomes the church’s magic act through 
which grace is thought to be conveyed. Instead of preaching the gospel visibly, it starts 



competing with the gospel invisibly. That is a terrible burden to put on the ordinance. Christ 
never asked baptism to sit on the throne. Men did that. This series is going to pull it back 
down to where Scripture places it. 

We are also going to uncover how this error survives. It does not survive because the Bible 
is unclear. It survives because people mishandle the Bible. It survives by bad 
hermeneutics. It survives by reading Acts over Romans, narrative over doctrine, hard texts 
over a hundred clear ones, and church tradition over apostolic explanation. It survives by 
verbal confusion, especially around the word regeneration. It survives by historical smoke 
bombs where old quotations are thrown around without defining terms. It survives by the 
slippery blending of visible church standing and inward new birth. It survives by proof-text 
religion that grabs a line from Acts 2:38 or 1 Peter 3:21 and then ignores Abraham before 
circumcision, the thief on the cross, Cornelius before the water, Simon Magus after the 
water, the Gospel of John’s repeated calls to believe, and Paul’s relentless doctrine of 
justification by faith. We are going to expose those methods because if you do not know 
how the doctrine survives, you will keep seeing people trapped by it. 

This series is also deeply pastoral. It is not only for theological argument. It is for rescue. 
There are people who have been trusting the wrong thing for years. Some are resting in 
infant baptism. Some are resting in a church certificate. Some are resting in a profession 
tied to a baptistry event rather than to Christ Himself. Some have been taught that they 
were regenerated because of something done to them before they could believe, repent, or 
confess the Lord. Some have been told that although they believe on Christ, they still must 
not think their sins are forgiven until the ritual is complete. Some have been raised in 
systems where they never learned the difference between outward relation to the church 
and inward union with Christ. Those souls need more than a clever theological essay. They 
need someone to say plainly, “You must be born again” (John 3:7). They need someone to 
tell them to stop trusting church ritual and start trusting the crucified and risen Son of God. 
They need someone to show them that false assurance is one of the cruelest products of 
corrupted doctrine. 

That pastoral concern is going to show up repeatedly. We are going to ask what answer a 
trembling sinner should receive when he asks, “What must I do to be saved?” We are going 
to ask what you tell a dying man, not merely what you say in a theological classroom. We 
are going to ask whether your system allows you to point a sinner directly to Christ, or 
whether it forces you to leave him hanging until a church ordinance is performed. We are 
going to ask what happens to children who are told they were regenerated in infancy. We 
are going to ask what kind of assurance you can really have if your confidence rests in water 
rather than in the blood of Christ. We are going to ask why some people can go into the 



water and come out just as lost as they went in. And we are going to ask how the church 
drifted historically from simple apostolic obedience into increasingly sacramental thinking. 
All of that matters because doctrine is never just doctrine. It always lands somewhere in 
real souls. 

As we move through the series, you are going to see several major themes unfold over and 
over. You are going to see the sufficiency of Christ. You are going to see justification by faith 
without works. You are going to see the difference between salvation and obedience, root 
and fruit, cause and response, sign and thing signified. You are going to see how Abraham 
was counted righteous before any religious sign. You are going to see how the thief on the 
cross stands as a dying witness that salvation rests on the Savior, not on the sinner making 
it to the water in time. You are going to see how Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before 
baptism, proving heaven had already accepted those whom ritualists would have kept 
waiting. You are going to see how Simon Magus was baptized and still remained in the gall 
of bitterness and the bond of iniquity, proving the body may get wet while the heart stays 
dead. You are going to see how John 3:5 is not a swimming pool, how Acts 2:38 cannot 
become pope of the New Testament, how 1 Peter 3:21 includes its own built-in guardrail, 
and how Titus 3:5 describes divine mercy from above, not sacerdotal machinery from 
below. 

You are also going to see something else that matters greatly. We are not simply going to 
tear error down and leave a hole in the wall. We are going to build the biblical doctrine 
positively. We are going to show the beauty of believer’s baptism as testimony, not 
transaction. We are going to show why baptism matters so much if it does not save. We are 
going to show that baptism is the believer’s first public act of obedience, a visible sermon 
of union with Christ, and a testimony before the church and the world. We are going to 
show that the answer to sacramental confusion is not contempt for baptism but proper 
placement of baptism beneath the lordship of Christ and beneath the supremacy of the 
gospel. In other words, this series is not anti-baptism. It is anti-baptismal regeneration 
because it is pro-Christ, pro-gospel, and pro-truth. 

And perhaps that is the best way to understand the entire burden of these essays. This is 
not really a series about water. It is a series about the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ and the 
simplicity of the gospel. Water only comes into the discussion because men keep dragging 
it up too close to the throne. The real issue is always Christ. Will the sinner rest in Christ 
alone or not? Will the church preach Christ clearly or not? Will the ordinance stay in its 
place or not? Will the church point souls to the blood of Jesus Christ or to ecclesiastical 
ritual? Will the new birth remain the sovereign work of the Holy Ghost, or will it be handed 
over to sacramental machinery? Those are the questions underneath everything else. 



So if you have been confused by church language, old traditions, liturgical formulas, 
historical quotations, denominational pressure, or proof texts quoted out of context, this 
series is for you. If you have trusted a ceremony more than a Savior, this series is for you. If 
you have been taught that you were regenerate because of something done to you rather 
than because of the life-giving work of God through faith in Jesus Christ, this series is for 
you. If you have grown up around Christian things but have never really settled where your 
soul rests, this series is for you. And if you already know the truth but want to be armed to 
help others escape the confusion, this series is for you too. 

We are going to walk through this carefully, thoroughly, and without apology. We are going 
to let the Bible speak. We are going to compare Scripture with Scripture. We are going to 
expose churchy word games. We are going to uncover historical drift. We are going to 
answer favorite proof texts. We are going to confront modern forms of water salvation just 
as plainly as older sacramental systems. And by the end of it, my prayer is that nobody will 
be left staring at a baptistry trying to figure out whether Christ has done enough. My prayer 
is that the sinner will be looking to Christ, the believer will be obeying Christ, and baptism 
itself will be standing in its rightful place as a beautiful testimony under the feet of the 
Savior. 

That is what this series is about. Not despising baptism, but escaping baptismal 
regeneration. Not minimizing obedience, but keeping obedience out of the throne room of 
salvation. Not hating churches, but exposing the doctrines that leave souls resting in the 
wrong place. Not replacing one confusion with another, but opening the door wide to the 
clear apostolic gospel. The chains are going to fall one link at a time. The fog is going to lift 
one text at a time. And at the end of it all, the message is going to remain what it always 
was: Christ saves, faith receives, the Spirit gives life, and the believer follows openly in 
baptism because the Lord who saved him is worthy. 

 

 

1 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - When Water Starts Stealing the Cross 

Introduction 

There are some errors that do not come into a church kicking the front door open with 
horns, a pitchfork, and a sign around their neck. They come in with a Bible under one arm, a 
church bulletin in the other, and a soft religious voice that says, “Now of course we believe 
in Jesus too.” That is how baptismal regeneration gets in. It does not usually start with a 
man denying the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ outright. It starts with a man 
talking reverently about baptism, talking respectfully about obedience, talking warmly 



about the church, and then quietly slipping one little blade between the ribs of the gospel 
by suggesting that faith is not enough unless water finishes the job. The instant he does 
that, he has moved the sinner’s eye off Calvary and onto a ceremony. He may still use the 
word “grace.” He may still say “Christ died for our sins.” He may still preach from the New 
Testament. But he has shifted the ground of confidence from a bleeding Substitute to a 
religious act, and once that shift is made, the poison is already in the bloodstream. 

The gospel is not that Christ did most of the work and the baptistry finishes the rest. The 
gospel is not that the blood of Jesus opens the possibility of salvation and the water of 
baptism seals the deal. The gospel is that “Christ died for our sins according to the 
scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the 
scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3-4). The gospel is that a sinner is justified by faith without the deeds 
of the law, for “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of 
the law” (Rom. 3:28). The gospel is that “to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that 
justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:5). Now if faith is 
counted for righteousness, and Christ’s work is finished, and God justifies the ungodly 
through belief, then the man who says water must complete that transaction is not helping 
the gospel. He is tampering with it. He is messing with the wiring on the cross. 

That is why this subject is not a side issue for men who want to be faithful to the Book. 
Baptism is not small. Baptism is not optional in the Christian life. Baptism is not a 
throwaway ordinance. It is commanded by the Lord Jesus Christ. It is precious as a public 
confession. It is a beautiful picture of identification with the death, burial, and resurrection 
of Christ. It is a doorway into visible discipleship and public testimony. But once a man 
turns that ordinance into the instrument of the new birth, he has let water start stealing the 
honor that belongs to the blood. This series opens there because if you do not settle that 
issue, every other discussion about Acts 2:38, John 3:5, Mark 16:16, and 1 Peter 3:21 will be 
clouded by one fatal mistake: thinking the Savior needs help from a ceremony. 

1. The Cross Does Not Need a Bath to Be Effective 

The first thing that has to be settled is that the cross of Jesus Christ is not incomplete. 
When the Lord cried, “It is finished” (John 19:30), He was not announcing a partial 
payment. He was not saying the atonement had been started and would later be finalized 
when enough water got involved. He was declaring the work finished. The wrath of God had 
been borne. The sin debt had been paid. The sacrifice had been offered once for all. 
Hebrews says, “But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down 
on the right hand of God” (Heb. 10:12). A priest in the Old Testament stood because his 
work never ended. Jesus Christ sat down because His work was done. The man who says 



baptism is necessary for salvation is not exalting baptism. He is cutting into the finality of 
Christ’s sacrifice. 

Now a religious man will hear that and start squirming, because he wants to sound 
orthodox while sneaking in his ritual. So he says, “I do not deny the cross. I only say 
baptism applies it.” That sounds polished, but it is still crooked. The Bible says the blood is 
received by faith. “Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood” 
(Rom. 3:25). It does not say through faith plus immersion. It does not say through faith 
completed by a minister. It does not say through faith ratified by water. The sinner lays hold 
of Christ by faith. That is why Paul told the jailer, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou 
shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). He did not tell him to wait nervously until somebody could fill 
a baptistry. He pointed him to a Person, not to a pool. 

The trouble with sacramental thinking is that it always claims to honor Christ while quietly 
displacing Him. It gives Him the title and takes away the exclusivity. It says He is the Savior, 
but then sneaks in a secondary necessity as if His saving work comes in installments. That 
is not the gospel of grace. That is a polished religious counterfeit. “Neither is there salvation 
in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we 
must be saved” (Acts 4:12). No other name. Not Jesus and baptism. Not Christ and water. 
Not the cross and a church ritual. If there is none other name whereby we must be saved, 
then the minute water becomes a saving necessity, that water has become a rival in 
practice, even if not in theory. 

2. How False Doctrine Walks In Wearing Church Clothes 

The devil is not stupid enough to make every error ugly on first sight. Sometimes he dresses 
it in church clothes, combs its hair, and sends it in smiling. Paul warned that Satan is 
transformed into an angel of light, and his ministers can appear as ministers of 
righteousness (2 Cor. 11:13-15). So when false doctrine enters, it often enters speaking the 
language of obedience, reverence, humility, and seriousness about God’s commands. That 
is why baptismal regeneration fools so many decent people. It sounds respectful toward 
baptism. It sounds like it is taking the ordinance seriously. It sounds like it is more obedient 
than the plain Bible believer. But you can respect a command so much that you move it into 
the wrong category and turn obedience into a savior. 

That is exactly how legalism always works. It does not usually start by saying, “Jesus is 
useless.” It starts by saying, “Yes, Jesus saves, but.” Those two words have sent more souls 
to hell than a barroom sermon. “Yes, Jesus saves, but you must also.” That “also” is the 
dagger. Paul saw that spirit in Galatia when men wanted to add circumcision to faith, and 
he did not treat it like a harmless side issue. He said, “if righteousness come by the law, 



then Christ is dead in vain” (Gal. 2:21). Why? Because the moment you add a religious act 
as a saving condition, you are no longer trusting Christ alone. You are trusting Christ plus a 
performance. Whether the performance is circumcision, law-keeping, mass attendance, 
church membership, penance, or baptism, the principle is the same. The form changes. 
The poison does not. 

And there is another thing that makes this error slippery. Men will use orthodox words while 
packing them full of sacramental meaning. They will say “grace,” but mean grace through 
ritual administration. They will say “faith,” but mean faith plus ecclesiastical obedience for 
final effect. They will say “regeneration,” but mean churchly admission or covenantal 
standing while leaving the hearer to assume the new birth has taken place. They will say 
“Christ saves,” but build their whole practical gospel around the moment of water. That is 
how false doctrine sneaks into a church without setting off every alarm. It speaks familiar 
language with a foreign accent. A Bible believer has to learn not only to listen to the words 
men use, but to what they mean by them. 

3. Salvation Is by Faith, and Faith Does Not Mean Faith Plus Water 

The New Testament is painfully plain on justification by faith. Men have to work hard to 
make it cloudy. “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). That verse does not stutter. It does not hint at a second 
instrument. It does not leave room for a priestly add-on. The peace is through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and the justification is by faith. Again, “Knowing that a man is not justified by 
the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). Paul repeats it three times 
in one verse because the Holy Ghost knew religion would keep trying to crawl back in 
through the window. The sinner is not right with God because he got wet. He is right with 
God because he believed on the One who shed His blood. 

Someone always says at that point, “But baptism is not a work. It is an act of faith.” That 
sounds noble until you test it. The minute baptism becomes necessary for salvation, it 
functions as a required human response beyond believing. You can call it obedience, 
submission, faith-response, covenant entry, or whatever polished phrase you like, but it is 
still something the sinner must do in order to get saved. And Ephesians crushes that whole 
arrangement: “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the 
gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). If salvation is by grace 
through faith, not of yourselves, then the rite does not enter as a co-cause. The man who 
tells a sinner that Christ’s blood is insufficient until the sinner also undergoes baptism has 
inserted the sinner’s act into the saving ground of confidence. 



Notice how Scripture presents the matter when eternal life is front and center. “He that 
believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that 
believeth on me hath everlasting life” (John 6:47). “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). “Whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have 
eternal life” (John 3:15). Those are not fragments. That is a pattern. Faith is the hand that 
receives the gift because Christ is the One who purchased it all. Once you make water 
essential, you have turned the open hand of faith into a hand clutching both Christ and 
ceremony. And the Lord never taught anybody to hold onto Him with one hand while 
fumbling for a ritual with the other. 

4. Baptism Is Commanded, Precious, and Never the New Birth 

Now the plain Bible believer does not solve one error by falling into another. Because 
baptismal regeneration is false, some people react by treating baptism like it hardly 
matters. That is just another imbalance. Baptism matters because the Lord commanded it. 
Jesus said, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them” (Matt. 28:19). It is the 
believer’s public confession. It is the first step of open obedience. It pictures the believer’s 
identification with Christ, as Paul writes of being buried with Him and raised again in 
likeness (Rom. 6:3-4). It belongs in the Christian life. It should not be postponed carelessly. 
It should not be despised. It should not be reduced to an optional extra for highly motivated 
saints. 

But it must stay in its place. The thing that pictures salvation is not the thing that causes it. 
The thing that confesses union with Christ is not the thing that creates that union. The thing 
that publicly identifies a man with Jesus is not the thing that gives him eternal life. A 
wedding ring is precious, but the ring does not create the marriage covenant. It signifies it. 
A flag is precious, but the cloth is not the nation. It represents it. Baptism is precious, but it 
is not the blood atonement, not the new birth, not the justifying act of God, and not the 
ground of remission. When Peter preached to the Gentiles in Cornelius’ house, they 
received the Holy Ghost before the water ever entered the scene (Acts 10:44-48). That 
ought to settle forever that water is not the instrument by which the Spirit gives life. 

The confusion comes because men cannot keep categories straight. They take a command 
given to believers and move it into the mechanism of conversion. They take an ordinance 
for disciples and turn it into a condition for sinners to become saved. They take a testimony 
and make it a transaction. That is the problem. Baptism is biblical, important, commanded, 
and precious. But it is not the thing that quickens a dead soul. Jesus said, “the words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” (John 6:63), and Peter said believers are 
“born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). 



The new birth comes from the Spirit of God through the Word of God received by faith in the 
Son of God. The baptistry testifies to that reality. It does not manufacture it. 

5. The Moment Water Completes the Transaction, the Cross Is Diminished 

Let us come to the heart of the matter with no fog around it. The moment a man says faith 
is not enough and water must complete the transaction, the cross has been diminished in 
practice. He may deny that charge with great emotion. He may pound the pulpit and insist 
that he loves Calvary. But theology is not judged by emotional denial. It is judged by what a 
doctrine actually does. If the sinner cannot be saved by trusting Christ until he also 
undergoes baptism, then Christ’s work is not being treated as fully sufficient at the point of 
faith. That is the issue. The issue is not whether men still use words about grace. The issue 
is where the sinner is taught to rest his soul. 

Look at the thief on the cross. He had no chance to be baptized, join a church, perform a 
ritual, or clean up his life. Yet the Lord said, “To day shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 
23:43). Why? Because the thief’s salvation rested on the Lord hanging beside him, not on a 
ceremony he never had time to perform. The blood of Christ was enough then, and it is 
enough now. Or take Abraham. Paul says he was justified before circumcision, so that the 
sign followed the righteousness he had by faith (Rom. 4:9-11). The sign did not create the 
standing. It testified to it. That is God’s order. First righteousness by faith, then the sign. 
First salvation, then testimony. First Christ received, then confession rendered. 

That is why sacramental systems always end up giving people mixed assurance. Instead of 
saying, “I know I am saved because Christ died for me, rose again, and I have trusted Him,” 
they are pushed toward saying, “I know I am saved because I believed and was baptized.” 
Do you see the shift? Christ is no longer the sole resting place. The man is now looking at 
an event that included both his faith and his ritual. He may still mention Jesus, but his 
assurance has been tied to a package. That is fatal ground. The Bible says, “For other 
foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11). If the 
foundation is Jesus Christ, then the baptistry is not part of the foundation. It is built on top 
of it as obedience, testimony, and confession. 

6. Proof Text Religion and the Habit of Ignoring Clear Passages 

One reason baptismal regeneration survives is because religious men love a handful of 
verses more than the whole counsel of God. They run to Acts 2:38, Mark 16:16, Acts 22:16, 
John 3:5, and 1 Peter 3:21 as if repeating the references often enough settles the whole 
matter. But doctrine is not built by snatching a few verses out of transitional contexts and 
forcing them to overthrow plain statements about justification by faith. Scripture does not 
contradict Scripture. The same Holy Ghost who inspired the historical passages also 



inspired Romans and Galatians. He is not fighting Himself. If a man’s interpretation of a 
difficult or disputed verse overturns “The just shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17), then the 
problem is not with Paul. The problem is with the man’s interpretation. 

Take the Gospel of John, written that men might believe and have life through Christ’s name 
(John 20:31). Over and over John emphasizes believing. “He that believeth on him is not 
condemned” (John 3:18). “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, 
hath everlasting life” (John 5:24). “Whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die” 
(John 11:26). If baptismal regeneration were true in the strict sense, then John wrote the 
most dangerous evangelistic book in the New Testament, because he repeatedly tells men 
how to have life and never once inserts water as the decisive condition. But the truth is 
exactly the opposite. John is not dangerous. John is clear. The men who insist on shoving 
their sacramental system into every corner are the ones creating confusion. 

Then look at Romans and Galatians. Paul is defending the gospel from every form of human 
addition. He is not careless. He is not vague. He is not talking around the issue. He says 
justification is by faith apart from works, that righteousness is imputed by faith, that 
Abraham was justified before the sign, that the law cannot perfect, and that if 
righteousness comes another way, Christ died in vain (Rom. 3-4; Gal. 2-3). So a man has 
two options. He can either interpret the disputed baptism verses in harmony with those 
doctrinal declarations, or he can set Scripture against Scripture and pretend the Holy 
Ghost changed His mind when the topic turned to water. A Bible believer knows better. The 
difficult places must be read by the clear ones, not the clear ones rewritten by the difficult. 

7. The Great Need of the Hour Is Gospel Clarity 

We are living in a time when churches are full of language and short on discernment. Men 
hear the name of Jesus, see somebody open a Bible, hear the word baptism spoken 
respectfully, and assume all is well. It is not all well. When souls are being taught to place 
any portion of their saving confidence in a rite, the issue is not denominational preference. 
The issue is eternal life and eternal death. Paul told the Corinthians, “I determined not to 
know any thing among you, save Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). He even said, 
“Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 1:17). Now that does not 
mean baptism does not matter. It means baptism is not the gospel. If it were the saving 
instrument, Paul could never have spoken that way. 

And notice the danger he names in that same context. He says, “lest the cross of Christ 
should be made of none effect” (1 Cor. 1:17). That is exactly what happens when men turn 
baptism into a saving necessity. They do not usually deny the cross with their lips. They 
make it of none effect by the way they present salvation. They shift the emphasis from what 



Christ did for the sinner to what the sinner must undergo ceremonially. They muddy the 
water until a trembling soul cannot tell whether he must rest in the blood or race to a ritual. 
The gospel is supposed to bring liberty, not religious confusion. “Stand fast therefore in the 
liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free” (Gal. 5:1). A sinner who has trusted Christ 
should be directed to assurance in the Son, not suspended over a church ordinance as if 
heaven is waiting on the plumbing. 

So the need of the hour is not less seriousness about baptism. It is more seriousness about 
the gospel. We need men who can say with full voice that baptism is commanded, 
important, and precious, and then say with the same full voice that it never saved one 
sinner from hell. We need men who can preach Acts without denying Romans, preach 
obedience without corrupting grace, and honor Christ’s ordinance without turning it into a 
rival to His blood. That is how this series must begin. It must begin by drawing a hard line 
where the Bible draws it. Christ saves. Faith receives. Baptism follows. When that order is 
reversed, blurred, or fused together, water starts stealing the cross. 

Conclusion 

The issue before us is not whether baptism is biblical. It is. The issue is not whether 
baptism should be obeyed. It should. The issue is not whether baptism is a beautiful and 
powerful testimony. It is. The issue is whether that water becomes part of the ground on 
which a sinner rests for salvation. The answer of Scripture is no. A thousand times no. The 
ground of salvation is Jesus Christ and Him crucified. The instrument by which the sinner 
receives that salvation is faith. “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). Peace with God does not come through Christ 
plus water. It comes through Christ by faith. 

That is why baptismal regeneration is so dangerous. It does not look dangerous to the 
undiscerning eye because it speaks reverently about an ordinance Christ gave. But the 
danger lies in what it does to the soul’s confidence. It tells a sinner that the finished work of 
Christ is not to be rested in by faith alone, but must be completed or applied savingly by a 
ritual act. Once that idea gets in, the cross has been robbed of the exclusive place it 
deserves in preaching and assurance. Then churches fill up with people who trust a 
ceremony, defend a system, repeat orthodox phrases, and have never once come like 
helpless sinners to the crucified Son of God. 

So let the line be drawn plainly at the start of this series. We will not despise baptism. We 
will not downgrade it. We will not treat it like an optional ornament. But we will not let it 
climb up on the throne beside the blood of Jesus Christ. The cross needs no assistance. 
The Savior needs no supplement. The gospel needs no wet appendix. “For I am not 



ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that 
believeth” (Rom. 1:16). Every one that believeth. Not every one that believeth and finds 
water in time. Not every one that believeth and completes a sacramental process. Every 
one that believeth. That is where the sinner must rest, and that is where the church must 
stand. 

 

 

2 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Faith Plus Water Is Another Gospel 

Introduction 

There are some doctrines that do not merely wobble on a minor point of church practice, 
but reach their hand right into the engine of the gospel and start pulling wires loose. 
Baptismal regeneration is one of them. I am not talking about a man who simply honors 
baptism as a command of Christ, or who rejoices in it as a public testimony, or who rightly 
teaches that a saved man ought to obey the Lord in the waters of baptism. I am talking 
about that old religious corruption that says, in one form or another, that faith in Jesus 
Christ is not enough by itself to save a sinner, and that water must be added to complete 
the matter. The minute that poison is swallowed, the gospel has been altered. It may still 
wear Christian language. It may still quote Scripture. It may still sound reverent. But 
underneath the church clothes, it is another message entirely. 

The issue is not whether baptism is precious. It is. The issue is not whether baptism is 
commanded. It is. The issue is not whether baptism belongs in the Christian life. It does. 
The issue is whether baptism belongs in the ground of a sinner’s justification before God. 
The issue is whether the sinner is saved by Christ alone through faith alone, or whether he 
is saved by Christ plus ceremony. That is the line. That is where the battle is. Men can cloud 
it if they want to. They can soften it. They can dress it up in denominational language and 
theological fog. But when the dust settles, the question is still plain enough for a child to 
grasp. Is Jesus Christ enough to save the man who trusts Him, or must some religious act 
be joined to His work before the sinner is finally safe? 

Paul fought that battle in Galatia, and he did not fight it like some nervous seminary lecturer 
trying not to offend the donors. He fought it like a man who knew souls were at stake and 
that the gospel of grace was under attack. He said, “I marvel that ye are so soon removed 
from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (Gal. 1:6). He did not 
say a slightly adjusted gospel. He did not say a fuller gospel. He did not say a more 
complete gospel. He said another gospel. And when men come along and tell you faith 



plus baptism saves, they are peddling the same old Galatian poison in a wet suit. They have 
simply traded circumcision for immersion. The ceremony changed. The corruption did not. 

1. The Gospel Is Christ Alone, Not Christ Plus Anything 

The gospel is not an assortment of religious ingredients mixed together in the proper order 
until salvation bubbles up at the end. The gospel is not Christ, faith, baptism, church 
approval, and ministerial administration all blended into one saving package. The gospel is 
Jesus Christ crucified for sinners, buried, and risen again, and that gospel is received by 
faith. Paul wrote, “For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that 
Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he 
rose again the third day according to the scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3-4). That is the gospel. You 
will notice water is not in it. The death is there. The burial is there. The resurrection is there. 
But the saving content is the work of Christ, not the ritual of the sinner. 

When Scripture speaks of justification, it does not leave the matter hanging in uncertainty. 
It says, “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (Rom. 5:1). It says, “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without 
the deeds of the law” (Rom. 3:28). It says, “To him that worketh not, but believeth on him 
that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:5). There is no 
room in those statements for a ceremonial supplement. There is no blank space where 
some denomination gets to insert a rite. There is no little footnote that says faith justifies, 
provided the minister arrives with enough water. God did not make salvation a theological 
obstacle course. He made it plain enough that a lost sinner can hear the gospel, believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and be saved that very moment. 

That is why every system that adds a religious act to faith is guilty of the same principle of 
corruption. It does not matter whether the act is circumcision, baptism, communion, 
confirmation, penance, temple ritual, church membership, or law keeping. The principle is 
the same. If the sinner must add some religious performance to Christ in order to be 
justified, then Christ alone is no longer the object of saving confidence. He has been turned 
into the main ingredient in a larger recipe. But God never gave a recipe for salvation. He 
gave a Redeemer. “Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name 
under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). If there is none 
other name, then no ritual gets to climb into the ark with Him. 

2. Galatian Heresy Did Not Die, It Just Learned to Swim 

When Paul wrote to the Galatians, the attack was not from men denying that Jesus was the 
Messiah. It was from men who said Jesus was not enough by Himself. That is always how 
false religion works. It will grant enough truth to sound respectable while inserting enough 



addition to damn the soul. In Galatia the addition was circumcision and law observance. 
Paul says, “Behold, I Paul say unto you, that if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you 
nothing” (Gal. 5:2). That is a brutal statement. It means that when a man seeks justification 
through a religious ordinance joined to Christ, he has moved off the ground of grace 
entirely. He is no longer resting in Christ as an all sufficient Savior. He is now trying to 
secure righteousness through a Christ plus system. 

Now apply that principle honestly. If faith plus circumcision is another gospel, then faith 
plus baptism is another gospel too. The act itself is different, but the corruption is identical. 
The logic is exactly the same. A man says, “You must believe in Christ, yes, but until you 
undergo this religious ordinance, your sins are not washed away, you are not yet born again, 
and you are not yet finally saved.” That is Galatianism with wet sleeves. The old Judaizer 
had a knife in his hand. The modern sacramentalist has a baptistry behind him. But both 
men are trying to do the same thing. They are trying to make a ceremony part of the saving 
means by which a sinner gets right with God. 

Paul would not tolerate that for five seconds. He said, “Though we, or an angel from 
heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let 
him be accursed” (Gal. 1:8). That verse does not tremble. It does not apologize. It does not 
leave room for polite ecumenical shrugs. Another gospel is accursed. Why? Because 
another gospel cannot save. If a man tells the sinner that faith in Christ must be completed 
by baptism to obtain life, he has not improved the gospel. He has poisoned it. You cannot 
add anything to grace without destroying grace as grace. “And if by grace, then is it no more 
of works: otherwise grace is no more grace” (Rom. 11:6). Paul did not say grace is mostly 
grace. He said once works get in, grace is no more grace. 

3. Baptism Is Not the New Testament Circumcision of Justification 

Some men try to sneak around the issue by arguing that baptism is simply the New 
Testament counterpart to circumcision, and therefore belongs to covenant entrance in a 
way that must be treated as savingly necessary. But that argument collapses the moment 
you read Romans 4 with your eyes open. Abraham was justified before circumcision. Paul 
labors that point because it crushes every ritualized theory of justification. He says 
Abraham “received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which 
he had yet being uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11). The righteousness came first. The sign 
followed. The standing before God was not created by the ritual. The ritual testified to what 
faith had already received. 

That is the divine pattern. God justifies the ungodly by faith, and then gives an ordinance 
that marks, pictures, and publicly identifies that reality. The sign does not manufacture the 



grace. The sign bears witness to it. Circumcision never justified Abraham, and baptism 
never justifies the believer. The sign is not the substance. The shadow is not the body. The 
testimony is not the transaction. When men turn baptism into the saving instrument, they 
are not honoring the ordinance. They are dragging it out of its biblical place and forcing it 
into a role God never gave it. 

There is another fatal problem with making baptism the justifying counterpart to 
circumcision. Circumcision itself was never the means by which a man obtained 
righteousness before God. It marked covenant identity in the flesh, but the Lord always 
required the deeper matter of heart reality. Moses said, “Circumcise therefore the foreskin 
of your heart” (Deut. 10:16). Paul later says, “He is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; 
neither is that circumcision, which is outward in the flesh” (Rom. 2:28). The whole point is 
that outward marks never replace inward truth. So if a man tries to use covenant language 
to smuggle baptism into the seat of justification, he has not understood either 
circumcision or baptism. Outward signs belong in their place. They are never substitutes 
for the righteousness that comes only through faith. 

4. Faith Plus Water Is No Better Than Faith Plus Church Membership 

Let us strip away the fancy terminology and say the thing in plain English. If a man says faith 
plus baptism saves, he is doing the same thing in principle as the man who says faith plus 
church membership saves. He is attaching saving necessity to a visible religious act 
administered by a religious body. He can wrap it in beautiful language if he wants to. He can 
call it sacrament, ordinance, covenant entrance, obedience of faith, or appointed means. 
The machinery is still the same. Christ alone is no longer enough. The sinner must receive 
Christ and also submit to the institutional act for the thing to be complete. 

That is why I do not let men hide behind the phrase, “We are only taking baptism seriously.” 
That is not what they are doing. A Bible believer takes baptism seriously by obeying Christ 
and preaching it in its proper place. The sacramentalist takes baptism too far and turns it 
into a co-instrument of salvation. Those are not the same thing. If I tell a sinner, “Believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31), I have given him the apostolic 
answer. If I tell him, “Believe, but understand that until you are baptized, your sins remain, 
your new birth is incomplete, and your salvation is not yet secured,” then I have gone 
beyond the apostolic answer and inserted a churchly requirement into the matter of 
justification. 

Imagine using the same logic with church membership. Suppose a man said, “Of course 
salvation is by grace through faith, but the sinner must join the local church to complete 
the process.” Every Bible believer would smell the rottenness of it at once. Why? Because 



church membership, however important in discipleship and accountability, is not part of 
justification before God. The same is true of baptism. The fact that Christ commanded it 
does not make it a saving instrument. Christ also commanded teaching, discipleship, 
prayer, confession, and holiness, but no one with a sound mind says those things co-justify 
the sinner with Christ. The very fact that baptism is public, visible, ecclesiastically 
administered, and subsequent to belief in the normal Christian life makes it perfectly 
suited as testimony and perfectly unfit as a rival to faith in the matter of salvation. 

5. The Apostolic Answer to the Lost Was Never “Find Water Fast” 

When men in the New Testament came under conviction and wanted to know how to be 
saved, the apostles did not answer them like modern baptismal regenerationists. They did 
not send them on a frantic search for a ritual as though Christ’s blood would not hold until 
the minister arrived. They preached faith in Jesus Christ. When the jailer cried, “Sirs, what 
must I do to be saved?” Paul and Silas did not say, “Believe, and then make sure the 
baptism is administered before your soul can rest.” They said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:30-31). That answer is either enough or it is 
dangerously incomplete. I know which side the Bible is on. 

In John’s Gospel, which was written “that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of God; and that believing ye might have life through his name” (John 20:31), the emphasis 
is relentless. “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “He that 
heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life” (John 5:24). 
“Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me hath everlasting life” (John 6:47). If 
baptismal regeneration were true, then John wrote the most misleading evangelistic book 
in the New Testament because he continually directs men to believe for life and never once 
adds water as the missing condition. The truth is that John is not misleading anyone. He is 
clarifying the gospel. The confusion comes later when religious systems try to overlay his 
plain statements with sacramental machinery. 

Even in Acts, where baptism is often closely connected with conversion in the normal 
pattern of Christian confession, the order and emphasis still matter. Cornelius and those 
with him received the Holy Ghost before they were baptized (Acts 10:44-48). That is 
heaven’s own way of wrecking the theory that water is the instrument by which men receive 
life. God did not wait for the ordinance before giving the Spirit. He gave the Spirit first, and 
the ordinance followed. Why? Because the ordinance recognizes and testifies to what God 
has already done through faith. The apostolic pattern is not a contradiction of justification 
by faith. It is a living expression of it. Men heard the gospel, believed, and then confessed 
Christ openly in baptism. The confession followed salvation. It did not produce it. 



6. The Moment You Add Baptism to Faith, You Corrupt Assurance 

One of the most destructive fruits of baptismal regeneration is what it does to assurance. A 
sinner who has been taught the true gospel can say, “My confidence is in Jesus Christ, who 
died for my sins and rose again, and I have trusted Him.” His hope rests in a Person and a 
finished work. But once baptism is made part of the saving formula, the sinner is no longer 
resting in Christ alone. He is resting in Christ plus an event. He starts looking backward not 
simply to Calvary, but to a ceremony in which his salvation was supposedly finalized. He is 
no longer able to say with simple confidence, “Christ is enough.” He must say, “Christ and 
my baptism are enough.” That is not a small shift. That is the whole battlefield. 

The New Testament constantly directs assurance toward the Son of God and the promise 
of God. “These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; 
that ye may know that ye have eternal life” (1 John 5:13). Notice the object. Those who 
believe on the name of the Son of God may know. Scripture does not say those who believe 
and undergo a sacramental process may know. Assurance grows from the promise of God 
to the believer in Christ. “He that believeth on him is not condemned” (John 3:18). “There is 
therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). If 
justification is by faith, assurance must be tied to faith’s object, not to a church 
administered addition. 

That is why so many people raised in sacramental systems have a muddy testimony. Ask 
them when they were saved, and they do not point plainly to Christ received by faith. They 
point to a ritual. They say they were regenerated in baptism, washed in baptism, entered 
grace in baptism, or sealed in baptism. Their confidence has been pushed off the simplicity 
that is in Christ and tied to ecclesiastical administration. Paul feared exactly that kind of 
corruption when he wrote, “I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled Eve through 
his subtilty, so your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 
11:3). Baptismal regeneration is not spiritual depth. It is corruption of simplicity. It 
complicates what God made plain. 

7. Baptism Must Be Defended by Keeping It Out of the Gospel 

The irony in all of this is that the only way to truly honor baptism is to refuse to make it part 
of the gospel. The minute you insert it into justification, you force it into a role it was never 
meant to bear. Then every discussion of baptism becomes entangled with fear, pressure, 
sacramental superstition, and false assurance. But if you keep baptism where Scripture 
keeps it, as the believer’s public confession of union with Christ, then it shines in its true 
beauty. It becomes what it was meant to be. It is a precious act of obedience by one who 



has already been saved by grace through faith. It is a testimony, not a transaction. It is a 
confession, not a co-redeemer. It is the fruit of faith, not the instrument of justification. 

Paul said, “Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 1:17). That verse 
has made sacramentalists squirm for centuries because they know what it means. It does 
not mean baptism is unimportant. It means baptism is not the gospel. If it were part of the 
saving act itself, Paul could never separate his primary gospel commission from it in that 
way. He could no more say Christ sent him not to baptize than he could say Christ sent him 
not to preach the cross. But he does say it, because baptism follows the gospel and 
witnesses to the gospel, while the gospel itself is the message of Christ crucified and risen 
again for sinners. 

When baptism is preached in its proper place, it becomes a mighty and beautiful 
confession. The believer is saying publicly that his old life under Adam’s headship is 
finished, that Christ died for him, that Christ was buried, that Christ rose again, and that he 
now stands identified with the risen Lord. That is glorious. That is worth preaching. That is 
worth obeying. But the glory of baptism is not that it saves the soul. The glory of baptism is 
that it points to the Savior who already has. If you really love baptism, keep it out of the 
throne room. Let Christ sit there alone. Let the ordinance stand where the Lord put it, under 
Him, testifying to Him, and never sharing the honor that belongs only to His blood. 

Conclusion 

So let the matter be stated bluntly, because blunt truth is better than polite confusion. 
Faith plus baptism is another gospel. It is no different in principle from faith plus 
circumcision, faith plus church membership, faith plus mass attendance, faith plus 
penance, or faith plus law keeping. The religious act may differ, but the corruption is the 
same. It is the old lie that Christ is not enough by Himself. It is the ancient temptation to 
help grace along with ceremony. It is the Galatian disease finding a fresh body to infect. 
And it is deadly because it persuades sinners to divide their confidence between the Savior 
and a ritual. 

The true gospel is gloriously simple. Jesus Christ died for sinners, was buried, and rose 
again. God justifies the ungodly who believe on Him. Eternal life is received through faith in 
the Son. “For by grace are ye saved through faith” (Eph. 2:8). “Believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). “He that believeth on the Son hath 
everlasting life” (John 3:36). Those verses do not need denominational correction. They 
need to be believed. The sinner does not need a theological maze. He needs a crucified 
and risen Redeemer, and that Redeemer is enough. 



I will say it again because it needs saying in a generation drunk on church language and 
starved for gospel clarity. Baptism is biblical. Baptism is commanded. Baptism is precious. 
Baptism matters. But baptism does not save. Christ saves. Faith receives. The ordinance 
follows. The blood does the cleansing. The Spirit does the quickening. The Word brings the 
truth. The sinner believes, and God justifies him freely by His grace. That is the gospel. 
Anything added to it is not an improvement. It is an insult. And any gospel that needs water 
to complete what Christ finished is not the gospel of the New Testament at all. 

 

 

3 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Difference Between Salvation and 
Obedience 

Introduction 

One of the slickest tricks religion ever pulled on people was to take things that belong after 
salvation and slide them back in front of salvation as if they were the cause of it. That trick 
has sent multitudes into confusion. The Bible gives you faith, grace, the blood, the cross, 
the resurrection, and the free gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ, and then along comes 
some polished churchman who says, “Yes, yes, of course, but now you must understand 
that obedience completes the matter.” That is where the train jumps the track. The issue is 
not whether obedience matters. It does matter. The issue is where obedience belongs. If 
you put obedience in the wrong place, you do not merely rearrange theology. You wreck the 
gospel. The man who cannot distinguish between what saves a sinner and what a saved 
sinner ought to do is a dangerous guide, no matter how many verses he can quote. 

Baptism is one of the clearest examples of that confusion. It is commanded. It is 
important. It is beautiful. It is a public confession of faith in Christ. It identifies the believer 
with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It belongs in discipleship. It belongs 
in obedience. It belongs in testimony. It belongs in the Christian life. But it does not belong 
in the category of meriting, obtaining, producing, or completing salvation. The minute a 
man moves baptism from the realm of obedience into the realm of saving cause, he has 
taken something good and forced it into a job God never assigned it. Then instead of 
helping people understand the gospel, he has blurred the line between grace received and 
obedience rendered. 

The whole trouble here is that men do not know how to separate root from fruit, cause from 
response, and gift from duty. They see that baptism follows salvation in the Christian life, 
and then they start treating it like the thing that caused the salvation. That is like saying fruit 
causes the tree, because fruit grows on the tree. That is backwards. The tree produces the 



fruit. The salvation produces the obedience. The grace produces the response. The life in 
Christ produces the confession. When you reverse that order, you get sacramental religion, 
false assurance, and another gospel. This essay must drive that distinction home until 
nobody can miss it. Christ commands baptism, and that proves its importance. It does not 
prove its saving power. 

1. Salvation Is God’s Gift, Obedience Is Man’s Response 

The Bible starts the matter where religion hates to start it. Salvation is the gift of God. “For 
by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God” (Eph. 
2:8). A gift is not earned. A gift is not completed by the receiver. A gift is received. God saves 
the sinner by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. The one receiving the gift is not paying for it 
in installments through religious actions. He is taking what Christ purchased in full. If 
salvation is the gift of God, then baptism cannot be the sinner’s contribution to finalize the 
arrangement. The very nature of a gift rules that out. 

Now once that gift is received, a whole new realm opens up. The saved man is called to 
walk worthy, to confess Christ, to obey the Lord, to grow in grace, to put off the old man and 
put on the new, to assemble with the saints, to pray, to witness, and to be baptized. But 
those duties belong to the life of one who has already been brought into Christ by grace. 
The obedience is not the purchase price. The obedience is the response of faith to the 
Savior who already saved him. That is why Ephesians 2:8 and 9 must always be read with 
verse 10. After saying salvation is “not of works,” Paul says, “For we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus unto good works” (Eph. 2:10). Good works follow salvation. They do 
not create it. 

That order matters more than many realize. If you reverse it, you destroy both salvation and 
obedience. You destroy salvation by making it partly earned. You destroy obedience by 
turning it into a wage. Then baptism is no longer the happy, public confession of a grateful 
believer. It becomes a nervous, saving necessity. The candidate is no longer saying, “I 
belong to Christ and I am obeying Him.” He is saying, “I hope this finishes the transaction.” 
That is not New Testament Christianity. That is religious anxiety wrapped in ceremony. God 
gives salvation. The believer renders obedience. If you get that order wrong, the whole 
structure tilts. 

2. Cause and Response Are Not the Same Thing 

A great deal of false doctrine survives because people confuse the cause of something 
with the response to it. The gospel gives you the cause. Faith in Jesus Christ is the means 
by which the sinner receives God’s saving grace. “Therefore being justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). That peace comes because God 



justifies the sinner who believes. Then, once justified, the believer responds with 
confession, discipleship, obedience, growth, and public identification. Baptism is in that 
second category. It is not the reason God justifies. It is part of the believer’s response to the 
God who already has. 

Think about Abraham. Paul labors the point that Abraham “believed God, and it was 
counted unto him for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). Then later he received circumcision as “a 
seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had yet being uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11). 
There is the order again. First righteousness by faith, then the sign afterward. The sign 
responds to the reality. It does not create it. That is the pattern. The cause is faith in God’s 
promise. The response is the outward sign. To turn the sign into the cause is to stand Paul 
on his head and call it theology. 

This is where multitudes have been tricked. They see that baptism is regularly connected 
with believers in the New Testament, and because the two are connected, they assume 
one causes the other. But things can be connected without being identical. Breathing and 
life are connected, but breathing is not the cause of a man’s creation. Light and sight are 
connected, but light does not create the eye. Marriage and a wedding ring are connected, 
but the ring does not create the covenant. Baptism and salvation are connected because 
saved people ought to be baptized. That does not mean baptism causes salvation. The 
response is not the cause. 

3. Root and Fruit Must Never Be Reversed 

A tree bears fruit because it is alive. It does not become alive because fruit was stapled 
onto the branches. That is about as plain as a man can say it, but religion still keeps acting 
like it has found a new law of spiritual botany. The root is Christ received by faith. The fruit is 
obedience flowing from that life. The root is the new birth. The fruit is public confession. 
The root is grace. The fruit is discipleship. If you confuse the two, you end up with dead men 
trying to grow fruit in order to prove themselves alive, while church systems assure them 
they are spiritual because the fruit was attached externally by ritual. 

The Lord Jesus said, “Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit” (Matt. 7:17). Notice 
the order. First the tree, then the fruit. In Paul’s language, “the fruit of the Spirit” comes from 
the Spirit already dwelling in the believer (Gal. 5:22). Fruit is evidence. Fruit is 
manifestation. Fruit is the visible outworking of an inward reality. Baptism belongs on that 
side of the line. It is an outward manifestation of inward faith in Christ. It shows publicly 
what has already happened in the soul. It is a good fruit of discipleship. But fruit is not root. 

That is why men go so badly wrong when they say baptism saves because it is connected 
with conversion. That argument proves too much. Prayer is connected with conversion. 



Confession is connected with conversion. Repentance is connected with conversion. 
Turning from idols is connected with conversion. Yet none of those responses are allowed 
to become co-causes in the sinner’s justification before God. They are responses that flow 
from a heart awakened by grace. Baptism is one of those responses. Important, yes. 
Commanded, yes. Fruit, yes. Root, no. The minute you make fruit the root, you have built a 
fake orchard. 

4. Christ Commands Baptism, But Command Does Not Equal Cause 

Some people act as though the very fact Christ commanded baptism settles the question 
of its saving power. It does not. Christ also commanded prayer. Christ commanded love. 
Christ commanded forgiveness. Christ commanded the Lord’s Supper. Christ commanded 
teaching. Christ commanded holiness. Christ commanded evangelism. The fact that Christ 
commands something proves its authority and importance. It does not automatically place 
that command in the category of saving cause. The Lord gives many commands to His 
people that belong to sanctification, worship, testimony, order, and discipleship. Baptism 
belongs there. 

The Great Commission says, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them” (Matt. 
28:19). That passage is precious, and it ought to be obeyed without apology. But notice the 
setting. The risen Lord is commissioning discipleship and public identification with Him 
among the nations. The focus is on making disciples, teaching them, and baptizing them. 
That is a commission for the life of the church and the obedience of believers. It is not a 
statement that the water itself confers the new birth. Men read their sacramental systems 
into the command because they already want the ordinance to carry saving power. The text 
itself does not force that conclusion. 

The same thing can be seen in Acts. Believers are baptized because that is what believers 
ought to do. They confess Christ openly. They identify with Him publicly. They step into the 
visible fellowship of discipleship. None of that makes the baptism the cause of life. It 
simply proves that obedience belongs near conversion in the life of a genuine believer. But 
proximity is not causation. The fact that two things stand side by side in Christian 
experience does not mean one caused the other. Christ commands baptism. Amen. That is 
why we preach it. But command proves importance, not saving power. 

5. Baptism Is Identification, Not Justification 

One of the clearest biblical roles of baptism is identification. Romans 6 speaks of being 
baptized into Jesus Christ and into His death, buried with Him by baptism into death, and 
raised to walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3-4). Whatever debates men have over every 
phrase in that passage, the broad point is plain enough. Baptism points to identification 



with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection. It is a picture, a confession, a declaration 
that the believer’s old standing in Adam is judged and that his life is now bound up in the 
risen Lord Jesus Christ. That is identification. 

But identification is not the same thing as justification. Justification is God’s legal 
declaration that the believing sinner is righteous in Christ. It is grounded in the blood and 
righteousness of the Savior, and received by faith. “Much more then, being now justified by 
his blood, we shall be saved from wrath through him” (Rom. 5:9). Again, “Being justified 
freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:24). Those verses 
place justification in the realm of Christ’s redeeming work and God’s gracious declaration, 
not in the realm of ceremonial identification. Baptism identifies the believer with Christ 
publicly. It does not justify him before God judicially. 

This is where a lot of muddle-headed preaching gets people into trouble. Men hear Romans 
6 language about burial and resurrection, and instead of recognizing baptism as the public 
sign of union with Christ, they start treating the sign as if it mechanically causes the union. 
That is like taking a military uniform and saying the cloth itself made the man a soldier. No, 
the uniform identifies him with the army. The authority, allegiance, and enlistment stand 
behind it. Baptism is the believer’s uniform in that sense. It openly identifies him with the 
crucified and risen Christ. But the man was Christ’s before he stepped into the water. The 
water confessed the reality. It did not create it. 

6. Confession Follows Faith 

Scripture consistently places confession after faith, not before it and not instead of it. “If 
thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God 
hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved” (Rom. 10:9). Men sometimes stumble 
on that verse because they do not realize how closely faith and confession run together in 
the true believer’s life. But the same passage makes the heart of the matter plain. “For with 
the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation” (Rom. 10:10). The righteousness is tied to believing with the heart. Confession is 
the open manifestation of that inward faith. Baptism stands in that line of confession. 

A believer who gets baptized is confessing Christ openly. He is not crawling through a ritual 
trying to obtain what Christ has not yet given him. He is saying publicly what he has already 
received inwardly by faith. That is why baptism is so meaningful. It is not empty. It is not 
trivial. It is a visible confession of the invisible trust of the heart. But confession is not the 
same thing as cause. When a man confesses Christ before men, that confession is 
precious and necessary in discipleship. It is not the instrument that earns remission of 
sins. The blood of Christ and faith in Him handle that matter fully. 



This distinction also protects against false assurance. There are people who can make a 
confession with the mouth and yet never truly believe in the heart. There are people who 
can undergo baptism and yet remain spiritually dead. Simon Magus was baptized and still 
in “the gall of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:23). That should settle forever 
that baptism is not an infallible conveyor belt of saving grace. Baptism is confession and 
identification. When it is joined to genuine faith, it is a glorious testimony. When it is 
present without genuine faith, it is an empty shell. That is because confession follows faith, 
but does not replace it. 

7. Discipleship Begins After the New Birth, Not Before It 

The Christian life of discipleship begins because a man has been born again. It is not the 
machinery by which he gets born again. Peter says believers are “born again, not of 
corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James says, “Of his 
own will begat he us with the word of truth” (James 1:18). Jesus said, “the words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” (John 6:63). The new birth is God’s work 
through His Word and Spirit, received by faith in Christ. After that birth, discipleship begins 
to unfold in visible ways. The new believer learns, obeys, confesses, grows, serves, and yes, 
gets baptized. 

That is why baptism belongs in the school of discipleship. It is one of the first lessons, one 
of the first public acts of allegiance, one of the first open declarations that the believer 
belongs to Jesus Christ. But do not confuse school with birth. A child goes to school 
because he is alive. He does not become alive because he attended class. In the same 
way, the Christian enters discipleship because he has life in Christ. He does not obtain life 
because he passed through the first lesson of obedience. Religion likes to mix those things 
together because it gives institutions control. The Bible keeps them distinct because it 
exalts grace. 

When churches teach baptism as part of the process by which salvation is obtained, they 
turn discipleship into a ladder for justification. Then the sinner is not simply looking to 
Christ crucified and risen. He is looking to Christ and to his first act of public obedience as 
a combined package. That is disastrous. The whole beauty of discipleship is that it flows 
from love and gratitude toward the One who already saved the soul. “We love him, because 
he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). The “first” matters. God acts first in grace. The believer 
responds. Discipleship begins after the new birth, not as the means of achieving it. 

Conclusion 

So the distinction must be kept bright and sharp. Salvation is by grace through faith in Jesus 
Christ. Obedience is the response of the saved man to the Savior who redeemed him. 



Baptism belongs on the obedience side of that line. It is confession. It is identification. It is 
discipleship. It is testimony. It is commanded and precious. But it is not the thing that 
merits, obtains, or completes salvation. What follows salvation must never be confused 
with what causes salvation. If you mix those categories, you do not merely blur a doctrine. 
You destroy the simplicity of the gospel. 

The great trick of false religion has always been to smuggle human response back into the 
place of divine cause. That is what happened in Galatia. That is what happens in 
sacramental systems. That is what happens anywhere men stop distinguishing root from 
fruit, cause from response, and gift from duty. The sinner believes on Christ and is justified. 
Then, because he has been justified, he obeys Christ. That is Bible order. It is not 
mechanical. It is living. It is not cold. It is glorious. Grace comes first, and obedience 
follows like fruit on a living tree. 

So preach baptism hard in its place. Preach it as obedience. Preach it as public confession. 
Preach it as the believer’s first open step of discipleship. Preach it as identification with the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. But do not ever preach it as the thing that 
saves the soul. Christ saves the soul. “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be 
saved” (Acts 16:31). Then the believer, because he is saved, steps forward in obedience. 
That is the difference between salvation and obedience, and if a man ever loses that 
distinction, water will start pretending to do what only the blood of Jesus Christ can do. 

 

 

4 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Why the Gospel of John Never Tells Sinners 
to Get in the Water 

Introduction 

There are some questions that hit false doctrine like a sledgehammer, not because they are 
complicated, but because they are so plain a man has to dodge them on purpose. Here is 
one of those questions. If water baptism is necessary for salvation, why does the Gospel of 
John, the clearest evangelistic book in the New Testament, never once tell a sinner to get in 
the water in order to receive eternal life? That is not a small question. That is not a side 
issue. That is not theological nitpicking. That is a direct challenge to the whole machinery 
of baptismal regeneration. John tells you exactly why he wrote his Gospel. He says, “But 
these are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that 
believing ye might have life through his name” (John 20:31). There it is in black and white. 
He wrote so men might believe and have life. Now if baptism is the missing step, then John 



left out the missing step in the very book designed to bring sinners to life. That would not be 
a minor omission. That would be a catastrophic failure. 

But John did not fail. The problem is not with John. The problem is with men who try to force 
sacramental theology into a Gospel that keeps throwing them back on simple faith in Jesus 
Christ. John does not write like a man trying to hide the way of salvation behind liturgical 
fog. He writes like a man opening the windows of heaven and letting the sunlight pour in. 
Again and again, he puts eternal life in connection with believing. Again and again, he 
points the sinner to the Son. Again and again, he presents faith as the means of receiving 
life. And the more John does that, the more trouble he causes for every system that says 
water baptism must be added to faith before a sinner is finally safe. If baptismal 
regeneration were true, then John is the most dangerous evangelist in the Bible. But if John 
is right, and he is, then baptismal regeneration is another religious fraud trying to hijack 
texts from elsewhere because it cannot live comfortably in the Gospel of John. 

That is why this essay matters. It is not enough to answer a few proof texts here and there. 
Sometimes you have to drag a doctrine into the open daylight and ask whether it can 
survive the broad witness of an entire book. The Gospel of John is that daylight. It was 
written to produce faith in Christ and life through His name. It does not say life through His 
name and baptism. It does not say life through His name and sacramental obedience. It 
does not say life through His name when the church finishes the process. It says life 
through His name. That line by itself is enough to set a thousand baptistries in their proper 
place. This essay is going to press that truth hard, because there are too many people 
drowning in religious fog who need somebody to turn on the floodlight. 

1. John Tells You Why He Wrote, and He Never Mentions Water as the Condition of Life 

One of the strongest facts in all of this discussion is that John did not leave you guessing 
about his purpose. He tells you plainly: “Many other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of 
his disciples, which are not written in this book: But these are written, that ye might believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life through his 
name” (John 20:30-31). You do not need a committee to interpret that. You do not need a 
denomination to decode it. John wrote selected signs so men would believe in Jesus Christ 
and have life through His name. That is the stated purpose of the book. If a man comes 
along later and says, “Yes, but John assumed baptism and did not need to mention it,” what 
he is really saying is that John’s stated evangelistic purpose was not clear enough and 
needs his sacramental patchwork to complete it. 

That kind of reasoning would be laughed out of court in any other field. If a man writes a 
handbook and says, “I wrote this so you may know how to do this task,” and then never 



once includes the supposed indispensable step, everybody would say he wrote a defective 
handbook. So apply the same honesty here. If baptism were necessary to receive eternal 
life, then John wrote a defective evangelistic Gospel. He wrote a book intended to bring 
people to life and left out the ritual that supposedly secures the life. That would make him 
not merely incomplete, but dangerously misleading. Yet no Bible believer is going to accuse 
the Holy Ghost of inspiring a misleading Gospel. The problem lies not with John’s omission, 
but with the sacramental theory that demands something John never gives. 

And notice how John states the matter. He does not say, “These are written that ye might 
believe, be baptized, and have life.” He says, “that believing ye might have life through his 
name” (John 20:31). The life is attached to believing. The object of that faith is Jesus as the 
Christ, the Son of God. The channel of life is His name. The whole verse is a deathblow to 
any system that says eternal life is withheld until a sinner reaches the water. John puts the 
life where God always puts it in the matter of justification, in the Son received by faith. A 
man may argue against that if he wishes, but he cannot do it honestly and still pretend John 
supports baptismal regeneration. 

2. John’s Gospel Repeats Believing Like a Hammer Until the False Doctrine Cracks 

It is not just John 20:31. That would be enough, but the whole book beats the same drum 
until the room shakes. “As many as received him, to them gave he power to become the 
sons of God, even to them that believe on his name” (John 1:12). There is no water there. 
The sons of God are identified as those who receive Him by believing on His name. Then 
John the Baptist points to Jesus and says, “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting 
life” (John 3:36). Not shall have it after the church administers something. Hath everlasting 
life. Present possession. Immediate result. Faith in the Son, everlasting life. That is not 
sacramental language. That is gospel clarity. 

Then the Lord Jesus says, “That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have 
eternal life” (John 3:15), and again, “whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have 
everlasting life” (John 3:16). He says, “He that believeth on him is not condemned” (John 
3:18). He says, “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath 
everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation” (John 5:24). He says, “This is the 
work of God, that ye believe on him whom he hath sent” (John 6:29). He says, “He that 
believeth on me hath everlasting life” (John 6:47). He says to Martha, “Whosoever liveth 
and believeth in me shall never die” (John 11:26). How many times does God have to say 
the same thing before religion stops trying to add plumbing to it? 

This repetition is devastating to sacramental systems because it is not casual repetition. It 
is deliberate. John is not accidentally leaving baptism out. He is deliberately directing the 



sinner’s confidence to Christ alone. Over and over, he puts faith in the Son at the center of 
receiving life. Over and over, he states the result in present or decisive terms. Over and 
over, he does it without attaching water as a completing act. If baptismal regeneration were 
true, these verses would not be clear. They would be dangerous half-statements that 
required outside theological corrections. But they are not dangerous half-statements. They 
are the plain gospel. The danger lies in men who cannot leave them alone. 

3. If Baptism Were Necessary, John Would Be Criminally Negligent 

Let us use the language the issue deserves. If baptismal regeneration is true, then John 
would be criminally negligent in the construction of his Gospel. He would have written the 
greatest evangelistic book in the Bible and omitted the indispensable condition. That would 
make the book spiritually hazardous to every reader. It would mean a sinner could read 
John, believe exactly what John says to believe, rest in Christ exactly as John presents Him, 
and still not have eternal life because John forgot to mention the water. That is absurd on its 
face. It turns the inspired Gospel into a theological booby trap. Yet that is precisely where 
the sacramental system forces the discussion. 

Now some men will squirm here and say, “Well, John includes enough background 
references to water that baptism is implied.” That is a dodge, not an answer. John does 
mention water at places. John the Baptist baptizes. Nicodemus hears about being born of 
water and of the Spirit. Jesus’ disciples baptize, though later John clarifies that Jesus 
himself baptized not, but his disciples (John 4:2). There is the pool of Bethesda. There is the 
washing of the blind man in Siloam. There is water at the feast. There is blood and water 
from Christ’s side. But mentioning water in a book is not the same as making water the 
condition of eternal life. The issue is not whether water appears in John. The issue is 
whether John ever tells a sinner to seek life by entering the water. He does not. 

And that omission is not accidental. John is a theological writer with laser precision. He 
chooses signs. He structures conversations. He builds the whole Gospel toward the 
identity of Christ and the response of faith. He is not careless. He is not forgetful. He is not 
writing in a fog. So when he repeatedly sets life in connection with believing and never gives 
baptism as the required means for obtaining it, that omission is not a gap waiting for 
sacramental theologians to fill. That omission is itself a thunderous statement. John knew 
exactly what he was doing. He was preaching Christ to sinners, not ceremonies to 
candidates. 

4. John 3 Does Not Rescue Baptismal Regeneration, It Helps Bury It 

The favorite refuge of many sacramentalists in John is John 3:5: “Except a man be born of 
water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” They grab that verse like a 



drowning man grabs driftwood, because if they can force baptism into that text, they think 
they have rescued their whole system. But the context refuses to cooperate. Jesus is talking 
to Nicodemus before Christian baptism had been instituted in the New Testament sense, 
and He rebukes Nicodemus as “a master of Israel” for not understanding these things (John 
3:10). That means the truth ought to have been intelligible from Old Testament revelation. 
Nicodemus was not being expected to understand some future church ordinance not yet 
established. He was being expected to understand the prophetic language of cleansing 
and renewal from God. 

That is why the language fits so naturally with Old Testament promises such as Ezekiel 
36:25-27: “Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean... A new heart 
also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you.” There you have cleansing and 
Spirit renewal joined together in prophetic promise. Jesus is speaking of the divine 
cleansing and quickening necessary for entrance into God’s kingdom. He is not giving 
Nicodemus a lesson on baptismal regeneration. He is telling a religious man that fleshly 
birth and fleshly religion will not do. The man must be born from above by God’s cleansing 
and Spirit-wrought work. That lines up perfectly with the rest of John’s Gospel, where life is 
repeatedly received by believing in the Son. 

And here is the point that really wrecks the sacramental reading. Even after John 3, the 
Gospel keeps defining the saving response as believing. If Jesus had introduced baptism as 
the missing condition in verse 5, then the rest of the book would be shockingly misleading, 
because it would go on speaking of faith as the means of life without ever explaining the 
necessity of water. But that is not what happens. The flow of the chapter itself moves 
straight into faith: “That whosoever believeth in him should not perish” (John 3:15), 
“whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16), “He 
that believeth on him is not condemned” (John 3:18), “He that believeth on the Son hath 
everlasting life” (John 3:36). The chapter sacramentalists run to is the same chapter that 
keeps pushing them back onto faith. 

5. The Samaritan Woman Gets Living Water Without a Baptistry in Sight 

John 4 ought to make every baptismal regenerationist deeply uncomfortable. Here is a 
sinful Samaritan woman, morally broken, doctrinally confused, socially scandalized, and 
spiritually thirsty. Jesus offers her living water. He says, “whosoever drinketh of the water 
that I shall give him shall never thirst” (John 4:14). He is plainly speaking of the life and 
satisfaction that come through Himself. He is not directing her to a ceremony. He is 
revealing Himself as the source of eternal life. And when that woman comes to recognize 
Him, the whole scene is charged with personal faith in Christ, not with sacramental 
administration. The water language is spiritual, Christ-centered, and immediate. 



If the Lord were a baptismal regenerationist, John 4 would be an outrage. Here is a woman 
in spiritual need, confronted by the Messiah, offered living water, and there is no statement 
that she must be baptized in order to receive the life He is offering. No minister is 
summoned. No ritual is inserted into the exchange. The whole force of the chapter lies in 
who Jesus is and what He gives. He is the gift of God, and those who come to Him receive 
life. That is why the Samaritans later say, “we know that this is indeed the Christ, the 
Saviour of the world” (John 4:42). The Savior of the world, not the sponsor of a saving 
ceremony. 

What makes the chapter even more devastating is that it sits in a Gospel whose stated 
purpose is to bring readers to faith and life. If John wanted readers to understand that living 
water is finally received through baptismal waters, he picked a terrible place to hide it. 
Instead he puts the emphasis exactly where the gospel always puts it, on Christ known, 
Christ received, Christ believed. The woman becomes a witness because she has 
encountered Him. The Samaritans believe because of His word. The chapter rings with 
personal trust in the Savior. The water in the story is not an ordinance. It is a metaphor of 
the life Christ gives freely to the one who comes. 

6. John 5, 6, and 11 Keep Returning to Faith and Life Without Ritual Completion 

In John 5 the Lord says one of the clearest statements on assurance in all the Bible: “He 
that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not 
come into condemnation” (John 5:24). That verse is so plain it makes sacramental theology 
look foolish. The believer hath everlasting life. The believer shall not come into 
condemnation. The believer is “passed from death unto life” (John 5:24). That is present 
transfer, not pending ritual completion. If a man has passed from death unto life by hearing 
Christ’s word and believing on the Father who sent Him, what exactly is left for baptism to 
accomplish in the matter of obtaining eternal life? 

Then John 6 doubles down until the whole system caves in. The crowd asks, “What shall we 
do, that we might work the works of God?” (John 6:28). That is the natural religious 
question. What work must we perform? Jesus answers, “This is the work of God, that ye 
believe on him whom he hath sent” (John 6:29). Not get baptized. Not complete a 
sacrament. Believe. Then He says, “He that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that 
believeth on me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). Again, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that 
believeth on me hath everlasting life” (John 6:47). There is the floodlight again. Believeth. 
Hath. Everlasting life. John keeps saying it because God means for men to understand it. 

By the time you get to John 11, Jesus tells Martha, “I am the resurrection, and the life: he 
that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live” (John 11:25). Then He presses 



it personally, “whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. Believest thou this?” 
(John 11:26). Notice the question He asks. He does not say, “Art thou ready for the 
ordinance?” He says, “Believest thou this?” Why? Because the issue is faith in Him. The life 
is in Him. The resurrection is in Him. The victory is in Him. John 5, John 6, and John 11 form 
a triple cord around the neck of baptismal regeneration. Eternal life is attached to believing 
in Christ, not to entering water. 

7. The Gospel of John Forces the Issue Back to Christ Alone 

At the end of the day, what makes John so hard on sacramental systems is not merely that 
he omits baptism as a condition. It is that he relentlessly forces the entire issue back to the 
Son of God Himself. John starts by calling Him the Word, the true Light, the Lamb of God, 
the only begotten Son. He presents Him as the One who reveals the Father, gives living 
water, gives the bread of life, gives sight to the blind, raises the dead, and lays down His life 
for the sheep. John’s whole Gospel is a blazing revelation of Christ. So when sinners come 
into contact with Him in the book, the issue is never, “What ritual completes the 
transaction?” The issue is always, “What will you do with the Son?” 

That is why John says, “He came unto his own, and his own received him not” (John 1:11), 
and then, “as many as received him” (John 1:12). The dividing line is reception of Christ. It is 
why Jesus says, “Ye will not come to me, that ye might have life” (John 5:40). The problem is 
refusal of Christ. It is why Peter confesses, “thou hast the words of eternal life” (John 6:68). 
The life is tied to Him. It is why Martha says, “I believe that thou art the Christ, the Son of 
God” (John 11:27). The confession centers on Him. John does not leave room for ritual 
boasting because he leaves the sinner face to face with the Lord Jesus Christ. Either the 
sinner believes on Him, or he dies in his sins. 

And that is the great offense to religious systems. Christ alone leaves no room for 
ceremony to share the throne. If a sinner can hear the Word, believe on the Son, and have 
everlasting life, then all sacramental pride collapses. Then the church is not the distributor 
of saving substances, but the witness to a finished salvation in Christ. Then baptism 
becomes what it truly is, a precious act of confession for those who already belong to the 
Lord. The Gospel of John does not merely omit baptismal regeneration. It exposes why men 
want it. They want something visible, manageable, and institutional to stand beside faith, 
because simple faith in a sufficient Savior leaves human religion with nothing to brag 
about. 

Conclusion 

The Gospel of John is one of the greatest enemies baptismal regeneration ever had, 
because it was written for the very purpose sacramental theology claims to serve, bringing 



sinners to life. Yet when John tells you why he wrote, he says the signs are recorded “that ye 
might believe” and that “believing ye might have life through his name” (John 20:31). That is 
not vague. That is not incomplete. That is not dangerous. That is the pure gospel. The 
danger comes when men try to revise John by importing a ritual condition he never gives. If 
baptism were necessary to obtain eternal life, John would have left the most necessary 
step out of the most evangelistic book in the New Testament. That is impossible. 

So the repeated question must stand there like a sword. Why does the Gospel of John never 
tell sinners to get in the water to receive eternal life? Why does it keep saying “believe”? 
Why does it keep attaching life to the Son? Why does it keep speaking in present terms of 
possession, deliverance, and assurance for the believer? Why does it never once stop and 
say, “Now remember, none of this takes effect until baptism”? The answer is plain enough 
for any honest reader. John does not say that because it is not true. Eternal life is in the Son, 
and the sinner receives that life by believing on Him. 

That does not diminish baptism. It puts baptism in its rightful place. The believer should be 
baptized. The believer should confess Christ openly. The believer should identify with the 
death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. But the believer does those things 
because he already has life in Christ. He does not do them to get life. John turns on the 
floodlight and blows the fog out of the room. The message of his Gospel is not Christ plus 
ceremony. It is Christ alone, believed on, received, trusted, and thereby giving eternal life to 
the soul. Any gospel that cannot survive the Gospel of John does not deserve to survive at 
all. 

 

 

5 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Romans Buries the Doctrine Before the 
Water Does 

Introduction 

There are books in the Bible that strike like lightning, and there are books that grind error 
into powder with layer after layer of doctrine until there is nothing left of it but dust. 
Romans does the latter. If a man wants to know how God saves sinners, how God justifies 
the ungodly, how righteousness is imputed, how grace reigns, how faith functions, and how 
peace with God is obtained, he does not have to wander through the fog banks of church 
tradition or go beg some denominational priest to interpret the mystery. He can open the 
Epistle to the Romans and watch the Holy Ghost lay the whole case out with courtroom 
precision. That is why baptismal regeneration has such a miserable time in Romans. The 



book was written too clearly. It was written too thoroughly. It was written too doctrinally. It 
leaves too little room for religious gimmicks. 

That is the burden of this essay. Romans 1 through 5 gives the fullest doctrinal explanation 
of justification in the New Testament, and in that explanation baptism is never once 
presented as the instrument by which sinners receive righteousness before God. Not once. 
Paul does not forget it. Paul does not overlook it. Paul does not assume it in silence while 
building the whole argument around faith. He puts righteousness, justification, peace, 
access, grace, and eternal life in relation to Christ and faith, and he does it over and over 
again until any man who still wants to drag water into the engine of salvation has to do 
violence to the text to make it happen. Then, when baptism does appear in Romans 6, it 
appears not as the lever that causes justification, but as identification language bound up 
with union with Christ in His death and resurrection. Romans does not help baptismal 
regeneration. Romans buries it before the water does. 

That is why a plain rule ought to be stated at the beginning. If a doctrine cannot survive 
Romans, it should not survive the pulpit. If it has to hide in historical narratives, disputed 
phrases, and theological evasions, but cannot stand in the blazing light of Paul’s clearest 
doctrinal exposition of salvation, it deserves to be thrown out. Romans is where false 
gospels go to die. Romans is where human additions lose their footing. Romans is where 
the sinner learns that he is guilty, helpless, condemned, and justified freely by grace 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. So if a man tells you baptism is the 
instrumental cause of justification, tell him to take that doctrine to Romans and see if it 
lives through chapter 5. It will not. 

1. Romans Was Written to Explain Salvation, and It Explains It Without Baptismal 
Regeneration 

Paul opens Romans like a man who knows he is handling dynamite. He says the gospel is 
“the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth” (Rom. 1:16). Notice that. 
Salvation is tied to the gospel, and the gospel is unto salvation “to every one that 
believeth.” Paul does not say to every one that believeth and is baptized. He does not say to 
every one that believeth and completes the sacramental process. He lays the foundation in 
the first chapter. The saving power of God is connected to the gospel and received by faith. 
Then he says, “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is 
written, The just shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17). There is the banner over the whole epistle. 
The just shall live by faith. Not by faith and water. Not by faith plus ritual obedience. By 
faith. 



Then Paul spends the next large section proving universal guilt. The Gentile is guilty. The 
moralist is guilty. The Jew is guilty. “There is none righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). “For 
all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). Now if Paul believed 
baptism was the instrumental means by which the sinner is justified, chapter 3 would have 
been the perfect place to say so. The whole world is guilty before God. Every mouth is 
stopped. The law cannot justify. Human righteousness is shattered. What comes next? 
Does Paul say the answer is baptism? Not remotely. He says, “But now the righteousness 
of God without the law is manifested” (Rom. 3:21). Without the law. Without human merit. 
Without ceremonial contribution. The answer is not a ritual. The answer is God’s 
righteousness in Christ. 

Then he says this righteousness is “unto all and upon all them that believe” (Rom. 3:22). 
Again the same thing. Believing. If baptismal regeneration were true, then Romans is 
written in a way that is not merely incomplete, but dangerously misleading. Paul would be 
laying out the doctrine of justification in the greatest doctrinal epistle ever written and 
failing to mention the very thing sacramentalists say must be added to faith before 
righteousness is actually received. That would be theological negligence. But Paul is not 
negligent. He is exact. The omission is intentional because baptism is not the instrument of 
justification. Christ is the ground, faith is the means, and grace is the principle. 

2. Romans 3 Hammers Justification by Faith Without Deeds or Ritual Additions 

Romans 3 is where a thousand religious systems lose their backbone. Paul says men are 
“justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:24). 
Freely. By grace. Through redemption. In Christ Jesus. That verse is not built to tolerate 
human additions. A man justified freely by grace is not a man whose justification waits on a 
church ordinance to complete it. He is a man declared righteous by God because of the 
redemption accomplished by Jesus Christ. Then Paul says God set forth Christ to be “a 
propitiation through faith in his blood” (Rom. 3:25). There is the instrument right there. Faith 
in His blood. Not faith in His blood plus water. Not faith in His blood with a sacramental 
accelerator. Faith in His blood. 

Paul pushes it farther in Romans 3:26, saying God is “the justifier of him which believeth in 
Jesus.” That is Paul’s language, not mine. God justifies the one who believes in Jesus. If 
baptism were required to complete that justification, that verse would be a theological 
trap. But it is not a trap. It is truth. Then comes the conclusion that obliterates sacramental 
pride: “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law” 
(Rom. 3:28). Men like to wriggle out of that by saying baptism is not a deed of the law. Fine. 
Call it what you want. The principle remains. Paul is excluding all human contribution from 
the ground and means of justification. He has already established that righteousness 



comes through faith in Christ’s blood and that boasting is excluded (Rom. 3:27). Any ritual 
added as a necessary instrument of righteousness would reintroduce the very boasting and 
human involvement he is shutting out. 

And then Paul asks whether God is the God of the Jews only, or of the Gentiles also, and 
concludes that one God will justify both “by faith” and “through faith” (Rom. 3:29-30). That 
is the repeated language. Faith. Through faith. Believing in Jesus. Faith in His blood. 
Justified freely by grace. Where is baptism in the argument? It is nowhere to be found 
because Paul is not confused. He is not trying to explain discipleship. He is explaining 
justification. He is explaining how a condemned sinner receives righteousness before God. 
If baptism belonged in that explanation as an essential instrument, Romans 3 would be 
malpractice. Instead it is masterpiece. 

3. Abraham in Romans 4 Kills Ritualized Justification at the Root 

When Paul moves into Romans 4, he does something fatal to every form of ceremonial 
salvation. He brings up Abraham. Why Abraham? Because Abraham is the great test case. 
If a man can show that Abraham was justified by a ritual sign, then the ritual crowd can 
start boasting. But if Abraham was justified before the sign, then the whole structure of 
sacramental justification collapses. Paul asks, “For if Abraham were justified by works, he 
hath whereof to glory; but not before God” (Rom. 4:2). Then he gives the text that settles the 
matter forever: “Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness” 
(Rom. 4:3). There is no water there. There is not even circumcision there. There is faith, and 
there is imputed righteousness. 

Paul then contrasts wages and grace. “Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned 
of grace, but of debt” (Rom. 4:4). That is devastating to ritual religion. If baptism becomes 
part of the necessary instrument of receiving justification, then the whole act is no longer 
standing in the pure realm of grace received by faith. It has become entangled with a 
human response that is required to finalize the standing. Paul will not allow that. He says, 
“But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is 
counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:5). That verse is one of the strongest in the whole Bible 
against baptismal regeneration. To him that worketh not, but believeth. If a man tells you, 
“Yes, but he must also be baptized to receive righteousness,” he is not helping Paul. He is 
contradicting him. 

Then Paul brings up circumcision directly and ruins every attempt to make religious signs 
co-instrumental in justification. Abraham received circumcision “a seal of the 
righteousness of the faith which he had yet being uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11). There it is. 
The righteousness came first by faith. The sign followed afterward as a seal, not as the 



producer of righteousness. That order matters. It is God’s order. And if it is God’s order in 
the great patriarchal test case, then the pattern stands against every system that tries to 
make baptism the cause of what faith has already received. The sign follows righteousness. 
It does not create it. Baptismal regeneration dies right there in Abraham’s tent. 

4. Romans 5 Gives Peace, Access, and Reconciliation Through Christ by Faith 

By the time Paul enters Romans 5, he is not fumbling for definitions. He is building 
triumphantly on what he has already established. “Therefore being justified by faith, we 
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). That one verse alone ought 
to stop every sacramental preacher in his tracks. Being justified by faith. Peace with God. 
Through our Lord Jesus Christ. That is the grammar of salvation. Justified by faith. Peace 
through Christ. If baptism were necessary as an instrument of justification, then Romans 
5:1 would be giving false peace to unbaptized believers. Yet Paul gives the peace without 
hesitation because justification is by faith. 

Then he adds, “By whom also we have access by faith into this grace wherein we stand” 
(Rom. 5:2). Access by faith. Into this grace. Wherein we stand. How much clearer does the 
Spirit of God have to make it? The believer’s standing in grace is accessed by faith. It is not 
accessed by faith plus the baptistry. It is not accessed by faith until the minister arrives. 
The believer stands in grace because of Christ and through faith. That is Paul’s doctrine. It 
is not thin. It is not fragile. It is not waiting for sacramental supplementation. It is complete 
and glorious. 

Then comes more language that destroys baptismal regeneration if men will only read it 
honestly. “Much more then, being now justified by his blood, we shall be saved from wrath 
through him” (Rom. 5:9). “For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the 
death of his Son” (Rom. 5:10). Justified by His blood. Reconciled by the death of His Son. 
Saved from wrath through Him. Paul knows exactly where to put the saving power. It is in 
Christ’s death, Christ’s blood, Christ’s person, and Christ’s grace received by faith. If a man 
must add baptism to receive justification, then Romans 5 is handing out peace and 
reconciliation prematurely. But Romans 5 is not premature. It is perfect. The doctrine that 
conflicts with it is the one that deserves burial. 

5. Romans 6 Introduces Baptism as Identification, Not the Cause of the New Birth 

Now the ritualists always run to Romans 6 as though they have finally found their lifeboat. 
They see the word baptism there and think the whole earlier argument must have been 
silently waiting for chapter 6 to unveil baptism as the true instrumental cause of salvation. 
But that is not how the chapter works. Paul has already spent five chapters explaining guilt, 
justification, imputation, grace, reconciliation, and peace. He has done all of that without 



presenting baptism as the means of receiving righteousness. Then in chapter 6 he turns to 
the question of sanctification. “Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound?” (Rom. 
6:1). That is the issue. Not how to get justified, but how justified people are to think about 
sin. 

He says, “Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized 
into his death?” (Rom. 6:3). The point is identification with Christ. The believer’s union with 
Christ means the old man’s dominion has been broken. The believer is tied to Christ’s 
death and resurrection. Then Paul says, “Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into 
death” (Rom. 6:4). Again, the issue is identification and participation in the reality of union 
with Christ, leading to “newness of life.” This is not Paul suddenly backtracking and saying, 
“By the way, all that earlier talk about justification by faith was incomplete until you 
understood ceremonial immersion.” No. He is pressing the moral implications of union with 
Christ for those already brought under grace. 

Even if one insists that water baptism is in view in Romans 6, the force of the passage still 
works against baptismal regeneration when read in context. Baptism is the public sign and 
confession of the believer’s union with Christ in His death and resurrection. It functions as 
identification language. It dramatizes the reality. It marks the believer’s break with the old 
order. But nothing in Romans 6 says the act itself is what caused the new birth or secured 
the imputed righteousness Paul spent the first five chapters establishing by faith alone. 
Romans 6 is not a secret trapdoor into sacramentalism. It is the continuation of a justified 
life under grace. The chapter assumes the standing already established in Christ and 
applies it to holy living. 

6. Romans Distinguishes Justification from Sanctification, and Baptism Belongs With 
the Latter 

One of the biggest disasters in modern religion is the flattening of all categories into one 
soup. Men no longer distinguish justification from sanctification, imputed righteousness 
from practical holiness, salvation from discipleship, or cause from result. Romans does 
distinguish them, and that distinction crushes baptismal regeneration. In Romans 3 
through 5 Paul is dealing with justification. The sinner is declared righteous before God by 
grace through faith because of Christ’s blood. In Romans 6 through 8 he turns to the life 
that flows from that standing. The justified man is not to continue in sin. He is to reckon 
himself dead indeed unto sin and alive unto God (Rom. 6:11). He is to yield himself unto 
God (Rom. 6:13). He is to walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit (Rom. 8:1-4). 

That shift matters because baptism in Romans appears not in the section where Paul is 
establishing the legal ground of justification, but in the section where he is unfolding the 



ethical implications of union with Christ. That alone should make a careful reader stop 
before turning Romans 6 into a baptismal regeneration chapter. If baptism were the 
instrument by which the sinner is justified, it belongs in Romans 3 through 5. That is where 
Paul is explaining how a guilty man gets right with God. That is where the discussion of 
means and ground belongs. But Paul introduces baptism when speaking of identification 
with Christ’s death and resurrection in the life of sanctification. That is exactly where 
baptism belongs. 

The sacramentalist wants to drag Romans 6 backward into Romans 3 and force 
identification language to override the prior doctrinal argument. But that is backwards. 
Paul’s order is deliberate. First justification by faith. Then life under grace. First imputed 
righteousness. Then practical holiness. First peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Then reckoning ourselves dead to sin and alive unto God. Baptism fits that second sphere 
beautifully as a public confession of the believer’s break with the old life and union with 
Christ. It fits the first sphere miserably as a supposed ceremonial mechanism of 
justification. Romans’ own structure tells you where to put it. 

7. If a Doctrine Cannot Survive Romans, It Should Not Survive the Pulpit 

Here is the plain rule every preacher, teacher, and Bible student ought to adopt. If a 
doctrine cannot survive the book of Romans, it should not survive your pulpit. If you have to 
build your system from a few difficult texts while Romans stands there glaring at it from 
chapter after chapter with justification by faith, imputed righteousness, grace, blood 
atonement, reconciliation, and peace through Christ, then the problem is not that Romans 
is missing something. The problem is that your doctrine is false. A true doctrine will 
harmonize with Romans. It may need explanation in relation to some passages elsewhere, 
but it will not be unable to breathe in Paul’s clearest doctrinal book. 

Baptismal regeneration cannot breathe there. It chokes in Romans 1:16-17, where the 
gospel saves every one that believeth and the just live by faith. It chokes in Romans 3:24-
28, where justification is free by grace through redemption in Christ and received by faith 
without deeds. It chokes in Romans 4:3-5 and 4:11, where Abraham is justified by faith 
before the sign. It chokes in Romans 5:1-2 and 5:9-10, where peace, access, and 
reconciliation come through Christ by faith and by His blood. Then when it gasps for life in 
Romans 6, it finds only identification with Christ in the realm of sanctification, not 
ceremonial new birth in the realm of justification. Romans is a graveyard for sacramental 
salvation. 

And that is exactly as it should be. God did not leave the church without a doctrinal anchor. 
He gave Romans. He gave a book where the sinner sees his guilt, sees God’s wrath, sees 



Christ’s righteousness, sees grace triumphing over law, sees the blood of Christ, sees faith 
counted for righteousness, and sees the new life that flows from union with the Savior. If a 
preacher comes along and tells people baptism is necessary as the instrument of 
justification, set his message beside Romans and watch it collapse. Then stop giving that 
message a pulpit. The church does not need more ritual fog. It needs the clear trumpet of 
Pauline gospel truth. 

Conclusion 

Romans is not vague about salvation. It is not suggestive where it ought to be precise. It is 
not waiting for church tradition to fill in the blanks. Paul wrote with the accuracy of a 
surgeon and the authority of an apostle moved by the Holy Ghost. He tells you the whole 
world is guilty before God. He tells you righteousness is manifested apart from the law. He 
tells you Christ is the propitiation through faith in His blood. He tells you a man is justified 
by faith. He tells you Abraham was justified before the sign. He tells you we have peace 
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. He tells you we have access by faith into grace. He 
tells you we are justified by Christ’s blood and reconciled by His death. If a doctrine cannot 
fit there, it does not fit the Bible. 

That is why baptismal regeneration does not merely need correction. It needs burial. 
Romans buries it before the water does. The epistle leaves no room for a church ordinance 
to become the instrumental cause of receiving righteousness before God. When baptism 
appears in Romans 6, it does exactly what baptism ought to do. It identifies the believer 
with Christ’s death and resurrection in the realm of life under grace. It functions as 
confession and participation language, not as the machinery of justification. Paul knew the 
difference. The church ought to know it too. 

So let the line be drawn hard. Christ is the ground of salvation. Faith is the means of 
receiving it. Grace is the principle on which God gives it. The blood is the price that secured 
it. Baptism follows in the life of the believer as a precious act of identification and 
obedience. But if any man drags baptism back into Romans 3 through 5 and tries to make it 
part of the instrument of justification, he is not helping Paul explain the gospel. He is 
corrupting it. And if his doctrine cannot survive Romans, it has no business surviving the 
pulpit. 

 

 

6 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Galatians vs the Wet Judaizers 

Introduction 



If you want to find out how God feels about men adding religious ceremony to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, do not start with a denominational handbook, and do not start with a church 
history debate. Start with Galatians. That book is a spiritual flamethrower. Paul is not sitting 
there polishing theological furniture. He is not trying to make everybody feel respected 
while they quietly tamper with the blood atonement. He is watching men creep into 
churches with another gospel, and he goes after them like a man who knows souls are 
being poisoned. That is why Galatians matters so much in this series. The whole issue of 
baptismal regeneration is not really about water first. It is about the gospel first. Water just 
happens to be the modern ceremony men are trying to smuggle into the place where Christ 
alone is supposed to stand. 

The old Judaizers wanted circumcision. The wet Judaizers want baptism. The old crowd 
said faith in Christ was not enough unless the convert received the ritual mark. The new 
crowd says faith in Christ is not enough unless the convert receives the ritual washing. The 
old crowd had a knife. The new crowd has a baptistry. But the instinct behind both systems 
is exactly the same. Fallen religion does not like a gospel that leaves man nothing to point 
at except a crucified and risen Savior. Men want something visible, something tangible, 
something ceremonial, something they can circle on a calendar and say, “That is when the 
thing was finally completed.” That religious instinct is older than Rome, older than 
Canterbury, older than the Church of Christ, and older than your nearest sacramental 
preacher. It is the instinct to help God save. 

That is why this essay is one of the strongest in the series. The issue is not whether 
circumcision and baptism are the same ordinance. They are not. The issue is whether 
attaching saving necessity to a ceremony corrupts the gospel no matter what ceremony is 
being used. The answer is yes. Paul did not merely resist obvious law-keeping in general. 
He resisted any system that bound justification to a ritual requirement. He resisted any 
preaching that said Christ plus ceremony. He resisted any message that added visible 
religion to faith as a condition of being finally right with God. Dry legalism and wet legalism 
are still legalism. Change the rite and the error remains. Change the packaging and the 
poison is still poison. The Galatian snake just learned how to swim. 

1. Galatians Is Not a Debate About Style, It Is a War Over the Gospel 

Paul does not open Galatians like a man addressing a harmless misunderstanding. He 
opens it like a man confronting treason. He says, “I marvel that ye are so soon removed 
from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (Gal. 1:6). There is no 
polite hedge there. He does not say they were merely adjusting the gospel. He does not say 
they were enriching it. He does not say they were preserving fuller obedience. He says 
“another gospel.” That means the issue in Galatia was not secondary. It was not some fine 



point of covenantal nuance. It was the corruption of the gospel itself. That ought to wake up 
every person who thinks adding a ceremony to faith is a harmless way of emphasizing 
seriousness. 

Then Paul says, “Which is not another; but there be some that trouble you, and would 
pervert the gospel of Christ” (Gal. 1:7). There it is again. Pervert the gospel. The gospel can 
be perverted not only by denying Christ openly, but by adding to Him religiously. The devil 
does not always tear the cross down in public. Sometimes he decorates it, surrounds it 
with ritual, and then turns men away from resting in it alone. That is the Galatian problem. 
Christ was still being named. Grace was still being discussed. Scripture was still being 
handled. But the message had been poisoned by adding ceremonial necessity to faith. Paul 
calls that another gospel because another gospel is exactly what it was. 

And then he says, “Though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto 
you... let him be accursed” (Gal. 1:8). That is not the language of a man dealing with minor 
emphasis differences. That is the language of a man guarding the very door of heaven. If 
adding circumcision to faith earned that response, then the principle applies straight down 
the line to every later attempt to add ceremonial necessity to Christ. The form of the rite 
does not matter. The corruption lies in the addition. If a man says faith plus baptism saves, 
he has not become more faithful than the free-grace gospel. He has walked into the same 
category of corruption Paul damned in Galatia. Another gospel is another gospel, even if it 
comes out dripping wet. 

2. The Religious Instinct Never Changes 

Men have this miserable instinct in them to want something they can do, something they 
can touch, something they can point at, something they can say finalized the transaction. 
That instinct does not disappear just because a man starts quoting the New Testament. 
The flesh loves ritual because ritual can be seen, measured, administered, and 
remembered in a visible way. Faith in an unseen Christ crucified and risen offends religious 
pride because it leaves the sinner empty-handed except for trust. A man can boast about a 
ceremony much easier than he can boast about simply receiving mercy. That is why religion 
keeps running back to visible signs and trying to make them part of salvation. 

The Judaizer wanted a mark in the flesh. He wanted a point of visible entry into covenant 
standing. He wanted something he could inspect and verify and bind on the conscience of 
the convert. That is why circumcision became the battlefield. It was not just about an old 
Jewish custom. It was about whether God justifies by grace through faith in Christ or 
whether that standing has to be completed through a religious sign. Modern 
sacramentalists have the same instinct. They want a moment, a rite, a visible act they can 



point to and say, “There. That is when remission was finally applied. That is when 
regeneration finally happened. That is when the soul was finally brought through.” It is the 
same fleshly desire in a different robe. 

This is what makes wet legalism so dangerous. It often sounds more spiritual than dry 
legalism because it uses the language of obedience, humility, and sacrament rather than 
the open language of earning and merit. But the instinct is the same. Men still want a 
ceremony attached to the saving event. Men still want a visible completion point. Men still 
want something administered through the institution. Men still want the sinner’s 
confidence tied partly to Christ and partly to an event the church can supervise. That 
instinct never changes. It only changes costume. The old serpent does not mind whether 
you trust a knife, a font, or a baptistry, as long as you do not trust Christ alone. 

3. Circumcision Was the Old Ritual, Baptism Is the New Excuse 

Now let us say something plain enough that even the clever religionist can understand it. 
Circumcision and baptism are not the same rite, but they can be abused in the same way. 
The abuse lies in making a sign into a co-instrument of justification. Paul is fighting that 
abuse in Galatians. The men troubling the churches were not saying Christ was worthless 
in every sense. They were saying Christ was not enough by Himself. They wanted 
circumcision added. Paul saw right through it. He did not say, “Well, since circumcision is a 
biblical sign, perhaps we can work out a balanced position.” No. He saw that the moment 
the sign became necessary for justification, the gospel itself had been corrupted. 

That is why the modern move to make baptism necessary for the new birth or for remission 
of sins falls under the same principle. The argument is not, “But baptism is not 
circumcision.” Of course it is not. The argument is, “Does attaching saving necessity to a 
religious sign corrupt the gospel?” Galatians answers yes. The sign may change. The error 
does not. If a man says Christ plus circumcision, Paul says accursed. If a man says Christ 
plus baptism, the packaging changed but the principle remained. The sinner is no longer 
being directed to rest in Christ alone. He is being told that Christ’s work must be joined with 
a ritual act before the saving benefit is fully secured. 

And that is precisely why the wet Judaizer hates this comparison. He wants you arguing 
over whether baptism is a New Testament command. Of course it is a New Testament 
command. That is not the issue. Circumcision also had divine appointment in another 
setting, but once men made it necessary for justification under the gospel, Paul went to 
war. The question is not whether God ever ordained a sign. The question is whether the sign 
is being turned into a condition of saving righteousness. The minute it is, Galatians rises up 



like a lion. The old ritual was circumcision. The new excuse is baptism. The spirit behind 
both is the same. 

4. Paul Did Not Oppose Only Obvious Legalism, He Opposed Ceremony Attached to 
Justification 

Some people read Galatians like Paul only objected to salvation by good works in the 
broadest sense, while leaving room for divinely ordained ceremonies to function as part of 
the saving process. That is nonsense. The whole point of the letter is that even a God-given 
ritual from an earlier covenant becomes damnable when attached to justification in the 
wrong place. Circumcision was not a pagan practice. It had biblical history, covenantal 
significance, and divine institution in its proper setting. Yet Paul says, “If ye be circumcised, 
Christ shall profit you nothing” (Gal. 5:2). Why? Because the issue was not whether 
circumcision had ever had a place. The issue was whether it now had a place in 
justification by grace through faith. It did not. 

That same principle explodes the argument of modern sacramentalists who say, “But 
baptism is commanded by Christ, therefore it can be necessary for salvation.” That does 
not follow. The Lord commands many things that belong to discipleship, holiness, worship, 
and testimony without making them instrumental causes of justification. The command 
proves importance. It does not prove saving function. Paul would have had every reason in 
the world to treat circumcision gently if the mere fact that God once instituted a sign could 
justify attaching it to righteousness. But he does the exact opposite. He treats that 
attachment as spiritual catastrophe. That tells you the issue is not whether a sign exists. 
The issue is whether the sign is being brought into the gospel as a saving necessity. 

Then Paul says, “I testify again to every man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do 
the whole law” (Gal. 5:3). Once you start that route, you are no longer standing in grace 
alone. You have stepped onto the treadmill of ritual obligation. And do not think baptismal 
regeneration escapes that principle. Once a man says baptism is necessary for the new 
birth or for justification, he has introduced ritual dependency into the matter of salvation. 
He may say it more softly than the Judaizer. He may use better music and cleaner language. 
He may talk about covenant and sacrament instead of merit and law. But he has still 
attached ceremony to saving necessity. Paul opposed exactly that principle. 

5. “Christ Shall Profit You Nothing” Still Applies to Christ Plus Ceremony 

One of the hardest verses in Galatians is Galatians 5:2: “If ye be circumcised, Christ shall 
profit you nothing.” That verse shocks people because it is so absolute. But it is only 
shocking if a man has not understood the jealousy of the gospel. Christ will not be joined to 
ceremonial co-saviors. He will not share the throne with ritual. He will not be treated as the 



main ingredient in a larger religious formula. If a man seeks justification through a system 
that says Christ plus ceremony, then as far as that system goes, Christ profits him nothing. 
Why? Because the man is no longer resting in Christ alone. He is resting in a blended 
gospel, and a blended gospel is another gospel. 

Apply that principle to wet legalism. If a preacher tells sinners, “Believe in Jesus Christ, but 
understand that until you are baptized your sins are not washed away, your new birth has 
not occurred, and your salvation is not fully secure,” that preacher has attached ceremony 
to the saving benefit. He may be sincere. He may be zealous. He may be reverent toward 
baptism. None of that changes the principle. He has made Christ’s saving profit contingent 
upon the addition of a ritual. Paul’s logic does not bend just because the rite changed from 
circumcision to baptism. The issue is still Christ plus ceremony. And Christ plus ceremony 
is not the gospel of grace. 

That is why Paul says, “Ye are fallen from grace” (Gal. 5:4). He is not talking about losing 
individual salvation like a coin slipping through a crack. He is talking about moving off the 
principle of grace as the way of justification. The man who seeks to be justified by law, by 
sign, by ordinance, by ceremony, by ritual addition, has stepped off the platform of grace 
and onto another principle entirely. That is exactly what happens in baptismal regeneration. 
The sinner is no longer told, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” 
(Acts 16:31). He is told to include a rite in the transaction. That is not standing in grace. That 
is falling into ceremony. 

6. Dry Legalism and Wet Legalism Are Still Legalism 

People get fooled because wet legalism often sounds more humble than dry legalism. The 
dry legalist may strut around talking about works, law, merit, and standards in a way that 
makes his pride obvious. The wet legalist sounds tender. He talks about submission, 
obedience, humility, and honoring Christ’s command. But if he takes that obedience and 
turns it into a condition for obtaining righteousness before God, he has not escaped 
legalism. He has only baptized it. Dry legalism and wet legalism are still legalism. Put the 
law in a baptistry and it is still the law. 

Paul asks the Galatians, “Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of 
faith?” (Gal. 3:2). That question hits the whole issue square in the face. How is the Spirit 
received? By works, or by faith? The answer is faith. Then he says, “Are ye so foolish? having 
begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?” (Gal. 3:3). There is the whole 
problem with ceremonial salvation. It starts with the language of Spirit and grace, then 
sneaks fleshly ritual in to finish the matter. That is exactly what baptismal regeneration 



does. It speaks of Christ, grace, and new life, and then says the fleshly ordinance is 
necessary to bring the soul across the line. Paul calls that foolishness. 

And do not miss the sarcasm in Galatians 5:12, where Paul says, “I would they were even 
cut off which trouble you.” That is not a mild seminary lecture. That is the apostolic 
equivalent of grabbing false religion by the collar and throwing it out the door. Why such 
severity? Because these men were not merely encouraging deeper commitment. They were 
binding ritual necessity onto the gospel. Wet legalists do the same thing. They trouble 
souls. They confuse sinners. They shift confidence off Christ alone and onto Christ plus 
ordinance. And the church keeps acting like that is a family debate over emphasis. It is not. 
It is legalism with a towel. 

7. The True Gospel Leaves the Sinner With Nothing to Boast In but the Cross 

At the end of Galatians, Paul says, “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14). There is the true spirit of the gospel. The cross alone is the 
sinner’s glory. The sinner is not to glory in ceremony, ritual, church procedure, or visible 
marks in the flesh. The whole religion of grace strips man down until he has no boasting left 
except in Jesus Christ. That is why sacramental systems are so offensive to the gospel, 
because they reintroduce a boastable event. The man may deny he is boasting, but he now 
has something besides the cross to point to as necessary to his standing. He can say, “That 
was the moment the transaction was finalized.” Paul says glory only in the cross. 

This is why the true gospel feels too simple to the religious flesh. It tells the sinner to 
abandon confidence in himself, abandon confidence in rites, abandon confidence in 
ceremonies, abandon confidence in institutions, and rest in Christ crucified and risen 
alone. That kills pride. That kills boasting. That kills religious self-congratulation. That is 
why men instinctively reach for signs they can supervise. But the gospel leaves the sinner 
no room to brag. “For if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” (Gal. 
2:21). And if righteousness comes by Christ plus baptism, then the same principle applies. 
Christ’s death is no longer treated as all sufficient in the matter of justification. 

So the believer who understands Galatians learns to spot the danger quickly. The question 
is never merely, “Is the ordinance biblical?” The question is, “What place is this ordinance 
being given in relation to justification?” If it is being preached as obedience flowing from 
grace, all is well. If it is being preached as identification with Christ after faith, all is well. If it 
is being preached as public confession of a salvation already received, all is well. But if it is 
being preached as necessary to obtain righteousness, remission, regeneration, or final 
saving standing, then Galatians has already spoken. The old heresy is back. The only 
difference is that it went from dry to wet. 



Conclusion 

Galatians is the apostolic demolition site for every gospel that tries to put ceremony back 
into the saving transaction. The Judaizers wanted circumcision. The wet Judaizers want 
baptism. The rite changed, but the instinct did not. Men still want a visible mark. Men still 
want a ritual completion point. Men still want something administered through religion that 
they can point to and say, “That was when I was finally made right with God.” Paul does not 
negotiate with that instinct. He exposes it as another gospel. He treats it as a perversion of 
the gospel of Christ. He pronounces a curse on it. That is how serious the matter is. 

The true gospel says Christ is enough. His blood is enough. His death is enough. His 
resurrection is enough. The sinner receives that salvation by faith. Then, because he is 
saved, he obeys. Then, because he belongs to Christ, he is baptized. Then, because grace 
has changed him, he confesses the Lord openly. That is Bible order. The wet Judaizer 
reverses the order by shoving the ordinance back into the place of saving necessity. That 
does not honor baptism. It corrupts grace. It does not deepen the gospel. It perverts it. It 
does not make men more obedient. It makes them more confused. 

So let this title stick in the mind like a nail driven through a board: Galatians vs the Wet 
Judaizers. Dry legalism and wet legalism are still legalism. Changing the ritual does not 
change the error. If circumcision added to faith was another gospel, then baptism added to 
faith is another gospel too. The church needs to quit being impressed with church clothes, 
sacramental language, and polished rhetoric. The question is simple. Is Christ enough by 
faith alone, or must a ceremony complete what He finished? Galatians answers with fire. 
Christ alone. Faith alone. Cross alone. Anything else is the same old snake, even if this time 
it came out of the water. 

 

 

7 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Abraham Was Saved Before Any Religious 
Sign 

Introduction 

One of the quickest ways to blow apart a false doctrine is to call in a witness that the Holy 
Ghost Himself already put on the stand. When the issue is sacramental salvation, ritualized 
justification, and the old religious lie that a ceremony must complete what faith begins, the 
witness God calls is Abraham. That is not an accident. Abraham is not some side character 
dragged in for decoration. He is the chosen exhibit. He is the test case. He is the patriarch 
placed under the microscope by the Spirit of God to settle forever whether a man gets right 



with God through faith first or through a religious sign first. And once Abraham speaks, a 
whole lot of church fog burns off in a hurry. 

The reason Abraham is so dangerous to baptismal regeneration is that he destroys the 
whole principle behind it. The false system says the sign is somehow tied to the receiving of 
righteousness in such a way that the sinner cannot finally claim a right standing before God 
until the ceremony has occurred. Abraham says otherwise. Paul says, “For what saith the 
scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness” (Rom. 
4:3). There is no ritual in that verse. No knife. No temple rite. No priestly administration. No 
visible ceremony. There is God’s promise, Abraham’s faith, and righteousness counted. 
That is the divine order. God counted righteousness first, then later gave the sign. 

That is why this essay matters so much. Circumcision in the Old Testament and baptism in 
the New Testament are not identical in administration, but the theological lesson from 
Abraham remains devastating to every scheme that tries to make a sign into a savior. The 
sign follows faith. It does not create faith. The sign seals the righteousness already 
received. It does not produce righteousness. The sign identifies, testifies, and marks. It 
does not justify. Abraham was saved before any religious sign. That one truth is simple 
enough for a child to understand and powerful enough to wreck a library full of sacramental 
excuses. 

1. God Picked Abraham on Purpose 

Paul did not stumble into Abraham by accident. He did not sit down with a stack of 
commentaries and think Abraham might make an interesting illustration. The Holy Ghost 
chose Abraham because Abraham is the father of all them that believe, and because his 
case settles the order once and for all. Romans 4 opens with, “What shall we say then that 
Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found?” (Rom. 4:1). Why start there? 
Because if ritual religion could ever brag about a man being justified through a sign, 
Abraham would be the obvious place to try it. He is the covenant man. He is the marked 
man. He is the father of the nation. He received circumcision. If anybody could be turned 
into a poster child for sacramental justification, Abraham would have been the candidate. 

But the Spirit of God will not let the ritualists get away with it. Paul says, “For if Abraham 
were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God” (Rom. 4:2). There is 
the issue stated plainly. If Abraham got right with God through some work, some act, some 
religious performance, then he would have a ground for boasting. He could point to what he 
did. He could point to the event. He could point to the moment of ritual compliance and 
say that was the instrument by which he entered righteousness. But Paul shuts that door 



before it ever opens. Abraham has no glorying before God because Abraham was not 
justified by works. 

Then comes the hammer blow: “For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it 
was counted unto him for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). There is the witness statement. There 
is the testimony under oath. Abraham believed God. God counted righteousness. That is 
the saving transaction. No sign is present in the verse because no sign was involved in the 
counting of righteousness. The witness the Holy Ghost called to settle the matter gives his 
testimony in a way that ruins every man who wants to put ritual inside the act of 
justification. God picked Abraham on purpose because Abraham proves the point beyond 
repair. 

2. The Counting Came Before the Cutting 

One of the most important truths in this whole debate is the order of events in Abraham’s 
life. The order matters because theology lives and dies on divine order. Abraham believed 
God in Genesis 15:6, and righteousness was counted to him there. Circumcision does not 
show up until Genesis 17. That means the counting came before the cutting. The 
justification came before the sign. The righteousness came before the ritual. The standing 
came before the seal. That is not a minor chronological detail. That is the whole point. If the 
sign had come first, sacramentalists would have danced on that passage for two thousand 
years. But God arranged the history the other way around and then had Paul explain why. 

Paul asks in Romans 4:10, “How was it then reckoned? when he was in circumcision, or in 
uncircumcision?” Then he answers his own question so clearly that only a determined 
religionist could miss it: “Not in circumcision, but in uncircumcision.” There is the verdict. 
Abraham’s righteousness was reckoned while he was uncircumcised. Not after the sign. 
Not through the sign. Not at the moment of the sign. While uncircumcised. The Holy Ghost 
could not have stated it more plainly if He had written it with lightning across the sky. 
Abraham was right with God before the ritual ever touched his flesh. 

That one fact wrecks the entire logic of baptismal regeneration. Because the whole 
sacramental instinct says the sign must in some way complete, secure, or finally bring the 
soul into the saving benefit. Abraham says no. God counted righteousness first. That 
means God is not waiting on the sign to do His justifying work. God can and does justify 
through faith before the sign arrives. Once that truth is established, every later attempt to 
make a religious ordinance the instrumental cause of justification is immediately suspect. 
The counting came before the cutting, and that means grace ran ahead of ritual. 

3. Circumcision Was a Sign and Seal, Not a Saving Machine 



Paul does not stop with showing the order. He explains the purpose of the sign itself. 
Romans 4:11 says, “And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of 
the faith which he had yet being uncircumcised.” That verse ought to be framed and hung 
on the wall of every church where sacramentalism tries to creep in. Circumcision is called 
a sign and a seal. A sign points to something. A seal confirms something. Neither word 
means the sign creates the reality it signifies. The sign of circumcision testified to a 
righteousness Abraham already had by faith. The seal confirmed the righteousness already 
reckoned. It was not a saving machine. 

This is where men go badly wrong with religious ordinances. They take a sign and load it 
with powers God never assigned to it. They take a seal and turn it into a generator. They take 
a testimony and pretend it is the cause. But Paul will not let that happen with Abraham. He 
tells you what circumcision was doing. It was sealing “the righteousness of the faith which 
he had yet being uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11). The righteousness already existed. The faith 
already existed. The standing already existed. The sign came afterward to mark and confirm 
what God had already done by grace through faith. 

And once you learn that lesson, it becomes a sword against every later ritualized salvation 
scheme. Baptism is precious in its place. It is a sign. It is a testimony. It is a public 
confession of union with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection. But once a man turns 
that sign into the thing that creates the standing, he has repeated the old error of making 
the seal do the saving. Abraham’s circumcision was not a saving machine. It was a sign and 
a seal. That same principle exposes the falseness of every doctrine that turns baptism into 
the mechanism of the new birth or the instrumental cause of remission. 

4. The Sign Followed Faith, It Did Not Create It 

This truth has to be stated so often because religion always tries to reverse it. The sign 
followed faith. It did not create faith. Abraham did not walk into righteousness by passing 
through circumcision. He believed God first. The faith came first. The counted 
righteousness came first. Then the sign followed. That is the pattern God Himself stamped 
onto the life of the man called the father of all them that believe. And if that is the pattern 
God established in Abraham, then every man who later tries to make a sign the producer of 
righteousness is fighting not merely a doctrine, but a divine pattern. 

This is exactly the point Paul draws from Abraham. He says Abraham became “the father of 
all them that believe, though they be not circumcised; that righteousness might be imputed 
unto them also” (Rom. 4:11). Why did God set it up that way? So nobody would think the 
sign was the gatekeeper of righteousness. So Gentiles would know that righteousness can 
be imputed without the sign. So the whole world would know that faith, not ritual, is the 



appointed means by which a sinner receives a right standing before God. Abraham had to 
be justified in uncircumcision so he could stand as the universal witness that 
righteousness is imputed by faith apart from ceremonial participation. 

That lesson goes straight through to the New Testament debate over baptismal 
regeneration. A man may say, “Yes, but baptism is a New Testament command, not an Old 
Testament sign.” Very well, baptism is indeed a New Testament command. That is not the 
issue. The issue is whether a sign that follows faith can be turned into the cause of the 
standing it signifies. Abraham answers no. If God gave the sign after faith in the 
foundational case, then that divine order teaches us how signs function in relation to 
justification. They follow saving faith. They do not produce it. The sign follows faith, and any 
system that reverses that order is fighting Abraham, Paul, and the Holy Ghost all at once. 

5. Abraham Destroys Every Ritualized Salvation Scheme 

There is something almost comical about how thoroughly Abraham wrecks sacramental 
theology. Roman sacramentalism cannot survive him. Anglican baptismal regeneration 
cannot survive him. Church of Christ water salvation cannot survive him. Any system that 
says a visible ordinance must complete the sinner’s entrance into righteousness gets run 
over by Abraham’s testimony. Why? Because Abraham gives the principle in its clearest 
possible form. God counted righteousness to an uncircumcised man who believed His 
promise. That means God justifies apart from the sign. Once that truth is standing in the 
room, ritualized salvation schemes start sweating. 

What men often try to do is narrow Abraham down so his case cannot reach them. They 
say, “Well, that was circumcision, not baptism.” But the argument in Romans 4 is not 
merely about the identity of the ritual. It is about the theological principle of how 
righteousness is imputed. Paul is proving that justification is by faith apart from works and 
apart from ritual participation. Abraham is the proof. The sign did not make him righteous. 
The sign confirmed a righteousness already reckoned. Therefore, no later sign, however 
precious in its own place, can be turned into the engine of justification without violating the 
same principle Paul established. 

That is why this argument is so hard-hitting. It is simple enough that nobody has to get lost 
in theological fog. Abraham was saved before the sign. Therefore the sign was not the 
cause of salvation. There it is. Strip all the labels off. Remove the church jargon. Get rid of 
the seminary fog machine. Abraham was right with God before the ceremony. That means 
God does not need the ceremony to justify. Once that is seen, the ritualist loses the battle 
at the most basic level. The old schemes may change language, but Abraham still stands 
there smiling like a witness whose testimony never cracks under cross-examination. 



6. Baptism Differs in Administration, but Not in the Lesson About Signs 

Now it is true that baptism is not circumcision in every detail. One belongs to the old 
covenant administration, the other to the New Testament era. One marked covenant 
identity in Abraham’s line, the other marks public identification with Christ in His death, 
burial, and resurrection. One was given to males in a physical lineage, the other is 
administered as a Christian ordinance in the life of the church. Those differences are real, 
and only a sloppy thinker ignores them. But here is the part that matters for our issue. The 
theological lesson about signs still holds. A sign is not the cause of the righteousness it 
signifies. 

That is the point sacramentalists hate because it will not go away. They may say, “Yes, but 
baptism has greater covenant significance,” or “Yes, but baptism is connected with the 
name of Christ,” or “Yes, but baptism belongs to the church age.” None of that answers the 
principle. The question is still whether the sign creates the standing or follows it. Abraham 
answers that for the whole family of faith. The sign follows saving faith. It does not create it. 
If baptism is a sign of union with Christ, then it points to and confesses that union. It does 
not mechanically produce it. If baptism is a testimony to the believer’s death and 
resurrection with Christ, then it marks and proclaims that reality. It does not become a 
ceremonial factory manufacturing the reality. 

This is what keeps the biblical doctrine of baptism beautiful. When baptism is kept where 
God put it, it shines. It becomes the believer’s public confession, his identification with 
Christ, his open testimony before the church and the world. But when men try to force it 
into the place of justifying instrument, they ruin it. They burden it with a job God never 
assigned to it. Abraham helps keep us sane here. He reminds us that signs are signs. Seals 
are seals. Testimonies are testimonies. They are precious because they point to the grace 
of God. They become dangerous only when men try to make them replace the grace they 
are supposed to signify. 

7. The Divine Order Must Never Be Reversed 

At the heart of all this is one simple phrase: divine order. God has an order in salvation. He 
chose Abraham’s life and arranged Abraham’s history in such a way that nobody could 
honestly miss that order. Faith first. Righteousness counted next. Sign afterward. That is 
the order. The false systems reverse it or blend it. They say the sign must somehow be 
woven into the very act of receiving the righteousness. But God says otherwise. God 
counted righteousness to Abraham while he was uncircumcised and then gave the sign 
after. That is not arbitrary. That is revelation. God is teaching the church how to think about 
signs and salvation. 



And once you see divine order, you start seeing how much religious confusion comes from 
reversing it. Men confuse cause and response. They confuse root and fruit. They confuse 
salvation and obedience. They confuse the sign with the thing signified. But Abraham 
stands there like a giant roadblock and says no. God’s order is faith first. Grace first. 
Imputed righteousness first. Then the sign. Then the seal. Then the outward testimony. That 
order protects the gospel. It protects grace. It protects assurance. It protects Christ’s 
exclusive glory as the justifier of the ungodly who believe. 

The church needs to get back to respecting divine order. Not just in this debate, but in every 
debate. When God puts righteousness before the sign, no man has the right to put the sign 
before righteousness. When God gives faith the first place in justification, no church has 
the right to demote faith and elevate ceremony. When God establishes Abraham as the 
father of all them that believe before and apart from the sign, no preacher has the right to 
stand up and make the sign the final key to receiving righteousness. The divine order must 
never be reversed, because the minute it is reversed, the gospel begins to disappear 
behind ritual. 

Conclusion 

Abraham is the star witness against sacramental salvation because Abraham settles the 
order. He believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness (Rom. 4:3). Later, 
and only later, he received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness of the 
faith which he already had while uncircumcised (Rom. 4:11). That is not complicated. That 
is not cloudy. That is not hidden behind denominational machinery. It is one of the plainest 
truths in all of Scripture. God counted righteousness first, then gave the sign afterward. 
Therefore the sign cannot be the cause of the righteousness. 

That lesson reaches far beyond Abraham’s own historical circumstances. It gives the 
church a permanent theological principle. Signs are not saviors. Seals do not generate the 
righteousness they seal. The outward ordinance follows the inward reality of faith and 
grace. Circumcision and baptism differ in administration, but the lesson remains the same. 
The sign follows saving faith. It does not create it. Once that is understood, the whole logic 
of baptismal regeneration begins to crumble because it depends on reversing the order 
God established. 

So let Abraham keep testifying. Let him stand in the middle of every argument about water, 
sacrament, ordinance, and churchly ritual and keep saying the same thing. I was right with 
God before the sign. I had righteousness before the ritual. I believed, and God counted it. 
Then the sign came later. That is unforgettable because it is simple, biblical, and 
devastating to every false gospel that tries to put a ceremony where only faith in Christ 



belongs. Abraham was saved before any religious sign, and every sacramental system on 
earth has to trip over that truth before it falls. 

 

 

8 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Thief on the Cross and the Funeral of 
Sacramental Salvation 

Introduction 

There are some passages in Scripture that do not merely challenge a false doctrine, they 
bury it. They do not nibble around the edges. They do not leave room for the professional 
theologian to dance around with a Greek lexicon in one hand and a smoke machine in the 
other. They come down like a hammer and crush the thing flat. The thief on the cross is one 
of those passages. He is not a sentimental side note for funeral sermons. He is not a 
decorative little example of grace that sits politely in the corner while sacramental systems 
keep preaching ritual salvation. He is a dying witness raised up by God Himself to show the 
whole world that salvation rests on the Savior, not on the sinner’s ability to get to a 
ceremony before the blood dries. The thief is not a footnote to the gospel. He is one of 
God’s loudest declarations that eternal life is received by faith in Christ apart from ritual 
performance. 

What makes the thief such a dangerous witness to baptismal regeneration is how helpless 
he is. He cannot get down off the cross. He cannot join a church. He cannot make 
restitution. He cannot straighten out his life. He cannot go forward in a service. He cannot 
be baptized. He cannot take communion. He cannot prove the reality of his conversion 
through years of faithful discipleship. All he can do is look to the Man dying beside him and 
believe. That is all he has left. And that is all God requires. When he says, “Lord, remember 
me when thou comest into thy kingdom” (Luke 23:42), he is placing his whole case on 
Jesus Christ. And the Lord answers him, “Verily I say unto thee, To day shalt thou be with 
me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). That answer is so plain, so complete, and so immediate that 
every sacramental preacher on earth has to either explain it away or watch his system 
collapse. 

Now the point of using the thief is not to teach that baptism is unimportant in the Christian 
life. No Bible believer says that. Baptism is commanded, precious, and part of open 
obedience to Jesus Christ. The point is that baptism is unnecessary as a saving instrument. 
The thief did not miss heaven because he missed water. He went to paradise because he 
had Christ. That is the issue. The issue is not whether saved men should obey. The issue is 
whether obedience to a rite is necessary to obtain eternal life. The thief says no with his last 



breath, and the Son of God confirms it before both men die. That is not a casual objection. 
That is the funeral of sacramental salvation. 

1. The Thief Is God’s Chosen Deathbed Witness to Grace 

The first thing that must be understood is that the thief on the cross is not some awkward 
exception God forgot to account for. He is there by divine design. The Holy Ghost did not 
accidentally preserve this account to give sacramental systems headaches. The Lord put 
that man there at Calvary and recorded his conversion because God wanted future 
generations to know exactly how salvation works when every religious crutch is kicked 
away. Men love ceremony. Men love process. Men love visible religious acts. Men love 
systems that keep grace at arm’s length and put the sinner on a treadmill of performance. 
So God picked a dying criminal nailed to wood, stripped of every religious option, and 
saved him in public by faith in Christ alone. 

Look carefully at the scene. One thief rails on Christ. The other rebukes him, acknowledges 
his own guilt, confesses Christ’s innocence, and then turns to Jesus in faith. He says, “Dost 
not thou fear God, seeing thou art in the same condemnation? And we indeed justly; for we 
receive the due reward of our deeds: but this man hath done nothing amiss” (Luke 23:40-
41). There is conviction of sin. There is fear of God. There is acknowledgment of justice. 
There is confession of Christ’s innocence. Then comes faith: “Lord, remember me when 
thou comest into thy kingdom” (Luke 23:42). He believes Jesus is Lord. He believes Jesus 
has a kingdom beyond death. He believes Jesus can save him though both of them are 
hanging there under Roman execution. That is remarkable faith. 

And Christ responds instantly. He does not say, “Under normal church conditions I would 
need to see a baptismal response.” He does not say, “Ordinarily there is an ordinance you 
must undergo, but I will make an exception for you.” He does not say, “You are saved in 
anticipation of the sacrament.” He says, “To day shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 
23:43). That is immediate assurance, immediate acceptance, immediate salvation resting 
on Christ alone. God chose that witness on purpose. The thief is the man all sacramental 
theology wishes had never been saved in public. 

2. The Thief Had No Access to Ritual, Yet He Had Full Salvation 

This is where the whole sacramental machine begins to shake apart. The thief had no 
access to the things men claim are necessary to complete salvation. He could not be 
baptized. He could not join the visible church. He could not submit to apostolic instruction. 
He could not make a public profession in a congregation. He could not live a transformed 
life over the next ten years to validate his profession. He could not bring forth fruit in the 
ordinary visible sense. He was nailed to a cross, bleeding out, under judgment, and hours 



away from eternity. If baptism were necessary as a saving instrument, this man was 
doomed by circumstance. Yet the Son of God says he is going to paradise that very day. 

That means the absence of ritual did not hinder Christ from saving him. Let that sink in. The 
man did not possess what sacramentalists call indispensable, and yet he possessed what 
mattered most. He had Christ. The issue is not whether baptism normally follows salvation 
in the Christian life. The issue is whether the Lord can and does save apart from baptism as 
an instrument. The thief proves He does. If the Savior Himself says an unbaptized dying 
man is going to paradise today, then no church on earth has the authority to stand up later 
and say water is necessary to obtain what Christ gave him without it. 

Men get nervous at this point because the thief is too plain. They prefer texts they can 
complicate. They prefer verses where they can build elaborate theories around one 
preposition or one disputed phrase. The thief ruins that kind of game because there is no 
fog in the passage. A guilty sinner believes on Jesus Christ and receives the promise of 
paradise. No rite. No sacrament. No church machinery. Just the sinner and the Savior. That 
is why this account has to be either dismissed as a strange exception or else embraced as 
a deathblow to sacramental necessity. There is no middle ground that keeps the theology 
of baptismal regeneration intact. 

3. Christ’s Word to the Thief Was Complete, Not Provisional 

One of the most important things in the whole account is the certainty of Christ’s answer. 
The Lord does not speak to the thief provisionally. He does not give him a vague hope. He 
does not tell him he may be remembered. He does not tell him paradise remains possible if 
some missing element is later accounted for. He says, “Verily I say unto thee, To day shalt 
thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). That is a royal declaration. That is certainty. That 
is finished assurance based on the authority of the Son of God. The whole thing is settled 
right there on the cross before the man dies. 

That matters because sacramental systems thrive on delay, process, and conditional 
language. They like to leave room for ceremony, priestly administration, institutional 
handling, or some sort of ecclesiastical completion. Christ does none of that. He settles 
the man’s eternity with His word alone. Why? Because the saving issue is not the thief’s 
access to ritual. The saving issue is the person of Jesus Christ and the faith that rests in 
Him. Once that faith is there, Christ speaks peace. Once that faith is there, Christ gives 
certainty. Once that faith is there, Christ opens paradise. 

And let nobody say Christ’s word needed later supplementation. He did not say, “You will 
be with me in paradise provided the requirements are somehow met.” He said, “To day 
shalt thou be with me in paradise.” If the Lord’s promise is not enough to settle the 



question, then no church ordinance will settle it either. The words of Jesus are stronger 
than every sacramental theory ever invented. The thief does not leave the scene with a half-
salvation waiting for liturgical completion. He leaves the world with a full promise from a 
full Savior. Christ’s word was complete, because Christ’s saving work is complete. 

4. The Usual Evasions All Fail Under Examination 

Now let us anticipate the usual tricks men use to get out from under this passage. The first 
evasion says the thief lived and died under a different dispensation before Christian 
baptism was fully in force. That sounds scholarly until you realize what it concedes. It 
concedes the very point at issue, namely that a sinner can be saved apart from baptism as 
a saving instrument. Once that is admitted, the whole claim that baptism is inherently 
necessary for obtaining eternal life is shattered. If the thing can be absent and Christ still 
save fully, then it is not intrinsically necessary as a saving cause. At that point the debate 
shifts from necessity to normal obedience, which is exactly where Bible believers place it. 

Another evasion says the thief desired to do what he could not do, and therefore his case 
only proves a doctrine of desire. But that answer still does not rescue sacramental 
salvation. It only proves that the rite itself is not the saving instrument, because Christ can 
save fully without the act being performed. If desire can stand in the place of the act, then 
the act is not functioning as the indispensable channel of remission or regeneration. The 
whole system collapses into confusion the moment it tries to make room for such 
substitutions. Either baptism is truly necessary in the act of receiving life, or it is not. The 
thief proves it is not. 

A third evasion says the thief may have been baptized earlier by John or by Christ’s 
disciples. That is pure speculation, and worse than speculation, it is desperation. Scripture 
never says any such thing. Men invent the baptism because they cannot handle the 
passage without it. But doctrine is not built on imaginary events inserted to rescue a failing 
system. The text gives you a dying criminal turning to Christ and receiving paradise. If God 
wanted you to know the man had already been baptized, He could have said so. He did not 
say so because the whole force of the passage is that the man had nothing but Christ. The 
evasions fail because they are trying to protect ritual where Scripture is exalting grace. 

5. The Thief Proves Salvation Rests on the Savior, Not on Timing a Ceremony 

One of the cruelest things about baptismal regeneration is what it does to trembling 
sinners. Instead of pointing them simply and fully to Christ, it leaves them wondering 
whether they can get to the rite in time. It shifts the emotional center of salvation from the 
sufficiency of the Savior to the accessibility of the ceremony. The thief on the cross 



answers that whole nightmare by dying as a witness that salvation rests on Jesus Christ. He 
did not make it to the water in time. He made it to the Savior in time. And that was enough. 

Think of the horror that sacramental theology would force on this passage if it were true. 
The thief would have to hang there with real faith in Christ, real repentance, real fear of 
God, real confession of guilt, real acknowledgment of Jesus’ kingdom, and still be lost 
because Rome or Campbell or some Anglican divine could not get a basin up a hill in time. 
That is not just false theology. That is blasphemous nonsense. It makes Christ weaker than 
circumstance and turns the gate of paradise into a race against logistics. But Jesus Christ is 
not defeated by logistics. He saves to the uttermost them that come unto God by Him (Heb. 
7:25). The thief came by Him, and Christ took him in. 

This is why the thief is not merely a touching story. He is a doctrinal explosion. He tells the 
world that no outward limitation can keep Christ from saving a sinner who trusts Him. The 
issue is not the sinner’s ability to perform a rite. The issue is whether the sinner has fled to 
Jesus Christ. If he has, then Christ is enough. That is what the thief proves. That is what 
Christ confirms. And that is why the passage keeps destroying sacramental salvation every 
time an honest reader opens Luke 23 and lets the words mean what they say. 

6. The Thief Does Not Minimize Obedience, He Clarifies Its Place 

A good many people panic when the thief is used this way because they think it must lead 
to carelessness about baptism and obedience. It does not. The thief does not teach that 
commands are optional. He teaches that commands are not co-saviors. There is a vast 
difference. In the normal Christian life, a believer ought to be baptized. A believer ought to 
confess Christ openly. A believer ought to follow the Lord in obedience. That is all true. But 
those things belong in the life of one who is saved, not in the ground of his acceptance 
before God. The thief does not erase obedience. He puts it back in its biblical place. 

If the thief had come down from the cross alive and gone on living, a Bible believer would 
have told him to be baptized. Of course he would. If he had been spared and given strength, 
he should have obeyed Christ publicly. That is not the issue. The issue is whether baptism 
would have been the instrument by which he obtained paradise. Christ’s answer shows it 
would not. Paradise was already his by faith in the Savior. Any later obedience would have 
flowed from that grace, not created it. That is the difference between salvation and 
obedience, and the thief helps make that difference unmistakable. 

This is why the thief is such a healthy corrective. He prevents two opposite errors at once. 
He prevents sacramentalism by showing that ritual is not necessary as the instrument of 
salvation. And he prevents carelessness by showing that the heart of salvation is real faith 
in the true Christ, not mere intellectual agreement. The man feared God, confessed guilt, 



defended Christ’s innocence, believed in Christ’s kingdom, and cast himself on Christ’s 
mercy. That is not cheap grace. That is saving faith. The thief clarifies that obedience 
matters in its place, but Christ alone saves in His place. 

7. The Thief Still Preaches from His Cross Against Every False Gospel 

It is a remarkable thing that a dying criminal with nails through his hands still preaches 
louder than thousands of polished religionists in pulpits. He still preaches every time Luke 
23 is read. He still preaches to the Catholic who trusts sacrament. He still preaches to the 
Church of Christ member who trusts water. He still preaches to the Anglican who trusts 
liturgy. He still preaches to every Protestant who has quietly let ritual drift too close to the 
saving center. His sermon is simple. I had nothing but Christ, and Christ was enough. 

That sermon keeps cutting because it is so free from all the machinery men hide behind. 
The thief had no pedigree to show. He had no church record to produce. He had no 
ceremony to point back to. He had no respectable life story. He had no theological résumé. 
He had only one plea, and that plea was Christ. And God arranged it that way because He 
wanted future generations to understand the real nature of salvation. A man does not go to 
paradise because he managed to get all the religious pieces aligned before dying. A man 
goes to paradise because Jesus Christ saves sinners who trust Him. 

The thief still stands as the funeral preacher over sacramental salvation. He does not 
merely object to it. He buries it. He says with his wounds and his dying breath that eternal 
life is not hanging on the end of a church ordinance. It is hanging on the Son of God who 
died beside him and opened paradise by His own authority. That is why the account 
remains unforgettable. It strips away every excuse, every ritual boast, every churchly 
complication, and leaves the sinner with the one question that matters. What will you do 
with Jesus Christ? 

Conclusion 

The thief on the cross is one of the clearest witnesses in all the Bible that salvation rests on 
the Savior, not on the sinner making it to the water in time. He had no chance to be 
baptized, no chance to join a church, no chance to perform a rite, no chance to prove 
himself over years of discipleship. Yet Christ assured him of paradise that very day. That 
means the issue was settled by faith in Christ, not by sacramental completion. Men may try 
to explain that away, but they cannot do it honestly without fighting the plain sense of the 
passage. 

This does not diminish baptism in the Christian life. It puts baptism in its rightful place. 
Baptism is commanded, precious, and part of open obedience to Jesus Christ. But it is not 
a saving instrument. If it were, the thief would have perished without it. He did not perish. 



He went to paradise because Christ is enough. The whole point is not that obedience is 
unnecessary in the life of a believer. The point is that obedience to a rite is unnecessary as 
the means of obtaining eternal life. The thief proves that with such force that every 
sacramental system has to stumble over his cross before it falls into its grave. 

So let the final word stay where God put it, in the mouth of the Lord Jesus Christ: “To day 
shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). That is the voice of the Savior settling a 
sinner’s eternity without a ceremony in sight. That is the voice that ends the argument. That 
is the voice that should still thunder in every pulpit where men are tempted to add water to 
the blood, ritual to grace, or ceremony to faith. The thief died without the ordinance, but not 
without Christ. And because he had Christ, he had paradise. That is the funeral of 
sacramental salvation. 

 

 

9 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Cornelius Received the Holy Ghost Before 
the Water 

Introduction 

There are certain passages in the Bible that do not just inconvenience a false doctrine. They 
blow a hole clean through it. Acts 10 is one of those passages. A man can sit around in a 
study and build himself a tidy little sacramental system with polished terms, church 
language, and pious expressions about water, ordinance, covenant, and grace. He can 
make it all sound very respectable until Acts 10 walks into the room and ruins the whole 
performance. Because in Acts 10 God does something so plain, so public, and so 
unmistakable that every preacher who says water baptism is the instrument of the new 
birth has to either wrestle with the chapter until it cries uncle, or else surrender the 
doctrine. Cornelius and his house receive the Holy Ghost before they ever touch the water. 

That is not a minor detail. That is the whole battlefield. If a man has received the Spirit of 
Christ, then he belongs to Christ already. Paul later says, “Now if any man have not the 
Spirit of Christ, he is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). The opposite is also true. If a man has the 
Spirit of Christ, he is Christ’s. He is not in some halfway house waiting for an ordinance to 
finish the paperwork. He is not hanging between earth and heaven until a minister can get a 
baptistry ready. He belongs to the Lord. And that is exactly what God makes unmistakably 
clear in Acts 10. Before Peter can even finish speaking, before a baptismal candidate can 
be lined up, before any sacramental machinery can begin turning, the Holy Ghost falls on 
those Gentiles and heaven publicly testifies that they are accepted in Christ. 



That is why this chapter matters so much in the whole discussion. Cornelius is not saved 
by baptism in Acts 10. Cornelius is baptized because God has already shown that he is 
saved. The water does not cause the Spirit’s indwelling. The water recognizes it. The water 
does not create divine acceptance. The water publicly follows it. Baptism enters the scene 
as confession, recognition, and obedience after God has already acted. That is fatal to 
strict baptismal regeneration. A doctrine that says the Spirit is given through the water 
cannot stand when Acts 10 shows the Spirit arriving before the water. As long as Acts 10 is 
still in the Bible, sacramental salvation has a problem it cannot solve without twisting the 
passage into knots. 

1. God Set Up the Conversion of Cornelius to Teach the Church a Lesson 

The conversion of Cornelius is not just another story in Acts. It is one of the great turning 
points in redemptive history. God is opening the door of faith to the Gentiles in a way that 
the Jewish believers cannot deny. He is not doing it privately in a corner. He is not leaving it 
open to guesswork. He is arranging visions, messengers, apostolic witnesses, and a public 
outpouring of the Holy Ghost so that nobody can say later, “Well, perhaps the Gentiles 
were still second-class unless the proper ritual sequence was observed.” God Himself 
stages the whole event so that the matter will be settled from heaven downward. Cornelius 
is chosen by God as a public test case for Gentile inclusion, and the way God handles that 
case destroys sacramental timing. 

Cornelius is introduced as “a devout man, and one that feared God with all his house” (Acts 
10:2). He is not saved by his devoutness. He is not saved by his prayers and alms. But God 
sees the man, sends an angel, and tells him to send for Peter, “who shall tell thee words, 
whereby thou and all thy house shall be saved” (Acts 11:14). Notice that. He still needs 
saving words. He still needs the gospel. His reverence and morality are not enough. So God 
brings Peter into the scene to preach Christ. That alone ought to put a warning light on 
every form of ritual religion. Cornelius is not saved by piety, and he is not later saved by 
water. He is saved through the gospel message concerning Jesus Christ. 

Then God works on Peter too. He gives him the sheet vision in Acts 10, pushes him past 
Jewish scruples, and makes him understand that God is about to do something bigger than 
Peter’s inherited categories. Peter says, “God hath shewed me that I should not call any 
man common or unclean” (Acts 10:28). So by the time Peter arrives at Cornelius’s house, 
the whole scene has been arranged by God to make one thing crystal clear. Whatever is 
about to happen is heaven’s doing. That matters because when the Holy Ghost falls before 
baptism, no one can say Peter improvised the sequence. God designed the sequence. 

2. Peter Preached Christ, Not Ceremony 



When Peter finally opens his mouth in the house of Cornelius, he does not begin with a 
lecture on baptismal necessity. He preaches Jesus Christ. He says that Jesus is “Lord of 
all” (Acts 10:36). He preaches His earthly ministry, His death, His resurrection, and His 
appointment as Judge of quick and dead (Acts 10:36-42). Then he gives the saving point 
with glorious simplicity: “To him give all the prophets witness, that through his name 
whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of sins” (Acts 10:43). There is the gospel 
declaration. Through His name. Whosoever believeth in Him. Shall receive remission of 
sins. Peter does not attach baptism to that statement. He does not say remission comes 
through His name and baptism. He puts remission where God always puts it, in Christ 
received by faith. 

That verse alone should make ritualists deeply uncomfortable. Peter is in the middle of a 
Gentile evangelistic sermon. This is the moment to be clear. This is the moment to speak 
plainly. This is the moment when the hearers are hanging on every word. And Peter says 
remission of sins is received through Christ’s name by believing in Him. That is not an 
incomplete statement waiting for sacramental completion. That is apostolic gospel 
preaching. If Peter believed water baptism was the instrument by which those Gentiles 
would obtain remission, this would have been the time to say it. Instead, he says what 
every true preacher of grace says. Believe on Christ. Receive remission through His name. 

That is the pattern all through the New Testament when the issue is the actual saving 
ground and means. The apostles direct sinners to Christ. They preach His blood, His 
resurrection, His Lordship, and the necessity of faith in Him. The ceremonial systems of 
men always want to move the spotlight off the person of the Son and onto the ordinance. 
Peter does the opposite. He fixes the hearers on Christ. That matters because what 
happens next is God’s own public “Amen” to Peter’s gospel. Heaven interrupts the sermon 
and confirms that the believing hearers have received what Peter preached, before anyone 
gets near the water. 

3. The Holy Ghost Fell Before the Water 

Here is the verse that buries strict baptismal regeneration under a mountain of inspired 
fact: “While Peter yet spake these words, the Holy Ghost fell on all them which heard the 
word” (Acts 10:44). Let those words ring. While Peter yet spake. Not after a baptismal 
invitation. Not after the ordinance. Not after some ritual sequence had been completed. 
While Peter was still speaking. The Holy Ghost fell on them. God did not wait. God did not 
pause to see if church procedure would be observed. God did not suspend grace until the 
baptistry could be filled. He gave the Spirit at the moment of faith under the preaching of 
Christ. 



And the whole room knew it happened. “They of the circumcision which believed were 
astonished” (Acts 10:45). Why were they astonished? “Because that on the Gentiles also 
was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost” (Acts 10:45). This was not secret. This was not 
theoretical. This was not a quiet mystical guess. Heaven publicly poured out the Holy 
Ghost on uncircumcised Gentiles while Peter preached Christ to them. The Jewish 
believers standing there were stunned because God had openly accepted those whom 
many religious systems would have kept waiting. That is the point. Heaven did not keep 
them waiting for the water. 

The text continues, “For they heard them speak with tongues, and magnify God” (Acts 
10:46). The outward manifestation is not the main issue for this essay, though it confirmed 
what had happened. The main issue is that the gift of the Holy Ghost had already been 
poured out. Whatever else a man says about tongues and signs in Acts, he cannot miss the 
central fact. These Gentiles had received the Spirit before they were baptized. That means 
the Spirit’s indwelling was not caused by the ordinance. The ordinance came later. The 
Spirit fell first. That is fatal to every theology that says baptism is the instrumental channel 
through which the Spirit is given. 

4. If a Man Has the Spirit of Christ, He Already Belongs to Christ 

This is where doctrinal clarity matters. The issue is not whether Acts 10 is unusual in 
redemptive history. The issue is what the event means. If the Holy Ghost falls on a man, 
what does that say about his standing before God? The answer is not hard to find. Paul 
says, “Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). The 
reverse is plain enough. If any man has the Spirit of Christ, he is His. He belongs to Christ. 
He is not in a half-saved condition. He is not spiritually unborn but ceremonially pending. 
He belongs to the Lord. The presence of the Spirit marks divine ownership. 

That means Acts 10 is not just a matter of sequence. It is a matter of theology. These 
Gentiles did not merely have a nice religious experience before baptism. They received the 
Holy Ghost Himself. They were accepted, indwelt, owned, and marked by God before the 
water entered the scene. A man can play word games with “covenant administration” and 
“sacramental objectivity” if he likes, but he cannot get around the brute fact that the Spirit 
of God came first. If the Spirit indwells a man, then God has already acted savingly toward 
that man in Christ. Baptism does not then produce what God already produced. It 
acknowledges it. 

This is why Peter later links the event to the beginning, saying, “the Holy Ghost fell on them, 
as on us at the beginning” (Acts 11:15). Then he remembers the Lord’s words, “John indeed 
baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost” (Acts 11:16). Peter sees 



the distinction. There is water baptism, and there is the divine act of being baptized with 
the Holy Ghost. In Cornelius’s house, God performed the greater thing first. The water 
came later. If a man insists that the lesser rite causes the greater reality, Acts 10 and 11 
stand there and laugh the theory out of the room. 

5. Peter Ordered Baptism Because God Had Already Acted 

One of the most glorious things in the chapter is what Peter says next. He does not say, 
“Good, now we can finally save them.” He says, “Can any man forbid water, that these 
should not be baptized, which have received the Holy Ghost as well as we?” (Acts 10:47). 
That question settles the place of baptism. Why should they be baptized? Because they 
have received the Holy Ghost already. Not so that they may receive Him. Not in order to 
complete the saving process. But because God has already granted them the reality that 
baptism will now recognize publicly. Peter’s question turns the whole sacramental scheme 
upside down. The reason for baptism is that heaven has already acted. 

Then “he commanded them to be baptized in the name of the Lord” (Acts 10:48). There is 
no downgrading of baptism there. Peter does not shrug it off. He commands it. He does not 
say, “Since God has already accepted them, baptism no longer matters.” No. Baptism still 
matters as obedience, confession, and visible identification with Christ. But its place is 
settled by the order of the text. The Spirit first. The water second. Divine acceptance first. 
Public recognition second. Grace first. Obedience second. That is the biblical order. 

This helps us keep our balance. A Bible believer does not respond to sacramentalism by 
despising baptism. He responds by putting baptism in its proper place. Acts 10 does that 
perfectly. Peter commands baptism precisely because the Gentiles have already been 
accepted by God through faith in Christ and the gift of the Holy Ghost. Baptism follows as 
the obedient and public acknowledgment of what God has done. That is why this chapter is 
so devastating to baptismal regeneration. It does not merely omit the doctrine. It gives the 
opposite order in a case arranged by heaven for public instruction. 

6. Acts 11 Confirms That God Wanted This Point Made Publicly 

If Acts 10 were all we had, it would already be enough. But God goes further in Acts 11 and 
has Peter rehearse the event before the brethren at Jerusalem. Why? Because the church 
needed to understand what God had done and what it meant. Peter recounts the vision, the 
command to go with the messengers, the preaching of the gospel, and then says, “And as I 
began to speak, the Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the beginning” (Acts 11:15). Notice 
again the timing. As I began to speak. Before the water. Before ritual completion. Before any 
man could say the right ecclesiastical formula had been observed. The Spirit fell. 



Then Peter interprets the event. “Then remembered I the word of the Lord” (Acts 11:16). 
That is what a sound man does. He lets the event drive him back to Christ’s own words. He 
sees that the Lord had distinguished John’s baptism with water from the greater reality of 
Spirit baptism. Then Peter says something that should be painted across the wall of every 
sacramental church in the world: “Forasmuch then as God gave them the like gift as he did 
unto us, who believed on the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 11:17). There it is. Who believed on 
the Lord Jesus Christ. That is Peter’s interpretation. They received the gift because they 
believed on the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The brethren then glorify God, saying, “Then hath God also to the Gentiles granted 
repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18). Repentance unto life. Life granted by God. And the 
whole church reaches that conclusion on the basis of the Spirit’s falling before baptism. 
Acts 11 exists to make sure nobody misses the lesson of Acts 10. God did not let the event 
stay local and unclear. He had it reported and interpreted so that the church would know 
Gentiles were accepted through faith in Christ and the gift of the Spirit apart from prior 
ceremonial entry. That makes the sacramental reading not merely unlikely, but impossible 
without open violence to the text. 

7. Acts 10 Makes Strict Baptismal Regeneration Impossible to Maintain 

At this point the issue becomes brutally simple. Strict baptismal regeneration says the new 
birth, remission, or reception of the Spirit is tied instrumentally to water baptism. Acts 10 
says the Spirit fell before the water. Those two things cannot both stand in the same form. 
Men can muddy the water with phrases, qualifications, and theological evasions, but the 
plain reader sees the problem in a moment. If Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before 
baptism, then baptism was not the cause of the Spirit’s indwelling in his case. And if God 
Himself publicly arranged such a case, then He did so precisely to show that ritual is not 
the instrument of salvation. 

This does not mean Acts 10 is the only passage we need. We have Romans, Galatians, the 
thief on the cross, Abraham before circumcision, the Gospel of John, and much more. But 
Acts 10 gives something especially potent. It gives a public historical demonstration from 
God Himself. Heaven interrupts the sermon, pours out the Holy Ghost, astonishes the 
Jewish believers, and then places baptism afterward as recognition and obedience. That is 
not a small doctrinal nuance. That is a divine object lesson. As long as Acts 10 is sitting in 
the Bible, the preacher of strict baptismal regeneration is preaching with a chapter glaring 
at him from the page. 

And that is why the chapter should be used with force. Cornelius is not an oddity to be 
shuffled past. He is a witness. He tells every trembling sinner not to put his confidence in 



the ordinance, but in Christ. He tells every church not to mistake recognition for cause. He 
tells every preacher to keep baptism in its place. Heaven had already accepted Cornelius 
and his house when the Holy Ghost fell. Peter did not baptize them to get them in. He 
baptized them because God had already brought them in. That is the truth, and strict 
baptismal regeneration cannot survive it. 

Conclusion 

Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before the water. That is the great fact of Acts 10 and 11, 
and it is impossible to square that fact with any doctrine that makes baptism the 
instrumental cause of receiving the Spirit, being born again, or finally entering a saving 
standing before God. Peter preached Christ. He declared remission through Christ’s name 
to all who believe. While he was still speaking, the Holy Ghost fell. Heaven accepted those 
whom ritualists would have kept waiting. Then Peter commanded baptism because God 
had already acted. 

That is the divine order. Faith in Christ. Gift of the Holy Ghost. Public baptism afterward. 
The Spirit first. The water second. Grace first. Obedience second. Recognition first in 
heaven. Recognition second on earth. If a man has received the Spirit of Christ, then he 
belongs to Christ already. Baptism does not create that belonging. Baptism confesses it. 
Baptism does not cause the indwelling. Baptism follows the indwelling as a precious act of 
obedience and public identification with the Lord Jesus Christ. 

So let Acts 10 stand there in all its stubborn clarity. Let it keep troubling every sacramental 
system that wants to put water where only Christ belongs. Let it keep exposing how 
impossible it is to maintain strict baptismal regeneration while Cornelius is still in the Bible. 
The Spirit fell before the water. Heaven moved before the ordinance. God accepted before 
the church could administer anything. That is not an embarrassment to the gospel. That is 
the gospel defended from ritual confusion. Christ saves, the Spirit indwells, and baptism 
follows. 

 

 

10 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Simon Magus Went Into the Water and 
Came Out Lost 

Introduction 

There are few passages in the Book of Acts more unsettling to religious people than the 
account of Simon Magus, because Simon destroys one of the favorite lies of sacramental 
religion. He proves that a man can go into the water and come out just as lost as he went in. 



He proves that the body can get wet while the heart stays dry as dust. He proves that 
external religion can move faster than inward grace. And he proves that if a man builds his 
assurance on a ceremony instead of on Jesus Christ, he can fool a church crowd for a while 
and still be standing on the edge of hell with religious language in his mouth. That is why 
Simon Magus matters. He is not just a strange little episode in Acts 8. He is a battering ram 
against the notion that baptism automatically conveys saving grace. 

The passage is uncomfortable because it exposes how superficial religion can be. Men see 
a profession, they see movement, they see interest, they see religious excitement, and then 
they assume grace has done its work. But the Holy Ghost is not impressed by outward 
motion. God is looking at the heart. A man can be amazed at miracles and still be dead in 
sins. A man can attach himself to preachers and still be unconverted. A man can believe in 
some shallow, external, temporary way and yet never savingly trust Christ. And yes, a man 
can be baptized and still remain in “the gall of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 
8:23). Simon Magus is God’s way of telling every generation that water on the skin is not the 
same thing as grace in the soul. 

This chapter has to be sharp because there are too many people in churches who have 
trusted the wrong thing. They point to a baptismal certificate, a church membership card, a 
confirmation class, a christening service, a testimony moment, a pastor’s handshake, or 
some emotional religious season in their past, and they think that is enough. It is not 
enough. If a man has never truly believed on the Lord Jesus Christ from the heart, all the 
water in the world cannot wash his sins away. Simon Magus went into the water and came 
out lost, and the Holy Ghost made sure that account was written down so nobody could 
honestly claim that baptism itself guarantees salvation. 

1. Simon Magus Is the Perfect Case Against Automatic Saving Grace in Baptism 

Acts 8 introduces Simon as a man already soaked in spiritual deception. “There was a 
certain man, called Simon, which beforetime in the same city used sorcery, and bewitched 
the people of Samaria” (Acts 8:9). He was not a neutral seeker. He was not a simple 
bystander. He was a religious deceiver with power, influence, and notoriety. The people 
regarded him highly, saying, “This man is the great power of God” (Acts 8:10). So when the 
gospel came into Samaria through Philip’s preaching, Simon did not stroll into the story as 
a blank page. He entered with a history of dark spiritual corruption behind him. 

Then the text says something that has caused a lot of discussion: “Then Simon himself 
believed also: and when he was baptized, he continued with Philip” (Acts 8:13). There it is. 
He believed also. He was baptized. He continued with Philip. Outwardly, the story sounds 
promising. The sort of people who like quick religious statistics would have counted him as 



another success story. He checked the boxes. He responded. He entered the water. He 
attached himself to gospel ministry. If baptism automatically conveyed saving grace, then 
the case would be closed. Simon would be as safe as anybody else in Samaria. 

But the Holy Ghost did not preserve the account so we could congratulate ourselves on 
religious procedure. He preserved it so we could learn that procedure is not salvation. 
Whatever Simon’s “belief” amounted to in verse 13, the later apostolic diagnosis proves 
that it was not saving faith. The man went through the outward motion. He entered the 
water. Yet Peter later tells him, “Thou hast neither part nor lot in this matter: for thy heart is 
not right in the sight of God” (Acts 8:21). There is your answer. Whatever touched Simon’s 
body did not change Simon’s heart. That alone blows apart the theory that baptism 
automatically carries grace into the soul. 

2. The Heart Can Stay Wrong While the Body Goes Through the Ritual 

This is the part religious people hate, because it means the ceremony is not the issue if the 
heart is wrong. Peter’s charge is as direct as it gets: “Thy heart is not right in the sight of 
God” (Acts 8:21). That statement comes after Simon’s supposed belief and after Simon’s 
baptism. So here is the inescapable conclusion. A man may pass through the ordinance 
while his heart remains wrong before God. That means the ordinance itself does not fix the 
heart. It does not regenerate the soul by automatic force. It does not guarantee saving 
union with Christ. It may mark the body outwardly, but if grace has not changed the inward 
man, the religious act stands there powerless. 

Scripture is full of that principle. “Man looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lord 
looketh on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). Jesus dealt constantly with people who were religious 
outside and rotten within. He said, “This people honoureth me with their lips, but their 
heart is far from me” (Matt. 15:8). Simon Magus fits right into that pattern. He moved 
toward the gospel externally, but God’s verdict on him was still negative at the heart level. 
That is why sacramental salvation is so dangerous. It trains people to trust what can be 
seen instead of what God sees. 

There are churches full of Simons. They have been baptized. They have walked aisles. They 
have learned vocabulary. They know how to stand in a religious environment without 
looking out of place. But if the heart is not right in the sight of God, the man is still lost. The 
water can touch the skin while the old nature stays untouched. Religion cannot fix that. 
Ceremony cannot fix that. Only the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ can fix that. 
Simon’s body went into the water, but his heart stayed wrong. That is the central terror of 
empty religion. 

3. Baptism Can Mark a Man Publicly Without Changing Him Spiritually 



One of the things Simon’s case forces us to face is the difference between public marking 
and spiritual transformation. Baptism can identify a man outwardly with a group, a 
message, or a movement. It can place him visibly within a circle of profession. It can say 
something to the watching world about what he claims. But it cannot by itself create the 
inward reality it signifies. Simon’s baptism marked him publicly among those responding to 
Philip’s ministry, but Peter later makes clear that inwardly the man was still wrong with 
God. So the public sign did not manufacture spiritual life. 

That distinction matters because sacramental systems collapse it. They take the sign and 
merge it with the reality. They make the ordinance do the job of the Spirit. But Acts 8 will not 
let them do that honestly. Simon was marked publicly. He was not changed spiritually. The 
sign occurred. The reality was absent. That means the sign and the reality can be 
distinguished. And once that is admitted, the automatic view of saving grace in baptism 
starts bleeding out. If a man can be baptized and still be spiritually corrupt, then baptism 
itself cannot be the guaranteed conveyor of regeneration. 

Paul later says, “If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature” (2 Cor. 5:17). Simon’s story 
shows why that matters. The new creature is not defined by passing through an ordinance. 
The new creature is defined by union with Christ and the inward work of God. A man in 
Christ is changed. He is not sinless, but he is changed. Simon’s exposure shows that he 
was not a new creature at all. He was a religiously processed old creature. The church had 
done something to his body, but grace had not done its work in his soul. 

4. Simon Wanted Power, Not Christ 

A great deal of false religion comes down to this one ugly truth: people want the benefits of 
spiritual power without wanting the Lord Himself. Simon Magus is a textbook case. When 
he saw that through the laying on of the apostles’ hands the Holy Ghost was given, “he 
offered them money” (Acts 8:18). That one move ripped the mask off. He was not humbled 
before Christ. He was still operating in the old marketplace of spiritual manipulation. He 
wanted access to power. He wanted control. He wanted the ability to handle sacred things 
for personal advantage. That is not the mind of a saved man. That is the heart of a spiritual 
opportunist. 

Peter sees right through it. Simon says, “Give me also this power, that on whomsoever I lay 
hands, he may receive the Holy Ghost” (Acts 8:19). Notice what he does not say. He does 
not ask for deeper knowledge of Christ. He does not ask how to grow in grace. He does not 
fall down in worship. He does not confess the glory of Jesus. He asks for power. That is the 
old Simon still talking. The sorcerer has not disappeared. He has just put on church 



clothes. This is exactly why baptismal regeneration is so dangerous. It can give a false 
convert the appearance of legitimacy while the old craving underneath remains untouched. 

Religion attracts people like Simon because religion can be used. Christ cannot be used. 
Christ must be bowed to. Grace cannot be bought. The Holy Ghost cannot be purchased. 
Peter says, “Thy money perish with thee, because thou hast thought that the gift of God 
may be purchased with money” (Acts 8:20). That is not the language used to a healthy 
convert with a minor misunderstanding. That is the language used to a man whose entire 
spiritual instinct is still twisted. Simon wanted power, not Christ, and no amount of water 
ever corrected that. 

5. Peter’s Diagnosis Proves Simon Was Still Lost 

If there were any doubt left, Peter’s words remove it. “Thou hast neither part nor lot in this 
matter” (Acts 8:21). That is devastating. No part. No lot. No share. No participation in the 
apostolic matter at hand. Peter is not telling Simon he needs a second blessing after real 
conversion. He is telling him he is outside. Then he explains why: “for thy heart is not right 
in the sight of God” (Acts 8:21). Then he says, “Repent therefore of this thy wickedness” 
(Acts 8:22). Wickedness. Not immaturity. Not incomplete discipleship. Wickedness. Peter 
is dealing with a man whose soul is still bound up in darkness. 

Then comes the unforgettable line: “For I perceive that thou art in the gall of bitterness, and 
in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:23). That is not a description of a regenerate man who 
merely needs better teaching on spiritual gifts. That is the language of bondage. That is the 
language of inward poison and enslavement. Simon is still chained. Simon is still bitter. 
Simon is still iniquitous. If baptism had automatically conveyed saving grace, Peter could 
never have spoken like that. He would have had to say Simon was regenerate but confused. 
Instead he speaks as though Simon is still standing in the old realm of sin. 

This is the great problem for sacramentalism. It cannot account honestly for Simon without 
surrendering its central claim. If the baptism saved him, then why is he still in the bond of 
iniquity? If the water conveyed regeneration, then why is his heart not right? If the 
ordinance washed away his guilt automatically, then why does Peter treat him like a man 
still needing repentance and divine forgiveness? The answer is obvious. Simon went 
through the rite without ever truly coming to Christ in saving faith. Peter’s diagnosis proves 
the ordinance did not save him. 

6. False Assurance Built on Ceremony Is One of Religion’s Cruelest Lies 

There is something especially cruel about giving a lost man confidence in the wrong thing. 
If a man knows he is lost, there is hope that he may yet be driven to Christ. But if a man is 
lost and has been taught to trust a ceremony, then he may sit under false assurance for 



years while death creeps closer. That is what makes baptismal regeneration such a savage 
deception. It encourages people to point backward to water instead of upward to Christ. It 
teaches them to trust the event, the certificate, the church record, the family tradition, the 
denominational process, instead of examining whether they have truly believed on the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

Simon Magus is the Spirit’s warning against that cruelty. Imagine if the church at Samaria 
had spoken carelessly. Imagine if they had told Simon, “You have believed, you have been 
baptized, therefore all is well.” But all was not well. His heart was wrong. He was still bitter. 
He was still bound. He was religiously processed but spiritually lost. That can still happen 
now. A man can tell you the date he was baptized and still know nothing of saving faith. A 
woman can remember the robe, the church, the witnesses, the photograph, and still be 
outside of Christ. A family can have the paperwork and still not have the new birth. 

That is why churches must stop using ceremonies as substitutes for conversion. Baptism 
matters, but it matters in its biblical place. It is not a magic act. It is not a guarantee. It is 
not a substitute for repentance and faith. It is not a sacramental safety blanket for 
unconverted people. Simon’s story demands that ministers stop comforting people merely 
because they have undergone an ordinance. The real question is whether the heart has 
come to Christ. The real question is whether grace has done its work. The real question is 
not, “Did you get wet?” but, “Do you know the Savior?” 

7. Water on the Body Is Not Grace in the Soul 

This is the one line that has to be burned into the mind. Water on the body is not grace in 
the soul. Those two things are not the same. They are not interchangeable. They do not 
always arrive together. Simon proves that with frightening clarity. He had the first. He did 
not have the second. The body can be touched, washed, lowered, raised, and recorded by 
the church while the heart remains untouched by the regenerating grace of God. That does 
not make baptism meaningless. It makes baptism incapable of doing what only God can 
do. 

Jesus told Nicodemus, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of 
the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). The new birth is the Spirit’s work. Peter says believers are 
“born again... by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James says, “Of his own will begat he us 
with the word of truth” (James 1:18). The Bible puts regeneration in the hands of God 
through His Word and Spirit, received by faith in Christ. Sacramental systems try to 
relocate that work into the ordinance itself. Simon Magus stands there as a permanent 
rebuke. The ordinance happened. The grace did not. 



That truth ought to humble every church and terrify every false professor. It ought to 
humble churches because no amount of outward procedure can guarantee inward reality. 
It ought to terrify false professors because a religious experience is not the same as a 
saving encounter with Christ. The world is full of people who can tell you about a ceremony 
but cannot tell you about the Savior. Simon Magus is the warning flare shot into the night 
sky of church history, telling everybody who will listen that a man can go into the water and 
come out lost if Christ has never changed the heart. 

Conclusion 

Simon Magus is a direct strike against the idea that baptism automatically conveys saving 
grace. He believed in some outward, defective, non-saving sense. He was baptized. He 
attached himself to gospel activity. Yet Peter’s verdict was that his heart was not right 
before God and that he was in the gall of bitterness and the bond of iniquity (Acts 8:21-23). 
That means the water touched the body without grace changing the heart. The ordinance 
took place, but regeneration did not. No honest reading of Acts 8 can make Simon into a 
trophy for sacramental salvation. 

This passage should put a holy fear into every religious person who has trusted the wrong 
thing. A man can point to a baptismal certificate, a church registry, a testimony service, or a 
religious moment and still be headed for hell if he has never truly believed on Christ. Simon 
is not there so we can argue about him in the abstract. He is there so churches will stop 
mistaking outward processing for inward conversion. He is there so sinners will stop 
leaning on ceremony. He is there so every reader will ask whether his confidence is in 
Christ alone or in something done to him religiously. 

So let Simon keep speaking with all the edge the Holy Ghost intended. He went into the 
water and came out lost. That is the warning. Baptism is precious in its place, but it is not 
saving grace. A rite can touch the skin while the soul remains bound. A church can mark 
the body while God still condemns the heart. Unless a man has truly come to Jesus Christ 
in saving faith, the ceremony will only become one more piece of false assurance piled on 
top of a lost condition. Simon Magus did not need more water. He needed Christ. And so 
does every soul who has trusted the ordinance instead of the Savior. 

 

 

11 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - John 3:5 Is Not a Swimming Pool 

Introduction 



Few verses have been abused more in the service of sacramental confusion than John 3:5. 
Men have taken that verse, jammed a baptistry into it, and then used it like a theological 
club on trembling souls for generations. They quote, “Except a man be born of water and of 
the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God” (John 3:5), and then they act as if the 
matter is settled, as if no context matters, no Old Testament background matters, no 
audience matters, no flow of thought matters, and no other verses in John matter. The verse 
becomes a trapdoor. The sinner is pushed through it and dropped into a pool whether the 
text supports that move or not. That is not Bible study. That is religious bullying. 

The trouble is not with John 3:5. The trouble is with men who approach it with a 
sacramental scheme already loaded in their minds. They do not come asking what Jesus 
meant when He spoke to Nicodemus. They come asking how to make the verse serve a 
doctrine they already love. But the verse does not live alone in the sky. It sits in a chapter, in 
a Gospel, in a Bible, and it was spoken by Jesus to a specific man at a specific moment in 
redemptive history. If a man ignores all of that and just assumes “water” means Christian 
baptism, he is not reading the text. He is pouring church tradition into it and pretending the 
Bible said it first. 

This essay has to move carefully but forcefully because a lot of sincere people have been 
intimidated by John 3:5 for years. They have been told that if they do not read baptism into 
the verse, they are denying the plain meaning of Scripture. But the plain meaning is not 
whatever a churchman says after isolating two words from their setting. The plain meaning 
comes from the context, from the larger teaching of John’s Gospel, from Jesus’ rebuke to 
Nicodemus, and from the Old Testament promises of cleansing and renewal that 
Nicodemus should have known. John 3:5 is not a swimming pool. It is not a sacramental 
shortcut. It is a statement about the divine cleansing and renewing work of God by the 
Spirit, and once that is seen, a great deal of religious fog starts clearing at once. 

1. The Verse Must Be Read in Its Own Conversation 

The first rule in handling John 3:5 is simple. Read it where God put it. Jesus is speaking to 
Nicodemus, “a ruler of the Jews” (John 3:1), a Pharisee, “a master of Israel” (John 3:10). 
This is not a post-resurrection church service. This is not a catechism class on Christian 
ordinances. This is a nighttime conversation between the Lord Jesus Christ and a learned 
Jewish teacher who should have understood the Scriptures. That matters. It matters a great 
deal. Because if Jesus means Christian water baptism in verse 5, then He is rebuking 
Nicodemus for failing to understand an ordinance that had not yet been instituted in the 
New Testament church sense. That does not fit the conversation at all. 



Nicodemus comes impressed by Jesus’ miracles, saying, “Rabbi, we know that thou art a 
teacher come from God” (John 3:2). Jesus does not flatter him. He drives straight to the 
issue of new birth: “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 
3:3). Nicodemus responds carnally, thinking in terms of physical birth: “Can he enter the 
second time into his mother’s womb, and be born?” (John 3:4). So Jesus explains further in 
verse 5. The whole conversation is about the necessity of divine birth from above, not about 
how to perform a future church ordinance. Jesus is correcting Nicodemus’s fleshly 
misunderstanding, not sneaking in a sacramental system through side language. 

Then notice how the Lord continues: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that 
which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). That verse is hugely important because it 
centers the discussion on birth categories. Fleshly birth produces flesh. Spiritual birth is 
the Spirit’s work. The stress falls on the Spirit, not on a rite. If verse 5 were intended to teach 
baptismal regeneration, then verse 6 is an oddly weak follow-up. But if verse 5 is speaking 
of cleansing and renewing by God, then verse 6 fits perfectly. Jesus is contrasting natural 
birth with spiritual birth and telling Nicodemus that entrance into the kingdom requires a 
divine work from above. 

2. Nicodemus Would Not Have Heard “Water” as Christian Baptism 

This point should be obvious, but it is constantly ignored. Nicodemus had no category yet 
for Christian baptism as later practiced in the Book of Acts and the local church. The death, 
burial, and resurrection of Christ had not yet taken place. Pentecost had not yet occurred. 
The church was not yet publicly formed in the Acts sense. So if Jesus intended “water” in 
John 3:5 to mean the Christian ordinance as later administered, He would be expecting 
Nicodemus to understand something that had not yet been revealed in that form. Yet Jesus 
rebukes Nicodemus by saying, “Art thou a master of Israel, and knowest not these things?” 
(John 3:10). That rebuke tells you Nicodemus should have had enough biblical material 
already to grasp the point. 

That means the background for Jesus’ statement must lie in the Old Testament Scriptures 
known to Israel, not in later church practice. Nicodemus should have recognized the need 
for cleansing and Spirit renewal from the prophets. He should have known that Israel’s 
problem was not merely external ritual deficiency, but inward uncleanness and spiritual 
deadness. He should have known that God promised a day when He would cleanse His 
people and give them a new heart. Jesus is speaking in language that should have rung 
bells from the Hebrew Scriptures, not from a future ecclesiastical manual. 

This alone places a heavy burden on the baptismal reading. A verse cannot honestly be 
made to mean what its first hearer had no reason to understand, especially when Jesus 



rebukes that hearer for not understanding it. Nicodemus was responsible for grasping 
Jesus’ point because the point was already anticipated in Old Testament revelation. That is 
a devastating fact for sacramental interpretation. It does not make baptism impossible as a 
later illustration. But it does make it highly unlikely that Jesus is directly teaching baptismal 
regeneration in John 3:5. 

3. Ezekiel 36 Stands Behind John 3 Better Than Any Baptistry Does 

If you want the strongest Old Testament background to John 3:5, you do not need to look at 
a font. You need to look at Ezekiel 36. There God says to Israel, “Then will I sprinkle clean 
water upon you, and ye shall be clean: from all your filthiness, and from all your idols, will I 
cleanse you” (Ezek. 36:25). Then He says, “A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit 
will I put within you” (Ezek. 36:26). Then He adds, “I will put my spirit within you” (Ezek. 
36:27). There it is. Cleansing and Spirit renewal joined together in prophetic promise. That 
sounds a lot more like John 3 than a church baptism service does. 

The point in Ezekiel is not outward ritual as the cause of life. The point is God’s own 
cleansing and renewing action toward a defiled people. He cleanses. He gives a new heart. 
He puts His Spirit within. That is divine regeneration language in Old Testament form. And 
that is exactly the kind of thing Nicodemus, as a teacher in Israel, should have recognized 
when Jesus spoke of being born of water and of the Spirit. The water language is cleansing 
language. The Spirit language is renewal language. Together they point to the sovereign 
saving work of God. 

This also explains why Jesus treats Nicodemus’s confusion as blameworthy. Nicodemus 
knew the Scriptures and should have understood that kingdom entrance requires more 
than physical descent from Abraham and more than fleshly religion. It requires divine 
cleansing and new spiritual life from God Himself. Ezekiel 36 provides that framework 
beautifully. Once you see that, the verse stops looking like a sacramental trapdoor and 
starts looking like what it really is: the Lord telling a religious man that only God’s cleansing 
and Spirit-wrought renewal can bring him into the kingdom. 

4. “Water and Spirit” Belong Together as One Divine Work 

Another mistake men make is tearing “water” and “Spirit” apart as though Jesus were 
listing two separate things, one external and one internal, that must be combined to 
complete the new birth. But the flow of the conversation suggests a unified divine work. 
Water and Spirit belong together in the prophetic pattern. In Ezekiel, the cleansing and the 
Spirit renewal are two sides of the same saving action from God. Jesus is not saying, “First 
you get one thing from the church and then another thing from God.” He is speaking of the 
kind of birth that comes from above, the birth marked by cleansing and Spirit life. 



That reading fits the rest of the chapter. Jesus goes on to say, “The wind bloweth where it 
listeth... so is every one that is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8). The emphasis falls on the 
Spirit’s sovereign operation. The new birth is not portrayed as something men control 
mechanically through ritual administration. It is mysterious, sovereign, and divine. Men 
hear the sound of it and see the effects, but they do not command it. That makes perfect 
sense if Jesus is speaking of God’s cleansing and renewing work. It makes far less sense if 
the stress is supposed to be on a church-controlled rite. 

It also fits the Gospel of John as a whole. John consistently directs the sinner to life through 
faith in Christ. “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “He that 
heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life” (John 5:24). “He 
that believeth on me hath everlasting life” (John 6:47). If John 3:5 were meant to insert 
baptism as an indispensable external instrument into the new birth, then the rest of John’s 
Gospel becomes strangely incomplete in the way it speaks of eternal life through believing. 
But if John 3:5 speaks of God’s cleansing and Spirit renewal, then the whole Gospel 
remains beautifully consistent. 

5. John 3 Is About New Birth, Not Church Procedure 

The chapter never turns into a lesson on church order. That ought to be obvious, but 
sacramental readings constantly import a question the chapter is not asking. Jesus is not 
answering, “What ordinance must the church administer to bring a man into the covenant 
community?” He is answering, “How can a man see and enter the kingdom of God?” His 
answer is that a man must be born from above by God’s cleansing and Spirit-giving work. 
The whole concern is kingdom entrance through divine regeneration, not external initiation 
through institutional handling. 

That is why Nicodemus’s first mistake is thinking physically, and Jesus keeps pressing him 
back toward spiritual realities. Nicodemus thinks of wombs. Jesus thinks of new birth from 
above. Nicodemus thinks naturally. Jesus thinks spiritually. Nicodemus thinks in terms of 
descent and physicality. Jesus brings in the Spirit. The conversation is moving upward, not 
sideways into ecclesiastical mechanics. To suddenly flatten it into a baptismal instruction 
is to drag the conversation back down into the sort of externalism Jesus is actually trying to 
correct. 

And consider the broader irony. The Pharisees already had rituals. They already had 
washings. They already had external religion. If Jesus’s answer to Nicodemus were 
essentially, “You still need one more external water rite,” then He would be speaking in a 
way that could easily feed the very externalism He constantly exposed. But that is not what 
He is doing. He is telling a highly religious man that what he lacks is not another ceremony, 



but the inward work of God. John 3 is about the insufficiency of flesh and the necessity of 
Spirit, not about the sufficiency of an ordinance. 

6. The Immediate Context Moves from New Birth to Faith 

One of the strongest arguments against the baptismal reading is what Jesus says right after 
this section. He does not move from verse 5 to a long explanation of ritual necessity. He 
moves toward faith in the Son. “That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but 
have eternal life” (John 3:15). Then, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 
begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” 
(John 3:16). Then, “He that believeth on him is not condemned” (John 3:18). Then, “He that 
believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). That is not an accident. The chapter 
itself interprets the saving response as believing in the Son. 

If Jesus had intended verse 5 to establish baptism as the indispensable external means of 
obtaining the new birth, then the rest of the chapter is strangely lopsided. He keeps 
promising eternal life to believers without once pausing to add the rite as the necessary 
completing condition. The sacramentalist says, “It is implied.” But the problem is that the 
chapter is so evangelistically direct that leaving out an indispensable act would not be a 
small omission. It would be a dangerous omission. Yet John does not treat it as an omission 
because it is not omitted. The saving response is faith in the Son because the new birth is 
God’s work, not man’s ritual performance. 

This is one of the great comforts of the chapter. It does not leave the trembling sinner 
wondering whether he can find a minister quickly enough. It leaves him looking to Christ. 
The chapter does not say everlasting life comes to the man who believes and reaches 
water in time. It says everlasting life belongs to the one who believes on the Son. John 3 is 
not an ordinance chapter with a little faith added around the edges. It is a new birth and 
faith chapter with sacramentalists trying to force a pool into the middle of it. 

7. John 3:5 Has Been Used as a Club, but It Is Really a Window 

For generations men have used John 3:5 like a club. They quote it abruptly, define “water” 
for everyone in the room before the discussion starts, and then act as though any 
resistance is resistance to the Bible itself. That is unfair, and more than unfair, it is 
dishonest handling of Scripture. The verse deserves better than that. It deserves to be read 
in the conversation, in the Gospel, and in the light of the Old Testament promises that 
illuminate it. Once you do that, the verse stops functioning like a threat device for 
sacramental systems and starts functioning like a window into the depth of God’s saving 
work. 



That work is glorious. God cleanses sinners. God renews sinners. God gives new hearts. 
God gives His Spirit. God causes men to be born from above. And that work drives the 
sinner not into confidence in ritual, but into confidence in Christ. Jesus is not lowering 
Nicodemus into a swimming pool in John 3. He is shattering Nicodemus’s trust in natural 
birth, religious privilege, and fleshly religion. He is telling him that only God can do what 
needs to be done. That is not sacramentalism. That is supernatural grace. 

And that is why people need this passage explained patiently. Many have lived under 
religious systems that tied John 3:5 to fear, pressure, and sacramental dependence. They 
need to see that the verse is not closing the door of grace unless the church performs 
correctly. It is opening the door to the reality that what man cannot do for himself, God 
does by His cleansing and Spirit-wrought power. John 3:5 is not a club to beat sinners into 
trusting ordinances. It is a window through which they can see the necessity and glory of 
God’s regenerating work. 

Conclusion 

John 3:5 is not a swimming pool. It is not a secret sacramental code embedded in the 
conversation with Nicodemus. It is part of Jesus’ explanation of the new birth, spoken to a 
Jewish teacher who should have recognized the prophetic pattern of cleansing and Spirit 
renewal. The Old Testament, especially Ezekiel 36, gives the background. The context gives 
the direction. The rebuke to Nicodemus gives the expectation. And the rest of John 3 gives 
the saving response, faith in the Son of God. 

That does not make baptism unimportant. Baptism has its own proper and glorious place 
in the Christian life as confession, identification, and obedience. But John 3:5 is not 
teaching that a church ordinance causes the new birth. It is teaching that kingdom 
entrance requires a divine work of cleansing and renewal from above. Flesh cannot do it. 
Religion cannot do it. Lineage cannot do it. God must do it. And He does it in connection 
with faith in His Son, not through sacramental machinery. 

So the next time some churchman tries to shove John 3:5 in your face as though it settled 
baptismal regeneration by brute force, slow down and read the passage where God put it. 
Read the chapter. Read Ezekiel. Read John’s Gospel. Read the Lord’s rebuke to Nicodemus. 
Then read the repeated promises of eternal life to those who believe on the Son. When you 
do that, the verse stops looking like a pool and starts looking like what it really is, a 
declaration that sinners need the cleansing and life-giving work of God Himself. And thank 
God, that work points us to Christ, not to a sacramental trapdoor. 

 

 



12 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Acts 2:38 and the Sin of Building a Gospel 
From a Snapshot 

Introduction 

There are few verses in the Book of Acts that have been yanked out of their setting, polished 
up, and used as a theological bludgeon more than Acts 2:38. Men grab that one line from 
Peter’s Pentecost sermon, tear it loose from the crowd, the setting, the accusation, the 
historical moment, and the rest of the New Testament, and then they build an entire 
sacramental house on top of it as though one verse in a narrative scene gets to rewrite 
Romans, Galatians, John, Acts 10, Abraham, the thief on the cross, and every other place 
where salvation is laid out plainly. That is not sound doctrine. That is doctrinal thievery. It is 
the sin of building a gospel from a snapshot. 

The problem is not that Acts 2:38 is false. The problem is that men read it lazily, selectively, 
and with a system already loaded into their heads. Peter says, “Repent, and be baptized 
every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” (Acts 2:38), and 
sacramental minds hear what they want to hear before the sentence even finishes. They 
hear water, remission, and ordinance, and then they start pouring concrete for a salvation 
scheme without stopping to ask who is being addressed, what just happened, what Peter 
has already preached, how Acts unfolds afterward, how the apostles elsewhere explain 
justification, and whether a historical sermon summary gets to overrule whole doctrinal 
expositions written specifically to explain salvation. That is the issue here. Not whether the 
verse is inspired, but whether men are handling it honestly. 

This essay has to do two things. It has to walk through the wording carefully, because 
careless readers have made a mess of the verse for a long time. But it also has to establish 
a larger principle that will help on far more than the baptism issue. One hard text never gets 
to overrule a hundred clear ones. Narrative must be read in light of doctrinal explanation, 
not doctrinal explanation rewritten by one difficult narrative snapshot. If a man forgets that, 
he will wreck not only baptism, but repentance, the kingdom, signs, tongues, miracles, 
church order, and half the New Testament besides. Acts 2:38 matters, but it does not get to 
become the pope of the Bible. 

1. The Context of Acts 2 Is Not a Generic Salvation Pamphlet 

The first thing that has to be settled is the setting. Peter is not speaking in Acts 2 like a 
street preacher handing out a general tract that says, “Here is the timeless, final, fully 
unpacked doctrinal formula for salvation in every age and setting.” He is preaching on the 
day of Pentecost to Jews gathered in Jerusalem, men who had just been confronted with 
the fact that the Jesus they rejected and whose nation crucified is both Lord and Christ. 



Peter says, “Jesus of Nazareth” was attested by God among them, that they took Him and 
slew Him by wicked hands, and that God raised Him from the dead (Acts 2:22-24). Then he 
drives the nail in: “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made 
that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). 

That matters because Acts 2 is not floating in theological space. It is anchored to a 
particular accusation and a particular audience. These men are “pricked in their heart” and 
ask, “Men and brethren, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37). Why are they pricked? Because 
Peter has just exposed their national guilt and personal participation in rejecting Messiah. 
The whole sermon is a public confrontation with Israel about Jesus. The response Peter 
gives has to be read in that public, Jewish, covenantal, Pentecost setting, not as though he 
were answering a later doctrinal questionnaire written by a systematic theologian. 

This is why men get in trouble when they try to use Acts 2:38 as though it were the only 
verse on salvation in the Bible. They ignore the sermon that leads up to it. They ignore the 
historical moment. They ignore the Jewish setting. They ignore the public nature of 
repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus Christ at the very city where He had been 
rejected. Then they flatten the whole thing into a universal sacramental mechanism and 
call it “taking the verse seriously.” That is not taking the verse seriously. Taking the verse 
seriously means taking its context seriously. 

2. Peter’s Sermon Centers on Christ, Not on Water 

Before Peter ever says one word about baptism, he has already spent his sermon exalting 
Jesus Christ. He preaches Christ’s life, Christ’s miracles, Christ’s death, Christ’s 
resurrection, Christ’s exaltation, and Christ’s Lordship. He quotes David to show the 
resurrection. He proclaims that Jesus has been exalted by the right hand of God and has 
shed forth what the crowd is seeing and hearing (Acts 2:33). He is not building toward water 
as the centerpiece. He is building toward the recognition that Jesus is the Christ and Lord 
whom they must now face. 

This matters because a great many people read Acts 2:38 as though Peter’s whole point 
was to teach a water formula. It was not. His whole point was Christ. The command to 
repent and be baptized comes as the public response demanded by the revelation of who 
Jesus is. In other words, the ordinance in Acts 2 is not standing there by itself like some 
independent ritual machine. It is tied to a public, repentant turning to the Christ Peter has 
just preached. Water is not the center of the sermon. Jesus is the center of the sermon. The 
command concerning baptism derives its force from Christ’s identity and their relation to 
Him. 



That is exactly how the rest of the New Testament speaks. The apostles preach Christ 
crucified and risen. They direct sinners to believe on Him. They speak of remission through 
His name. They preach justification through His blood and by faith in Him. So when Acts 
2:38 shows up in a sermon centered on the public rejection and exaltation of Jesus, the 
faithful interpreter does not suddenly throw all of that out and say, “At last, here is the real 
key, water.” No. He reads the command in the light of the sermon’s Christ-centered thrust. 
Peter is not replacing Christ with baptism. He is commanding a public turn to Christ, and 
baptism is bound up with that public turn in that setting. 

3. “Repent” Is the Main Command, and Baptism Is Bound to Public Identification 

Look carefully at the wording. Peter says, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38). The verse does not say, “Be baptized so that you may 
begin thinking differently later.” Repentance is not secondary. Repentance is front and 
center. These Jews must change their mind about Jesus Christ, turn from their rejection, 
and openly identify with the One they and their nation had despised. Baptism in His name 
is bound up with that public identification. It is not a bare ceremonial act floating free from 
repentance and confession. It is the visible, open, public confession that Jesus is indeed 
the Christ. 

In that setting, baptism carried a strong public meaning. To be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ in Jerusalem at Pentecost was not merely to perform a religious action in 
private. It was to step out publicly and identify with the very One Peter had just said they 
crucified. That helps explain why baptism is so tightly connected with repentance in this 
passage. The issue is not merely inward sorrow or private agreement. The issue is an open, 
decisive break with the nation’s rejection of Jesus and an open submission to His name. 
That is why the verse must be read with the Jewish Pentecost setting in mind. 

This does not make baptism trivial. It makes baptism intelligible. Peter is not handing out a 
churchy magic formula. He is commanding a repentant people to turn publicly to the Christ 
they had rejected. Baptism serves as the public mark of that turn. It is not unlike saying to 
hostile crowds in another setting, “Repent and confess Christ openly.” The public act 
matters because it expresses the public turn. But the public act is not thereby transformed 
into the mechanical cause of remission. It is the demanded expression of repentance in 
that historical setting. 

4. “For the Remission of Sins” Must Be Read With the Rest of Scripture 

Now we come to the phrase that causes all the noise: “for the remission of sins” (Acts 
2:38). Men seize on that phrase as though it ends all discussion. But it ends nothing unless 
it is interpreted in harmony with the whole witness of Scripture. Peter himself later says, “To 



him give all the prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believeth in him shall 
receive remission of sins” (Acts 10:43). There Peter explicitly places remission through 
Christ’s name in relation to believing in Him. Paul later says in Antioch, “through this man is 
preached unto you the forgiveness of sins: And by him all that believe are justified” (Acts 
13:38-39). The apostles do not treat water as the lone key to remission. They preach 
remission through Christ and faith in Him. 

So Acts 2:38 must be read in light of that larger apostolic witness. The remission is in 
Christ. The turning point is repentance toward Him. The public act of baptism is bound up 
with that repentant identification with His name. But one verse in a narrative sermon 
summary does not get to cancel out the explicit later statements that remission comes 
through His name and believing in Him. Scripture does not contradict itself. If a man reads 
Acts 2:38 in a way that forces him to deny Acts 10:43, Acts 13:38-39, Romans 3:24-28, 
Romans 4:5, Romans 5:1, Galatians 2:16, and John 20:31, then he is not honoring Acts 
2:38. He is abusing it. 

This is where the principle of interpretation becomes so important. Harder or more 
compressed texts must be read by clearer, fuller doctrinal ones. A narrative snapshot with 
compact wording must be interpreted in harmony with the apostles’ direct explanations of 
justification and forgiveness elsewhere. A hundred clear texts do not bow to one difficult 
text. The one difficult text bows to the hundred clear ones. That is not evasion. That is how 
honest Bible reading works. If you reverse that rule, every cult on earth will outquote you by 
Thursday. 

5. Acts Is Historical Narrative, and Narrative Needs Doctrinal Explanation 

The Book of Acts is inspired history. It records what happened as the gospel moved 
outward through Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the uttermost part of the earth. It is a 
priceless book, but it is not written in exactly the same way Romans and Galatians are 
written. In Acts, you often have sermons, transitions, signs, judgments, unique moments, 
and historical developments unfolding in real time. In Romans and Galatians, you have 
Paul slowing down and explaining doctrinally how justification works, how faith functions, 
how righteousness is imputed, and how grace excludes works. Confusing those genres is 
one of the quickest ways to get yourself into trouble. 

That does not mean Acts is less true. It means Acts must be read as history illuminated by 
doctrine. The apostles preach in Acts in particular moments to particular audiences under 
particular circumstances. Later, in the epistles, the Spirit gives fuller doctrinal unpacking of 
the saving message and its implications. That is why Paul can spend chapter after chapter 
in Romans explaining justification by faith without ever introducing baptism as the 



instrumental cause of receiving righteousness. If Acts 2:38 meant what sacramentalists 
say it means in a strict mechanical sense, then Romans becomes shockingly deficient in 
its explanation of salvation. But Romans is not deficient. It is definitive. 

This is why building a gospel from a snapshot is such a sin against sound interpretation. 
Men grab one line in a historical scene and force it to overrule the doctrinal letters that 
explain salvation with painstaking care. That is backwards. You read Acts with Romans 
open in your mind, not Romans with a sectarian reading of Acts 2:38 ruling your mind. 
Historical narrative must be read in light of doctrinal explanation, not the other way around. 
Once that principle is established, Acts 2:38 stops functioning like a sacramental 
detonator and starts fitting naturally within the broader apostolic message. 

6. One Hard Text Never Gets to Overrule a Hundred Clear Ones 

This principle reaches far beyond the baptism issue, but the baptism issue is a perfect 
place to learn it. Suppose a man has one verse that seems difficult or compressed to him, 
and then he has dozens upon dozens of verses that clearly say salvation is by grace through 
faith, that the just live by faith, that believers have everlasting life, that remission comes 
through Christ’s name, that God justifies the ungodly who believe, that Abraham was 
counted righteous before the sign, that the thief went to paradise without water, and that 
Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before baptism. What does an honest man do? He reads 
the difficult place by the clear places. He does not rewrite the clear places by the difficult 
place. 

That rule is basic Bible sense. Nobody in his right mind takes the hardest sentence in a 
conversation and uses it to cancel everything else the speaker says plainly. Yet that is what 
sacramental interpreters do with Acts 2:38. They act as though Peter’s brief answer to a 
pricked Jewish crowd on Pentecost must define the gospel in such a way that John’s 
repeated emphasis on believing, Paul’s whole doctrine of justification by faith, and Acts 
10’s Spirit-before-water sequence all have to be bent around it. That is not faithfulness. 
That is hermeneutical thuggery. 

And it is not just wrong. It is dangerous. Once you learn to build doctrine that way, you can 
make the Bible say anything you please. You can make signs normative where they were 
temporary. You can make historical transitions into permanent formulas. You can build 
sectarian systems from isolated snapshots and then accuse everyone else of not taking 
Scripture seriously. The church has to resist that with firmness. One hard text never gets to 
overrule a hundred clear ones. Acts 2:38 must be interpreted in harmony with the flood of 
clear teaching on salvation, not made the master text that drowns the rest. 

7. Acts 2:38 Fits Beautifully Once It Is Kept in Its Place 



When you stop trying to make Acts 2:38 the entire gospel in one sentence, the verse stops 
causing chaos. Peter has preached Christ to a Jewish crowd complicit in His rejection. They 
are cut to the heart. He calls them to repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for 
the remission of sins, that is, to turn from their rejection of Jesus and identify publicly with 
Him in the very city where He had been rejected and crucified. The baptism is tied to that 
public repentance and confession. It belongs to the open turning to Christ in that setting. It 
is not a freestanding sacramental machine by which the water itself causes forgiveness. 

That reading preserves the force of the verse while keeping the whole New Testament 
intact. It lets Peter be urgent, Christ-centered, and historically situated without forcing him 
into contradiction with later apostolic doctrine. It lets baptism retain its public, 
confessional, covenantal weight in the Pentecost setting without making it the 
instrumental cause of justification. It lets the remission remain in Christ, through His 
name, received by faith, while recognizing that in Acts 2 the public response demanded 
from those Jews included baptism in His name as the open break with their former stance. 

And that is how difficult passages should be handled. Not by flattening them, not by 
dodging them, and not by turning them into cult headquarters. They should be read 
patiently, contextually, canonically, and doctrinally. Once Acts 2:38 is kept in its place, it 
becomes a powerful verse about repentance, public identification with Jesus Christ, and 
the open confession demanded in that Pentecost setting. What it does not become is an 
excuse to build an entire sacramental gospel from one historical snapshot. 

Conclusion 

Acts 2:38 has been abused for a long time by men who want one verse to carry more than 
God ever put on it. They grab one line from Peter’s Pentecost sermon, ignore the setting, 
ignore the audience, ignore the sermon itself, ignore the rest of Acts, ignore Romans and 
Galatians, ignore Abraham, ignore Cornelius, ignore the thief on the cross, ignore the 
Gospel of John, and then announce they have found the real plan of salvation. That is not 
bold Bible preaching. That is the sin of building a gospel from a snapshot. 

Peter’s words must be read as part of a Jewish Pentecost confrontation centered on the 
crucified and exalted Christ. Repentance is central. Baptism is tied to public turning and 
public identification with Jesus in that setting. Remission remains in Christ and through His 
name. The verse does not stand alone against the rest of Scripture. It stands within the rest 
of Scripture and must be read there. When it is, the sacramental system starts falling apart 
because the verse no longer has to carry a theology God never told it to carry. 

So hold onto the larger rule because it will save you trouble far beyond this debate. One 
hard text never gets to overrule a hundred clear ones. Historical narrative must be read in 



light of doctrinal explanation, not the other way around. The Bible does not contradict 
itself, and Peter does not preach a different gospel from Paul or John. Acts 2:38 is true, 
inspired, and powerful. But it is not a sacramental trapdoor, and it is not the pope of the 
New Testament. Christ is still the center, faith is still the means, grace is still the principle, 
and one snapshot never gets to rewrite the whole photo album. 

 

 

13 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Mark 16:16 and the Half of the Verse They 
Ignore 

Introduction 

There are certain verses that ritualists love the way a drowning man loves a floating board. 
They climb on it, squeeze it, wave it around, and act as though one phrase will keep their 
whole sacramental system from sinking. Mark 16:16 is one of those verses. They quote it 
with a tone that says the discussion is over before it starts: “He that believeth and is 
baptized shall be saved” (Mark 16:16). Then they stop right there, or if they do keep reading, 
they read the second half so softly it sounds like an apology. Why? Because the second 
half of the verse wrecks the system they were trying to build with the first half. The verse 
continues, “but he that believeth not shall be damned” (Mark 16:16). That matters. In fact, 
that matters so much that it blows the sacramental misuse of the text right out of the water. 

Now no Bible believer has any trouble with the first half of the verse. A man who truly 
believes on Jesus Christ ought to be baptized. That is normal Christian obedience. That is 
expected discipleship. That is the public confession of a believer. The one who believes and 
is baptized shall be saved. Amen. Nobody objects to that. The question is not whether 
believers should be baptized. The question is whether baptism is the damning issue when 
absent, or whether unbelief is the damning issue. The verse itself answers that plainly. It 
does not say, “He that is not baptized shall be damned.” It says, “he that believeth not shall 
be damned” (Mark 16:16). That omission is not accidental. It is fatal to the sacramental 
reading. 

This essay has to push that point hard because religious systems survive on imbalance. 
They cling to the first half of the verse like a life raft and then quietly tiptoe around the 
second half because the second half places condemnation where the Bible always places 
it, on unbelief. The verse does not teach that baptism is irrelevant. It teaches that baptism 
belongs where public confession and discipleship belong, in the life of one who believes. 
But when the Lord speaks of damnation, He points to unbelief. That tells you where the true 



dividing line lies. The dividing line is not water versus no water. The dividing line is faith 
versus unbelief. 

1. The First Half of the Verse Is True, but It Is Not the Whole Argument 

Let us begin where the Bible begins. “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved” 
(Mark 16:16). That statement is perfectly true. A believer who obeys Christ in baptism is on 
the path of normal Christian confession and discipleship. There is nothing strange about 
joining belief and baptism in the outward course of a Christian life. The New Testament 
does it repeatedly. Men hear the gospel, believe, and are baptized. That is not the problem. 
The problem starts when men turn a normal sequence of obedient discipleship into a rigid 
sacramental formula that makes the water itself part of the saving cause. 

The first half of Mark 16:16 fits beautifully with biblical practice. A man believes, and as a 
believer he is baptized. He confesses Christ openly. He identifies with the Lord publicly. He 
does not hide in secret if he can help it. Baptism is expected. Baptism is commanded. 
Baptism is precious. So no sound Bible reader needs to flatten the first half or dodge it. It 
says exactly what we would expect: the believing, baptized disciple is saved. That is not 
controversial. What is controversial is what men try to force into the verse beyond what it 
says. 

The sacramental preacher takes that first half and acts as though it were saying, “He that 
believeth and is baptized shall be saved, and he that is not baptized shall be damned.” But 
that is not what it says. The man has smuggled his doctrine into the sentence. He has 
added something Christ did not say. He has moved from a statement about the normal 
course of a saved believer to a mechanical formula for obtaining life. That is where the 
abuse begins. The first half is true, but it is not a blank check for sacramental theology. 

2. The Second Half of the Verse Gives the Real Damning Issue 

Now comes the half they step around like a man tiptoeing past a sleeping dog. “But he that 
believeth not shall be damned” (Mark 16:16). Notice what the Lord does not say. He does 
not say, “He that is not baptized shall be damned.” He does not say, “He that believeth and 
fails to receive baptism shall be damned.” He puts condemnation on unbelief. That is the 
dividing line. If baptism were the indispensable saving instrument, then this would have 
been the perfect place to say so. But Jesus does not say it because unbelief is the 
condemning issue. 

This is consistent with the whole New Testament. John 3:18 says, “He that believeth on him 
is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already.” Again the issue is 
unbelief. John 3:36 says, “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life: and he that 
believeth not the Son shall not see life.” Again the issue is unbelief. Acts 16:31 says, 



“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.” Again the issue is faith in 
Christ. Mark 16:16 is not an exception to that pattern. Its second half confirms it. 
Damnation is tied to unbelief. 

This is precisely why ritualists do not like to linger over the back half of the verse. The back 
half is where the Lord tells you what He considers decisive in the matter of condemnation. 
If a man does not believe, he is damned. Christ could have mentioned lack of baptism if He 
wanted to put that alongside unbelief as a condemning factor. He did not. That silence is 
not weakness. That silence is instruction. The verse is teaching you how to interpret the 
first half. Belief is the heart of the matter. Baptism is the expected public companion of true 
belief. Unbelief is what damns. 

3. The Verse Presents a Normal Pattern, Not a Sacramental Formula 

There is a difference between describing the normal path of a believer and defining the 
instrumental cause of salvation. Mark 16:16 does the first. Sacramentalists try to make it 
do the second. The normal path is plain enough. A man believes the gospel and is baptized. 
That is how the Christian life ordinarily begins outwardly. Faith is not meant to hide in a 
drawer. It comes into the open. The believer confesses Christ. Baptism marks that 
confession. So the verse joins belief and baptism as the normal visible course of a disciple. 
There is nothing strange there. 

But a normal pattern is not the same thing as a rigid sacramental formula. For example, if a 
man said, “He that enlists and wears the uniform is a soldier, but he that does not enlist is 
not a soldier,” no sane person would conclude that the uniform is what created the 
soldierly status. The uniform belongs to the normal visible course of the enlisted man. It 
marks him publicly. It does not create his enlistment. In the same way, baptism belongs to 
the normal visible course of the believer. It marks his faith publicly. It does not create the 
saving reality that faith has received in Christ. 

This is why the second half matters so much. It shows the Lord’s own emphasis. He speaks 
of the normal path in the first half, then defines the damning issue in the second half. The 
sacramentalist wants the reader to treat the first half as an airtight formula and ignore the 
interpretive help of the second half. But the second half is how the Lord Himself tells you to 
think. Belief is the decisive matter. Baptism is the expected expression of that belief in the 
public life of the disciple. 

4. If Baptism Were the Damning Issue, Christ Would Have Said So 

This point is so simple that men often miss it because they are too busy being complicated. 
If baptism were the damning issue, Christ would have said so. He had every opportunity. He 
had the language available. He could have said, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be 



saved; but he that believeth not, or is not baptized, shall be damned.” He did not say it. He 
could have said, “He that is not baptized shall not be saved.” He did not say it. He could 
have made the ritual absence explicit as a ground of damnation. He did not do it. 

Now some will say, “Well, if a man truly believes, he will be baptized, so unbelief already 
covers it.” But that move only proves the Baptist point, not the sacramental point. It proves 
baptism belongs in the life of a true believer as obedience. It does not prove lack of 
baptism is itself the thing damning the soul. If a man refuses Christ, he is damned. If a man 
believes Christ, he ought to obey Christ. Those are not the same categories. The Lord does 
not flatten them together in Mark 16:16. He keeps the weight where it belongs, on belief 
and unbelief. 

This is where the sacramental reading becomes dishonest. It acts as though the Lord’s 
silence about lack of baptism on the condemnation side means nothing, while His 
inclusion of baptism on the saved side means everything. But that is selective reading. If 
we are going to let the Lord’s wording teach us, then we have to let both halves speak. The 
first half shows the normal public course of a believer. The second half shows the actual 
issue in damnation. Christ’s wording matters, and He did not put condemnation on lack of 
baptism. 

5. Ritualists Love the Front Half and Fear the Back Half 

This is where the passage gets sharp. Ritualists love the first half of the verse because they 
think it gives them a sacramental lifeline. But they fear the second half because it will not 
let them finish the argument they want to make. They quote, “He that believeth and is 
baptized shall be saved,” and their eyes light up. Then the verse continues, “but he that 
believeth not shall be damned,” and suddenly they get quiet. Why? Because the second 
half exposes the imbalance. It reveals that the Lord did not think the way they think. He did 
not frame the damnation side in terms of missing the ritual. 

This is a common trick in false religion. Men grab the half of a verse that seems useful to 
their system and then hush the half that corrects their misuse. It happens with faith and 
works. It happens with kingdom texts. It happens with signs. It happens with women 
keeping silence, with judging, with grace, with election, and with just about every 
controversial topic in the Bible. Partial quotation is one of the old tools of bad theology. The 
devil himself quoted Scripture selectively in the temptation of Christ. It should not shock 
us when church systems do the same. 

But believers must learn to read the whole sentence. Mark 16:16 is not two unrelated 
scraps pasted together. The back half qualifies the sacramental overreach of the front half. 
It tells you what the decisive issue is. A believer should be baptized. Amen. But the 



unbeliever is damned because he does not believe. The ritualist wants the verse to say 
more than it says. The Lord says exactly enough, and what He says does not support 
sacramental salvation. 

6. Baptism Is the Expected Public Confession of Faith, Not the Cause of Life 

Once the verse is read honestly, it becomes a strong support for the biblical place of 
baptism rather than for baptismal regeneration. It teaches that baptism belongs naturally 
with belief. That is exactly what Bible believers say. The man who trusts Christ should 
confess Him openly. He should not treat baptism lightly. He should not delay out of 
laziness or cowardice. Baptism is not a throwaway matter. It is the expected public 
confession of faith. A believer ought to step into the water as an open identification with the 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

This keeps us balanced. We are not trying to dodge baptism. We are trying to keep it in the 
place Christ gave it. It matters because Christ commanded it. It matters because it openly 
marks the believer. It matters because it confesses union with Christ in His death, burial, 
and resurrection. It matters because discipleship is not meant to remain private and 
invisible. Mark 16:16 supports all of that beautifully. The believer is not only one who trusts, 
but one who enters the public path of identification with the Lord. 

But that is still different from saying baptism causes life. The verse does not say the water 
regenerates. It does not say the ordinance produces remission. It does not say the soul 
remains under condemnation until the body is baptized. It presents baptism as the normal 
public confession of the one who believes. There is a world of difference between expected 
confession and instrumental cause. If men would learn that distinction, half the 
sacramental confusion in Christendom would dry up by morning. 

7. The Verse Harmonizes With the Rest of Scripture When Read Straight 

Mark 16:16 fits perfectly with the broader Bible when it is read straight. The Gospel of John 
says eternal life belongs to the one who believes on the Son (John 3:16, 3:36, 5:24, 6:47, 
20:31). Romans says a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law (Rom. 3:28), 
that Abraham believed and righteousness was counted to him before the sign (Rom. 4:3-
11), and that we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ by faith (Rom. 5:1). 
Galatians says adding ceremony to Christ makes another gospel (Gal. 1:6-9; 5:2-4). Acts 10 
shows the Spirit falling before the water. The thief on the cross goes to paradise without 
baptism. Mark 16:16 does not overthrow any of that. It fits it. 

The problem only arises when men force the verse into a sacramental mold. Then suddenly 
they are at war with the rest of Scripture, and the back half of the verse itself becomes their 
enemy. But if they would simply read it as stating the normal path of a believing disciple 



and the true condemning issue of unbelief, the tension disappears. The verse becomes an 
ally to biblical clarity instead of a weapon for ritual confusion. Christ is still the Savior. Faith 
is still the means of receiving life. Baptism is still the public confession that follows. 

And that is how the Bible works. Truth harmonizes. It does not make Christ say one thing, 
John say another, Paul another, Peter another, and Luke something else entirely. When a 
man finds himself having to force the whole Bible to orbit around one half of one verse, he 
is already in trouble. Mark 16:16 stands perfectly well without sacramental distortion. It 
tells believers to come into the open. It tells unbelievers they are damned because they do 
not believe. That is sharp, balanced, and faithful. The system that cannot survive that 
balance is the system that needs to go. 

Conclusion 

Mark 16:16 is not the sacramental proof text ritualists wish it were. The first half is true and 
precious. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved. That is the normal public path of 
a believer. Faith is not ashamed to confess Christ. Baptism belongs there as commanded 
obedience and open identification with the Lord Jesus. No Bible believer has any desire to 
weaken that. But the second half of the verse tells you what the actual damning issue is: 
“he that believeth not shall be damned” (Mark 16:16). The condemnation side names 
unbelief, not lack of baptism. That matters because Christ’s wording matters. 

The whole imbalance of sacramental interpretation is exposed right there. They cling to the 
first half like a life raft and then quietly step around the second half because it wrecks their 
system. If baptism were the decisive saving instrument, the Lord could have said so on the 
condemnation side. He did not. He put the line where the whole New Testament puts it, on 
belief and unbelief. Baptism belongs with the believer as confession. Unbelief belongs with 
the condemned as the reason they perish. 

So let the whole verse speak. Do not let religious systems cut it in half and quote it 
selectively. Read the front half and obey it. Read the back half and understand it. Then the 
verse becomes a friend, not a trap. It will tell the believer to confess Christ openly. It will tell 
the sinner that his great danger is unbelief. And it will keep the church from turning a 
command of discipleship into a false sacrament of salvation. Mark 16:16 is a strong verse, 
but only if you read all of it. 

 

 

14 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Acts 22:16 and the Washing of Calling on 
His Name 



Introduction 

There are certain verses that ritualists wave around like a magic key, hoping that if they 
shake it hard enough nobody will notice they are trying to unlock a door God never put 
there. Acts 22:16 is one of those verses. Saul of Tarsus recounts what Ananias said to him: 
“And now why tarriest thou? arise, and be baptized, and wash away thy sins, calling on the 
name of the Lord” (Acts 22:16). The sacramental crowd hears the words “wash away thy 
sins,” spots the baptism in the sentence, and immediately starts splashing water all over 
the blood of Jesus Christ as though the whole New Testament had finally coughed up a 
verse proving that the baptistry does what Calvary only began. But that is not what the 
verse is doing, and if a man reads it that way, he has not honored the text. He has hijacked 
it. 

The problem here is the same old problem that keeps showing up in this series. Men read 
one compressed historical statement with a ceremony already in their imagination, and 
then they force it to overrule the full doctrinal witness of Scripture. They do not ask what is 
happening in the narrative. They do not ask what Saul already knew, what had already 
happened to him on the Damascus road, what Ananias is urging him to do, or how “calling 
on the name of the Lord” fits into the sentence. They just lunge at the phrase “wash away 
thy sins” and start preaching magical water. That is not careful exegesis. That is ritual panic. 
It is the old religious instinct that cannot stand a gospel resting fully on Christ, so it grabs 
one line from a testimony account and tries to make the rite the real cleanser. 

This chapter has to do something important. It has to rescue Acts 22:16 from sacramental 
misuse without flattening its force. The verse is strong. It is urgent. It is not timid. Ananias is 
not telling Saul to take his time and think about whether baptism is worth obeying 
someday. He is calling for immediate response. But immediate response is not the same 
thing as magical water. The verse ties together baptism, washing, and “calling on the name 
of the Lord” in a way that fits the public confession of a converted man who now openly 
identifies with the Christ he has come to believe. The emphasis is not on a rite cleansing 
guilt from the soul by mechanical force. The emphasis is on faith expressing itself in 
obedient confession. Once that is seen, the verse stops being a sacramental trap and 
starts becoming a powerful witness to the open confession of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

1. Acts 22:16 Is Part of Paul’s Testimony, Not a Standalone Salvation Manual 

The first thing that must be settled is the kind of passage we are dealing with. Acts 22 is not 
Romans 3 or Galatians 2. It is not a systematic doctrinal treatise laying out the full 
mechanics of justification step by step. It is Paul’s testimony before a hostile Jewish 
audience in Jerusalem. He is recounting what happened to him. That matters because 



testimony compresses events, highlights moments, and speaks from lived narrative rather 
than from doctrinal exposition. If a man forgets that, he will read every sentence as though 
it were the entire theology of salvation in one line, and then he will be shocked when he 
crashes into contradictions of his own making. 

Saul’s conversion did not begin in Acts 22:16. It began on the road to Damascus when the 
risen Lord Jesus Christ confronted him in blinding glory. The Lord identified Himself 
personally: “I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom thou persecutest” (Acts 22:8). Saul was not 
dealing with an abstract theological puzzle. He had met the living Christ. His entire world 
had collapsed around the revelation that the Jesus he hated was alive, exalted, and Lord. 
By the time Ananias speaks to him, Saul is not an untroubled sinner hearing the gospel for 
the first time. He is a shattered man already brought under the direct conviction and 
revelation of Christ. 

That means Acts 22:16 must be read in continuity with the whole Damascus road event. 
Ananias is speaking into a situation where Saul has already been struck down, blinded, 
humbled, praying, and waiting for instruction. The verse is not the first appearance of Christ 
in his story. It is part of the response that follows that encounter. So the man who treats 
Acts 22:16 as though it were a detached sacramental formula already has the text out of 
place. This is testimony language in a historical setting, not a mechanical ritual manual. 

2. Saul Had Already Been Brought to Christ Before He Reached the Water 

On the Damascus road Saul called Jesus “Lord” before Ananias ever told him to be 
baptized. “And I said, What shall I do, Lord?” (Acts 22:10). That is not the speech of a man 
still standing coldly outside the revelation he has received. Saul has been overthrown. He 
has been confronted by the glorified Christ. He has yielded. He is no longer persecuting 
Jesus as an imposter. He is asking the risen Lord what he must do. That does not mean Saul 
understood every doctrine in full detail at that second, but it does mean something 
decisive had already happened between Saul and Christ before the ordinance entered the 
scene. 

Then Acts 9 tells us that Saul spent three days blind, neither eating nor drinking (Acts 9:9). 
The Lord told Ananias concerning him, “behold, he prayeth” (Acts 9:11). That is significant. 
Saul is not presented as spiritually untouched, coolly waiting for a sacramental transaction 
to create life in him. He is praying. He is broken. He is under the hand of God. The whole 
narrative presents him as a man already arrested by heaven, not a man still spiritually dead 
until water arrives. The water matters, but it does not appear as the first move in the drama. 
Christ’s confrontation comes first. 



And once that is understood, Acts 22:16 begins to make much better sense. Ananias is not 
telling an untouched sinner, “The water itself will now create what Christ has not yet done.” 
He is telling a convicted, praying, converted man not to delay in openly identifying with the 
Lord who has already arrested his soul. The command is urgent because obedience should 
not linger once Christ has revealed Himself. But urgency of obedience is not the same thing 
as sacramental causation. Saul was not dead to Christ until the water hit him. He had 
already been brought low by the risen Lord. 

3. “Wash Away Thy Sins” Is Joined to “Calling on the Name of the Lord” 

Now we come to the heart of the verse. Ananias says, “arise, and be baptized, and wash 
away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord” (Acts 22:16). The sacramental misuse of the 
verse happens when men isolate “wash away thy sins” from the rest of the sentence and 
pretend the water itself is doing the cleansing by magical force. But the verse does not end 
with the washing phrase. It ties the whole response to “calling on the name of the Lord.” 
That matters immensely. Because in Scripture, calling on the name of the Lord is not the 
language of ceremonial mechanics. It is the language of faith, appeal, invocation, and trust 
directed toward God. 

Paul himself later writes, “For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be 
saved” (Rom. 10:13). That is not water language. That is faith language. Peter had already 
preached at Pentecost, “whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 
2:21). Again, that is not a statement about a mechanical rite. It is a statement about the 
sinner turning to the Lord Himself. So when Ananias says, “wash away thy sins, calling on 
the name of the Lord,” the calling cannot be treated as some decorative phrase tacked onto 
a magical bath. It is central. It tells you where the real appeal of the soul is directed. 

This means the washing language in Acts 22:16 fits the outward confession of an inward 
appeal to Christ. Saul is to arise, be baptized, and in that act openly identify with the Lord 
whose name he is now calling upon. The cleansing is not located in water as a mystical 
substance. It is tied to the Lord whose name is invoked. The baptism stands as the visible, 
obedient confession of the one now appealing to Christ for mercy and cleansing. That 
preserves both the force of the verse and the consistency of the gospel. The Lord cleanses. 
Baptism confesses. The calling is directed to Christ, not to the water. 

4. Scripture Frequently Uses Outward Sign Language Without Teaching Magic 

This is where many readers get tangled because they do not understand how Scripture can 
speak strongly about signs without turning the signs into automatic causes. The Bible often 
joins the sign and the reality closely because the sign is meant to express, seal, or confess 
the reality. But close association is not the same thing as mechanical identity. 



Circumcision was called a sign and a seal in Romans 4:11, yet Abraham had the 
righteousness before the sign. The Lord’s Supper is spoken of in powerful terms, yet the 
bread does not become a saving machine. In the same way, baptism can be spoken of in 
close relation to cleansing without the water itself becoming the actual remover of guilt. 

Peter gives a useful example in 1 Peter 3:21, where he says baptism “doth also now save 
us,” and then immediately guards the statement by saying, “not the putting away of the filth 
of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 3:21). In other words, 
the outward washing is not the point as a fleshly cleansing. The deeper reality lies in the 
appeal of conscience toward God. That same pattern helps illuminate Acts 22:16. Saul’s 
baptism is not a magical bath for his body somehow accomplishing soul-cleansing. It is the 
outward, obedient, confessional act bound up with his calling on the name of the Lord. 

This matters because sacramentalists love to hear strong sign language and then refuse 
every built-in qualification that keeps the gospel safe. They hear “wash away thy sins” and 
imagine holy water power. They hear “born of water” and imagine a baptistry. They hear 
“baptism doth also now save us” and ignore Peter’s clarification about conscience. But the 
Bible does not let men do that honestly. It speaks powerfully about signs, yet constantly 
directs the saving reality back to God’s action, Christ’s blood, faith in Him, and the inward 
appeal of the heart. Acts 22:16 belongs in that same pattern. 

5. Baptism Here Is Public Identification With the Christ Saul Once Hated 

Never forget who Saul was. He was not a private seeker who simply needed quiet personal 
reassurance. He was a public enemy of Jesus Christ. He had persecuted the saints, 
consented to Stephen’s death, and made havoc of the church. So once Christ stopped 
him, the fitting response was not secret inward sentiment without public identification. The 
very man who had publicly opposed Jesus must now publicly confess Jesus. That is why 
baptism in this setting carries a special bite. It is not a vague religious ritual. It is a public 
crossing of the line. It is Saul coming out openly for the Christ he once blasphemed. 

This helps explain the urgency in Ananias’s words: “And now why tarriest thou?” (Acts 
22:16). In other words, Saul, what are you waiting for? The Lord has met you. You have seen 
your sin. You have called Him Lord. You are praying. Do not sit there lingering in private 
hesitation. Arise. Be baptized. Openly identify with the very Jesus you persecuted. The 
command makes perfect sense in that light. It is the urgent demand of public obedience 
and public confession after conversion, not the announcement that water itself will now 
provide the missing ingredient of salvation. 

And that fits the whole spirit of New Testament baptism. Baptism is not merely private 
symbolism tucked away in a theological cupboard. It is public identification with Christ. It 



says, plainly and visibly, I belong to Him. That is why Saul must not delay. Not because the 
blood of Christ is waiting on bathwater to activate it, but because the converted persecutor 
must now come out in the open. The Christ he met on the road is the Christ he must now 
confess before men. 

6. The Real Cleanser of Sin Is Christ, Not Water 

This point must be stated with full strength because men have muddied it for too long. The 
real cleanser of sin is not water. It is the blood of Jesus Christ. Scripture says, “the blood of 
Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). It says believers are “washed... 
in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14). It says we are justified by His blood (Rom. 5:9). It says 
redemption and forgiveness come through His blood (Eph. 1:7). So if a man reads Acts 
22:16 in such a way that the water itself becomes the actual remover of guilt before God, 
he has not exalted baptism. He has insulted Calvary. 

The whole New Testament points the sinner to Christ for cleansing. “Though your sins be as 
scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” because God Himself cleanses (Isa. 1:18). “Unto 
him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood” (Rev. 1:5). That is the 
washing that reaches the conscience. That is the washing that no ritual can duplicate. 
Water can remove dust from skin. It cannot remove guilt from the soul. Only Christ can do 
that. Therefore Acts 22:16 cannot honestly be read as if the external element itself 
accomplishes what the New Testament everywhere attributes to the Lord Jesus Christ. 

So when Ananias speaks of washing away sins in connection with baptism and calling on 
the Lord’s name, the verse must be heard in harmony with the whole gospel. Saul is not 
being directed to trust in water. He is being directed into obedient public confession of the 
Lord whose name he is invoking for cleansing. The language is strong because the act is 
significant. But the significance lies in relation to Christ, not in the independent power of 
the ordinance. Christ cleanses. Baptism confesses that cleansing openly. 

7. Acts 22:16 Fits the Gospel Perfectly Once It Is Read as Confession, Not Sacrament 

Once you stop trying to make Acts 22:16 teach magical water, the verse falls beautifully 
into place. Saul has met the risen Christ. He has been humbled, convicted, and brought to 
call Jesus “Lord.” He is praying. Ananias comes, speaks God’s word to him, and commands 
him not to delay in obeying. Arise. Be baptized. Wash away thy sins. Calling on the name of 
the Lord. The action is urgent because the response of faith should now become public. 
The washing language is vivid because the whole matter concerns the break with his old 
life and the appeal to Christ for cleansing. The calling is central because the true object of 
faith is the Lord Himself. 



That reading preserves everything important. It preserves the force of baptism as no 
optional trinket. It preserves the urgency of obedience. It preserves the public nature of 
confession. It preserves the language of cleansing in its connection with appeal to Christ. 
And it preserves the gospel by refusing to make a rite the mechanical cause of forgiveness. 
In other words, it lets the verse speak strongly without letting it overthrow the rest of 
Scripture. That is exactly what faithful interpretation ought to do. 

But once the verse is turned into sacramental theology, everything goes crooked. Saul’s 
prior encounter with Christ becomes secondary. His calling on the Lord becomes 
decorative. The blood of Christ is pushed to the background. The rite begins doing the 
cleansing. And all the clear New Testament teaching about justification by faith, remission 
through Christ’s name, and cleansing through His blood gets shoved aside. That is not 
honoring Acts 22:16. That is abusing it. The verse does not need to be flattened, but it does 
need to be rescued from men who use it against the gospel it actually fits. 

Conclusion 

Acts 22:16 is not a sacramental trapdoor. It is part of Paul’s testimony, spoken into the 
aftermath of his encounter with the risen Christ, and it ties baptism and washing language 
to “calling on the name of the Lord.” That is crucial. The emphasis is not on magical water 
but on faith expressing itself in obedient confession. Saul is not being told that a rite in itself 
cleanses guilt from the soul. He is being told not to delay in publicly identifying with the 
Christ he now believes and calls upon. The washing language fits that outward confession 
of an inward appeal to God. 

That makes the verse strong without making it false. It keeps baptism meaningful without 
turning it into a savior. It lets the urgency stand. It lets the public confession stand. It lets 
the cleansing language stand. But it places the cleansing where the New Testament always 
places it, in relation to Christ, His blood, and the soul’s appeal to Him. A sinner is not 
washed from guilt by trusting water. He is washed by Christ. Then, because he belongs to 
Christ, he confesses Christ openly. 

So let Acts 22:16 be read with reverence and with sense. Do not flatten it into a weak 
statement about optional symbolism. But do not let church tradition hijack it into a 
doctrine of magical water either. Saul’s baptism mattered because Christ mattered. Saul’s 
confession mattered because the Lord he called upon mattered. The water did not become 
a rival to the blood. It became the public act of the man who now belonged to the Lord 
Jesus Christ. That is not sacramental salvation. That is obedient confession under the 
lordship of the risen Savior. 

 



 

15 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - 1 Peter 3:21 and the Good Conscience 
They Keep Skipping 

Introduction 

There are certain verses that sacramental men quote with the confidence of a burglar who 
thinks nobody heard the window break. They step into the room, point at one line, and act 
as though the whole Bible just surrendered. First Peter 3:21 is one of their favorites. They 
say, “The like figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us” (1 Pet. 3:21), and then 
they stop, smile, and look around as if the case is closed. But the case is not closed, 
because Peter was not done speaking when they stopped reading. The Holy Ghost did not 
stutter in that verse. He did not lose control of the sentence halfway through it. He said 
exactly what He meant, and what He meant destroys the very sacramental use so many 
men try to make of the passage. 

Peter does not leave baptism hanging in the air like some magical tank of liquid grace. He 
immediately fences the statement in with one of the clearest clarifications in the whole 
New Testament. He says it is “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of 
a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 3:21). That line ought to thunder across 
Christendom until every ritualist in a robe, collar, pulpit, or baptistry starts sweating. Peter 
explicitly denies that the saving issue is the outward washing of the body. He points away 
from external filth removal and toward the inward reality of a conscience answering to God 
in connection with the resurrection of Jesus Christ. But that is the half they keep skipping, 
because that half will not let them preach wet salvation. 

This is why this verse has to be handled with care and with force. A Bible believer does not 
flatten it into meaninglessness. Peter says something glorious and weighty about baptism. 
He does not treat it like a cheap ornament. He ties it to the ark, to deliverance, to union with 
Christ, and to resurrection reality. But he also protects it from sacramental corruption by 
telling you what it is not. It is not the putting away of the filth of the flesh. There is the 
guardrail. There is the divine warning label. There is the Holy Ghost shutting the door on 
magical water religion. Baptism saves in the sense of what it signifies and confesses in 
union with Christ, not as wet ritual mechanically producing life. 

1. Peter Says Something Strong, and Then He Explains It 

The first thing to do with 1 Peter 3:21 is let Peter speak with all his force. He says, “The like 
figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us” (1 Pet. 3:21). That is not weak 
language. That is not the language of a man embarrassed by baptism. Peter is not trying to 
minimize the ordinance, and neither should we. Baptism matters. Baptism belongs in the 



Christian life. Baptism stands as public confession, open identification, and visible union 
with the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. A church that treats 
baptism lightly is not being more spiritual than Peter. It is being less obedient than Peter. 

But here is where the ritualist runs off the rails. He hears Peter say something strong and 
assumes Peter must be teaching automatic sacramental salvation. That is the old trick. 
Strong language about a sign gets turned into mystical language about a substance. But 
Peter does not let anybody do that honestly because he immediately explains what he 
means. He does not leave the verse hanging there for a priest to interpret. He gives the 
interpretation himself. He says this saving is “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh” 
(1 Pet. 3:21). So whatever baptismal saving means in this verse, Peter has already ruled out 
external body washing as the sense in which he means it. 

That means the verse must be read whole. The first clause is not free to run wild without the 
second clause. The explanation belongs to the statement. The qualification belongs to the 
claim. The man who shouts, “Baptism doth also now save us,” and then goes quiet when 
Peter adds, “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh,” is not quoting Peter faithfully. He 
is cutting Peter in half and making him preach something Peter explicitly denied. The 
strength of the verse must be preserved, but Peter’s own explanation must govern that 
strength. 

2. “Not the Putting Away of the Filth of the Flesh” Destroys Magical Water 

This phrase should be allowed to crash like thunder into every sacramental system built on 
the supposed power of water. Peter says baptism saves, “not the putting away of the filth of 
the flesh” (1 Pet. 3:21). That means the outward washing of the body is not the saving point. 
Peter names the very thing ritualists want to make central, the external washing, and he 
says no. Not that. Not fleshly cleansing. Not physical filth removal. Not what water does to 
skin. If the saving force of baptism were in the literal washing itself, Peter could not have 
spoken more destructively to that idea if he had written a full chapter against it. 

The man who preaches baptismal regeneration from this verse has to preach against Peter 
while pretending to preach Peter. Because Peter says the saving issue is not the external 
bath. Ritualists say it is. Peter says do not locate the saving reality in the putting away of 
fleshly filth. Ritualists keep trying to drag the saving reality right back into the water. That is 
why they rush past this phrase. They quote the part that sounds useful to their system and 
mumble the part that murders it. But the whole sentence is inspired, not just the part that 
sounds wet enough for a sacrament. 

And this is perfectly consistent with the rest of Scripture. Water can wash a body. It can 
cleanse dirt from skin. It can symbolize purity. It can mark confession. But it cannot remove 



guilt from the conscience before God. The blood of Jesus Christ does that. “The blood of 
Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). The external element never 
becomes the inward Redeemer. Peter knows that, and he guards the doctrine right inside 
the verse. He says the matter is not flesh filth removal. So every system that turns baptism 
into the mechanical cleanser of the soul has already been contradicted by Peter before it 
finishes its sermon. 

3. The Real Point Is “The Answer of a Good Conscience Toward God” 

Having denied the outward fleshly washing as the saving point, Peter tells you where the 
real issue lies. Baptism saves “but the answer of a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 
3:21). There it is. Not skin, but conscience. Not mere water, but Godward answer. Not 
external dirt removal, but inward reality before the Lord. The conscience is where guilt is 
felt. The conscience is where accusation burns. The conscience is where fear of God and 
awareness of sin strike a man. So Peter moves the reader away from ritual mechanics and 
toward the inner moral and spiritual reality that stands before God. 

This is exactly why the verse cannot be reduced to magical water. A good conscience 
toward God is not manufactured by external liquid. A guilty conscience is not cleansed 
because a minister got the temperature right in the baptistry. Hebrews says the blood of 
Christ can “purge your conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (Heb. 9:14). 
That is blood language, not plumbing language. Peter is not contradicting Hebrews. He is 
aligning with it. The answer of a good conscience toward God is the inward reality 
connected with faith, confession, and union with the risen Christ. Baptism stands as the 
visible answer and confession of that Godward conscience. 

There is a kind of public appeal built into the phrase as well. Baptism is not a private 
mystical bath. It is a Godward answer. It is the believer’s open confession that he now 
stands with Christ, under Christ, and in need of Christ. It is the conscience stepping out 
publicly under the claims of the risen Lord. That is powerful. That is serious. But it is still not 
the same thing as saying the water itself causes the conscience to become good. God 
makes the conscience good through Christ. Baptism is the answer of that conscience 
toward God. 

4. The Context Is Noah, the Ark, and Figure Language 

Peter does not bring up baptism in a vacuum. He has already been speaking about Noah, 
the ark, and the eight souls who “were saved by water” (1 Pet. 3:20). Then he says, “The like 
figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us” (1 Pet. 3:21). That phrase “like 
figure” matters. Peter is working typologically. He is drawing a correspondence. He is not 
saying Noah’s floodwaters were a sacramental font, nor is he teaching that literal water as 



such was the saving agent in both cases. He is using figure language, correspondence 
language, picture language. That should already slow down anybody trying to build a crude 
mechanical doctrine from the passage. 

Think about Noah carefully. The water in Noah’s day was not some magical life-fluid. It was 
judgment water. It drowned the old world. The ark is what carried Noah safely through. 
Noah was saved through the judgment by God’s appointed means while the world perished 
around him. That whole event becomes a figure pointing forward. Baptism now stands in 
like-figure relation to that deliverance, not because literal water now magically creates life, 
but because baptism confesses passage through judgment into safety in Christ. The flood 
did not save people by touching their skin. It destroyed multitudes. The saving distinction 
lay in being in the ark. 

That is why union with Christ is the heart of the matter. Christ is the true Ark. Christ is the 
one who carries His people through judgment into life. Baptism confesses that reality. It 
identifies the believer with Christ’s death and resurrection. It visibly says, I am not in the old 
world under judgment. I am in Christ. That is why Peter can use strong saving language 
about baptism as figure and confession without ever teaching that the water itself 
mechanically regenerates. The context is not magical water. The context is deliverance 
through God’s appointed provision in the face of judgment. 

5. Peter Grounds the Whole Thing in Christ’s Resurrection 

Peter does not leave the saving force hanging on baptism itself. He says the answer of a 
good conscience toward God is “by the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 3:21). There is 
the real ground. There is the power. There is the saving center. Not by the water, but by the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The resurrection is what gives baptism its meaning. The 
resurrection is what gives the conscience hope. The resurrection is what makes confession 
worth anything. Without the risen Christ, baptism is just a wet body. With the risen Christ, 
baptism becomes a testimony of union with the victorious Lord who passed through death 
and conquered it. 

That phrase “by the resurrection of Jesus Christ” is fatal to sacramentalism because it 
relocates the saving efficacy where the New Testament always locates it, in Christ Himself. 
Peter is not saying, “by the water of baptism.” He is saying, “by the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.” So when baptism saves in this passage, it saves in connection with the risen Christ 
whom it confesses and the Godward conscience that answers through Him. The ordinance 
has force only because Christ rose. It has meaning only because Christ triumphed. It has 
no independent mystical power of its own. 



This harmonizes perfectly with Romans 6 as well, where baptism is tied to identification 
with Christ’s death and resurrection. The whole weight falls on union with Him. The water is 
not the source of life. Christ is. The water is not the conqueror of death. Christ is. The 
conscience is not made good by a ritual bath. It is made good because Christ rose, and the 
believer now openly answers toward God in relation to that risen Savior. Peter and Paul are 
not preaching two different doctrines. Both keep the saving reality in Christ and the 
ordinance in its proper role as confession and identification. 

6. Baptism Saves as Sign, Confession, and Identification, Not as Mechanism 

Once Peter’s own distinctions are honored, the meaning becomes both powerful and safe. 
Baptism saves in the sense that it is the God-ordained sign, confession, and identification 
of the believer’s deliverance in Christ. It is not an empty gesture. It is not a throwaway 
symbol with no relation to salvation. Peter refuses that kind of weakness. Baptism belongs 
to the saving order as the visible confession of union with Christ. It marks the believer 
publicly as one who has passed from the old order of judgment into the new order of life in 
the risen Lord. In that sense, Peter can speak of it strongly. 

But that is worlds away from saying baptism saves as a mechanism. A mechanism works 
by the operation of the act itself. A mechanism produces results by process. 
Sacramentalists want baptism to function that way. They want the rite to be the channel 
that causes regeneration or washes guilt from the soul. Peter blocks that road. Not flesh 
washing. Good conscience toward God. By the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Those phrases 
completely forbid mechanical, magical, ex opere operato religion. The ordinance is 
significant because of what it confesses and the Christ to whom it points. 

This matters pastorally too. A man can be baptized and still not have the answer of a good 
conscience toward God. Simon Magus proves that. A church can put a body into the water 
while the soul remains alien to Christ. So the saving aspect Peter speaks of is not attached 
to ritual performance alone. It is attached to the inward reality of a conscience rightly 
answering toward God through the risen Christ, with baptism standing as that open 
confession. That keeps the verse full of force without letting it become a sacramental idol. 

7. The Half They Skip Exposes the Whole Error 

This is what makes 1 Peter 3:21 so useful in exposing false doctrine. The very verse 
ritualists quote against grace contains the line that ruins their reading. They say, “Baptism 
doth also now save us,” and then they hurry on before anyone notices Peter immediately 
says, “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh” (1 Pet. 3:21). That is the half they keep 
skipping, because if they stop there, the sermon starts falling apart in their hands. Peter 



has already denied the exact thing they want to affirm, namely that the outward washing 
itself is the saving point. 

This kind of selective reading is not harmless. It is dishonest. It manipulates frightened 
souls. It gives people confidence in rites when Peter is pointing them to Christ’s 
resurrection and the answer of a good conscience toward God. It turns a verse meant to 
deepen the significance of baptism into a verse used to sell magical water. And that is why 
this passage needs to be preached hard. Too many people have heard only half of it. Too 
many have been taught to fear the phrase “baptism doth also now save us” while never 
being shown that Peter himself immediately qualifies and explains the statement. 

The answer is not to be embarrassed by the verse. The answer is to preach the whole verse. 
Let Peter say everything he said. Let him say baptism saves. Then let him say not flesh 
washing. Let him say good conscience toward God. Let him say by the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Once the whole verse is allowed to speak, the sacramental fog starts breaking. The 
ritualist loses his favorite shortcut, and the believer gets the verse back in all its rightful 
strength. 

Conclusion 

First Peter 3:21 is not a verse for magical water religion. It is a verse about baptism in its 
powerful, God-given place as the confession and sign of union with Christ in the face of 
judgment and resurrection life. Peter says something strong, and Bible believers should not 
weaken it. But Peter also says something precise, and sacramentalists have no right to skip 
it. Baptism saves, “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good 
conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 3:21). That distinction is not a side note. It is the guardrail 
that keeps the verse from being perverted. 

The saving issue is not outward flesh washing. Peter says so. The saving issue is the 
Godward answer of the conscience in relation to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Peter 
says so. That means baptism saves in the sense of what it signifies, confesses, and 
declares in union with Christ, not as wet ritual mechanically producing life. The water is not 
the redeemer. The water is not the blood. The water is not the resurrection. Christ is. 

So the next time some ritualist throws 1 Peter 3:21 around like it settled the whole debate, 
slow him down and make him read the half he keeps skipping. Make him read “not the 
putting away of the filth of the flesh.” Make him read “the answer of a good conscience 
toward God.” Make him read “by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” Then watch his 
sacramental machinery start rattling apart. Peter is not the friend of baptismal 
regeneration. He is one of its executioners, once you let him finish his sentence. 

 



 

16 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Titus 3:5 and the Washing Ritualists 
Cannot Own 

Introduction 

There are some verses that ritualists grab with both hands because they think they have 
finally found a place where the Holy Ghost got trapped inside a church ordinance. Titus 3:5 
is one of their favorites. They see the words “the washing of regeneration” and they start 
hauling water by the bucket, as if Paul had finally admitted that salvation really comes 
through a religious bath after all. But that is not what the verse says, and it is not what the 
passage is doing. The trouble is not with Titus 3:5. The trouble is with men who take a rich 
spiritual phrase describing the saving work of God and shove it down into a basin of water 
as though the Almighty moves only when a minister gets the ceremony right. That is not 
exegesis. That is sacerdotal daydreaming. 

Paul’s words are far too high, too God-centered, and too mercy-saturated to be reduced to 
church plumbing. He says, “Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration, and renewing of the 
Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). That is salvation from above, not machinery from below. That is the 
action of God, not the success of a rite. That is mercy saving, the Holy Ghost renewing, and 
regeneration washing in a sense far deeper than anything a baptistry could ever 
accomplish. Men who force that verse into sacramental ritual are doing the same thing 
false religion always does. They take the glory of God’s saving action and try to hand some 
of it over to an outward ceremony. 

This essay has to make that plain. The phrase “washing of regeneration” cannot be 
flattened into baptismal ceremony without tearing the whole verse apart. Paul is not 
teaching that a sinner is saved because water was applied. He is teaching that God saves 
by His mercy through a cleansing, life-giving, renewing work of the Holy Ghost. The verse 
belongs with the new birth, divine renewal, and the inward transformation of grace. It does 
not belong in a ritualist’s toolkit for turning spiritual language into sacramental formula. 
Titus 3:5 is not a font. It is a flood of mercy from heaven. 

1. The Whole Verse Is About God Saving, Not Man Performing 

The first thing that has to be noticed in Titus 3:5 is the subject of the action. Paul says, “he 
saved us” (Titus 3:5). God is the one acting. God is the one saving. God is the one applying 
mercy. The whole sentence is structured to exalt divine initiative and humble human 
contribution. That matters because sacramental systems always try to slide humanly 
administered process back into the center. But Paul’s grammar will not allow it. He does 



not say we saved ourselves by submitting to the proper rite. He says God saved us 
according to His mercy. 

Then look at what he excludes. “Not by works of righteousness which we have done” (Titus 
3:5). That line alone should make every sacramental preacher stop and wipe his glasses. 
Paul is excluding human works from the saving cause. Now a ritualist will say, “But baptism 
is not a work of righteousness.” That is the old dodge. If baptism is being required as 
something the sinner must undergo in order to obtain salvation, then it is functioning in the 
exact category Paul is excluding, namely something done on the human side as part of the 
saving transaction. Paul shuts the door on that whole principle before the verse even gets 
to the washing phrase. 

Then he turns from human doing to divine mercy. “But according to his mercy he saved us” 
(Titus 3:5). There is the atmosphere of the verse. Mercy. Not merit. Mercy. Not church 
performance. Mercy. Not ritual completion. Whatever “the washing of regeneration” 
means, it must fit inside that God-centered movement from human inability to divine 
mercy. If you define it in such a way that the saving power now lies in outward ceremony, 
you have broken the logic of the verse before you even finish reading it. 

2. Paul Joins Washing to Regeneration and Renewal, Not to Ritual Alone 

The phrase is not merely “washing.” It is “the washing of regeneration, and renewing of the 
Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). That whole expression must be kept together. Ritualists love to 
isolate “washing” as if the rest of the verse were just spare parts. But Paul joins washing 
with regeneration and renewing, and he connects the whole saving work to the Holy Ghost. 
That means we are in the realm of spiritual transformation, divine renewal, and inward life 
from God, not merely external application of water. 

Regeneration is not a church clerk entering your name on a roll. Regeneration is not an 
external badge. Regeneration is new life from God. It is the new birth. It is the creation of 
spiritual life where there was spiritual death. And Paul yokes that together with “renewing 
of the Holy Ghost.” That is decisive. The Holy Ghost renews. The Holy Ghost is the divine 
agent in view. The verse is about God’s inward saving operation, not about a minister 
handling a rite and causing grace to flow through the ordinance automatically. 

This is why ritualists cannot really own Titus 3:5 honestly. They can quote it. They can point 
at it. They can put it on a pamphlet. But they cannot own the actual logic of it, because the 
verse places the saving force in mercy, regeneration, and Holy Ghost renewal. It does not 
put the power in ecclesiastical administration. The moment a man tries to reduce the verse 
to baptismal ceremony, he has shrunk regeneration into ritual and treated the renewing of 
the Holy Ghost as though it were chained to a church service. 



3. The Holy Ghost Is Not Chained to a Basin of Water 

This is one of the great insults of sacramental thinking. It treats the Holy Ghost as though 
He were tied to church procedure, waiting to move until the proper outward act is 
performed. But Paul does not speak that way anywhere in Titus 3:5. He speaks of “renewing 
of the Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). The Spirit of God is not a ceremonial effect. He is the living 
divine Person who gives life, renews, cleanses, and transforms according to the mercy of 
God. He is not at the disposal of ritual machinery. 

The New Testament speaks this way consistently. Jesus says, “That which is born of the 
Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). Peter says believers are “born again... by the word of God” (1 Pet. 
1:23). James says, “Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth” (James 1:18). Paul 
speaks of God quickening the dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1, 5). None of that 
language sounds like the Holy Ghost is waiting in a baptismal tank for a signal from the 
clergy. It sounds like sovereign divine action, life from above, mercy, truth, and power from 
God. 

That is why Titus 3:5 is so impossible to flatten into sacramental mechanism. The verse is 
alive with divine action. God saves. Mercy moves. Regeneration happens. The Holy Ghost 
renews. The whole thing comes from above. The ritualist tries to drag it downward into 
church procedure, but the text keeps rising out of his hands. The Holy Ghost is too large for 
the basin they are trying to stuff Him into. 

4. “Washing” in Scripture Often Speaks of Spiritual Cleansing, Not Mechanical Water 
Power 

One reason ritualists mishandle Titus 3:5 is because they assume every strong cleansing 
word must immediately mean literal baptismal water. But the Bible does not use language 
so clumsily. Scripture often speaks of washing in ways that point to deeper spiritual 
realities. David prayed, “Wash me thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my 
sin” (Ps. 51:2). He was not asking for a better bath. He was asking for divine cleansing. 
Isaiah said, “Wash you, make you clean” (Isa. 1:16), in a moral and spiritual sense bound 
up with repentance. Ezekiel 36 joins clean water imagery to divine cleansing and new spirit 
renewal. The Bible uses washing language richly, morally, spiritually, and prophetically. 

The New Testament continues that pattern. Jesus speaks of being clean through the word 
(John 15:3). Paul says Christ sanctifies and cleanses the church “with the washing of water 
by the word” (Eph. 5:26). That is not a church bathtub text either. It is cleansing language 
bound up with the sanctifying effect of God’s truth. Hebrews speaks of hearts sprinkled 
from an evil conscience and bodies washed with pure water (Heb. 10:22), in language 
soaked with priestly and spiritual significance. In other words, the Bible regularly uses 



cleansing and washing language in spiritually charged ways without reducing everything to 
a sacramental rite. 

So when Paul says “the washing of regeneration,” the reader has to ask whether the phrase 
is functioning in this richer biblical pattern of divine cleansing and renewal, or whether a 
church ordinance is being mechanically inserted by theological habit. The context answers 
that for us. Paul is speaking of salvation by mercy and the renewing of the Holy Ghost. That 
belongs with spiritual cleansing language, not with ritualist reduction. The washing is real, 
but it is real in the depth of regeneration, not in the narrowness of ceremonial obsession. 

5. Titus 3:5 Stands Against Works, So It Cannot Be Turned Into a Ritual Work 

This point needs to be pressed until it squeaks. Paul begins by excluding “works of 
righteousness which we have done” (Titus 3:5). That is not there for decoration. It is there 
because fallen religion always wants to sneak man’s doing back into salvation. Now once 
baptism is made necessary as the thing a sinner must undergo to obtain the new birth or 
remission, the ordinance is functioning as part of the sinner’s saving transaction. It 
becomes one more thing that must be done. You can call it obedience, sacrament, 
covenant rite, or whatever polished word you like, but in the logic of salvation it has 
become a required humanly administered act. 

Paul will not tolerate that. The movement of Titus 3:5 is from our lack to God’s mercy. From 
our works to His saving. From human righteousness to divine regeneration. The more 
strongly a man tries to force ritual necessity into the verse, the more violently he collides 
with the verse’s opening denial of works. If salvation is not by righteous works we have 
done, then it is not by a ritual we undergo as the decisive instrument either. Otherwise 
Paul’s opening denial becomes empty noise. 

This is where ritualists often reveal how unstable their position really is. They want baptism 
to be indispensable enough to save, but not “work-like” enough to violate grace. They want 
it to be the mechanism without being called mechanism. They want it to be the means 
without sounding merit-based. That balancing act collapses under Titus 3:5 because Paul 
has already set the terms. Salvation is not of our righteous doing. It is according to God’s 
mercy. Therefore the washing of regeneration must be understood as God’s merciful saving 
action, not as a ceremonial deed inserted back into the saving cause. 

6. The Verse Describes Salvation From Above, Not Sacerdotal Machinery From Below 

Everything in Titus 3:5 moves from heaven to earth, not from church to soul. God saves. 
Mercy flows. Regeneration happens. The Holy Ghost renews. That is salvation from above. 
It is the same kind of atmosphere you get in John 3 with being born from above, in 
Ephesians 2 with God quickening the dead, and in James 1 with God begetting by the word 



of truth. The life comes down from God. The cleansing comes from God. The renewal 
comes from God. The sinner is the recipient of divine mercy, not the engineer of a religious 
process. 

Sacerdotal religion always reverses that direction. It sets up machinery below and tells 
men grace comes through the pipeline if they submit to the proper handling. The system 
may be dressed up in beautiful language about sacrament and mystery, but underneath it 
is still trying to make the church the indispensable dispenser of what God in Scripture gives 
by mercy through Christ and the Spirit. Titus 3:5 resists that entire approach. The verse is 
not looking downward to ritual administration. It is looking upward to divine mercy and 
inward to Holy Ghost renewal. 

That is why the phrase “washing of regeneration” is so badly mishandled when men force it 
into sacramental categories. They take a sky-filled phrase and drag it down into a plumbing 
diagram. They take the glory of divine salvation and shrink it into ritual management. Paul 
will not let you do that honestly. The verse is too full of God. Too full of mercy. Too full of 
regeneration. Too full of the Holy Ghost. Ritualism is simply too small a box for Titus 3:5. 

7. Ritualists Turn Rich Spiritual Language Into Hard Formulas 

This is a larger disease than just baptismal regeneration. False religion has a habit of taking 
rich, spiritually loaded, Christ-centered language and flattening it into hard formulas that 
can be administered, measured, and controlled. It hears “washing,” and it thinks only of 
water. It hears “born of water and of the Spirit,” and it builds a baptistry. It hears “baptism 
doth also now save us,” and it skips Peter’s own explanation. It hears “washing of 
regeneration,” and it hands the whole thing over to a ceremony. That is what ritualism does. 
It cannot leave spiritual language in its God-sized richness. It must reduce it to something 
manageable. 

But the Bible is deeper than that. When it speaks of washing, regeneration, renewal, 
cleansing, circumcision of heart, being born again, quickening, or new creation, it is 
describing realities that belong to the saving work of God. Those realities may have outward 
signs associated with them. They may be confessed publicly. They may be sealed, 
pictured, or testified to in ordinances. But the realities themselves are divine. They are not 
created by the sign. The sign follows and confesses them. Ritualists reverse that relation 
and then wonder why their doctrine keeps crashing into Scripture. 

Titus 3:5 is a beautiful place to expose that whole bad habit. The phrase is spiritually rich. It 
is loaded with mercy, cleansing, new life, and the Holy Ghost’s renewal. It is meant to lift 
the reader’s eyes upward to the saving action of God. The ritualist drags it downward into a 
hard sacramental formula. The Bible believer refuses to let him do it. He lets the phrase 



keep its full glory. He lets mercy remain mercy. He lets the Holy Ghost remain sovereign. 
And he lets salvation remain an act of God from above. 

Conclusion 

Titus 3:5 cannot honestly be reduced to baptismal ceremony without ripping the heart out 
of the verse. Paul says salvation is “not by works of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us” (Titus 3:5). Then he speaks of “the washing of 
regeneration, and renewing of the Holy Ghost.” That is not church machinery. That is divine 
mercy at work. That is inward cleansing, new life, and spiritual renewal from God. It is too 
high, too holy, and too God-centered to be crammed into a ritual formula. 

The ritualist wants to hear “washing” and stop there. Paul will not let him stop there. He 
keeps going to regeneration. He keeps going to the renewing of the Holy Ghost. He keeps 
going to mercy. He keeps going to God’s saving action. Everything in the verse points away 
from outward ceremony as the saving cause and toward the Spirit’s renewing work in the 
soul. The Holy Ghost is not chained to a church ordinance, and Titus 3:5 is not a verse for 
sacerdotal control. 

So let the phrase stay where God put it, in the realm of mercy, regeneration, and renewal 
from above. Do not flatten it into a basin. Do not hand it over to ritualists who turn every 
rich spiritual word into hard sacramental machinery. The washing in Titus 3:5 is the 
cleansing reality of God’s saving work, bound up with the renewing of the Holy Ghost. That 
is something water can picture, confession can acknowledge, and baptism can signify. But 
it is not something a rite can produce. God saves by His mercy. And thank God, no baptistry 
in the world gets to take credit for that. 

 

 

17 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - When Men Read Acts Over Romans 

Introduction 

One of the biggest reasons men end up in baptismal regeneration is not because they love 
the Bible too much, but because they handle it too poorly. The problem is not zeal for 
Scripture. The problem is bad hermeneutics wearing a pious face. Men run into the Book of 
Acts, grab a historical scene, isolate a sequence, lock onto a phrase, and then build a 
doctrine of salvation from a transition passage while ignoring the doctrinal letters where 
the apostles calmly, deliberately, and repeatedly explain how a sinner is justified before 
God. Then when somebody points them to Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, or Titus, they 



act as though those books must be bent around their favorite snapshot in Acts. That is 
backwards. That is not reverence for Scripture. That is confusion with a Bible in its hand. 

The issue here is bigger than baptism alone. Baptismal regeneration is only one symptom 
of a larger disease. The disease is reading descriptive narrative as though every event 
sequence were meant to define the essence of salvation in every setting, while neglecting 
the epistles where the Holy Ghost gives doctrinal interpretation. Acts records what 
happened as the gospel moved through Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and out to the Gentile 
world. Romans explains justification. Galatians guards grace. Ephesians exalts salvation by 
grace through faith. Titus speaks of mercy, regeneration, and Holy Ghost renewal. When a 
man starts using Acts to overrule Romans, he is no longer reading the Bible the way it was 
written. He is setting historical transition above doctrinal explanation. 

That is why this essay matters so much. It is not just about one verse. It is about method. It 
is about how to read the Bible without making a doctrinal wreck of yourself. Narrative 
records events, but epistles interpret the gospel. History shows what occurred, but 
doctrine explains what it means. If a man forgets that, he will build false teachings from 
misunderstood transitions, compressed testimony accounts, sign passages, descriptive 
events, and exceptional moments that were never meant to be the final doctrinal blueprint 
for justification. That is exactly what happens when men read Acts over Romans. They put 
the snapshots on the throne and make the doctrinal letters bow down to them. The result is 
almost always theological confusion. 

1. The Book of Acts Records History, It Does Not Replace Doctrinal Explanation 

The Book of Acts is inspired history. It is true, authoritative, and precious. It records the acts 
of the risen Christ through His apostles by the power of the Holy Ghost. It shows the spread 
of the gospel outward from Jerusalem. It shows Jewish response, Samaritan response, 
Gentile inclusion, apostolic preaching, miracles, persecutions, imprisonments, judgments, 
signs, church growth, and missionary expansion. It is not a random scrapbook. It is a 
divinely ordered history of the transition from the earthly ministry aftermath into the public 
spread of the gospel through apostolic witness. 

But history and doctrine are not the same thing. History tells you what happened. Doctrine 
explains the meaning of what happened. In Acts you will read sermons aimed at different 
audiences, extraordinary signs, unusual judgment scenes, temporary patterns, and 
redemptive historical turning points. In Romans you will read a sustained doctrinal 
argument explaining how all men are guilty, how God justifies the ungodly, how 
righteousness is imputed by faith, how grace excludes works, and how peace with God 



comes through Christ. If a man confuses those functions, he will almost certainly build 
doctrine from the wrong end. 

This is not an insult to Acts. It is respect for Acts as history. Luke is not writing Romans. He 
is writing history under inspiration. He records speeches, summarizes events, and 
preserves transitions. Paul in Romans is not writing historical sequence. He is writing 
doctrinal explanation. Those two books are both Scripture, but they are doing different 
things. When a man ignores that difference, he can make Acts carry more doctrinal weight 
than it was designed to carry in a given passage, and then he starts forcing Romans to fit his 
narrative assumptions instead of letting Romans interpret the whole matter. 

2. The Epistles Were Written to Explain What the Gospel Means 

The apostolic letters exist for a reason. God did not stop with recording events. He gave 
doctrinal explanation. Romans says, “The just shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17). Romans says 
men are “justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 
3:24). Romans says, “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the 
deeds of the law” (Rom. 3:28). Romans says, “To him that worketh not, but believeth on him 
that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:5). That is not 
historical scene-setting. That is doctrinal unpacking. 

Galatians is even more pointed. Paul says if anyone preaches another gospel, “let him be 
accursed” (Gal. 1:8). He says a man is “not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith 
of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). He says if righteousness comes another way, “then Christ is 
dead in vain” (Gal. 2:21). Ephesians says, “For by grace are ye saved through faith” (Eph. 
2:8). Titus says, “Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his 
mercy he saved us” (Titus 3:5). These are not passing comments. These are interpretive 
keys. 

That means when a man runs into a difficult or compressed narrative passage in Acts, he is 
supposed to interpret it in harmony with these doctrinal letters. He is not supposed to take 
the narrative scene and then rewrite Paul. The epistles do not exist to be overruled by a 
preacher’s favorite snapshot in Acts. They exist to explain what God is doing in the gospel 
and how sinners are actually justified before Him. If a man handles Acts without those 
doctrinal guide rails, he is driving downhill with no brakes. 

3. Historical Sequence Does Not Always Equal Saving Essence 

This is one of the most basic lessons in Bible reading, and yet it is ignored constantly. Just 
because events happen in a certain sequence in a historical account does not mean that 
sequence is intended to define the essence of salvation itself. In Acts you may see hearing, 
believing, repenting, baptizing, Spirit-falling, laying on of hands, miracles, tongues, church 



reception, persecution, or public confession happening in various arrangements 
depending on the setting. Those events are real. The sequence matters in its own historical 
moment. But sequence in narrative is not always identical with doctrinal causation. 

For example, in Acts 10 Cornelius and his household receive the Holy Ghost while Peter is 
still preaching, before they are baptized (Acts 10:44-48). In Acts 8 the Samaritans are 
baptized and later receive the Holy Ghost in connection with apostolic laying on of hands 
(Acts 8:12-17). In Acts 16 the jailer believes and is baptized the same night (Acts 16:31-33). 
In Acts 9 Saul meets Christ first, spends time blinded and praying, and later is baptized 
(Acts 9:3-18; Acts 22:16). If a man tries to absolutize every sequence as the essence of 
salvation itself, he will end up contradicting one passage with another before breakfast. 

That is why doctrine must distinguish cause from sequence, essence from expression, and 
saving reality from public confession. The fact that baptism often appears quickly after 
belief does not make baptism the cause of justification. The fact that the Spirit fell before 
baptism in one case and after baptism in another does not mean salvation is contradictory. 
It means historical scenes must be interpreted by the fuller doctrinal teaching of Scripture. 
Sequence in Acts is important, but sequence is not always the same as essence. 
Confusing those two things is one of the chief engines of baptismal regeneration. 

4. Descriptive Passages Are Not Always Prescriptive Formulas 

Acts is full of descriptive material. It tells you what happened. It shows you how people 
responded. It records speeches and outcomes. But descriptive passages are not always 
prescriptive formulas intended to function as timeless doctrinal blueprints in every detail. 
If a man forgets that, he will start building entire systems from what happened in a moment 
without asking whether the passage is meant to prescribe an unchanging formula or simply 
describe a historical event. 

Take Pentecost in Acts 2. Peter addresses a Jewish crowd in Jerusalem freshly confronted 
with the fact that they rejected their Messiah. That setting is loaded with covenantal, 
historical, and public factors that cannot simply be stripped out and turned into a one-size-
fits-all sacramental formula. Take Acts 8 with Simon Magus, the Samaritans, and apostolic 
laying on of hands. Take Acts 10 with the first public Gentile outpouring of the Spirit. Take 
Acts 19 where certain disciples in Ephesus need clarification concerning John’s baptism. 
These are descriptive accounts of unfolding apostolic history. They are not all identical, and 
they are not all giving the same kind of doctrinal emphasis. 

The moment a man starts treating every descriptive detail in Acts as though it were 
automatically prescriptive for defining justification, he starts building theology out of 
historical texture rather than apostolic explanation. That is how sects are born. They 



absolutize descriptions. They universalize exceptional moments. They build entire systems 
from scenes that were never designed to carry that load. A sound reader asks, what is being 
described here, and what do the doctrinal letters say this means? That question alone 
would save a multitude of people from sacramental confusion. 

5. One Hard Narrative Text Cannot Overrule Whole Doctrinal Expositions 

This principle should be painted on the wall of every church and every Bible classroom. 
One hard narrative text cannot overrule whole doctrinal expositions. If a man has a brief 
line in Acts that is difficult, compressed, or context-bound, and then he has Romans 3 to 5 
laying out justification by faith, Galatians 1 to 5 guarding grace against ceremony, 
Ephesians 2 announcing salvation by grace through faith, Titus 3 describing mercy and Holy 
Ghost renewal, and John repeatedly connecting eternal life with believing on the Son, then 
the hard line in Acts must be read in harmony with the doctrinal floodlight. 

That is not “explaining away” the hard text. It is interpreting Scripture with Scripture. It is 
recognizing that God gave clearer doctrinal explanations for a reason. It is recognizing that 
compressed history is not meant to function as the sole interpreter of the gospel. The man 
who does the opposite ends up treating one difficult phrase as if it were the pope of the 
New Testament. Then Romans must bend. Galatians must bend. John must bend. Titus 
must bend. Cornelius must bend. Abraham must bend. The thief on the cross must bend. 
All of that because one man refuses to let the clearer passages interpret the harder one. 

That method is not just wrong on baptism. It is wrong everywhere. It is how men get strange 
doctrines about signs, healing, tongues, church offices, communal living, visions, and 
kingdom timing. They find one descriptive or difficult text, isolate it, and then force the rest 
of the Bible into submission. Sound hermeneutics works the other way around. The clear 
passages govern the hard ones. The doctrinal letters explain the history. The whole Bible 
remains in harmony when read that way. 

6. Baptismal Regeneration Thrives Where Genre Confusion Reigns 

Baptismal regeneration almost always grows best in an atmosphere where men do not 
distinguish between genres, audiences, and purposes in Scripture. They read Acts 2 as if it 
were Romans. They read Acts 22 as if it were Galatians. They read Acts 8 as if it were John 
20:31. They read narrative scenes with no eye for transition, no concern for redemptive 
setting, and no willingness to let the apostles explain themselves doctrinally elsewhere. 
That is fertile soil for sacramental confusion because the man no longer asks, “How does 
this fit with justification by faith?” He only asks, “What happened next in this scene?” 

Once that happens, every ordinance can become a cause, every sequence can become a 
formula, and every historical detail can become a theological law. Then when somebody 



quotes Romans 4 and says Abraham had righteousness before the sign, the ritualist shrugs 
because he is no longer reading the Bible by doctrinal structure. When somebody points to 
Cornelius receiving the Holy Ghost before baptism, the ritualist invents an exception 
because he is committed to the narrative he already made absolute elsewhere. When 
somebody points to the thief on the cross, the ritualist starts scrambling for dispensational 
loopholes because his method cannot handle plain contradictions to his system. 

That is why method matters so much. Bad hermeneutics is not a harmless academic 
problem. It produces false gospels. It leaves sinners trusting ceremonies. It creates 
confusion about assurance. It fills churches with people who think a ritual sequence saved 
them when they have never actually rested in Christ alone. Genre confusion does not stay 
in the classroom. It ends up in the pew, in the baptistry, in the funeral home, and at the 
bedside of dying people asking what they must do to be saved. 

7. The Right Way Is to Let Acts Illustrate What Romans Explains 

There is a beautiful harmony in the New Testament once the books are allowed to do what 
God gave them to do. Acts illustrates the spread of the gospel in real life. Romans explains 
the gospel doctrinally. Galatians defends it against corruption. Ephesians celebrates it. 
Titus summarizes its mercy. The Gospels present the Christ in whom it is grounded. First 
Peter applies it in suffering. There is no need to pit one against another. The problem only 
comes when men put the narrative carriage in front of the doctrinal horse. 

The right way is to read Acts through the lens of the doctrinal letters. When you do that, 
Acts becomes richer, not weaker. Pentecost becomes a historical explosion of Christ’s 
exaltation, not a sacramental proof-text factory. Cornelius becomes a glorious 
demonstration that heaven accepts believing Gentiles before the water. Saul’s baptism 
becomes the urgent public confession of a man already conquered by the risen Christ. 
Simon Magus becomes the warning that outward ordinance can leave a man inwardly lost. 
The history comes alive when doctrine interprets it. 

That is the larger lesson this chapter ought to leave behind. A Christian has to learn how the 
Bible teaches. Not just what verses say in isolation, but how God communicates through 
narrative, epistle, prophecy, Gospel, and history. Once that habit is formed, a great many 
false doctrines begin to look exactly like what they are: systems built from snapshots 
ripped out of context. Acts is glorious history, but Romans explains justification. When men 
read Acts over Romans, they usually end up with a wet gospel and a dry soul. 

Conclusion 

One of the chief engines driving baptismal regeneration is bad hermeneutics. Men read 
Acts as if every historical sequence defines the essence of salvation, while they neglect or 



domesticate the doctrinal letters where the apostles explain justification with precision. 
They absolutize snapshots. They confuse description with prescription. They treat 
compressed testimony language as though it were a full systematic theology. Then they act 
surprised when their doctrine begins colliding with Romans, Galatians, John, Titus, 
Abraham, Cornelius, and the thief on the cross. 

The cure is not to diminish Acts. The cure is to read Acts rightly. Acts records events. 
Epistles interpret the gospel. Narrative shows what happened. Doctrine explains what it 
means. Hard and compressed passages must be read in harmony with clear doctrinal 
expositions, not the other way around. One narrative snapshot never gets to overrule a 
whole doctrinal letter. Once that principle is learned, the fog around baptismal 
regeneration starts clearing in a hurry. 

So this chapter is not just about baptism. It is about learning how to read the Bible without 
turning history into a false gospel. A man who reads Acts over Romans will usually end up 
in trouble somewhere, and if he stays on that road long enough, he may even start trusting 
ritual instead of Christ. But a man who lets Romans interpret Acts, Galatians guard grace, 
John define eternal life, and Titus exalt mercy will start hearing the New Testament with 
clarity. The gospel will remain what God made it: Christ crucified and risen, received by 
faith, with baptism following as confession, not causing as sacrament. 

 

 

18 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Word Regeneration Has Been 
Hijacked 

Introduction 

One of the biggest reasons this whole baptismal regeneration debate stays muddy is 
because men keep using the same word to mean four or five different things and then they 
act like they proved something. They say “regeneration” with a straight face, but one man 
means the new birth, another means covenant standing, another means visible church 
membership, another means the beginning of sanctification, and another means some 
kind of objective relation to the Christian community. Then they all talk for an hour, throw 
around church history, quote dead theologians, and walk away thinking they have done 
theology, when in truth half the time they have just been juggling vocabulary. If you do not 
define the word, you are not discussing doctrine. You are discussing fog. 

That is exactly how sacramental rhetoric survives. It thrives on loose words. It lives off 
undefined phrases. It borrows ancient expressions, historical formulas, liturgical language, 



and theological labels, and then it lets the hearer fill in the blank with whatever sounds 
safest. So a man hears “regeneration” and naturally thinks of the new birth, the inward work 
of God, the miracle of life from above. Meanwhile the speaker may only mean ecclesial 
standing, visible covenant placement, or some broad historical use of the term that falls far 
short of actual conversion. Then once the listener has emotionally accepted the word, the 
teacher quietly smuggles in sacramental implications, and the whole thing becomes a 
word game with eternal consequences. 

This chapter has to cut right through that verbal confusion. The word regeneration has been 
hijacked. It has been stretched, blurred, reloaded, and passed around so carelessly that a 
great many people no longer know what is being claimed when they hear it. That means 
believers need to learn a basic question that can save them a world of trouble: What do 
you mean by regeneration? If a man cannot answer that plainly, or if he answers it in 
slippery church language that keeps moving around, do not surrender one inch to his 
rhetoric. Define the term first. Because until the word is nailed down, the debate is not 
about truth. It is about smoke. 

1. The Same Word Has Been Used for Different Things 

The first thing that has to be admitted is that the word regeneration has not always been 
used in only one way in historical theology. That is a fact, and refusing to admit it only helps 
the sacramental side because then they get to pretend every historical use of the word 
means exactly what a Bible believer means by the new birth. It does not. In different 
settings, men have used regeneration to mean inward renewal, the new birth, entrance into 
church privilege, covenant relation, the beginning of sanctification, or even the broader 
sphere of new covenant life. That is why merely quoting the word proves very little until the 
speaker defines it. 

Now Scripture itself gives us the controlling authority, not the fluctuating use of church 
history. Jesus speaks of being “born again” and being “born of the Spirit” (John 3:3, 6). Peter 
says believers are “born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of 
God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James says, “Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth” (James 
1:18). Those passages point to inward divine life given by God. That is regeneration in the 
deepest, saving sense. It is not merely standing near spiritual things. It is not merely being 
counted among God’s outward people. It is not merely entering visible Christian society. It 
is life from above. 

But once you move into historical and theological writing, the word often gets used more 
loosely. Some men use it for the broad life of renewal that follows conversion. Some use it 
for objective entrance into the church community. Some use it for covenantal standing. 



Some use it for the inward act of the Spirit. If you do not know which sense is being used, 
you can listen to a man quote “regeneration” all day and still have no idea whether he is 
talking about an unconverted church member, a baptized infant, a professing believer, or a 
truly born again saint. That confusion is not harmless. It is one of the great hiding places of 
sacramental theology. 

2. A Word Can Stay the Same While the Meaning Changes 

This is one of the oldest tricks in theology. Keep the same word, change the meaning, and 
let everybody think the discussion is settled because the vocabulary sounds familiar. Men 
do it with grace, faith, church, kingdom, repentance, election, and a dozen other words. 
They do it with regeneration constantly. The sound stays the same. The definition shifts. 
And then loose hearers assume everyone is talking about the same thing when they are not 
talking about the same thing at all. 

Suppose one man says regeneration means the direct, inward, life-giving act of God 
whereby a dead sinner is made alive in Christ. Another man says regeneration means 
admission into the visible covenant community through baptism. Both men keep using the 
same word. But they are not remotely saying the same thing. The first man is talking about 
the new birth. The second man is talking about outward relation. Now if the second man 
keeps the definition hidden, he can make his position sound far more biblical than it really 
is. He can quote strong language, nod toward conversion, and leave the hearers assuming 
spiritual life is present when all he has actually claimed is ceremonial placement. 

That is why precise language matters. A Bible believer must learn to be suspicious of 
undefined theological vocabulary. The issue is never merely whether a speaker uses the 
right word. The issue is what he means by it. A man can say regeneration and mean 
something so weak it would fit an unconverted churchgoer. Another can say regeneration 
and mean the full miracle of new birth. Unless the term is defined, the conversation is not 
progressing. It is sliding around on ice. And sacramental systems love that kind of skating 
rink because it lets them sound orthodox while they smuggle in something weaker than 
salvation. 

3. Ecclesial Standing Is Not the Same as the New Birth 

One of the broad uses of regeneration in historical discussion has been what might be 
called ecclesial or churchly standing. In that use, a person is spoken of as entering the 
sphere of the church, receiving its privileges, or being marked off as belonging outwardly to 
the people of God. Now even if that kind of language is used historically, it must never be 
confused with the actual new birth. A man may be near the kingdom without being in it. He 



may sit in the visible church and still be lost. He may receive outward privileges and yet 
remain dead in trespasses and sins. 

The New Testament itself draws that distinction in substance even when the exact labels 
differ. Simon Magus was baptized and yet Peter said, “thy heart is not right in the sight of 
God” and that he was “in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:21, 23). That means outward place 
and inward life are not the same thing. Judas moved among the apostles and was a devil 
from the beginning (John 6:70). Many in Israel had covenant advantages and yet did not 
have saving faith (Rom. 9:4-8). So if a theologian uses regeneration in some outward, 
ecclesial sense, he must not be allowed to blur that into actual conversion. 

This is where churches get into real danger. A child grows up around Christian truth, 
receives baptism in some tradition, and is called regenerate in a broad or ceremonial 
sense. Then later he assumes he has new life because he has church relation. That is a 
deadly confusion. The soul does not need ecclesial vocabulary. The soul needs the living 
Christ. Outward place may matter in its own category, but it is not the same category as the 
new birth. A man can be near the means of grace and still be headed to hell if grace has 
never changed his heart. 

4. Covenant Inclusion Is Not Automatically Spiritual Life 

Another broad use of the word regeneration has appeared where men mean covenant 
inclusion or covenant relation. They are not always saying the person is inwardly renewed 
in the strongest sense. Sometimes they mean the person has entered the outward sphere 
of covenant blessing, obligation, promise, and privilege. Now again, even if that is how 
some men have spoken historically, that language must be handled with tremendous care. 
Because the moment a hearer assumes covenant inclusion equals spiritual life, the 
discussion becomes spiritually dangerous. 

Paul explicitly distinguishes outward sign from inward reality in Romans 2 and Romans 4. A 
man is not what he appears to be merely by outward mark, and Abraham had 
righteousness counted to him before circumcision (Rom. 4:3-11). That means sign and 
standing in the outward order do not automatically equal inward life. The same principle 
runs all through Scripture. People can belong outwardly to the people of God in one sense 
while remaining strangers to saving grace in another. “They are not all Israel, which are of 
Israel” (Rom. 9:6). That line should keep every covenantal discussion from becoming 
sloppy. 

So if a writer uses regeneration in some covenantal or objective sense, do not let him slide 
from that into the new birth without proving the move from Scripture. Ask him plainly, “Do 
you mean inward spiritual life, or do you mean outward covenant placement?” If he starts 



talking in circles, you have found the problem. Theologians often survive by leaving the 
hearer unsure which category is in view. But the Bible believer must not let categories bleed 
into one another until all the doors are unlocked for sacramentalism. 

5. Inward Renewal and the New Birth Must Stay Central 

At the end of the day, whatever broader historical uses have existed, the heart of the 
biblical issue is inward renewal and the new birth. Jesus did not tell Nicodemus he needed 
a better ecclesial category. He said, “Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). Paul did not say we 
were merely relocated ceremonially. He said God saved us “by the washing of regeneration, 
and renewing of the Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). Peter did not say believers had only been 
outwardly marked. He said they were “born again... by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). The 
main biblical burden is not outward standing but inward life. 

That is where the whole sacramental scheme starts to look weak and evasive. It likes to use 
the strongest words while often meaning something thinner underneath. But the Bible will 
not let the strongest words be emptied out that way. Regeneration in the saving sense 
means God did something real in the soul. The sinner was dead, and now he is alive. He 
was blind, and now he sees. He was alienated, and now he belongs to Christ. This is not a 
ceremonial rearrangement. This is life from God. If a system cannot produce that, it should 
stop borrowing the language of regeneration as though it can. 

This also protects assurance. A true believer’s confidence does not rest in whether he 
entered the visible sphere of privilege through the proper outward act. His confidence rests 
in Christ who gave him life. The fruit of that life will show itself. Faith, repentance, love for 
Christ, hatred of sin, hunger for the Word, conviction by the Spirit, desire for holiness, and 
open confession of Jesus all flow from real life. Ceremony may accompany that. It may 
testify to it. But if the ceremony is there while the life is absent, calling the man regenerate 
is not theology. It is a lie with church clothes on. 

6. Some Historic Writers Used Broad Language Without Meaning Magic Water 

This point is important because some people get rattled when they find older writers using 
language that sounds more sacramental than they expected. But old language must be 
read in its own framework. Some historical writers used regeneration language broadly for 
the beginning of the Christian life, the visible entrance into the church, or the start of a 
lifelong renewing process. That does not automatically mean they taught that water itself 
mechanically regenerated every recipient in the strictest possible sense. Sometimes the 
language was broader than later precision would allow, but the intended meaning was still 
not magical water religion. 



That means historical quotations must be handled honestly. You cannot simply grab an old 
sentence where someone links baptism and regeneration and then pretend the debate is 
over. You have to ask what he meant by regeneration. Did he mean ecclesial standing, 
visible initiation, covenant privilege, the beginning of sanctification, or actual inward 
renewal? Did he think the grace signified was always present in every case? Did he believe 
perseverance and inward life were guaranteed? Did he see the sign as inseparable from 
faith, or did he believe the rite worked by itself? Those questions matter. Without them, 
men just throw historical dust in the air and hope no one notices they never defined the 
term. 

This is actually a mercy to the reader. It means you do not have to panic when you 
encounter broader historical language. You simply have to slow down and define terms. A 
great many heated debates could be calmed in five minutes if someone would ask, “When 
you say regeneration, do you mean the new birth proper, or some broader ecclesial or 
covenantal idea?” Once that question is answered, half the argument often collapses 
because the participants finally realize they were not using the same dictionary. 

7. Ask the Question Before You Let the Rhetoric Work on You 

This chapter should leave one habit in the reader that will save him from a mountain of 
confusion. Whenever you hear the word regeneration in a theological discussion, ask 
immediately, What do you mean by regeneration? Do not nod politely. Do not assume you 
know. Do not let the speaker move on until the term is pinned down. If he means the new 
birth, then let him prove from Scripture that his doctrine actually produces the new birth. If 
he means covenant or churchly relation, then make him stop using the word in a way that 
confuses people into thinking he is talking about inward saving life. 

This one question has a way of bringing hidden assumptions into the open. If a man grows 
irritated by it, that may be because his theology depends on keeping the term vague. If he 
starts stacking up historical quotations instead of defining the word, that may be because 
he knows the definition is where the real problem lies. If he gives a slippery answer that 
sounds broad enough to include church membership and spiritual life at the same time, 
then you are probably dealing with rhetorical maneuvering rather than plain doctrine. Ask 
again. “What do you mean by regeneration?” 

Believers need that kind of vigilance because verbal confusion is one of the oldest doors 
through which false doctrine enters. People talk past one another for an hour and call it 
theology because nobody ever defined the central term. Once the term is defined, the fog 
lifts. Then you can ask the real question. Does Scripture teach that outward ordinance 
causes inward life, or does Scripture teach that God gives inward life by His Spirit and the 



ordinance follows as sign and confession? When that question is asked clearly, the 
sacramental rhetoric starts losing its power. 

Conclusion 

Part of the confusion in this whole debate is verbal. The word regeneration has been 
stretched and used in different ways by different writers and traditions. Sometimes it refers 
to inward renewal. Sometimes to the new birth proper. Sometimes to ecclesial standing. 
Sometimes to covenant inclusion. Sometimes to the broad beginning of Christian life. If 
those uses are not distinguished, men will talk past one another for an hour and still think 
they accomplished something. They did not. They only used the same word in different 
senses and produced theological fog. 

That is why precision matters. The Bible believer must keep the center where Scripture 
keeps it, on the new birth, inward life, Holy Ghost renewal, and saving union with Christ. 
Outward signs matter in their place, but they do not become the thing signified. Church 
relation matters in its place, but it does not equal spiritual life. Covenant discussion 
matters in its place, but it must not be blurred into regeneration proper. The moment those 
categories get mixed, loose sacramental rhetoric starts sounding stronger than it really is. 

So let this be one of the most practical lessons in the whole series. Before you surrender an 
inch to somebody talking about baptismal regeneration, ask him one question and make 
him answer it plainly: What do you mean by regeneration? Ask it before the church history 
quotes. Ask it before the sacramental language. Ask it before the fog rolls in. Because once 
the word is defined, a great deal of the hijacking stops. And once the hijacking stops, 
Christ’s gospel stands out in its clean simplicity again. God gives life. The Spirit renews. The 
sinner believes. And the sign follows, but never saves. 

 

 

19 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Calvin, Confusion, and the Dangerous Use 
of Old Language 

Introduction 

One of the dirtiest little tricks in this whole debate is when a man loses the Bible argument, 
so he starts throwing old quotations like smoke bombs. He knows full well that most 
people hear a name like Calvin, Augustine, Waterland, or some Anglican divine, and their 
eyes glaze over. Then he quotes one sentence where baptism and regeneration appear in 
the same breath, and he acts as if the case is closed. But it is not closed. It has not even 
started. Because before any honest Christian bows to a historical quotation, he has every 



right to ask one plain question: What did that man mean by regeneration? That question is 
not rude. That question is necessary. Because if you do not define the word, you can make 
a dead theologian say just about anything you please. 

Part of the confusion is real. The uploaded material shows that the term regeneration has 
been used in multiple senses across church history, including inward renewal, ecclesial 
standing, covenantal relation, the beginning of sanctification, and broader objective 
entrance into the visible church or new covenant order. The same materials also note that 
early Reformers such as Calvin could speak of regeneration and baptism together in ways 
later Reformed writers narrowed or rejected, precisely because the term itself shifted in 
meaning over time. That means the man who quotes old language without defining it is not 
clarifying anything. He is fogging the battlefield. 

So this essay is not about flattening history. It is about refusing to be manipulated by it. 
Some historical figures did use baptismal language more broadly than later Protestants 
liked. That is true. But broad language is not the same thing as magical water. Loose 
historical phrasing is not the same thing as automatic final salvation by ritual. If a man will 
not distinguish objective language from subjective language, covenantal language from 
conversion language, ecclesial language from inward new birth language, then he is not 
doing theology honestly. He is playing word games with serious things. 

1. A Quote Is Not an Argument Until the Terms Are Defined 

A quotation by itself proves nothing if the vocabulary inside it is fluid. That is the first rule 
that has to be nailed down. If a man quotes Calvin saying God “regenerating us in baptism” 
ingrafts us into the fellowship of the church, that sounds powerful, but it does not settle the 
debate until you ask what Calvin meant by regeneration in that setting. The uploaded 
material explicitly notes that the term was “very fluid in church history” and could be used 
“objectively and subjectively, ecclesially or individually.” Once that is admitted, a naked 
quotation without definition becomes theological sleight of hand. 

This is not just a church history problem. It is a language problem. If one man means 
inward new birth by regeneration, while another means visible entrance into the church’s 
sphere of privilege, both may use the same word and sound as if they agree while actually 
saying very different things. That is why the Christian who hears old quotations thrown 
around should not panic. He should not assume the words mean what he thinks they mean 
in modern evangelical conversation. He should ask, calmly and directly, what definition is 
operating. 

And this is where opponents often reveal themselves. If they can define the term, the fog 
starts clearing and the force of the quotation usually shrinks. If they cannot define it, then 



the quotation was being used as atmosphere, not evidence. Men love to say “Calvin taught 
baptismal regeneration” because it shocks the room. But unless they explain what Calvin 
meant by regeneration, and how that differs from later uses of the term, they have not 
argued anything. They have only tossed a name into the air and hoped you would surrender. 

2. Calvin Used the Word More Broadly Than Many Later Protestants 

This is where careful history matters. The uploaded material shows that Calvin could speak 
of regeneration not merely as a punctiliar inward event, but as the broader beginning of 
lifelong renewal and sanctification. One source summarizes Calvin this way: “For Calvin, 
regeneration is the beginning of sanctification,” and says he tied baptism and regeneration 
together while still viewing what baptism offers as something “received by us through 
faith.” That is not the same thing as saying Calvin taught that every baptized person was 
inwardly, finally, and irreversibly born again by magical water. 

The same material also notes that later Reformed scholastics after Dordt narrowed the 
term regeneration to the initiating moment of God’s grace in an individual soul, making it 
“almost exclusively subjective and individual,” whereas Calvin could still tie together 
objective and subjective language in a broader covenantal framework. That is a major shift. 
It means later readers can easily misread earlier language if they assume everybody was 
using the word in the same way. 

So if somebody quotes Calvin saying baptism and regeneration belong together, the honest 
response is not to deny the quotation. The honest response is to ask what his broader 
theological vocabulary was doing. Calvin could speak in a way that later Protestants would 
avoid, not because he necessarily believed in Roman magical sacramentalism, but 
because he was using the word regeneration with more elasticity than later evangelicals 
are used to. That distinction matters, and a man who hides it is not handling Calvin 
honestly. 

3. Old Language Can Be Objective Without Being Magical 

One of the most useful distinctions in this debate is the distinction between objective 
language and magical language. Objective language speaks about status, relation, 
covenant placement, visible church entrance, or what is publicly conferred and signified. 
Magical language treats the rite itself as mechanically producing inward life in every 
recipient. Those are not the same thing. The uploaded material explicitly says some writers 
used “baptismal regeneration” in an “objective sense” or as “ecclesial regeneration,” 
meaning new relationships, privileges, responsibilities, church standing, and entry into the 
visible new covenant community, while denying that this necessarily meant inward 
irreversible renewal in every baptized person.  



That is why historical quotations have to be unpacked before they are weaponized. A writer 
may speak of baptism as introducing someone into the church, covenant order, or visible 
family of God and still not mean what modern sacramentalists want him to mean. He may 
be speaking of public consecration, ecclesial relation, or objective placement without 
claiming automatic final salvation. The Gorham materials even show historical distinctions 
between “external and ecclesiastical” regeneration and “higher and spiritual” regeneration. 
Again, whether we like those labels or not, they prove that historical usage was often 
layered and not reducible to one simple meaning. 

This is why theologically lazy people love old language. The fuzzier the term, the easier it is 
to sound impressive. But a Bible believer must not let objective language be mistaken for 
magical language. A church may say a baptized person has entered visible standing and 
covenant obligation. That is one thing. Saying the person has necessarily received the 
inward new birth unto final glory is another. Unless those are distinguished, history gets 
turned into a carnival mirror. 

4. Ryle Saw the Danger and Called It What It Was 

One reason J. C. Ryle remains so useful on this point is because he understood the danger 
of letting broad or charitable church language be confused with the actual new birth. In the 
uploaded tract, he insists that according to Scripture, regeneration is “that great change of 
heart and character which is absolutely needful to man’s salvation,” and he rejects the idea 
that regeneration can simply mean admission to church privileges or a change of state 
without a change of heart. That is exactly the kind of plainness modern readers need. 

Ryle also recognized that old church language sometimes leaned on charitable or 
ecclesiastical assumptions without intending to teach that every baptized person was 
inwardly and invariably born again. In the same file, he argues that some baptismal 
language in the Prayer Book should be taken as charitable supposition and high hope, not 
as proof that the ministerial act always necessarily conveyed spiritual regeneration. That is 
extremely important. It shows that even within historical Protestant traditions, men knew 
there was danger in treating liturgical or broad language as if it settled the question of 
inward life. 

So Ryle’s contribution here is not that he solved every historical tension, but that he 
refused to let people hide behind words. He kept dragging the debate back to the heart, the 
fruits, and the actual marks of the new birth. That is exactly where the Bible keeps taking 
us. A man may have old church language on his side, but if his doctrine ends up calling 
people regenerate who show none of the marks of life from God, then something has gone 
terribly wrong. Ryle saw that, and modern Christians need the same instinct. 



5. Packer and Others Show Why Undefined Terms Create Tension 

The uploaded Packer essay is useful here, not because it resolves everything, but because 
it openly admits that terms like regeneration and new birth are not always functioning as 
rigid “technical terms” in every historical discussion. It also shows how later Anglican 
confusion grew when regeneration came to be equated more narrowly with effectual 
calling, while earlier liturgical and covenantal language had been operating with broader 
assumptions. In other words, once the terminology shifted, old formulas started sounding 
stronger or stranger than they originally meant. 

That is exactly the kind of thing careless debaters exploit. They quote an older Anglican or 
Reformer and leave the hearer assuming the modern narrow evangelical meaning of 
regeneration was in view. Then they act like the older writer proved baptismal regeneration 
in the strict sacramental sense. But the historical record is messier than that. Some of 
these writers were using broader covenantal and ecclesial language, and some explicitly 
tied what was offered in baptism to later faith, reception, perseverance, or subjective 
appropriation. 

The practical lesson is simple. Vocabulary changes. Theological debates sharpen terms 
over time. If you do not track those shifts, you will misread older writers badly. That is not 
just a risk. It is happening constantly in these arguments. Men are using historical 
quotations like smoke bombs because they know most listeners will not stop to ask what 
the words meant in that writer’s own system. But that question must be asked, or history 
becomes a toolbox for confusion. 

6. Objective, Covenantal, Ecclesial, and Inward Language Must Be Distinguished 

This chapter would not be doing its job unless it made these distinctions explicit. Objective 
language speaks of what is publicly conferred, signified, sealed, or marked out. Covenantal 
language speaks of relation, obligation, promise, and belonging within the visible order God 
established. Ecclesial language speaks of church membership, visible standing, and 
relation to the gathered people of God. Inward language speaks of actual new birth, 
regeneration proper, Holy Ghost renewal, conversion, and life from above. Those categories 
can be related, but they are not identical. 

The confusion begins when a man slides from one category into another without warning. 
He starts by talking about covenant inclusion. Then he shifts to ecclesial standing. Then he 
says regeneration. Then the listener assumes inward new birth. Then the speaker quotes an 
old theologian. Then everyone nods solemnly while nobody notices the categories have 
been swapped three times in two minutes. That is how verbal confusion becomes doctrinal 



confusion. And that is exactly how people get talked into thinking older Protestant language 
proves a view it never actually proved. 

The Christian who wants to stay clearheaded has to insist on category discipline. Ask 
whether the writer means outward status or inward renewal. Ask whether he means visible 
standing or spiritual life. Ask whether he means what baptism signifies publicly or what the 
Spirit does secretly and savingly. The moment those questions are asked, a huge amount of 
sacramental rhetoric starts losing its shine. Loose language only works on people who do 
not demand distinctions. 

7. Ask the Question Before the Smoke Bomb Lands 

So here is the practical takeaway, and it may be one of the most useful habits in this entire 
series. Before you let any historical quotation move you emotionally, ask one plain 
question: What do you mean by regeneration? Ask it before the quote. Ask it after the 
quote. Ask it every time the word appears. Do not let the speaker hide behind the prestige 
of an old name. Make him define the term in simple English. If he means new birth, make 
him say new birth. If he means church admission, make him say church admission. If he 
means covenant standing, make him say covenant standing. Do not let him keep all four 
meanings floating in the air at once. 

This question protects you from being manipulated by dead men’s words. It also forces the 
debate back into honesty. Once the term is defined, you can ask the next question. Does 
Scripture support this definition in this context? Does the definition fit John 3, Titus 3:5, 
James 1:18, 1 Peter 1:23, Romans 8:9, and the marks of the new birth? Or is the speaker 
using a broad or objective sense that must not be confused with actual inward salvation? 
Once those questions come in, the room gets a lot less mystical and a lot more biblical. 

And frankly, that is why opponents often dislike this kind of clarity. Smoke bombs only work 
when the room stays foggy. But if a believer demands definitions, demands categories, and 
refuses to be stampeded by old vocabulary, the trick loses power. Then historical 
quotations can be read honestly, appreciated where appropriate, and rejected where they 
are being abused. That is not anti-history. That is the only way to use history without letting 
it lie to you. 

Conclusion 

Some Reformers and later historical figures did use baptismal language in ways that many 
later Protestants rejected or tightened. That is true. But quoting those men without defining 
their terms is a dishonest game. The uploaded material makes clear that the word 
regeneration has been used in multiple senses, including objective, ecclesial, covenantal, 
and inward senses, and that later theological developments often narrowed the word in 



ways earlier writers did not always share. That means old quotations cannot simply be 
lifted out and used like hammers. 

The practical lesson is not to flatten history, but to read it carefully. Some older writers 
could speak of baptism and regeneration together while still not teaching automatic, final, 
magical salvation by water. Some were using broader language for church standing, 
covenantal relation, or the beginning of renewal. Some used charitable or liturgical forms 
of speech that must not be confused with strict sacramental doctrine. Once those 
distinctions are made, a great many historical smoke bombs stop exploding. 

So keep this question ready at all times: What do you mean by regeneration? Ask it before 
you surrender to rhetoric. Ask it before you bow to a quotation. Ask it before you let 
somebody hide behind Calvin, Augustine, Waterland, Packer, or any other name. Because 
once the term is defined, the fog begins to lift, and once the fog lifts, Christ’s gospel stands 
plain again. God gives inward life. The Spirit renews. The sinner believes. The ordinance 
follows as sign and confession. And old language must never be allowed to steal the clarity 
of that. 

 

 

20 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Rome’s Sacrament of Rebirth Under the 
Light of Scripture 

Introduction 

There are times when a man has to stop speaking in vague generalities and name the 
system that has helped spread the confusion. Roman Catholic teaching on baptism is one 
of those cases. This is not about hating Catholics. This is not about mocking Catholics. This 
is not about stirring up fleshly bitterness toward people. It is about whether a church has 
the right to place a ritual act in the seat where the New Testament places the Lord Jesus 
Christ received by faith. Rome does not merely say baptism is important. Rome says 
baptism is the sacrament of regeneration, the instrument of rebirth, the gateway to life in 
the Spirit, and the appointed means by which the soul is cleansed and brought into the 
state of grace. Once that claim is made, the issue is no longer a side question about church 
practice. The issue is the gospel itself. 

The reason this matters so much is that systems do not stay in the realm of theory. What a 
church teaches about baptism shapes what its people trust. If a church tells men that the 
water itself, in sacramental use, is the divinely appointed means by which they are reborn 
and cleansed from sin, then the people raised under that teaching will not naturally rest in 



Christ alone as their sole saving ground. They will rest in Christ as mediated through 
ecclesiastical ritual. They will think of salvation not first in terms of a sinner believing on the 
crucified and risen Son of God, but in terms of a sacrament administered by the church. 
That is the problem. The cross has not been denied with the lips, but it has been 
functionally mediated through ritual. 

So this chapter needs to be strong, but it also needs to be fair. Rome does not teach 
baptismal regeneration by accident or by a few careless phrases. It teaches it deliberately, 
structurally, and sacramentally. We should represent that honestly. But then we must take 
that teaching into the light of Scripture and ask whether it can survive the words of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Gospel of John, Romans, Galatians, Titus, Abraham before circumcision, 
the thief on the cross, Cornelius before the water, Simon Magus after the water, and the 
apostolic gospel of grace through faith. When that comparison is made, the issue becomes 
painfully clear. Rome’s sacrament of rebirth is not an innocent ornament. It is a rival 
structure standing too close to the throne of the gospel. 

1. Rome Does Not Merely Honor Baptism, It Makes It a Sacrament of Rebirth 

The first thing that has to be stated plainly is what Rome actually claims. Roman Catholic 
teaching does not merely say baptism is a command of Christ, a public confession of faith, 
or a precious testimony of union with Him. It says baptism is the sacrament of regeneration 
and the means by which the baptized are freed from sin and reborn as children of God. In 
that system, baptism is not simply a sign pointing to grace. It is the sacramental instrument 
by which grace is conferred. That is why Rome can speak of baptism as the door into life in 
the Spirit, the laver of regeneration, and the necessary means of entry into the Christian 
life. 

Now a Protestant may hear that and think it sounds very devout, because all of the words 
are respectable church words. Regeneration. Grace. Spirit. Rebirth. New life. All of those 
words are biblical in the right setting. But when they are attached to a rite as the 
instrumental cause of saving change, the whole discussion shifts. The ordinance is no 
longer standing beneath the gospel as confession. It is now being placed inside the saving 
event as the church’s appointed mechanism of rebirth. That is not a light adjustment. That 
is a different way of structuring salvation. 

This is what makes Roman sacramental language so dangerous. It uses high Christian 
vocabulary while relocating the saving crisis from simple faith in Christ to sacramental 
administration through the church. The person is not merely told, “Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). He is told, in effect, that the rebirth 
itself comes through the sacrament. And once that is done, the church becomes the 



dispenser of the new birth in a visible, ritual form. That is not how the apostles preached 
salvation. 

2. The New Birth in Scripture Is Tied to God’s Word and Spirit, Not to Priestly 
Administration 

When you take Rome’s teaching to the New Testament, the first thing you notice is how 
differently the Bible speaks about the new birth. Jesus says, “Except a man be born again, 
he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3), and then, “That which is born of the Spirit is 
spirit” (John 3:6). Peter says believers are “born again, not of corruptible seed, but of 
incorruptible, by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James says, “Of his own will begat he us 
with the word of truth” (James 1:18). Paul says God saved us by “the washing of 
regeneration, and renewing of the Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). The burden of those texts falls on 
God’s action, God’s Spirit, God’s Word, God’s mercy, and God’s will. 

What is striking in all that language is how little it sounds like ecclesiastical control. The 
Spirit blows where He wills (John 3:8). God begets by the word of truth. Believers are born 
again by the incorruptible seed of the Word. Salvation is according to mercy. This is life 
from above. This is not the sort of language that naturally leads a man to think, “The church 
now stands as the necessary sacramental distributor of the new birth through the handling 
of water.” The whole tone of Scripture points upward to divine initiative, not downward to 
sacerdotal process. 

That is not to say baptism has no place. It does have a place. But that place is not the 
source of the new birth. Scripture keeps locating life in the Spirit and in the Word of God, 
received by faith in the Son of God. Rome relocates the center of gravity. It takes a sign 
given by Christ and turns it into the instrumental cause of regeneration. The apostles did 
not preach that way. They preached Christ, and the Spirit gave life through the Word as men 
believed. 

3. Once Water Becomes the Means of Rebirth, the Cross Is Functionally Mediated 
Through Ritual 

This is the heart of the issue. Rome still talks about Christ. Rome still talks about His death, 
His blood, His merits, His church, and His grace. But once the water itself is taught as the 
sacrament of rebirth, the cross is no longer presented as the direct ground in which the 
sinner rests by faith alone. Instead, the benefits of the cross are functionally mediated 
through ecclesiastical ritual. The sinner is not simply directed to trust Christ crucified and 
risen. He is directed to a sacrament as the means through which the saving effect is 
applied. 



Now Rome would not usually say it in that blunt way. It would say the sacrament is Christ’s 
appointed means. But that is precisely the problem. A means can become so central that it 
effectively displaces direct reliance on Christ. If a person is taught from infancy that 
baptism itself is the sacrament by which he is reborn and cleansed from sin, then his 
religious consciousness will not be built around the apostolic simplicity of believing on 
Christ. It will be built around sacramental incorporation. The church becomes the visible 
channel of what Christ purchased, and the ordinance becomes the operative moment of 
rebirth. 

That is why the danger is not merely theoretical. It affects assurance, evangelism, and 
conversion. A Roman Catholic may say, “I was baptized as an infant, therefore I was 
reborn.” But the New Testament never teaches a sinner to look back to a rite performed on 
him as the thing that made him spiritually alive. It teaches him to look to Christ. “He that 
believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “Therefore being justified by faith, we 
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). Once the sacrament 
becomes the means of rebirth, the cross is no longer the soul’s direct resting place. It has 
been functionally mediated through ritual. 

4. Rome’s System Cannot Survive the Thief on the Cross 

One of the great embarrassments of sacramental theology is the dying thief. He had no 
chance to receive Rome’s sacrament of rebirth. He had no chance to enter the church 
through baptism. He had no chance to perform a rite, attend catechism, or stand under 
ecclesiastical administration. Yet the Lord Jesus Christ said to him, “To day shalt thou be 
with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). That statement is not vague. It is not provisional. It is not 
sacramentally delayed. It is immediate assurance of salvation based on faith in Christ. 

Rome tries to handle that difficulty in different ways, usually by appealing to extraordinary 
exceptions. But an exception that proves salvation can occur without the sacrament as the 
instrumental cause is already enough to crack the system open. Because if baptism were 
truly the necessary means by which the soul is reborn in the sense Rome teaches, then the 
thief could not have gone to paradise apart from it. But he did. Therefore the sacrament 
cannot be the intrinsic cause of spiritual life. Christ can save fully without the rite. Once 
that is admitted, the whole sacramental framework begins losing its iron necessity. 

And the thief is not a cheap objection. He is a theological demolition. He proves that the 
decisive issue is the sinner’s relation to Jesus Christ. He proves that when all rituals are 
stripped away, Christ remains enough. He proves that a man can have no church standing, 
no sacramental history, and no visible religious performance left in front of him, and still be 



eternally secure if he comes to the Savior. That does not make obedience unimportant. It 
does make sacramental rebirth impossible as a universal doctrine. 

5. Rome’s Teaching Cannot Be Harmonized With Cornelius Receiving the Spirit Before 
Baptism 

Acts 10 is another brick wall for Roman baptismal regeneration. Peter preaches Christ in 
the house of Cornelius and says, “through his name whosoever believeth in him shall 
receive remission of sins” (Acts 10:43). Then while Peter is still speaking, “the Holy Ghost 
fell on all them which heard the word” (Acts 10:44). Only afterward does Peter say, “Can 
any man forbid water, that these should not be baptized, which have received the Holy 
Ghost as well as we?” (Acts 10:47). That order matters. The Spirit first. The water second. 

In Rome’s sacramental theology, baptism is the sacrament of rebirth and entrance into life 
in the Spirit. But Cornelius and his household received the Holy Ghost before baptism. That 
means heaven had already accepted them in Christ before the ordinance was 
administered. Peter did not baptize them in order to cause the Spirit’s indwelling. He 
baptized them because the Spirit had already come. The water was recognition and 
obedience. It was not the instrumental cause of their new life. 

This is impossible to square with a strict sacramental system that makes the water the 
appointed means of rebirth into life in the Spirit. If Cornelius had the Spirit, then he 
belonged to Christ already. “Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his” 
(Rom. 8:9). The reverse is plain enough. If he has the Spirit of Christ, he is Christ’s. 
Therefore the essential saving reality was present before the rite. That does not diminish 
baptism. It puts baptism where the New Testament puts it, following divine grace, not 
causing it. 

6. Abraham Before Circumcision Exposes the Principle Behind Rome’s Error 

Romans 4 is particularly deadly to Rome’s theology because it addresses the larger 
principle, not just one rite. Abraham “believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). Then later he “received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the 
righteousness of the faith which he had yet being uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11). That divine 
order matters. Righteousness first. Sign afterward. Standing first. Seal afterward. Faith first. 
Ritual afterward. God built that order into the father of all them that believe so that the 
principle would be plain for all time. 

Rome changes the structure. It does not leave the sign as sign. It turns the sacrament into 
the instrumental means by which the sinner is reborn and enters grace. But Abraham 
stands there as a permanent witness that God does not need the sign to justify. The sign 
follows the faith that has already received righteousness. That is why circumcision and 



baptism, though different ordinances, still teach the same lesson at the level of principle. A 
sign given by God may be precious, serious, and covenantally meaningful without 
becoming the cause of the righteousness it signifies. 

Once that is seen, Rome’s sacramental logic begins to unravel. The sign is not the source. 
The sign is not the savior. The sign testifies to what God gives by grace. Abraham was saved 
before the sign, and that means God’s saving action is not chained to ritual. The very 
patriarch Rome claims through sacramental history stands against the principle that a 
church ordinance must be the means of rebirth. 

7. The Real Issue Is Fidelity to the Gospel, Not Bitterness Toward Catholics 

This is where a great many discussions go wrong. Some men get so angry at Rome that they 
stop sounding biblical and start sounding merely reactionary. That does not help anyone. 
The issue is not hatred toward Catholics. The issue is fidelity to the gospel. Catholics are 
not the enemy in a fleshly sense. They are people who need the same Christ every sinner 
needs. Many have been raised from infancy under a system that taught them to trust the 
church’s sacramental handling rather than the finished work of Christ received by faith. Our 
aim should be to expose the system while holding out the true gospel clearly. 

That means we should not caricature Roman teaching, but neither should we soften what it 
does. Rome really does make baptism the sacrament of regeneration and entrance into life 
in the Spirit. That is not a slander. That is its doctrine. The question is whether that doctrine 
can stand in the light of the New Testament. It cannot. Not under John’s repeated emphasis 
on believing for life. Not under Romans’ justification by faith without works. Not under 
Galatians’ curse on another gospel. Not under Abraham before circumcision. Not under 
the thief on the cross. Not under Cornelius receiving the Spirit before baptism. 

So the faithful response is not rage but clarity. Tell the truth. Show the difference. Keep the 
focus on Christ. Do not let the debate descend into tribal mud-slinging. The Roman system 
is wrong because it teaches the sinner to look to a sacrament as the means of rebirth. The 
gospel is right because it teaches the sinner to look to Jesus Christ. One system mediates 
the cross through ecclesiastical ritual. The other rests in the Savior Himself. That is the 
issue, and it is serious enough without any need for fleshly hatred. 

Conclusion 

Rome’s doctrine of baptism is not merely a high view of an ordinance. It is a sacramental 
system that presents baptism as the means of regeneration and entrance into life in the 
Spirit. Once that move is made, the cross of Christ is no longer the soul’s direct resting 
place by faith alone. It becomes functionally mediated through ecclesiastical ritual. The 
sinner is not simply told to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ. He is taught to understand 



rebirth through the church’s sacramental administration. That is the problem, and it is no 
small one. 

Scripture speaks differently. The new birth is tied to the Word and Spirit of God. 
Justification is by faith. Remission is through Christ’s name. The thief goes to paradise 
without the sacrament. Cornelius receives the Holy Ghost before the water. Abraham is 
counted righteous before the sign. Simon Magus proves that water can touch the body 
while the heart remains wrong. All of that stands against Rome’s sacrament of rebirth. Not 
because baptism is unimportant, but because baptism is not the savior. 

So let the line remain where the apostles put it. Christ saves. The Spirit gives life. Faith 
receives. Baptism follows as confession and obedience. That is not hatred toward 
Catholics. That is fidelity to the gospel. If Rome’s doctrine must be exposed, it is because 
souls matter. A man can trust a church, a sacrament, a priestly system, and a baptismal 
moment, and still miss the simplicity that is in Christ. The gospel calls him away from ritual 
confidence and into direct faith in the crucified and risen Son of God. That is the light under 
which Rome’s system must be judged, and under that light it cannot stand. 

 

 

21 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - How the Early Church Drifted Toward Holy 
Water Salvation 

The minute a man starts thinking that age equals truth, he is already halfway to Rome. Error 
does not become sound because it grows wrinkles. A lie does not become apostolic 
because it survived long enough to get carved into stone, embroidered into robes, or 
repeated in liturgies. The devil has been at this business a long time, and one of his favorite 
tricks is to let corruption enter slowly, respectfully, and ceremonially until people stop 
noticing that the gospel they inherited is not the gospel that was preached. That is exactly 
what happened in large parts of early church history with baptism. What began in apostolic 
simplicity as public confession and open identification with Christ slowly drifted, in many 
circles, toward treating baptism as the place where grace is conveyed, sins are washed, 
and new life begins in an increasingly mechanical sense. 

Now this chapter is not going to pretend every early writer said the exact same thing. They 
did not. Some were less clear. Some were more guarded. Some tied baptism and faith 
tightly together. Some spoke in broad and elevated language. Some hesitated on infant 
baptism. Some pushed much further than others. But the broad trajectory is still visible. 
The language surrounding baptism grew thicker, more sacramental, more ecclesiastically 
loaded, and more willing to speak of grace as though it were attached to the rite itself. Over 



time the sign was no longer treated merely as confession of a salvation received through 
faith. In many circles it became the point where salvation was thought to be conferred. 

That is why this chapter matters. People need to understand how doctrinal drift works. It 
does not usually arrive screaming blasphemy. It comes dressed in reverence, ceremony, 
old language, and the solemn claim that the church is only deepening what the apostles 
taught. But age does not equal truth. A doctrine is not biblical because it got old. It is 
biblical if it agrees with Scripture. And once the drift toward holy water salvation is 
measured against John, Romans, Galatians, Titus, Abraham before circumcision, the thief 
on the cross, and Cornelius before the water, it becomes clear that antiquity cannot save a 
false doctrine from the judgment of the Word of God. 

1. The Apostolic Starting Point Was Simpler Than the Later System 

In the New Testament, baptism stands in a place of real importance, but it does not sit on 
the throne of the gospel. Men hear Christ preached, believe on Him, and then are baptized 
as open confession and identification with the Lord Jesus. The apostles preach remission 
through His name, justification by faith, and life through believing on the Son. Baptism 
follows as public obedience. That is why the great doctrinal sections of the New Testament 
keep placing the saving issue in faith and the saving ground in Christ. “The just shall live by 
faith” (Rom. 1:17). “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). 
“He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). Those are not ceremonial 
formulas. They are gospel declarations. 

Even where baptism is joined closely to conversion in Acts, the New Testament still guards 
the distinction between the sign and the saving reality. Abraham had righteousness before 
the sign (Rom. 4:3-11). The thief went to paradise without the ordinance (Luke 23:43). 
Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before the water (Acts 10:44-48). Simon Magus went 
through the water and still remained in the bond of iniquity (Acts 8:13, 21-23). Those 
passages make it impossible to treat baptism as a mechanical conveyor of grace without 
colliding with the plain witness of Scripture. The apostolic world is serious about baptism, 
but it is still centered on Christ and faith. 

That simplicity matters because it gives us the measuring rod for everything that came 
later. If later language begins sounding thicker, more mystical, more sacramental, and 
more tied to the rite itself as the point of grace, we are not required to bow to it just because 
it is old. We are required to compare it with the apostolic pattern. And once that is done, 
the drift starts to show. The apostles preached Christ first and put baptism in the place of 
public confession. Later theology increasingly loaded the ordinance with effects that the 
New Testament reserves for the direct saving action of God through faith in His Son. 



2. The Earliest Drift Shows Up in the Second Century 

The historical survey in the uploaded material notes that while there may be earlier hints in 
some second-century writings, the first clear manifest examples of baptismal regeneration 
language in Christian literature appear in Justin Martyr in the middle of the second century. 
Justin speaks of new disciples being brought to the water and being “regenerated,” and he 
links this language with John 3:5. The same survey says that in Justin there are “the 
beginnings of the identification of the act of baptism with regeneration and life.” That is 
important because it shows the drift did not begin all at once as a fully developed Roman 
system. It began with the growing identification of the act and the reality. 

Irenaeus continues that pattern in ways that are complex and debated. The uploaded 
materials show that he can speak of “the baptism of our regeneration” and connect 
baptism closely with Christian ontology, thought, and church life, yet another uploaded 
source also notes that for Irenaeus salvation is still “by believing,” and that any use of 
baptismal language in him has to be read carefully, since his framework may involve faith 
and regeneration in Christ before or with the church’s outward practice. In other words, 
already by Irenaeus you can see how dangerous broad language becomes. The words rise 
in sacramental intensity, but the meanings are not always identical to later Roman dogma. 

That is how drift works. It starts with reverent exaggeration. It starts with the sign being 
spoken of so strongly that people stop distinguishing the sign from the thing signified. It 
starts with language thickening faster than doctrine is being clarified. And because the 
language sounds holy, people assume it must be harmless. But the second century already 
shows the beginnings of the problem. Once baptism starts being called regeneration 
without careful definition, the church has already stepped onto slippery ground. 

3. Tertullian, Cyprian, and Others Helped Thicken the Sacramental Atmosphere 

As the centuries move forward, the language gets heavier. The historical survey in the 
uploaded material traces a line from Justin to Irenaeus, and then to Tertullian, Cyprian, 
Ambrose, Augustine, and beyond, noting that these figures increasingly “confirm the basic 
tenets” of linking baptism with regeneration and grace. Again, not every figure says the 
exact same thing, and the details vary, but the broad movement is hard to miss. The sign 
and the grace are being joined more tightly, and the church itself is increasingly treated as 
the proper sphere in which those effects are transacted. 

One telling detail from the material is that Tertullian, though often speaking strongly about 
baptism, still showed hesitation about infant baptism and urged delay in some cases, 
saying it was better for children to come when they were old enough to know Christ. That 
matters because it proves the early tradition was not monolithic. Even within the drift, there 



were tensions, hesitations, and inconsistencies. The later Roman system had not yet 
hardened every line. But the very fact that such tensions existed shows that the church was 
moving through a period where language and practice were becoming more sacramental 
without yet having all the later pieces fully locked in. 

The practical lesson is that error often enters in stages. It does not need every detail 
complete before it starts doing damage. If the atmosphere becomes increasingly 
comfortable with speaking of baptism as the place where grace comes through in a 
stronger and stronger sense, then the road toward holy water salvation is already being 
paved. The later cathedral does not have to be standing yet for the foundation stones to be 
laid. Tertullian, Cyprian, and others help show how the language kept thickening even 
where all the later conclusions were not yet equally fixed. 

4. Augustine Greatly Strengthened the Drift 

If there is one towering figure in the Western tradition who helped harden baptismal 
regeneration language, it is Augustine. The historical survey says Augustine made perhaps 
the “strongest and most dogmatic statements” at the end of the fourth and beginning of the 
fifth centuries. That should not surprise anyone familiar with how much later Western 
sacramental theology leaned on him. Augustine’s influence was massive, and once he 
spoke with weight on the relation of baptism, grace, infant inclusion, and church faith, the 
later tradition had a giant to stand behind. 

This is also where the issue of infants becomes even more important. The Roman trajectory 
did not merely connect baptism and grace for professing adults. It increasingly treated 
baptized infants as having received the grace of the sacrament and as being counted 
among the faithful on the basis of the church’s faith. The uploaded material notes concerns 
in Roman teaching about “an infant being considered reborn on the basis of another’s 
faith” and about “the role of the church as the repository of faith and proper sphere for 
baptism.” That is a long way from the apostolic pattern of repentance and faith in Christ 
being central. 

Augustine matters here because he helped give that kind of sacramental reasoning 
doctrinal backbone. Once the church begins saying that the rite itself conveys what the 
recipient cannot yet consciously receive by faith, the drift has moved into a much more 
dangerous phase. The sign is no longer merely being exaggerated. It is becoming the 
church’s instrument for producing what Scripture keeps connecting with the Spirit, the 
Word, and believing. That is a serious departure, even if it developed under the name of 
reverence and church order. 

5. The Medieval Church Turned Drift Into Structure 



By the medieval period, what had begun as drift was becoming structure. The uploaded 
survey says that Leo I and Fulgentius testify to the continued adherence of these 
sacramental tenets into the sixth century, and that Thomas Aquinas clearly confirmed 
them in the thirteenth century. At that point the church was no longer merely speaking 
loosely. It was systematizing. It was ordering the relationship between baptism, grace, 
church mediation, and the faithful in a durable theological framework. 

Once a doctrine reaches that stage, it becomes much harder for ordinary people to 
question it because it is no longer only in sermons and stray phrases. It is in schools, 
systems, confessions, canon law, and liturgical assumptions. People begin inheriting the 
system as normal Christianity. They are born into it, baptized into it, catechized into it, and 
buried from within it. That is why old error becomes so powerful. It builds institutions 
around itself. It does not merely survive as an opinion. It becomes a structure. 

And this is exactly why age must never be confused with truth. A medieval structure can be 
very old and very wrong. The fact that a doctrine has reached scholastic polish does not 
make it apostolic. It simply means the drift has had time to mature. Aquinas could sharpen 
a system brilliantly and still be sharpening something that began in a bad direction. The 
cathedral may be beautiful. The foundation may still be off. 

6. Trent Did Not Create the Doctrine, but It Codified the Drift 

The Council of Trent is important not because it invented baptismal regeneration out of thin 
air, but because it codified and anathematized the long drift. The uploaded material states 
that by Trent, the various strands of belief and practice related to baptismal regeneration 
were collected and codified. It specifically notes that Trent anathematized those who 
denied the necessity of true water, those who denied Rome’s doctrine of baptism, those 
who said baptism was not necessary for salvation, and those who refused to count 
baptized infants among the faithful. That is no longer drift. That is official hardening. 

This matters because people sometimes think Roman doctrine appeared all at once in full 
force. It did not. The drift was long. The codification came later. By the time Trent speaks, 
the church has centuries of sacramental atmosphere behind it. The sign and grace have 
been tightly welded. The church is treated as the proper sphere of the rite and the guardian 
of its effects. Infant baptism and the faith of the church are folded into the system. Trent 
gives formal boundaries and curses to what had been developing for a very long time. 

And that shows something sobering. Error often enters slowly and then later gets 
dogmatized. By the time the final canons arrive, ordinary people can scarcely imagine 
another way to read Scripture because the drift has become tradition and tradition has 



become law. That is why the church must resist bad beginnings, not merely bad endings. 
Once holy water salvation becomes structurally embedded, the battle is much harder. 

7. Age Does Not Equal Truth, and Old Drift Can Still Be Wrong 

This chapter must end where it began. A doctrine is not biblical because it got old. That 
point is absolutely necessary. Men hear early church, fathers, patristic, medieval, catholic, 
traditional, and they assume those words carry truth by their own weight. They do not. The 
Bereans were called noble not because they deferred to antiquity, but because they 
searched the Scriptures daily to see whether those things were so (Acts 17:11). Scripture 
judges tradition. Tradition does not judge Scripture. 

That is why the historical trajectory matters, but not as a source of authority. It matters as a 
warning. It shows how easily the church can drift from simple apostolic obedience into 
sacramental complexity. It shows how readily the sign can be inflated until it starts doing 
the work of the thing signified. It shows how a church can keep speaking of Christ while 
quietly relocating saving confidence into ecclesiastical ritual. It shows how error can enter 
slowly, dressed in reverence, ceremony, and solemn devotion. And because it enters 
slowly, many never realize it entered at all. 

But the Bible keeps speaking with clarity. The just shall live by faith (Rom. 1:17). God 
justifies the ungodly who believe (Rom. 4:5). Through Christ’s name whosoever believeth 
shall receive remission of sins (Acts 10:43). The thief goes to paradise without the rite. 
Cornelius receives the Spirit before the water. Simon Magus proves water can touch the 
body while the heart stays wrong. Those truths do not become less true because later 
centuries got more elaborate. Age does not equal truth. Scripture does. 

Conclusion 

The broad historical drift toward holy water salvation did not happen all at once. It moved 
from apostolic simplicity toward thicker sacramental language over time. Justin shows 
early clear signs of identifying baptism with regeneration and life. Irenaeus, Tertullian, 
Cyprian, Ambrose, and others carry the language in different ways. Augustine strengthens 
it substantially. The medieval church systematizes it. Trent codifies it. Not every writer said 
the exact same thing, and not every phrase meant identical doctrine, but the trajectory is 
there all the same. 

That trajectory teaches a hard lesson. Error often enters slowly. It comes dressed in 
respectability, church tradition, sacramental beauty, and holy language. It does not always 
arrive denying Christ openly. Sometimes it arrives by moving the sign too close to the saving 
center until people no longer know where the sign ends and the Savior begins. That is what 



happened in much of post-apostolic history with baptism. Public confession drifted toward 
sacramental mechanism. 

So let the church learn the right lesson from history. Do not despise history, but do not 
worship it. Read it carefully. Learn from it. Watch how drift works. Then judge everything by 
Scripture. A doctrine is not biblical because Justin said something strong, because 
Augustine said something dogmatic, because Aquinas said something subtle, or because 
Trent codified it under anathema. A doctrine is biblical if it agrees with the apostolic gospel. 
And if it teaches that holy water saves where the apostles taught that Christ saves through 
faith, then no amount of age can make it true. 

 

 

22 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Gorham Case and the Battle That Split 
Churchmen 

Introduction 

There are some controversies in church history that look on the surface like dusty clerical 
arguments between men in robes, but if you scratch the varnish off, you find blood on the 
floor. The Gorham case was one of those. On paper it looked like an Anglican dispute over 
whether an ordained minister’s views on infant baptism and regeneration were acceptable 
within the Church of England. But down underneath the legal language, the episcopal 
examinations, the appeals, and the court rulings, there was something much more 
explosive going on. Men were fighting over whether baptism automatically regenerates, 
whether a child is made spiritually alive by the rite itself, and whether the church had the 
right to make that doctrine a test of ministerial orthodoxy. That is not a side issue. That is 
the gospel getting touched with church fingers. 

The important thing about the Gorham case is that it destroys the myth that baptismal 
regeneration was some calm, universally settled certainty inside old liturgical Christianity. 
It was not. If it had been settled, the case would not have detonated like it did. Bishops 
would not have fought, courts would not have been dragged into the matter, clergy would 
not have split, and men would not have left the Church of England in outrage. The doctrine 
became a flashpoint because everybody involved knew, even if some of them would not 
phrase it plainly, that confusing baptism and new birth has consequences. Once the 
church says the rite itself regenerates, it is no longer merely describing a ceremony. It is 
defining how souls are brought into life. 



That is why this chapter matters. The Gorham case is more than a historical curiosity. It is a 
courtroom drama showing what happens when a church cannot keep sign and substance 
straight. It is a warning that even in old and respectable institutions, the issue of baptismal 
regeneration can become so serious that whole communions begin shaking. Men do not go 
to war over wording like that unless the wording is standing too close to the door of heaven. 
The Gorham case exploded because men knew baptism and new birth could not be 
confused without consequence. And once that line is crossed, a church does not merely 
get awkward. It gets dangerous. 

1. The Stage Was Set in a Church Full of Old Language and Live Wires 

Nineteenth-century Anglicanism was not a tidy little world where everybody meant the 
same thing by the same words. That was part of the problem. The Church of England had 
liturgical formulas, Articles, prayer book language, evangelical parties, high churchmen, 
low churchmen, sacramental thinkers, and men trying to read old language in very different 
ways. Everybody could say baptism mattered. But the moment the word regeneration got 
attached to baptism, the room began to heat up. Some heard that and thought of a 
charitable or ecclesial form of speech. Others heard actual inward new birth and spiritual 
transformation. Others wanted the phrase to carry full sacramental force. The same words 
sat in the same prayer book while different minds loaded them with different meanings. 

That is how theological instability often works. A church keeps old formulas long enough 
that people forget to ask what they mean. Then one day someone dares to define the 
words, and suddenly everybody realizes they have been standing on different floors of the 
same building. That is what made the Anglican dispute so combustible. The issue was not 
whether baptism should be honored. The issue was whether the church’s language 
required ministers to teach that infants are made regenerate in a real saving sense through 
the act itself. Once that question became direct, the old ambiguity could not protect 
anybody anymore. 

Into that atmosphere stepped George Cornelius Gorham, a Church of England clergyman 
whose views on baptism were not what certain bishops wanted. According to the historical 
account, his views had already caused comment earlier, particularly his contention that by 
baptism infants do not become members of Christ and the children of God in the 
automatic sense his opponents preferred. Then when he was recommended to a parish 
living in the Diocese of Exeter, the trouble that had been simmering broke the lid off. The 
question was no longer theoretical. Could a minister who did not affirm baptismal 
regeneration in the high sacramental sense be admitted? That is when the match hit the oil. 

2. Bishop Phillpotts Drew the Line Hard 



Henry Phillpotts, Bishop of Exeter, did not come into this matter sleepy or uncertain. He 
examined Gorham and took strong exception to Gorham’s belief that baptismal 
regeneration was conditional and not automatically conferred in the way the bishop 
thought proper. The account states that Phillpotts regarded Gorham’s position as 
Calvinistic in this matter and therefore unsuitable for the post. That is important because it 
shows the issue immediately became one of doctrinal qualification, not merely liturgical 
tone or churchmanship. The bishop was not saying, “I do not prefer your phrasing.” He was 
saying, “Your doctrine disqualifies you.” 

Now notice what that means. Even in a church full of historic language and ceremonial 
continuity, the doctrine of baptismal regeneration was not just lying quietly on the shelf like 
an untroubled inheritance. It had become a test case. The bishop’s refusal to institute 
Gorham tells you how serious the issue was. A man’s whole ministerial future in that 
context could be shaped by whether he would affirm that baptism itself regenerated in the 
desired sense. If the matter had been trivial, it would never have been used like that. It was 
used like that because the bishop understood what many modern men still pretend not to 
understand. How you connect baptism and regeneration affects what people trust for 
salvation. 

Gorham, for his part, did not fold. That matters too. He did not simply say, “Well, since the 
church is old and the bishop is confident, I suppose the matter must be settled.” He knew 
the doctrine at stake was too important to surrender to ceremonial force. So the issue 
moved out of the bishop’s examination chamber and into the courts. Once that happened, 
the private theological disagreement became public ecclesiastical drama. And in that 
drama, the Church of England was forced to show how deep the division really ran. 

3. The Case Moved From Church Examination to Legal Combat 

After being refused institution by Bishop Phillpotts, Gorham appealed to the ecclesiastical 
Court of Arches. That in itself says a great deal. This was no dinner table argument among 
clergymen. This was formal adjudication. The Court of Arches confirmed the bishop’s 
decision and awarded costs against Gorham. At that point many men would have stopped. 
But Gorham pressed on. He appealed further to the Judicial Committee of the Privy 
Council. Now the whole thing was no longer merely an internal clerical nuisance. It had 
become national controversy. 

That move ignited another layer of outrage because it raised the question of whether a 
secular court should have any role in determining doctrine for the Church of England. Think 
of the tension in the room. On one side, a bishop insisting on baptismal regeneration as a 
doctrinal boundary. On the other side, a clergyman refusing to yield his conscience to that 



claim. Then over all of it, the machinery of church-state establishment, with civil authority 
now being asked to decide whether a man may be excluded for his teaching on baptism 
and regeneration. That is not a sleepy church debate. That is an ecclesiastical crisis with 
legal teeth. 

And the reason it became that kind of crisis is plain. Men knew this was not just about 
words in a service book. It was about whether a minister must bind souls to the doctrine 
that baptism automatically regenerates. If Gorham were forced out for refusing that 
teaching, then the sacramental reading would harden into a test of orthodoxy. If he were 
vindicated, then the church would have to admit that the doctrine was not the settled 
necessity some had claimed. Either way, the case would expose the truth. The issue was 
not settled. The church was divided. 

4. The Privy Council Reversal Shook the Whole Church 

The Judicial Committee of the Privy Council eventually reversed the bishop’s decision and 
granted Gorham his institution. That verdict landed like a cannon shot. It did not settle 
everything peacefully. It exposed how much fury had been sitting under the surface. The 
bishop of Exeter repudiated the judgment. He threatened severe ecclesiastical 
consequences against those who would carry it out. Prominent Anglicans protested. Some 
eventually left the Church of England altogether and joined the Roman Catholic Church. 
That is what happens when a church discovers that its supposed consensus was really a 
battlefield with old wallpaper on the walls. 

What is especially telling here is that the fallout did not come because somebody had been 
arguing over a small ceremonial preference. Men broke ranks, threatened division, and 
crossed communion lines because the issue went right to the relation between sacrament, 
church, and salvation. Some believed the Privy Council had effectively allowed denial of 
what they thought the church must teach about baptismal regeneration. Others believed 
the decision had simply preserved room for an evangelical reading that refused to identify 
the new birth mechanically with the ordinance. That kind of split only comes when souls 
are felt to be on the line. 

This is why modern casual talk about baptismal regeneration is so naive. People 
sometimes speak as though it is just one more way of honoring baptism or using old 
church language. But the Gorham case proves otherwise. It became explosive because 
men understood that if the church officially confused baptism and regeneration, the 
consequences would reach directly into preaching, pastoral care, assurance, and the very 
way ministers described conversion. When a doctrine can split bishops, courts, clergy, and 
congregations, it is not sitting safely in the corner. It is touching the live wire of the gospel. 



5. The Real Battlefield Was the Meaning of Regeneration 

The Gorham case also exposes one of the central problems we have already seen in this 
series. The word regeneration was not being heard in the same way by all parties. Some 
used it in a stronger, more inward, more saving sense. Others wanted to make distinctions 
between outward church relation and inward spiritual life. The dispute was not merely over 
whether baptism means something. Everyone knew it means something. The dispute was 
over whether the church must say that the act itself regenerates in the sense of actual 
spiritual rebirth and sonship. That is where the line was drawn. 

This is why historical and liturgical language becomes so dangerous when left undefined. A 
church can keep saying “regenerate” in a service while different men hear completely 
different doctrines. One hears ecclesial privilege. Another hears covenant standing. 
Another hears actual new birth. Another hears automatic infant salvation unless later 
forfeited. And all of them think they are talking about the same thing because the same 
word sits in the sentence. The Gorham battle exploded because that ambiguity could no 
longer remain hidden. The moment a bishop demanded doctrinal conformity, everyone had 
to decide what regeneration actually meant. 

That is a lesson modern readers need badly. Theological ambiguity can survive as long as 
nobody forces definition. But once definition becomes necessary, the old peace often 
turns out to have been fake. That is exactly what happened here. The prayer book language 
and historic formulas could no longer shield the church from the direct question. Does 
baptism itself regenerate in the relevant saving sense? The answer to that question divided 
churchmen because words had been floating too long without being nailed down. 

6. Even Historic Liturgical Churches Knew This Was Not a Minor Point 

One of the most valuable things about the Gorham case is that it destroys the modern 
pretense that concerns over baptismal regeneration are just the fears of low church 
Protestants with thin theology. No. This doctrine shook bishops, courts, lawyers, clergy, 
and whole parties inside one of the oldest established churches in the English-speaking 
world. That means even within liturgical and historic Christianity, men knew the issue 
carried enormous weight. The doctrine was not some harmless flourish of old ceremonial 
language. It was a fault line. 

Why was it a fault line? Because if baptism automatically regenerates, then the church 
stands at the doorway of spiritual life in a way far stronger than simple evangelical 
preaching allows. The minister’s act becomes bound up with the soul’s new birth. The 
liturgy becomes tied to grace in a way that shapes all later assurance. An infant can be 
spoken of as regenerate before any personal faith, repentance, or conscious trust in Christ 



appears. Then the whole pastoral framework of Christian life gets shifted. Instead of 
preaching new birth as something God gives through faith in Christ by His Spirit, the church 
begins by announcing regeneration through the sacrament and then tries to explain life 
afterward from that starting point. 

Men in the Gorham battle understood that. They may not all have framed it in the sharp 
evangelical language a Bible believer would prefer, but they knew they were dealing with a 
doctrine that affected how the church described life, grace, and salvation. That is why the 
thing exploded. Nobody blows up a church over whether the flowers go on the left side of 
the altar. They blow up over whether the church has confused the sign with the thing 
signified and tied regeneration too closely to the font. 

7. The Final Lesson Is That History Itself Warns Against Sacramental Confusion 

The Gorham case stands there in church history like a witness under oath. It tells modern 
readers not to be fooled by old language, polished liturgy, or claims of settled antiquity. It 
tells us that even inside a historic church, baptismal regeneration could become a matter 
of intense conflict because the doctrine could not simply be assumed without 
consequences. It tells us that the issue was serious enough to drag through examinations, 
appeals, courts, threats, defections, and ecclesiastical fury. And all of that happened 
because men knew baptism and new birth could not be confused safely. 

That means history itself warns us. It warns that sacramental doctrine may look calm on 
paper while producing deep instability underneath. It warns that old formulas can hide live 
explosives. It warns that the church can live with ambiguous language for a while, but 
eventually somebody will ask what it means, and then the whole room may split. It warns 
that a doctrine need not be denied by everyone to be dangerous. It only needs to stand near 
the center long enough to distort how people think of salvation. 

So the practical use of the Gorham case is not merely historical interest. It is pastoral 
clarity. It tells us to define our terms. It tells us not to let old ecclesiastical language replace 
biblical precision. It tells us to keep baptism where Scripture keeps it, as commanded 
confession and public identification, not as an automatic fountain of new birth. And it tells 
us that if even old churchmen knew the confusion had consequences, modern Christians 
should stop pretending the matter is too small to fight over. 

Conclusion 

The Gorham case was not a dusty little Anglican footnote. It was a battle because the 
doctrine under dispute had power to shape how ministers preached, how infants were 
viewed, how churches described grace, and how souls were taught to think about 
regeneration. A bishop refused a man for not teaching baptismal regeneration in the 



required sense. Courts got involved. The Privy Council reversed the judgment. Bishops 
erupted. Clergy protested. Some left for Rome. The whole thing became an ecclesiastical 
crisis because the gospel itself was being touched through the relation of baptism and new 
birth. 

That is the point to carry away. Even within liturgical and historic churches, baptismal 
regeneration was not some peaceful settled certainty. It was a flashpoint. Why? Because 
men knew that once the church teaches the rite itself regenerates, the sign and the 
substance are being pulled too close together. Then pastoral assurance, conversion 
language, and the place of personal faith all begin to shift. A church may survive such 
confusion institutionally for a while, but not without damage. 

So let the Gorham case stand as a courtroom drama with a theological warning attached to 
it. Bishops, lawyers, judges, clergy, and whole communions were drawn into the fight 
because they sensed something many modern men still refuse to admit. Baptism and new 
birth cannot be confused without consequences. The issue exploded because the doctrine 
mattered. And if it mattered enough to split churchmen in the nineteenth century, it 
matters enough for Bible believers to keep saying clearly in the twenty-first: Christ gives life, 
the Spirit regenerates, faith receives, and baptism follows as confession, not as 
mechanical rebirth. 

 

 

23 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - J. C. Ryle and the Refusal to Call Water the 
New Birth 

Introduction 

There are some men in church history who do not merely argue a point, they ring like a bell 
in a foggy harbor. J. C. Ryle was one of those men. He had no patience for theological word 
games that let churches call people regenerate while their lives showed no evidence they 
had ever been born of God. He was not interested in decorating false assurance with 
church language. He was not interested in taking a great Bible word like regeneration and 
stretching it until it covered baptized worldlings, dead formalists, and unconverted 
religionists who had a prayer book record but no pulse from heaven. Ryle saw the danger 
clearly. Once you let the church call water the new birth, you have started handing sleeping 
pills to souls on their way to judgment. 

That is why Ryle still matters in this discussion. He understood that regeneration in 
Scripture is not a polite label for outward privilege. It is not the mere reception of a rite. It is 



not the placing of a name on a roll. It is not the assumption that because something was 
done to the body, something must therefore have happened in the soul. Regeneration is a 
real inward change. It is a mighty work of the Holy Ghost. It is life from above. It is the 
beginning of a new heart, a new direction, a new affection, a new relation to sin, Christ, 
holiness, and truth. If that is absent, then the man may have religion, but he does not have 
regeneration. 

This essay needs to sound a trumpet blast because the danger Ryle fought has not gone 
away. Churches still use pious language to tell people they are fine when no marks of grace 
appear. They still hide behind ceremony. They still confuse admission into visible privilege 
with entrance into spiritual life. They still call men regenerate whose lives deny the very 
thing the word means. Ryle would not put up with it, and neither should any Bible believer. 
If a churchy word game leaves sinners resting in a rite instead of Christ, then that word 
game is not harmless. It is deadly. 

1. Ryle Began With the Bible Definition, Not the Church Definition 

Ryle’s great strength was that he would not let church custom define a Bible word. He went 
straight to Scripture and insisted that regeneration is “that great change of heart and 
character which is absolutely needful to man’s salvation.” That is exactly where the debate 
must begin. Not with what a liturgy assumes. Not with what an old tradition repeats. Not 
with what a bishop prefers. Start with what Jesus meant when He said, “Except a man be 
born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). Start with what Peter meant 
when he said believers are “born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the 
word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). Start with what James meant when he wrote, “Of his own will 
begat he us with the word of truth” (James 1:18). 

That is the ground Ryle stood on. He refused to let men reduce regeneration to admission 
into church privilege or outward standing. He knew the Bible speaks of a mighty inward act 
of God. The dead soul is made alive. The blind heart begins to see. The rebel begins to bow. 
The lover of sin begins to hate what he once loved and love what he once despised. That is 
not ceremony. That is not official status. That is not outward relation. That is new life. When 
the Bible says new birth, it means something happens in the man, not merely around him. 

This is where all the trouble starts for baptismal regeneration. The moment you define 
regeneration biblically, the whole sacramental shell starts cracking. Because if 
regeneration is a real inward change of heart, then you cannot go around calling every 
baptized person regenerate when no such change is visible. You cannot hide in liturgical 
language. You cannot call a drunk, a fornicator, a worldling, or a Christless formalist 



regenerate just because he got wet when he was an infant. Ryle understood that, and he hit 
it hard because he knew what was at stake. 

2. Ryle Insisted That the New Birth Shows Itself 

One of the most pastoral things Ryle ever did was insist that regeneration has marks. He 
would not let the word float in the air as some invisible church fiction that could never be 
tested. He went straight to the New Testament and said the evidence of the new birth is the 
fruit it produces. That is straight Bible. Jesus said, “Every tree is known by his own fruit” 
(Luke 6:44). John wrote, “Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin,” and “Whatsoever 
is born of God overcometh the world” (1 John 3:9; 5:4). He did not mean sinless perfection. 
He meant the new birth produces a new direction, a new warfare, and a new family 
resemblance. 

Ryle knew that if you separate regeneration from its fruits, you open the door to religious 
madness. Then a man can be called regenerate while living like the devil. Then a church 
can assure people they are spiritually alive because of something done years ago while no 
marks of grace have appeared since. Then the word regeneration stops functioning as a 
Bible word and becomes a churchly blanket thrown over dead souls to keep them from 
feeling the coldness of their condition. Ryle wanted no part of that lie. He kept dragging the 
issue back to the life. Where is the faith? Where is the repentance? Where is the hatred of 
sin? Where is the love for Christ? Where is the obedience from the heart? 

That approach is not harsh. It is merciful. It is harsh only to false assurance. It is merciful to 
souls. The cruel thing is not to test empty profession. The cruel thing is to let people rest in 
a church ceremony when the fruits of grace are absent. A man who has been born of God is 
not unchanged. He may struggle. He may fall. He may have seasons of weakness. But the 
bent of his soul has changed. Ryle knew that, and he would not let the church hide from it 
behind sacramental vocabulary. 

3. Men May Have the Spirit Without Baptism 

Ryle also struck hard at the idea that regeneration and baptism necessarily go together by 
pointing to men in Scripture who had the Spirit without the ordinance. That is not a small 
argument. That is a devastating argument. If God can give life where baptism has not 
occurred, then baptism cannot be the thing that causes life. John the Baptist was filled with 
the Holy Ghost from his mother’s womb (Luke 1:15). The thief on the cross went to paradise 
without ever touching the water (Luke 23:43). Cornelius and his house received the Holy 
Ghost before they were baptized (Acts 10:44-48). Those examples are not inconveniences. 
They are divine testimonies. 



Ryle loved that point because it kept the issue plain. Men can build church systems all day 
long, but the Bible still sits there refusing to cooperate. Heaven accepted the thief before 
the church could do anything for him. The Spirit fell on Cornelius before Peter could 
command the ordinance. John the Baptist had the Spirit of God in a way no sacramental 
theory can tidy up into church procedure. That means regeneration is God’s work, not the 
church’s machine. Life comes from above. The Spirit is not chained to a font or a baptistry. 

This also keeps Christians from despairing in wrong ways. The issue is never whether the 
church managed to apply a rite in time. The issue is whether Christ saves. He does. The 
Spirit gives life. He does. The Word of God begets. It does. Baptism matters greatly in its 
place, but its place is not as the indispensable cause of new birth. Ryle saw that clearly, 
and every honest reader of the New Testament ought to see it too. 

4. Men May Be Baptized and Still Remain Spiritually Dead 

Ryle’s argument was not only that some men had the Spirit without baptism. It was also 
that some men had baptism without spiritual life. That cuts both ways, and it cuts hard. 
Simon Magus is the classic example. He believed in some outward, superficial sense, was 
baptized, and yet Peter told him, “thy heart is not right in the sight of God” and that he was 
“in the gall of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:21, 23). There is the case in 
black and white. The body went into the water. The heart came out wrong. 

That one fact is enough to bury automatic baptismal regeneration under six feet of inspired 
soil. If the rite itself conveyed the new birth in every case, Simon could not have remained 
what Peter said he was. But he did remain that way. Therefore the water did not regenerate 
him. The ordinance touched his body without changing his soul. Ryle saw how important 
that was because it showed the difference between church process and God’s life. A 
church can baptize a man. Only the Holy Ghost can make him new. 

And this is where Ryle becomes painfully relevant. Churches still have Simons. They had 
them in his day and they have them now. They know the vocabulary. They have the 
paperwork. They had the service. They can name the date. They may even speak reverently 
about Christianity. But their hearts are still not right before God. When a church tells such 
people they are regenerate because of the ceremony, it does not help them. It hardens 
them. It teaches them to trust the wrong thing. Ryle refused to do that, and God help the 
church if it stops refusing. 

5. Church Privilege Is Not the Same Thing as Spiritual Life 

One of Ryle’s biggest concerns was that some men were lowering the meaning of 
regeneration to nothing more than admission into church privilege. He knew that if you 
make that move, you can call almost anybody regenerate as long as they have been 



brought into the outward system. But that is not how the Bible speaks. Church privilege is 
real in its own category. To sit under the Word is a privilege. To belong to the outward 
community where Christ is preached is a privilege. To have access to ordinances and 
teaching is a privilege. But privilege is not life. Nearness is not new birth. Church standing is 
not regeneration. 

The New Testament is full of people who had privilege without life. Israel had covenant 
privileges beyond count, yet many did not believe (Rom. 9:4-8). Judas moved among 
apostles and was still a devil (John 6:70). Simon had baptism and still had no part or lot in 
the matter (Acts 8:21). The visible sphere and the inward reality are not the same. Ryle kept 
that distinction sharp because he knew the church becomes cruel when it blurs it. Once 
privilege is called regeneration, people stop asking whether they have actually been 
brought from death unto life. 

That warning is still needed. There are churches where people are told from childhood that 
they are in, counted, and spiritually safe because they have been brought under certain 
rites and privileges. But if the new birth has not happened, all that privilege only increases 
responsibility. It does not provide life. Ryle knew that the most dangerous place for a soul is 
not always the open world. Sometimes it is inside church privilege with false assurance 
wrapped around a dead heart. 

6. The Churchy Word Game Is Deadly 

This may be the sharpest point of all. Ryle understood that there is a churchy word game by 
which people can sound orthodox while saying something deadly. A man says “regenerate,” 
but he does not mean born again in the full biblical sense. He means the person has 
received a rite. Another hears the word and assumes inward life. Both nod solemnly, and 
the soul of a sinner is quietly put to sleep. That is the game. Keep the word biblical 
sounding. Keep the meaning weak. Let the hearer fill in the strength the speaker never 
actually meant. Then let false assurance do the rest. 

Ryle hated that kind of thing because it wears the clothes of theology while doing the work 
of spiritual ruin. Better a rough preacher who says plainly, “You must be born again,” than a 
polished churchman who tells dead souls they are regenerate because of sacramental 
administration. Better a plain Bible term with all its searching edge than a liturgical phrase 
used to anesthetize conscience. Ryle would not let men hide under wordplay. He kept 
asking what regeneration actually means and whether its marks can be seen. That is 
exactly the right instinct. 

The church today desperately needs that instinct back. We are drowning in careful wording 
and starving for honest diagnosis. People are still being soothed with theological phrases 



when they need to be confronted with whether they know Christ. The moment a man starts 
using biblical words in a way that leaves sinners secure without evidence of grace, he is no 
friend of souls. He may be educated. He may be historical. He may be liturgical. He may be 
respected. But he is playing a deadly game, and Ryle’s trumpet needs to sound against him 
again. 

7. The True Pastoral Question Is Not “Were You Baptized?” but “Do You Know Christ?” 

This is where the pastoral edge of Ryle’s witness becomes so valuable. He never let the 
final question become merely, “Did you receive the outward ordinance?” That question has 
its place, but it is not the final one. The final question is whether the sinner knows Christ, 
trusts Christ, loves Christ, and shows the fruits of life from Christ. “If any man be in Christ, 
he is a new creature” (2 Cor. 5:17). That is the issue. Not whether he can point to a service, 
but whether grace has changed him. Not whether the church can verify an event, but 
whether heaven has given life. 

That pastoral clarity protects both the gospel and the soul. It protects the gospel because it 
keeps regeneration where Scripture keeps it, in the direct saving action of God through His 
Spirit and Word. It protects the soul because it refuses to comfort men with the wrong 
foundation. A baptized unconverted man does not need reassurance that he is regenerate. 
He needs to be awakened to his danger and directed to Christ. A truly converted believer 
does not need his hope tied back to a ceremony. He needs to rest in the Savior who gave 
him life and then obey Him gladly in baptism. 

Ryle’s strength was that he kept both of those things in view. He would never despise 
baptism. He would never treat it as unnecessary in the Christian life. But neither would he 
let it become the thing men trust. The soul must come to Christ. The heart must be 
changed. The fruits must follow. The church must stop calling people regenerate when the 
marks of grace never appear. That is not narrowness. That is pastoral honesty. 

Conclusion 

J. C. Ryle stands as a strong evangelical witness against baptismal regeneration because 
he refused to let water be called the new birth. He insisted that regeneration is a real 
inward change of heart and character absolutely necessary to salvation. He insisted that 
the evidence of that regeneration is fruit. He pointed to men who had the Spirit without 
baptism, and to men who had baptism without spiritual life. He would not let church 
privilege, liturgical wording, or sacramental custom replace the biblical doctrine of life from 
above. 

That makes him a needed voice in every generation, but especially in ours. Churches still 
play the same word game. They still use the strongest biblical terms in weaker sacramental 



senses. They still call people regenerate when no marks of grace appear. They still give 
false assurance to the baptized while neglecting the new birth. And all the while souls are 
lulled into trusting ceremony instead of Christ. Ryle would have none of it, and neither 
should we. 

So let the trumpet sound clearly. Regeneration is not a polite church label for the externally 
initiated. It is the mighty work of God in the soul. It shows itself. It bears fruit. It loves Christ. 
It hates sin. It believes the gospel. It walks in newness of life. And if those things are absent, 
then no church on earth has the right to soothe the man by calling him regenerate because 
he received water. Better to wound with truth than to heal with lies. Better to send a sinner 
trembling to Christ than to send him smiling to judgment with a baptismal certificate in his 
pocket. 

 

 

24 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Infant Baptism, Presumptive Grace, and 
the Cradle of False Assurance 

Introduction 

There are some false doctrines that do not merely muddy a point of theology, but lay a trap 
for souls before those souls are even old enough to know what trap they are standing in. 
Infant baptism tied to presumptive grace is one of those doctrines. I am not talking here 
about parents dedicating a child to the Lord in prayer, asking God’s blessing on that child, 
and raising that child in the fear of God. I am talking about the teaching that a child, by 
passing through a ritual before he can believe, repent, call on Christ, or understand the 
gospel, is to be regarded as regenerate or covenantally alive in such a way that he grows up 
assuming he already belongs to Jesus Christ. That is not a harmless mistake. That is the 
cradle of false assurance. 

The danger is not merely that a symbol has been misplaced. The danger is that a sinner is 
taught from the earliest years of life to rest in something done to him instead of Someone 
who died for him. The Lord Jesus Christ said, “Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). Peter said 
men are “born again... by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James said, “Of his own will begat 
he us with the word of truth” (James 1:18). None of those passages describe a baby being 
carried to a font, not knowing what is happening, and later being told that the rite already 
settled the matter. They describe God bringing life through His Word and Spirit. But when a 
child is taught from infancy that regeneration happened at the ceremony, personal 
conversion becomes a footnote, repentance becomes a vague later improvement, and 
faith in Christ becomes something added onto an already presumed standing. 



That is why this chapter has to be forceful. False assurance is one of the cruelest products 
of corrupted doctrine. It is cruel because it smiles while it poisons. It is cruel because it 
tells a child he is safe before he has ever fled to Christ. It is cruel because it trains him to 
interpret his spiritual condition through church memory instead of through the marks of 
grace and the gospel of Jesus Christ. A child raised to trust a ceremony instead of Christ 
has been badly wronged. The injury may have been done sincerely. It may have been done 
by loving parents in a traditional church. But sincerity does not keep poison from killing. A 
soul still needs the new birth, even if a bishop held him once and said fine words over him. 

1. A Child Cannot Personally Believe, Repent, or Confess at the Font 

The first thing that has to be said plainly is that a baby cannot do the very things the New 
Testament constantly places at the center of conversion. A baby cannot believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ in the conscious, personal sense Scripture describes. A baby cannot repent 
toward God with knowledge of sin and faith in Christ. A baby cannot confess with the 
mouth the Lord Jesus from the heart. A baby cannot call on the name of the Lord in the way 
Acts 22:16 and Romans 10:13 describe. A baby can be held, sprinkled, named, enrolled, 
and blessed by human hands, but a baby cannot exercise personal trust in the risen Savior. 

This matters because the New Testament does not treat faith and repentance as decorative 
extras around salvation. They are central. Jesus said, “repent ye, and believe the gospel” 
(Mark 1:15). Paul told the jailer, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” 
(Acts 16:31). Peter preached remission through Christ’s name to those who believe in Him 
(Acts 10:43). John wrote his Gospel “that believing ye might have life through his name” 
(John 20:31). Those are not adult add-ons to a sacrament already presumed to have 
regenerated a child. Those are the God-given responses by which a sinner consciously 
receives the salvation Christ purchased. 

So when a church tells a child later in life that he was already regenerate because a ritual 
was done to him before he could believe, the church is teaching him to think of salvation in 
a way the apostles did not preach it. It is teaching him to reverse the order of the gospel. 
Instead of saying, “You must personally come to Christ,” it says, in effect, “You already 
belong to Christ, and later faith will simply confirm what the church presumes was given in 
infancy.” That is not apostolic Christianity. That is sacramental presumption dressed up as 
nurture. 

2. Presumptive Grace Teaches a Soul to Lean on the Wrong Thing 

The doctrine of presumptive grace sounds gentle because it appears to honor covenant 
upbringing and the place of children in the life of the church. But once it is tied to infant 
baptism in a way that presumes regeneration, it begins teaching the soul to lean on the 



wrong foundation. Instead of asking, “Do I know Christ? Have I believed the gospel? Has 
God changed my heart?” the child is quietly taught to ask, “Was I baptized? Was I brought 
into the covenant? Was I counted regenerate by the church?” That is a terrible shift. It 
moves the center of spiritual confidence away from Christ and toward ecclesiastical 
administration. 

A child raised under that system often grows up hearing the language of Christianity 
without ever hearing the necessity of personal conversion pressed home with full force. He 
may hear that he must live consistently with his baptism, improve upon it, grow into it, or 
claim its promises. But that is not the same thing as being told he is a lost sinner by nature 
who must flee to Christ by faith. The language of grace is there, but the urgency of 
conversion has been weakened because the church has already pronounced a favorable 
verdict over the child long before the child understood sin, righteousness, and judgment. 

That is why presumptive grace is so dangerous. It does not merely distort a symbol. It 
distorts the whole spiritual self-understanding of the child. He begins life not as one 
urgently called to be born again, but as one presumed to have been regenerated already 
and simply needing proper development. The effect may vary from person to person, but 
the drift is the same. The soul is trained to interpret its standing through a church act, not 
through living faith in the living Christ. 

3. The New Birth Is Not a Family Tradition 

The Lord Jesus Christ did not tell Nicodemus, a religious man with pedigree, position, and 
churchly standing, that he needed to be more faithful to his inherited identity. He told him, 
“Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). That statement destroys every system that tries to make 
spiritual life something passed on by outward relation or presumed by ceremonial 
inclusion. The new birth is not an heirloom. It is not a tradition. It is not a church status 
conferred on you by other people. It is the supernatural work of God in the soul. 

Children can and should be raised around the truth. Timothy knew the holy Scriptures from 
childhood (2 Tim. 3:15). That is a blessing. Parents should pray for their children, teach 
their children, bring their children to hear the Word, and plead with God for their salvation. 
But none of that turns the new birth into an inherited family possession. God has no 
grandchildren in the saving sense. Every child of Adam must come to Christ. Every soul 
must be born from above. Every sinner must be brought from death unto life by the Spirit of 
God. 

When a church presumes regeneration because the child belongs to a Christian household 
and passed through infant baptism, it confuses blessing with salvation. It confuses 
privilege with life. It confuses being near the means of grace with having received grace. 



That confusion may sound pious, but it endangers souls because it replaces the necessity 
of the new birth with the comfort of religious belonging. A child may grow up surrounded by 
Christian truth and still need to be converted. In fact, such a child often needs to hear that 
very thing more urgently than anybody, because privilege can hide lostness behind 
familiarity. 

4. The Marks of Grace Cannot Be Replaced by Church Paperwork 

One of the reasons this doctrine does so much damage is because it teaches churches to 
rely on records where Scripture teaches us to look for fruit. Ryle was right to insist that 
regeneration shows itself. John was right to say that those born of God overcome the world, 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, and do righteousness in the real direction of their lives (1 
John 5:1, 4; 2:29). Jesus was right to say the tree is known by its fruits (Matt. 12:33). The 
New Testament does not point us to certificates as proof of life. It points us to the marks of 
grace produced by the Spirit of God. 

Now that does not mean children must show adult maturity before anyone dares hope well 
of them. But it does mean that church paperwork is no substitute for spiritual reality. A 
name in a register cannot love Christ. A date in a parish book cannot repent. A recorded 
baptism cannot produce holiness. Yet that is exactly how false assurance grows. People 
point back to the church’s act as though it settles the question while their lives remain 
barren of the very evidences Scripture associates with life from God. 

And this problem does not go away when the child becomes an adult. In many cases it gets 
worse. The man grows older, perhaps worldly, cold, prayerless, unconcerned, maybe even 
immoral, and yet when conscience begins to stir he reaches back to that baptism and 
thinks, “I have always belonged. I was made a Christian then.” This is how souls sleep 
under delusion. The church’s document replaces the Spirit’s fruit as the basis of 
assurance. That is not mercy. That is cruelty with a liturgical accent. 

5. Simon Magus and the Great Lie of Outward Religion 

Acts 8 ought to be read in every church where people are tempted to rest in outward 
religion. Simon Magus believed in some external way, was baptized, and still Peter told him, 
“thy heart is not right in the sight of God” and that he was “in the gall of bitterness, and in 
the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:21, 23). That means the ordinance touched the body without 
changing the soul. If that is true of an adult who consciously underwent the rite, how much 
more should it warn us against the delusion of assuming a baby became regenerate by 
merely passing through a ceremony? 

Simon proves that external relation and inward life are not the same thing. He had the 
public mark. He did not have the inward grace. He had the ceremony. He did not have a 



heart right before God. That one example alone should make any church tremble before 
pronouncing whole classes of people regenerate simply because of outward 
administration. The New Testament is not embarrassed to show us a baptized man who is 
still spiritually rotten. It does that because God wants us to learn the difference between 
sign and substance. 

When infant baptism is joined with presumptive grace, the danger is multiplied. The child 
grows up with the sign and with the church’s favorable interpretation already placed upon 
him before his life has had any chance to reveal what is true. Simon at least made a visible 
profession first. The baptized infant does not even do that. Other people do everything in 
his place and then call him regenerate. If Simon warns us against trusting the ordinance in 
adult cases, how much louder should that warning sound in the nursery. 

6. The Real Pastoral Wreckage Appears Years Later 

One of the reasons this doctrine survives is because its damage is often delayed. The infant 
does not sit up in the font and protest that no inward change has occurred. The church 
celebrates. The family rejoices. The language sounds beautiful. The problem often does not 
become obvious until years later, when the baptized child grows up without any evidence 
of conversion and yet still assumes he belongs to Christ because “it was settled long ago.” 
That is the pastoral wreckage. It appears slowly, but it appears all the same. 

You will find it in adults who cannot tell you when or how they came to know Christ, but can 
tell you where they were baptized as infants. You will find it in people who think conversion 
language is for other kinds of Christians, not for them, because they have always been “in 
the church.” You will find it in those who may respect religion, love tradition, and participate 
in services while remaining strangers to the new birth. They are often not openly hostile to 
Christ. In some ways that makes the danger worse. They are content, respectable, and 
dead. 

And then when a faithful preacher says, “Ye must be born again,” these people are often 
offended, not awakened. Why? Because the church already told them a different story. The 
church told them they had been regenerated in infancy. The church told them they 
belonged. The church told them the sacrament settled the matter. So now the call to 
personal faith and repentance sounds to them like an unnecessary disturbance. That is the 
wreckage false assurance creates. It hardens the soul against the very message that could 
save it. 

7. A Child Needs Christ, Not a Sacramental Identity 

This is the burden that must remain clear through all the controversy. Children need Christ. 
They need the gospel. They need prayer. They need truth. They need the Word of God. They 



need to be taught who they are as sinners and who Jesus is as Savior. They need to be 
urged, as understanding awakens, to repent and believe. They need parents and churches 
who will not soothe them with sacramental identity but will lovingly point them to the 
necessity of real faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

That is not a cold message. It is the most loving message possible. The harsh thing is to let 
a child grow up thinking the matter was settled by a ceremony. The loving thing is to say, 
“You have great privilege because you are raised around the truth, but privilege is not 
salvation. You must know Christ for yourself. You must trust Him. You must be born again.” 
That message gives the child a real Savior, not a memory of a rite. It gives the child Christ, 
not presumption. 

And this does not rob baptism of dignity. It restores baptism to its biblical place. Baptism 
belongs with confession, discipleship, and open identification with Christ. It is not the 
church’s way of pre-declaring regeneration over a child who has not yet believed. To use it 
that way is to ask the sign to do what only the Spirit can do. Children deserve better than 
that. They deserve to be taught the truth plainly and tenderly, not wrapped in sacramental 
assumptions that may cost them their souls. 

Conclusion 

Infant baptism tied to presumptive grace does not merely distort a symbol. It endangers 
souls. It creates generations of people who assume they belong to Christ because of 
something done to them before they could believe, repent, or confess. It teaches them to 
rest in church action instead of in the Son of God. It replaces the necessity of personal faith 
with sacramental presumption. And because the doctrine often wears the clothes of 
tenderness and family religion, people fail to see how cruel it really is. 

False assurance is one of the cruelest products of corrupted doctrine because it comforts 
where it should alarm. It tells people peace where there is no peace. It lets them hold a 
ceremony in one hand while never having laid hold of Christ with the other. A child raised to 
trust a ceremony instead of Christ has been badly wronged, even if the wrong was done 
sincerely. The answer is not anger at parents or contempt for traditions. The answer is 
clarity. The answer is the gospel. The answer is to tell the truth about the new birth. 

So let the line be drawn clearly. Bless children. Pray for children. Teach children. Bring 
children to hear the Word of God. But do not tell them they are regenerate because they 
passed through a ritual before they could understand it. Tell them what Jesus told 
Nicodemus. Tell them what John told his readers. Tell them what Peter and Paul preached. 
Tell them they need Christ. Tell them they need the new birth. Tell them they must believe 



the gospel. Better a child awakened early to his need of the Savior than a child lulled for 
years by the cradle song of false assurance. 

 

 

25 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Baptized Into the Church Is Not the Same 
as Born Into Christ 

Introduction 

One of the slickest ways sacramental error gets into a church is not by denying the gospel 
outright, but by blurring categories until people stop noticing the difference between 
outward relation and inward life. That is how a great deal of baptismal confusion survives. 
Men begin by saying something that sounds harmless enough, that baptism marks 
entrance into the visible church. In one limited sense, there is truth in that. Churches do 
formally recognize, receive, and identify people outwardly. Baptism is a public ordinance. It 
has visible meaning. It marks confession. It marks identification. It marks public relation. 
But then, once everybody is nodding along, the next move comes quietly. The language 
slides from “baptism marks entrance into the visible church” to “therefore baptism 
produces spiritual life.” That is where the poison gets in. The first statement and the second 
statement are not the same thing, and confusing them is one of the oldest tricks of 
sacramental theology. 

The New Testament does distinguish between outward relation and inward union. A man 
may be near the people of God outwardly without being united to Christ inwardly. He may 
be recognized by a church and still unknown in heaven. He may have the sign and lack the 
substance. He may have ecclesiastical standing and still not have the Spirit of God. The 
Bible is not vague about that. Simon Magus was baptized and still Peter said, “thy heart is 
not right in the sight of God” and that he was “in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:21, 23). Judas 
moved among apostles and was a devil (John 6:70). Israel had outward privileges beyond 
count, yet “they are not all Israel, which are of Israel” (Rom. 9:6). So this is not a small 
distinction. Scripture keeps it sharp because souls are at stake. 

That is why this chapter matters. It is meant to clear the fog. Some traditions talk in a way 
that sounds almost orthodox because they speak of baptism as churchly reception, 
covenant placement, ecclesial standing, or visible belonging. But then the hearer is quietly 
encouraged to treat those things as if they were equal to spiritual union with Christ. They 
are not. To be baptized into the church in an outward sense is not the same thing as being 
born into Christ by the Holy Ghost through faith. Only the Spirit of God unites a sinner to 
Christ. Only God gives the new birth. Only grace creates life. The church may recognize 



outwardly. It cannot create inwardly. Once that is understood, a lot of sacramental rhetoric 
loses its power. 

1. The Visible Church and the Invisible Reality Are Not the Same Thing 

The first thing that must be settled is that the visible church and the invisible reality of 
union with Christ are not identical. The visible church is the outward community of those 
who profess the name of Christ and gather under His truth. It has ordinances, preaching, 
discipline, worship, and public recognition. Men can see it. Men can join it outwardly. Men 
can be counted among it in a formal sense. That visible order matters. It is not imaginary. It 
is not irrelevant. Churches do not merely float as private spiritual ideas. They gather, 
receive, baptize, and recognize. 

But none of that means every person outwardly connected to the visible church is inwardly 
united to Christ. That is where the confusion begins. A man may be outwardly among the 
saints and inwardly still dead. That has always been true. Jesus said there would be tares 
among wheat until the harvest (Matt. 13:24-30). John said, “They went out from us, but they 
were not of us” (1 John 2:19). Paul says not all who are outwardly marked are inwardly what 
they appear to be (Rom. 2:28-29; 9:6). The existence of a visible church does not erase the 
need for inward grace. 

This distinction matters because sacramentalism thrives on collapsing it. The moment a 
man treats outward ecclesial relation as if it automatically guaranteed inward union with 
Christ, he has already started preaching another doctrine. The visible church is real, but it 
is not infallible. It can receive men outwardly who were never born again. It can baptize 
bodies without changing hearts. It can record names on earth that are not written in 
heaven. The visible church matters, but it is not the same thing as the invisible spiritual 
reality of being in Christ. 

2. Baptism Is an Outward Mark, Not the Creator of Spiritual Life 

Baptism is an outward ordinance given by the Lord Jesus Christ. It matters. It is not a casual 
extra. It is the public confession of faith, the open identification with Christ, the visible sign 
that a man now stands with the crucified and risen Savior. It belongs in the life of 
discipleship. It marks outwardly what the believer now professes inwardly. In that sense, 
churches rightly take baptism seriously, because Christ commanded it. The church does 
not invent baptism. The church obeys Christ in administering it. 

But an outward mark is not the creator of spiritual life. A uniform can mark a soldier 
publicly, but the cloth did not produce his enlistment. A wedding ring can mark a married 
person outwardly, but the ring did not create the covenant. A passport can identify national 
relation, but the paper did not create the person. In the same way, baptism marks 



outwardly what it signifies, but it does not generate the inward life of which it speaks. It can 
confess union. It cannot manufacture union. It can testify to cleansing. It cannot replace 
the blood of Christ. It can mark discipleship. It cannot create the new birth. 

Scripture keeps that point in front of us repeatedly. Abraham had righteousness before the 
sign (Rom. 4:3-11). The thief went to paradise without the ordinance (Luke 23:43). 
Cornelius received the Holy Ghost before the water (Acts 10:44-48). Simon Magus passed 
through baptism and remained spiritually rotten (Acts 8:13, 21-23). Those cases are not 
odd embarrassments in the Bible. They are guardrails. They keep Christians from confusing 
the outward sign with the inward life. Baptism matters, but it is not the creator of spiritual 
life. 

3. The Church May Receive a Person Formally Without Regenerating Him Spiritually 

This is where many people get lost in the language. Churches do receive people formally. A 
church may recognize a profession, administer baptism, enroll a member, and treat that 
person as part of the visible congregation. That is part of church order. It belongs to the 
visible side of Christian life. But the church’s recognition is not the same thing as God’s 
regenerating act. Formal reception and spiritual regeneration are not identical. One is 
ecclesiastical. The other is divine. 

This is one reason the apostles never treated church action as infallible proof of inward life. 
Paul did not say, “If the church received you, then the matter is settled forever.” He kept 
pressing faith, holiness, perseverance, and fruit. The New Testament is loaded with 
warnings against empty profession, false brethren, wolves in sheep’s clothing, and men 
who draw near with the lips while the heart remains far away. That means the church’s 
outward recognition, while important, does not equal the Spirit’s inward work. Churches 
can be mistaken about souls. God never is. 

The danger comes when traditions stop speaking that way and start acting as though 
formal reception must mean inward life has been conferred. Then the rite and the reception 
become loaded with powers Scripture never gave them. A church ceremony begins doing 
the work of regeneration in people’s minds. But the church may receive a person outwardly 
while heaven has not changed that person inwardly. Once that distinction is lost, 
sacramentalism has entered the building. 

4. Union With Christ Is a Work of the Spirit Through Faith 

The Bible is not vague about how sinners are brought into Christ. They are united to Him by 
the Spirit of God through faith. Paul says, “For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one 
body” (1 Cor. 12:13). Whatever debates men have over some phrases elsewhere, that verse 
makes the true agent plain. The Spirit is the one who brings men into real union. Romans 



says, “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (Rom. 5:1). Galatians says a man is “not justified by the works of the law, but by the 
faith of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). John says, “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting 
life” (John 3:36). Life in Christ comes through the Spirit and faith, not through outward 
ecclesiastical handling. 

This is why the new birth is such a miracle. It is not an institutional adjustment. It is not a 
ceremonial relocation. It is God giving life where there was death. It is the Spirit creating 
what flesh cannot produce. Jesus said, “That which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). 
Peter said believers are born again “by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). James said, “Of his 
own will begat he us with the word of truth” (James 1:18). None of that sounds like a church 
clerk filing papers. It sounds like heaven coming down in sovereign grace. 

So when someone slides from “baptism marks church entrance” to “therefore baptism 
produces union with Christ,” he has abandoned the Bible’s actual teaching on how union 
occurs. The Spirit unites. Faith receives. Christ saves. The church recognizes outwardly 
what God has done inwardly. That is the biblical order. Reverse it, and you end up asking 
the church to do what only the Spirit can do. 

5. Sacramentalism Lives by Sliding From One Category Into Another 

This is the mechanism of the error, and it needs to be exposed plainly. Sacramentalism 
often does not begin by saying outright, “The church creates life.” It begins more carefully. It 
says baptism brings someone into the visible church, or into covenant standing, or into 
ecclesial privilege, or into the sphere of grace. Many listeners hear those phrases and think 
the speaker is only making an outward point. But then the language shifts. The visible 
standing becomes spiritual standing. The ecclesial relation becomes regeneration. The 
covenant placement becomes inward life. And because nobody stopped to define the 
categories, the audience gets carried downstream without ever seeing the switch. 

That is why this issue is so often verbal before it becomes doctrinal. The terms are allowed 
to blur until the hearer no longer knows whether the speaker means outward relation or 
inward salvation. Then the strongest words of the Bible get borrowed to describe weaker 
churchly realities, and finally the weaker churchly realities get treated as if they were the 
strongest spiritual realities. It is a bait-and-switch in slow motion. One category is named. 
Another category is implied. A third category is emotionally assumed. By the end, the 
ordinance has become a co-savior without anybody ever saying so bluntly. 

Believers need to get wise to that. The moment someone starts talking about baptism and 
church entrance, ask whether he means outward recognition or inward regeneration. Ask 
whether he means visible standing or union with Christ. Ask whether the church is marking 



what God has done, or whether he thinks the church is causing what only God can do. 
Those questions stop the slide. And the reason sacramentalism dislikes those questions is 
because it survives by keeping the categories blurred. 

6. External Relation and Internal Salvation Must Be Kept Distinct 

This is one of the clearest lessons of the whole Bible. External relation and internal 
salvation are not the same thing. A man may stand in external relation to the truth and still 
be lost. Israel had covenants, promises, ordinances, priesthood, and temple service, yet 
many remained unbelieving. Judas stood in the circle of the apostles and was a devil. 
Simon Magus was baptized and still in the bond of iniquity. The visible side of religion and 
the inward side of grace are not identical, and God wants His people to remember that. 

This distinction protects the church from both superstition and despair. It protects from 
superstition because it keeps us from turning visible things into magical instruments. It 
protects from despair because it reminds us that salvation does not depend on perfect 
outward arrangements, but on Christ. The church’s ordinances are precious, but they are 
not divine substitutes. A sinner’s hope is not that he has been externally related to 
Christian things. His hope is that he has been brought into union with Christ by the Spirit 
through faith. 

And this has a very practical effect in preaching. A faithful preacher will never rest content 
merely because a man has the sign. He will ask whether the man has Christ. He will not 
merely point to the church’s recognition. He will ask about repentance, faith, love for 
Christ, hatred of sin, and the marks of grace. He will not let outward relation become a 
pillow for inward death. External relation matters, but internal salvation is the issue that 
decides eternity. 

7. The Fog Clears When Christ Is Put Back at the Center 

At the root of all this confusion is a Christ problem. The more the church and its ordinances 
move toward the center, the more fog enters the room. The more Christ Himself is put back 
in the center, the clearer everything becomes. The sinner is not saved by being externally 
related to sacred things. He is saved by the Son of God. He is not given life because a 
church recognized him. He is given life because the Spirit united him to Christ. He does not 
receive peace with God because he has formal standing among Christians. He receives 
peace because he is justified by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Once Christ is central, baptism can be loved in its proper place. Then it becomes what it 
was always meant to be. A public confession of Christ. An open identification with Christ. A 
churchly recognition that this person professes Christ. A visible sign pointing to Christ. But 
it stops pretending to be what it was never meant to be. It stops pretending to create life, to 



confer union, or to regenerate the soul. Christ at the center brings the ordinance back into 
order. 

This also helps ordinary believers think clearly. They do not need to fear outward language 
about church reception or membership as long as the line is kept clear. Yes, churches 
recognize outwardly. Yes, baptism marks visible entrance in a formal sense. Yes, 
ordinances matter in the life of discipleship. But none of that is the same as being born into 
Christ. The minute the categories are distinguished, the fog starts lifting. And once the fog 
lifts, sacramental language loses much of its manipulative force. 

Conclusion 

To be baptized into the church in an outward sense is not the same thing as being born into 
Christ by the Spirit. That distinction is not small. It is one of the great safeguards of the 
gospel. Churches may formally recognize, receive, or identify people outwardly, but only 
God gives life. Only the Spirit unites a sinner to Christ. Only faith receives the Savior. The 
church has a role, but it does not have God’s role. The ordinance has meaning, but it does 
not have regenerating power. 

A great many traditions smuggle sacramentalism into otherwise orthodox language by 
sliding from visible church entrance to spiritual life as though those two ideas were 
identical. They are not. External relation and internal salvation are not the same thing. The 
visible church matters. Baptism matters. Public confession matters. But none of those 
things can replace the new birth. None of them can do what only the Spirit of God does 
through the gospel. 

So let the fog clear. Let the church say what the Bible says and stop saying more. Baptism 
marks outward confession and visible identification with Christ. The Spirit of God gives 
inward life and union with Christ. When those categories are kept distinct, the gospel stays 
clear, the ordinances stay beautiful, and sacramental confusion loses its foothold. A man 
may be baptized into the church outwardly, but unless he has been born into Christ 
inwardly, he is still lost. That is the difference, and it must never be blurred. 

26 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Believer’s Baptism as Testimony, Not 
Transaction 

Introduction 

After tearing down error for twenty-five chapters, it is time to build something plainly, 
positively, and scripturally in its place. The answer to baptismal regeneration is not to make 
baptism small. The answer is to put baptism where God put it. Baptism is not a trickle of 
holy water finishing what Calvary started. Baptism is not a church transaction that 



completes justification. Baptism is not the sinner helping Jesus save him. Baptism is the 
public testimony of a person who has already trusted Christ, already been made alive by 
the Spirit of God, and now comes openly to identify with the death, burial, and resurrection 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is not the cause of life. It is the confession of life. 

That distinction is everything. Once you see it, the whole New Testament starts opening up 
with clean lines and beautiful order. Christ saves. Faith receives. The Spirit gives life. Then 
the believer obeys. Then the believer confesses. Then the believer steps into the water, not 
to obtain salvation, but to testify that salvation has already been given in Christ. That is why 
baptism can be both very important and still not be a sacrament of regeneration. It matters 
because Christ commanded it. It matters because it tells the truth publicly. It matters 
because it dramatizes the gospel with the body. It matters because discipleship is not 
supposed to remain a secret. But its importance does not make it a co-savior. 

This chapter needs to sound warmer than some of the earlier ones because the Christian 
life is not just a series of arguments against error. It is the joy of seeing truth in its proper 
place. Believer’s baptism is a beautiful thing when it is not loaded down with powers God 
never gave it. It is confession, discipleship, church entrance, and gospel dramatization. It is 
a believer saying before heaven, earth, the church, and the world, “I belong to Jesus Christ. 
My old life is judged in Him. My hope is in His death, burial, and resurrection. I am not 
ashamed of Him.” That is not transaction. That is testimony. 

1. Baptism Belongs After Faith, Not Before It 

The clearest starting point for the positive doctrine is order. In the New Testament, baptism 
belongs after faith. It does not create faith and it does not replace faith. It follows faith. The 
Gospel of John repeatedly places eternal life in believing on the Son. “He that believeth on 
the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him 
that sent me, hath everlasting life” (John 5:24). “He that believeth on me hath everlasting 
life” (John 6:47). Those verses do not leave room for a sacrament to complete what faith 
has not yet received. They place life where God places it, in Christ received by faith. 

Then when you step into Acts, you see the outward response of baptism joined to those 
who have believed. The Ethiopian says, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God” 
before he is baptized (Acts 8:37). Cornelius receives the Holy Ghost before the water and is 
then commanded to be baptized (Acts 10:44-48). Lydia’s heart is opened by the Lord, and 
then she is baptized (Acts 16:14-15). The jailer believes on the Lord Jesus Christ, and then 
is baptized (Acts 16:31-33). That is the biblical order. Faith first. Baptism after. Life first. 
Testimony after. 



That order protects the gospel and protects baptism too. It protects the gospel because it 
keeps justification by faith clean and unconfused. It protects baptism because it lets the 
ordinance shine as what it really is, the obedient confession of one who already belongs to 
Christ. The Christian is not baptized in order to see whether God will accept him. He is 
baptized because in Christ he has been accepted. That is why baptism belongs after faith, 
not before it. 

2. Baptism Is the Public Confession of a Disciple 

The New Testament never treats true discipleship as a hidden, purely inward thing that 
never comes into the open. Jesus said, “Whosoever therefore shall confess me before 
men, him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 10:32). A man can 
be saved in a moment through faith in Christ, but the Christian life is not meant to remain 
under cover forever. Baptism belongs right there as the believer’s first public confession. It 
is not the whole of confession, but it is one of its clearest opening acts. 

That is why baptism has such dignity. It is a public event. It says something. It is not merely 
a private devotional exercise. It is the believer stepping forward and saying, by action as 
well as by word, that he is no longer his own. He has a Lord now. He has a Savior now. He 
has left the old side and stands with Jesus Christ. In that sense baptism is not a small 
thing. It is weighty because public confession of Christ is weighty. The believer is not saved 
by confessing publicly, but the believer who has been saved will not want to hide Christ 
forever. 

This is also why baptism is so naturally joined to the beginning of discipleship. A new 
believer may not know much yet. He may still need much teaching. He may be weak, 
trembling, and newly awakened. But if he truly belongs to Christ, baptism gives him a God-
appointed way to confess openly what grace has done within. It is not transaction. It is 
testimony. It is not the church saying, “Now we will save you.” It is the believer saying, 
“Christ has saved me, and I am not ashamed to belong to Him.” 

3. Baptism Identifies the Believer With Christ’s Death, Burial, and Resurrection 

One of the richest truths about believer’s baptism is that it dramatizes the gospel itself. 
Paul writes, “Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were 
baptized into his death?” and then, “Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into 
death” (Rom. 6:3-4). He says again, “buried with him in baptism” (Col. 2:12). Whatever 
careful distinctions need to be made in handling those passages, the broad truth is 
unmistakable. Baptism identifies the believer with the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Christ. 



That is what makes baptism such a beautiful testimony. The believer is not saying the water 
saved him. He is saying Jesus died for him. He is not saying the ordinance gave him life. He 
is saying his old standing in Adam has been judged in Christ. He is not saying the rite itself 
raised him. He is saying his hope is in the risen Lord. Baptism is gospel dramatization. It 
preaches with the body what the believer confesses with the mouth. The old life under 
condemnation is left behind. The believer now stands in the life of the risen Christ. 

When that truth is seen, baptism becomes even more precious than sacramentalism ever 
made it. Sacramentalism gives baptism a mechanical role. Scripture gives it a testimonial 
role. And the testimonial role is glorious. It makes baptism a living sermon of union with 
Christ. It does not turn the ordinance into a savior. It turns the ordinance into a witness. The 
power is not in the water. The power is in the Christ to whom the water points. 

4. Baptism Belongs to Obedience, Not to Justification 

A great many problems disappear the moment categories are kept straight. Baptism 
belongs to obedience. Justification belongs to the gospel received by faith. Those are not 
the same categories, and they must not be blended. Paul says, “Therefore being justified by 
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). He does not say 
justified by faith and baptism. He says justified by faith. That settles the question of how a 
sinner is declared righteous before God. Christ is the ground, and faith is the receiving 
hand. 

But the justified believer is not left in passivity. He is called to obey. Jesus said, “teaching 
them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). Baptism is 
one of those commanded things. So the same Bible that protects justification by faith also 
commands the believer to obey Christ openly in baptism. The mistake of sacramentalism 
is not that it takes baptism seriously. The mistake is that it moves baptism out of obedience 
and pushes it into justification. Once that happens, obedience is no longer fruit. It 
becomes part of the root. 

The biblical view is much healthier and much stronger. It says, because you have been 
justified by faith in Christ, obey Him. Because He saved you, confess Him. Because you 
belong to Him, be baptized. That preserves grace and it preserves obedience. It does not 
downgrade the ordinance. It gives the ordinance its proper beauty. Baptism belongs to 
obedience, not to justification, and that is exactly where Christ’s people should keep it. 

5. Baptism Marks Church Entrance Without Producing Spiritual Life 

There is a true and useful sense in which baptism marks a believer’s entrance into the 
visible life of the church. The believer who is baptized is publicly received and recognized 
as confessing Christ among His people. That is important. Christianity is not merely 



individual and private. The believer is not saved into isolation. He belongs with the saints. 
Baptism therefore has an ecclesial function. It marks visible identification with Christ’s 
body in the world and the gathered people who bear His name. 

But here again the line must stay bright. To mark church entrance outwardly is not the same 
thing as producing spiritual life inwardly. Churches can recognize. Only God can 
regenerate. Churches can receive a confession. Only the Spirit can unite a sinner to Christ. 
Churches can administer an ordinance. Only Christ can save the soul. That is why baptism 
may stand at the door of visible church life without becoming the cause of new birth. The 
church’s recognition is not the same thing as God’s life-giving act. 

This keeps the fog from rolling in. Yes, baptism has church significance. Yes, it belongs to 
the visible order of discipleship. Yes, it marks open relation to the people of God. But that 
does not make it a sacrament of regeneration. It makes it an ordinance of confession and 
entrance in the public life of the saints. Once that distinction is kept, the church can honor 
baptism without asking it to do what only the Holy Ghost can do. 

6. Baptism Is a Beautiful Dramatization of the Gospel 

There is something wonderfully fitting about the way Christ gave this ordinance. He did not 
merely tell His people to think abstract thoughts. He gave them a visible, bodily way to tell 
the truth about the gospel. In believer’s baptism the Christian confesses that salvation is 
not self-improvement. It is not turning over a new leaf. It is not human religion polishing the 
flesh. It is death and resurrection with Christ. It is the old man judged. It is new life in the 
risen Lord. It is open confession that Jesus died, was buried, and rose again, and that the 
believer’s whole hope is bound up in Him. 

That is why baptism can be preached warmly, not just defensively. It is not merely the thing 
we must rescue from Rome, from baptismal regeneration, from Campbellite error, or from 
churchly confusion. It is the thing we should love as Christ’s ordinance when it is 
understood rightly. It is a picture of the gospel that the church can see. It is a testimony 
families can witness. It is a confession the world can observe. It is the believer’s body 
saying, “My hope is not in me. My hope is in Christ crucified and risen.” 

And that also explains why baptism should not be treated casually or endlessly postponed 
without reason. It is not optional decoration for the highly enthusiastic Christian. It is a 
commanded testimony. Not because it completes salvation, but because it publicly 
declares salvation. Not because it earns justification, but because it openly dramatizes the 
truth of justification and union with Christ. When seen that way, baptism becomes both 
serious and joyful. 

7. The Right Doctrine Gives Both Assurance and Urgency 



One of the best fruits of the biblical view is that it gives assurance where assurance belongs 
and urgency where urgency belongs. Assurance belongs in Christ. The believer rests in the 
finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ, who died for sins and rose again. He knows he is 
accepted because he believed on the Son. “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting 
life” (John 3:36). “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). His soul does not rest in whether he has completed a 
transaction. It rests in a Savior who finished the work. 

Urgency belongs in obedience. The believer should not say, “Since baptism does not save 
me, it does not matter.” No. Christ commanded it. The apostles practiced it. The church 
honors it. The believer should desire to obey the Lord openly and promptly. That urgency is 
not the urgency of trying to get saved by water. It is the urgency of loving obedience to the 
One who already saved him by grace. There is all the difference in the world between those 
two urgencies. One is fear-driven transaction. The other is grateful testimony. 

This is why the positive doctrine is so healthy. It refuses false assurance in a ceremony, and 
it refuses careless neglect of Christ’s command. It says to the sinner, trust Christ alone. It 
says to the believer, confess Christ openly. It places assurance in the gospel and urgency in 
discipleship. And that is exactly where both belong. The false system confuses them. The 
biblical system keeps them beautiful and clear. 

Conclusion 

Believer’s baptism is not a transaction that completes justification. It is the public 
testimony of one who has already trusted Christ, already been made alive by the Spirit of 
God, and now openly identifies with the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. 
That is why it matters so much. It is confession. It is discipleship. It is church entrance in 
the visible sense. It is gospel dramatization. But it is not the cause of new birth, and it is not 
the instrument that finishes salvation. 

That truth does not weaken baptism. It honors it. It lets baptism be the beautiful ordinance 
Christ intended instead of turning it into a sacramental machine. It keeps the believer’s 
hope in Christ alone, where Scripture puts it. It keeps obedience in its proper place, where 
love and discipleship belong. It keeps the church from making the ordinance a rival to 
grace. And it gives the believer a joyful, visible, public way to say, “I belong to Jesus Christ.” 

So after tearing down error, let this truth stand plainly in its place. Christ saves. Faith 
receives. The Spirit gives life. The church recognizes. The believer obeys. Baptism follows 
as testimony, not transaction. And when the ordinance is kept there, it does not lose 
anything. It becomes stronger, clearer, more beautiful, and more filled with the gospel than 
any sacramental system ever made it. 



 

 

27 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Why Baptism Matters So Much If It Does 
Not Save 

Introduction 

One of the most predictable objections in this whole discussion comes right on cue. The 
minute you say baptism does not save, some fellow leans back with a satisfied little smile 
and says, “Well then, why make such a big deal about it?” That question sounds practical, 
but half the time it is asked by somebody who thinks he has trapped you between two 
ditches. If you make baptism important, he says you are slipping toward sacramentalism. If 
you deny baptism saves, he says you must not really think it matters. But that is a false 
dilemma. The Bible never teaches that a thing only matters if it justifies the soul. 
Commands matter because Christ gave them. Obedience matters because the Lord is 
worthy. Truth matters because God spoke it. Baptism matters because Jesus Christ 
commanded it, not because it is a second cross. 

That is where grace gives a man balance. Legalists inflate baptism into a savior. Libertines 
reduce it to a lifestyle option. Scripture does neither. Scripture gives baptism dignity 
without giving it deity. Scripture gives it weight without making it the way of justification. 
Scripture makes it serious without turning it into a sacrament of rebirth. That is exactly why 
Bible believers must learn to speak about baptism clearly. We must defend its place 
without surrendering the gospel. We must honor the ordinance without asking it to do what 
only the blood of Jesus Christ can do. 

So this chapter is meant to answer the objection directly. Why does baptism matter so 
much if it does not save? It matters because it is the believer’s first act of public obedience. 
It matters because it is a visible sermon of union with Christ. It matters because it marks 
entrance into accountable discipleship in the visible life of the church. It matters because 
it is a testimony before the saints and before the world. It matters because the King gave 
the command. And once grace puts baptism in its proper place, it becomes more beautiful 
than legalism ever made it and more serious than carelessness ever allowed it to be. 

1. Baptism Matters Because Christ Commanded It 

The first and plainest answer is the best one. Baptism matters because the Lord Jesus 
Christ commanded it. “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them” (Matt. 
28:19). That ought to settle the question of whether it matters. A command from the risen 
Christ is not a suggestion, not a sentiment, and not a ceremonial leftover for the unusually 



committed. It is the word of the King. Once the Lord gives a command, the question is no 
longer whether the command justifies. The question is whether the disciple obeys. 

This is where modern people often go wrong. They act as though the only commands worth 
taking seriously are commands directly tied to obtaining salvation. That is a strange way to 
think. The Lord commands prayer. Prayer does not justify the soul. The Lord commands 
love. Love does not earn righteousness. The Lord commands forgiveness, purity, worship, 
evangelism, and gathering with the saints. None of those things are the ground of 
justification, but all of them matter because Christ spoke. So when a man asks why 
baptism matters if it does not save, he is really asking a deeper question, whether 
obedience matters when it is not being used to earn life. And the Christian answer is yes, 
because the Christian has a Lord. 

This is one of the great differences between grace and legalism. Legalism thinks a thing 
only matters if it helps save. Grace says a thing matters because Jesus Christ is worthy of 
obedience. That is the healthier, truer, and more reverent way to think. The believer is not 
obeying Christ in order to purchase salvation. He is obeying Christ because salvation has 
already brought him under the loving lordship of the Savior. Baptism matters because 
Christ said so. That is enough. 

2. Baptism Is the Believer’s First Public Act of Obedience 

There is something especially significant about baptism because it usually stands near the 
front edge of visible discipleship. A man may believe on Christ inwardly in a moment, but 
baptism is often his first open step of obedience before others. It is where the inward faith 
comes out into public daylight. That is why it matters so much. It is not merely one 
command among many. It is one of the first commands through which the new believer 
visibly says, “Jesus Christ is my Lord, and I am not ashamed to belong to Him.” 

That public dimension gives baptism special force. Jesus said, “Whosoever therefore shall 
confess me before men, him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 
10:32). Baptism is not the only way of confessing Christ before men, but it is one of the 
clearest opening acts of that confession. The believer steps into the ordinance and says 
with his body what he has already believed in his heart. He is no longer trying to hide behind 
private impressions. He comes openly under the name of Jesus Christ. That matters. It 
matters deeply. 

That is why a church should not speak lightly about baptism and why a believer should not 
shrug it off as optional trivia. Not because the ordinance saves, but because the Lord 
deserves open obedience. A new convert may know little. He may still be growing. He may 
not yet understand half the doctrines he will understand later. But he can understand 



enough to say, “Christ saved me, and I want to obey Him publicly.” Baptism matters 
because it gives the believer that first open step. 

3. Baptism Is a Visible Sermon of Union With Christ 

One of the great glories of baptism is that it says something. It is not empty motion. It is not 
religious choreography for its own sake. It is a visible sermon. Paul says, “we are buried 
with him by baptism into death” and that we should “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). He 
says again, “buried with him in baptism” (Col. 2:12). Baptism dramatizes union with Christ 
in His death, burial, and resurrection. The believer is not trusting the water. He is testifying 
through the water. 

That is why baptism matters so much. It preaches the gospel visibly. It says the old life 
under sin and condemnation is judged in Christ. It says the believer’s hope is not in self-
improvement or church membership or moral reform but in a crucified and risen Savior. It 
says the believer has passed out of the old order and now stands identified with the risen 
Lord. That is an extraordinary thing for an ordinance to do. It is not saving power, but it is 
gospel proclamation. 

And because it is gospel proclamation, it should not be minimized. Men minimize things 
when they do not know what those things mean. But once you see baptism as a visible 
sermon of union with Christ, the ordinance starts shining. It is not transaction. It is 
testimony. It is not a sacrament that completes justification. It is a God-given picture of the 
justification and union already received by grace. That is why it matters. It tells the truth 
about Christ in a visible way. 

4. Baptism Marks Entrance Into Accountable Discipleship 

Baptism also matters because it marks the believer’s entrance into accountable, visible 
discipleship. The Christian life is not meant to remain private, unstructured, and detached 
from the body of Christ. Jesus gave His commission in terms of making disciples, baptizing 
them, and teaching them to observe all things He commanded (Matt. 28:19-20). That 
means baptism belongs in the churchly life of following Jesus with other believers. It marks 
a person publicly as one who has come under Christ’s yoke and under the visible order of 
His disciples. 

This does not mean baptism magically creates spiritual life. It means the ordinance marks, 
in the outward order of the church, that the person is now openly identified as a follower of 
Christ. That is why churches have always taken baptism seriously in connection with 
church life. It belongs to the visible side of discipleship. It says, in public, that this person is 
no longer drifting loosely through religion. He is now openly standing with Christ and 
among Christ’s people. That carries accountability, visibility, and responsibility. 



And that accountability is a mercy. Grace does not save people into independent isolation. 
Grace brings them under Christ’s lordship and into life among His people. Baptism is one of 
the ways that outwardly begins. The believer is not being saved by entering accountable 
discipleship. He is entering accountable discipleship because he has been saved. That 
distinction keeps the ordinance in its place while still letting it carry its full practical force. 
Baptism matters because discipleship matters. 

5. Baptism Matters Before the Church and Before the World 

There is also a witness dimension to baptism that Christians should not lose sight of. 
Baptism is not only Godward and churchward. It is also worldward. It says something to 
observers. It says that the believer has changed allegiance. It says Christ is worth 
identifying with publicly. It says this person is no longer content to keep Jesus at the level of 
private admiration. He belongs to Him. In that sense baptism is both testimony to the 
church and testimony before the world. 

That is why the early Christian confession carried real public weight. To be baptized in the 
name of Jesus Christ was to come out from behind shadows and identify yourself with a 
crucified and risen Lord. In many settings, that carried cost. It still does. A person may lose 
family approval, social standing, religious comfort, or cultural ease by openly identifying 
with Christ. That public edge helps explain why baptism matters. It is not just a private 
theological statement. It is a public declaration of belonging. 

And that means the church should never cheapen it. The ordinance should be joyful, but it 
should not be treated like a casual prop. It represents real allegiance. It is a testimony to 
the saints that grace has brought this person into open confession, and it is a testimony 
before the world that Christ is worthy of being named openly. It does not save the believer, 
but it honors the Savior. That is reason enough to take it seriously. 

6. Only Grace Can Put Baptism in Its Proper Place 

This is where the whole chapter turns. Only grace can put baptism in its proper place. 
Legalists do not know how to do it. They make the ordinance a savior. They attach saving 
necessity to the water, turn obedience into transaction, and shift assurance away from 
Christ onto a rite. Libertines do not know how to do it either. They reduce the ordinance to a 
low-priority option, something nice if a person is interested, but not particularly urgent or 
weighty. Both errors come from not understanding grace. 

Grace says Christ alone saves. That keeps baptism from becoming a savior. Grace also 
says Christ is Lord. That keeps baptism from becoming optional. Grace says justification is 
by faith without works. That keeps the ordinance out of the saving cause. Grace says the 
justified believer now belongs to Jesus and should obey Him openly. That keeps the 



ordinance full of dignity and urgency. In other words, only grace keeps both truths straight 
at once. It preserves gospel clarity and honors Christ’s command. 

That is why the biblical view is so much better than both legalism and carelessness. It does 
not inflate baptism into something it is not, and it does not deflate baptism into something 
Christ did not mean it to be. It lets the ordinance be exactly what the Lord intended, a 
serious, beautiful, public act of obedient testimony flowing from grace. Legalists cannot 
enjoy that freedom because they are too busy trying to make baptism save. Libertines 
cannot enjoy it because they do not think obedience matters very much. Grace alone gets 
the balance right. 

7. The Right Place of Baptism Makes It More Beautiful, Not Less 

There is a strange irony here. When men stop trying to make baptism save, they do not 
make it smaller. They make it more beautiful. Because now it is no longer burdened with a 
role God never gave it. It no longer has to pretend to be the channel of the new birth. It no 
longer has to carry the impossible weight of justifying the sinner. It is free to be what Christ 
intended, a clear, honest, joyful confession of faith in Him. That is a far more glorious place 
than sacramental mechanics ever offered. 

The same is true pastorally. A believer can come to baptism with peace because his 
justification is already settled in Christ. He is not entering the water anxious that this act 
must complete the process. He is entering the water because the process of salvation is 
already complete in the work of Christ applied by faith. He comes not to get Christ to love 
him, but because Christ has loved him. He comes not to earn pardon, but because he has 
received pardon. He comes not to secure life, but because he has life. That makes baptism 
not weaker, but stronger with gospel joy. 

And the church should love that. The saints should rejoice to see believers confess Christ 
openly. Families should rejoice. Congregations should rejoice. The world should see a 
visible picture of gospel truth. Baptism in its proper place is not a damp little duty. It is a 
radiant testimony of grace. It matters very much, precisely because it is not trying to be a 
savior. 

Conclusion 

So why does baptism matter so much if it does not save? It matters because Jesus Christ 
commanded it. It matters because it is the believer’s first public act of obedience. It 
matters because it is a visible sermon of union with Christ in His death, burial, and 
resurrection. It matters because it marks entrance into accountable discipleship in the 
visible church. It matters because it bears testimony before the saints and before the 
world. It matters because it honors the Lord who gave it. 



That is the biblical answer. Legalists inflate baptism into a savior. Libertines reduce it to an 
option. Scripture does neither. Scripture keeps the gospel clear and the ordinance weighty. 
Christ saves. Faith receives. The Spirit gives life. Then the believer obeys. That order 
protects both grace and obedience. It keeps the cross central and keeps baptism beautiful. 

So do not let anybody force you into the false choice. You do not have to make baptism 
save in order to make it matter. It matters because the King gave it. It matters because the 
gospel deserves public confession. It matters because grace produces obedience. And 
when baptism is kept in that proper place, it shines brighter than it ever did under 
sacramental confusion. It becomes what it was meant to be from the start, not a 
transaction that completes justification, but a testimony that Christ has done everything. 

 

 

28 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Church of Christ Problem and the 
Modern Return of Water Salvation 

Introduction 

One of the biggest mistakes people make in this whole debate is thinking sacramental error 
only wears old robes, incense, cathedrals, and ancient liturgies. That is not true. The devil 
does not care whether a man trusts holy water in a cathedral or plain water in a metal tank 
behind a storefront church. He does not care whether the preacher quotes Trent or quotes 
Acts with no commentary. He does not care whether the building has stained glass or 
folding chairs. If the sinner is taught that the dividing line between lost and saved is the 
water rather than the Lord Jesus Christ received by faith, then the poison is still poison. It 
may have changed clothes. It has not changed nature. 

That is why this chapter matters. There are modern groups, especially those shaped by 
Church of Christ or restorationist theology, that loudly deny Roman Catholic 
sacramentalism and yet end up in the same practical place. They may reject infant 
baptism, reject priestcraft, reject Roman tradition, reject papal authority, and insist they 
are simply following the Bible. But then they preach that a sinner is not yet forgiven, not yet 
saved, not yet in Christ, and not yet born again until he is baptized in water. That means the 
water becomes the dividing line. And once the water becomes the dividing line, the church 
has functionally landed in water salvation, no matter how fiercely it insists otherwise. 

That is what makes this error so deceptive in modern dress. It does not come saying, “Trust 
the church.” It comes saying, “We just believe the Bible.” It does not sound liturgical. It 
sounds plain. It does not sound medieval. It sounds simple. But a works-tinted gospel can 



wear Bible-only language just as easily as it can wear sacramental language. A false gospel 
does not become true because it quotes Acts loudly. If it teaches sinners that Christ’s 
blood does not save until the body reaches the water, it is still another gospel, even if it 
calls itself primitive Christianity. 

1. Sacramental Error Does Not Need a Cathedral to Survive 

People often feel safer when error looks old and formal because they imagine they can spot 
it more easily. A Roman collar, a prayer book, and a priestly tone at least announce that you 
are dealing with a sacramental tradition. But error is perfectly capable of going low church, 
plain speech, and Bible-only. In fact, sometimes that makes it more dangerous, because 
people assume that if a man rejects Roman tradition, he must automatically have escaped 
sacramental confusion. He may not have escaped it at all. He may have simply rebuilt it 
with simpler furniture. 

This is what happens when a group denies Rome’s whole theological system while still 
insisting that baptism is the point at which remission of sins is actually received. It sounds 
different, but the practical effect is alarmingly similar. The sinner is still taught that he is not 
saved until the water act is performed. He is still taught that faith, repentance, and 
confession do not yet bring him into a state of forgiveness until baptism completes the 
process. The ritual has not disappeared. It has simply been stripped down and presented 
as Bible simplicity. 

That is why Bible believers must not judge doctrines by atmosphere. Do not ask whether 
the building looks Protestant. Ask what the sinner is told to trust. Do not ask whether the 
preacher sounds traditional or anti-traditional. Ask what he says separates the lost man 
from the saved man. If the answer is ultimately the water event, then the church has not 
escaped sacramental error. It has just traded stained glass for fluorescent lights. 

2. The Modern Water-Salvation Message Still Makes Baptism the Dividing Line 

This is the real problem. Many in the Church of Christ tradition will say they do not believe 
baptism is a human work earning salvation, and they do not mean to sound Roman 
Catholic. But then they will say plainly that a man who has believed, repented, and 
confessed Christ is still lost until he is immersed in water for the remission of sins. That 
means the water is the decisive dividing line. Before baptism, lost. After baptism, saved. 
Before baptism, unforgiven. After baptism, forgiven. Before baptism, outside Christ. After 
baptism, inside Christ. The rite becomes the hinge. 

Now once that is admitted, the practical result is unavoidable. The sinner’s confidence is 
no longer resting entirely in Christ crucified and risen, received by faith. It is resting in Christ 
plus the moment of water. He is not told simply, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou 



shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). He is told, in effect, “Believe, yes, but do not think your sins 
are forgiven until you are baptized.” That is not merely taking baptism seriously. That is 
relocating the saving line. 

And this is exactly why the system remains works-tinted even if its defenders protest the 
term. A humanly administered act becomes the necessary condition for crossing from 
wrath to grace. You can say it is not merit. Fine. But if the sinner must still undergo the act 
before forgiveness actually occurs, the act has become part of the saving transaction. The 
system has shifted from Christ received by faith to Christ plus water as the dividing line, 
and that is the problem. 

3. Bible-Only Language Can Hide Another Gospel 

One of the most deceptive things about this modern form of baptismal regeneration is that 
it comes clothed in Bible-only language. It constantly says, “We just speak where the Bible 
speaks.” It quotes Acts 2:38, Mark 16:16, Acts 22:16, and 1 Peter 3:21 with relentless 
confidence. It sounds plain, unadorned, and anti-traditional. That gives it a powerful 
emotional appeal, especially to people tired of man-made church systems. They hear a 
group rejecting creeds, rejecting denominational labels, rejecting Romanism, and they 
assume they are hearing pure apostolic truth. But Bible words used in the service of a false 
conclusion do not produce a true gospel. 

The devil quoted Scripture in the wilderness. Cults quote Scripture every day. Heresy 
almost never advertises itself as “our own human tradition.” It says, “We are simply 
following the Bible.” The question is not whether a group quotes Bible verses. The question 
is whether it interprets them in harmony with the whole counsel of God. If a group builds its 
gospel from a few disputed or compressed texts while disregarding the flood of passages 
teaching justification by faith, life through believing on the Son, and salvation by grace 
through faith, then Bible-only language becomes a mask for selective reading. 

This is why believers must learn to hear more than tone. A man may sound earnest, plain, 
and committed to Scripture while still preaching another gospel. If his “Bible-only” 
approach makes Acts override Romans, makes narrative override doctrine, and makes 
water the actual turning point of forgiveness, then the simplicity he boasts of is not 
apostolic simplicity. It is oversimplified error with Bible verses attached. 

4. The Church of Christ Problem Is Not Romanism, but It Lands in the Same Practical 
Place 

It is important to be fair here. Many in the Church of Christ world sincerely reject Roman 
Catholic sacramentalism. They do not believe in infant baptism. They do not believe in 
papal authority. They do not believe in Roman priestcraft. They often mock the very idea of 



holy water religion. So the issue is not that they are secretly Roman in every respect. The 
issue is that despite all their protests, they land in the same practical place by making 
baptism necessary for remission and salvation. 

That practical place is what matters pastorally. Rome says the sacrament of baptism 
regenerates. The Church of Christ man may reject the Roman explanation, but if he still 
tells a sinner that he is not saved until the water, the sinner ends up in the same kind of fear 
and dependence. He is still looking at the rite as the moment of actual transition. He is still 
taught that faith has not yet obtained forgiveness until the ordinance is completed. The 
packaging differs. The pressure on the conscience is remarkably similar. 

This is why the distinction between theory and practice matters. A man may deny 
sacramentalism in theory while preaching it in practice. He may say, “The water itself does 
not save,” but then say, “You are still lost until you get baptized.” At that point the water has 
become the practical savior. The mechanism may be described differently, but the soul is 
still being told to wait for the ordinance before it dares rest in Christ. That is why the issue 
cannot be solved by mere denial of Roman categories. The question is what your doctrine 
actually does to the sinner. 

5. This Still Produces a Works-Tinted Gospel 

The defenders of water salvation usually recoil at the word works. They insist baptism is not 
a meritorious act, not human boasting, not self-righteousness. But once a humanly 
administered response becomes necessary before forgiveness occurs, the gospel is no 
longer the pure Pauline gospel of justification by faith without works. “Therefore we 
conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law” (Rom. 3:28). “To him 
that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). “For by grace 
are ye saved through faith... not of works” (Eph. 2:8-9). Those statements do not leave room 
for a water requirement before the sinner can say he is forgiven. 

Now a Church of Christ preacher will say baptism is an act of obedience, not a work of 
merit. Very well, but obedience belongs after salvation as fruit, not inside salvation as the 
condition of receiving remission. The moment obedience is inserted as necessary before 
the sinner can be said to be forgiven, it becomes part of the saving transaction. It may not 
be called merit, but it is still being treated as indispensable in a way that corrupts the 
freeness of grace. Paul did not say, “To him that believeth and is baptized, his faith is 
counted for righteousness.” He said, “to him that worketh not, but believeth” (Rom. 4:5). 

That is why the system remains works-tinted. It takes a command given to believers and 
moves it into the condition for obtaining forgiveness. That is the same basic corruption 
Galatians fights, even if the specific ordinance changes. Dry legalism and wet legalism are 



still legalism. Changing the ritual does not change the problem. If the sinner cannot rest in 
Christ until he completes the water act, the gospel has already been altered. 

6. The New Testament Cases Keep Refusing to Cooperate 

The hardest thing for the modern water-salvation system is that the New Testament itself 
keeps refusing to behave the way the system needs it to behave. The thief on the cross goes 
to paradise without baptism (Luke 23:43). Cornelius receives the Holy Ghost before the 
water (Acts 10:44-48). Simon Magus is baptized and remains spiritually rotten (Acts 8:13, 
21-23). Abraham is counted righteous before the sign (Rom. 4:3-11). The Gospel of John is 
written so men may believe and have life through Christ’s name, and it never tells sinners to 
get in the water to obtain eternal life (John 20:31). Romans explains justification across 
multiple chapters and never introduces baptism as the instrument by which a sinner 
receives righteousness. 

This is why the Church of Christ argument has to keep circling back to a small handful of 
texts handled in isolation. It must overwork Acts 2:38, overread Mark 16:16, flatten Acts 
22:16, and ignore Peter’s own explanation in 1 Peter 3:21. It must read Acts over Romans 
and make descriptive passages rule over doctrinal explanation. It must keep the whole 
argument living off a few hard snapshots because the broad witness of Scripture keeps 
breaking the machinery. 

And that should tell the careful reader something. A true doctrine does not need to survive 
by constantly wrestling the Bible into submission. A true doctrine harmonizes with the 
whole counsel of God. The water-salvation view does not harmonize. It survives by 
selective emphasis and forced interpretation. That is not the mark of apostolic simplicity. It 
is the mark of a system trying to keep itself alive with borrowed verses. 

7. Real Biblical Simplicity Leaves the Sinner Resting in Christ Alone 

There is a simplicity in the New Testament that is deeper and purer than the restorationist 
slogan of “Bible-only.” It is the simplicity Paul feared might be corrupted: “the simplicity 
that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). That simplicity does not mean every doctrine is explained in 
one short sentence. It means the soul’s confidence is resting in the right place. The sinner 
hears of Christ crucified and risen. He knows himself guilty. He believes on the Lord Jesus 
Christ. He rests in Christ. That is biblical simplicity. It is not anti-obedience. It is anti-
confusion. 

Then, once saved by grace through faith, the believer obeys. He is baptized. He confesses 
Christ openly. He joins the visible life of the church. He walks in discipleship. That is all 
biblical. But the order matters. The sinner does not go through a church transaction to 
become saved. He is saved by Christ and then obeys Christ. That is the difference between 



testimony and transaction, fruit and root, confession and cause. That is what the Church of 
Christ problem keeps blurring. 

This is why Bible believers must not be intimidated by plain clothes and Bible-only rhetoric. 
Real simplicity is not water salvation. Real simplicity is this: Christ saves. Faith receives. 
Baptism follows. The moment that order is altered, the gospel has been tinted with works, 
even if the preacher sounds plain and quotes Acts with impressive speed. The soul must be 
taught to rest in Christ alone, not in Christ plus a tank of water. 

Conclusion 

The Church of Christ problem is important because it shows that sacramental error does 
not only live in ancient liturgical traditions. It can return in modern plain clothes, quoting 
Acts, rejecting Rome, and calling itself biblical simplicity. But if the system still tells sinners 
that baptism is necessary for remission of sins in such a way that the water becomes the 
practical dividing line between lost and saved, then it has landed in the same dangerous 
place. It may deny Roman categories. It still preaches water salvation in practice. 

That is why the issue must be faced honestly. A works-tinted gospel does not stop being 
works-tinted because it uses restorationist language instead of sacramental language. If a 
man cannot say to a sinner who has believed on Christ that he is forgiven until the water, 
then the man has moved the line of confidence away from Christ alone. He has made the 
ordinance part of the saving transaction. That is not apostolic clarity. That is another gospel 
in plain dress. 

So let this chapter stand as a warning to modern readers. Do not assume error only comes 
in historical robes. Do not assume anti-Catholic rhetoric guarantees a true gospel. Do not 
assume Bible-only slogans mean the Bible is being read rightly. Ask the real question: 
where is the sinner told to rest? If the answer is anywhere other than Christ alone, then the 
church has a problem. And if the answer is Christ plus water, then the modern return of 
water salvation has arrived, no matter how simple the preacher sounds. 

 

 

29 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - The Soul Winner’s Test: What Must I Do to 
Be Saved? 

Introduction 

There comes a point in a doctrinal fight where the smoke has to clear, the books have to 
close, and the whole matter has to be dragged out of the study and put in front of a 



trembling sinner with eternity hanging over his head. That is where this question lives: 
“What must I do to be saved?” It is one thing to toss around terms like sacrament, 
ordinance, covenant, ecclesiology, and historical usage while men sit comfortably in 
padded chairs and argue over phrases. It is another thing entirely when a soul is under 
conviction, hell is real, death is near, conscience is awake, and a sinner looks you in the 
face and asks how he may escape the wrath of God. At that moment, muddy answers are 
cruel answers. At that moment, theological sloppiness is not an academic issue. It is a 
soul-winning issue. 

That is why this chapter matters so much. It forces the whole debate back to the place 
where God intends the gospel to function, in the rescue of sinners. When a man is cut to 
the heart and asks what he must do to be saved, what answer should he receive? The New 
Testament pattern is not hard to find. It is not hidden in a ritual manual. It is not buried 
under church tradition. It is not waiting for a later ecclesiastical system to fill in the missing 
pieces. The apostolic answer is to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ. That does not make 
obedience unimportant. It does make Christ central. It does not make baptism worthless. It 
does make faith in Christ the way a condemned sinner receives life. 

And this is where the issue has to be pressed hard. If baptism were absolutely necessary to 
obtain eternal life, then no faithful soul winner could ever stop short of saying so in every 
gospel invitation. No apostle could say, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be 
saved” (Acts 16:31), unless he immediately added baptism as the missing condition. No 
evangelistic book could repeatedly say “believe” and promise life without adding the water. 
No preacher could urge a sinner to rest in Christ without warning him not to dare feel 
forgiven until the ordinance was completed. But that is not how the New Testament 
speaks. And when eternity is on the line, that matters. 

1. The Soul Winner’s Question Cuts Through the Fog 

There are questions that expose a doctrine faster than a ten-volume library. “What must I 
do to be saved?” is one of them. That question slices through all the church fog because it 
does not ask what makes for a beautiful liturgy, what satisfies denominational tradition, or 
what sounds reverent to historical ears. It asks what a sinner under God’s judgment must 
do to escape condemnation. The minute you ask the question that way, all the ornamental 
theology starts falling off. Now we are not talking about what might fit into a church system. 
We are talking about what answer a soul winner gives to a dying man. 

That is why the New Testament puts such weight on clear gospel preaching. The apostles 
were not trying to create ambiguity. They were not trying to leave souls suspended between 
Christ and ritual. They were not in the business of saying just enough to sound evangelical 



while quietly reserving the actual saving transition for an ordinance later on. They preached 
for conversion. They preached so men would know where to rest. They preached so sinners 
would hear the truth clearly enough to lay hold of Christ. Gospel preaching is not supposed 
to produce confusion. It is supposed to produce faith. 

This is where so much sacramental thinking reveals its weakness. It can survive in church 
systems, theological essays, and inherited traditions because people are not always asking 
the rescue question directly. But once the rescue question is asked, the doctrine has to 
answer in plain terms. Does the sinner receive eternal life by believing on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, or does he not? Can he rest in Christ now, or must he wait for a rite before he dares 
say his sins are forgiven? That is the soul winner’s test, and many systems fail it. 

2. The Jailer’s Question Received a Plain Answer 

The classic text here is Acts 16. The Philippian jailer comes in trembling and says, “Sirs, 
what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). That is not a classroom exercise. That is a soul 
under terror. That is a man standing under awakened conscience. That is a man who knows 
he needs salvation and wants to know how. Now if baptism were necessary to obtain life, 
this would have been the perfect time for Paul and Silas to say so. Not later. Not in a 
footnote. Not in a catechism class afterward. Right there. Because the man is asking the 
exact question. 

And what answer does he receive? “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be 
saved, and thy house” (Acts 16:31). There it is. Plain, direct, sufficient. Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Not believe and be baptized, and then you may finally consider yourself 
saved. Not believe for part one and wait for the church to administer part two. Believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved. That is the apostolic answer to a trembling 
sinner asking for life. It is either enough, or Paul and Silas gave a dangerously incomplete 
answer. A Bible believer knows they did not give an incomplete answer. They gave God’s 
answer. 

Now the jailer was baptized later that same night (Acts 16:33). Amen. That is exactly where 
baptism belongs, as the obedient and immediate confession of a man who has believed. 
But the order is everything. The answer to the question of salvation was faith in Christ. The 
baptism followed as obedience. If a man insists that the water was actually necessary 
before the jailer could be said to be saved, then he has to accuse Paul and Silas of giving a 
misleading answer to the most important question a sinner can ask. That is far too high a 
price to pay for sacramental theory. 

3. The Gospel of John Was Written for Evangelistic Certainty 



The Gospel of John is another great witness in this matter because John explicitly tells you 
why he wrote it: “these are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God; and that believing ye might have life through his name” (John 20:31). That is 
evangelistic purpose in black and white. John wrote so men might believe and have life. If 
baptism were absolutely necessary to obtain that life, then John’s whole Gospel would be 
strangely dangerous because he keeps directing men to believe and receive life without 
repeatedly stopping to add the rite as the missing condition. 

Listen to the pattern. “That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal 
life” (John 3:15). “Whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” 
(John 3:16). “He that believeth on him is not condemned” (John 3:18). “He that believeth on 
the Son hath everlasting life” (John 3:36). “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him 
that sent me, hath everlasting life” (John 5:24). “He that believeth on me hath everlasting 
life” (John 6:47). If baptism were necessary for obtaining life, then John repeatedly speaks 
in a way that would leave sinners resting too soon. 

But John is not reckless. John is clear. The reason he speaks so directly is because faith in 
Christ is the receiving act. The sinner is not misled by being told to believe on the Son. He is 
told exactly what he must do. Then, once he has believed, obedience follows. The soul 
winner’s test exposes this beautifully. If John’s Gospel is meant to help sinners know how to 
have life, and it keeps saying believe, then no church system has the right to come along 
later and say, “Yes, but do not think you actually have life until the water.” That is not 
clarifying John. That is correcting him. 

4. If Baptism Were Essential, the Apostles Would Never Speak the Way They Do 

This point must be pressed with force. If baptism were absolutely necessary to obtain 
salvation, the apostles could never safely speak the way they speak. Paul could not say, 
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to 
every one that believeth” (Rom. 1:16), unless he immediately added baptism as part of the 
saving cause. He could not conclude, “a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the 
law” (Rom. 3:28), unless baptism were somehow exempted from that whole structure of 
humanly performed response. He could not say, “to him that worketh not, but believeth... 
his faith is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:5), unless he were willing to leave souls with 
a false assurance prior to the water. 

Peter could not tell Cornelius’s house that “through his name whosoever believeth in him 
shall receive remission of sins” (Acts 10:43), if the remission actually remained unavailable 
until baptism. Paul could not say, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be 
saved” (Acts 16:31), if he knew the man was still lost until immersion. John could not write 



an evangelistic Gospel that promises life to believers if he knew the promise was 
incomplete until church procedure finished the process. In other words, the whole tone 
and structure of New Testament evangelism would have to be fundamentally different if 
baptism were an absolute necessity for obtaining life. 

But the tone and structure are what they are because the truth is what it is. The apostles 
speak the way they do because Christ really is enough. They direct sinners to the Savior 
because the Savior really saves. They tell men to believe because faith is the receiving 
hand. They do not fear that simple gospel invitations are dangerous because they know the 
danger lies not in resting in Christ too soon, but in not resting in Him at all. 

5. Obedience Follows Salvation, It Does Not Complete It 

Now some man will always say, “But baptism is an act of obedience, and therefore it must 
still be included.” Fine. Baptism is indeed an act of obedience. Nobody in this series has 
denied that. The issue is not whether baptism is obedience. The issue is where obedience 
belongs in relation to salvation. Does obedience follow salvation as fruit, or does it 
complete salvation as part of the cause? The New Testament answer is consistent. 
Obedience follows. It does not complete. 

That is why the jailer is baptized after believing. That is why Cornelius is baptized after 
receiving the Spirit. That is why Paul’s whole gospel structure in Romans places 
justification before the life of obedience that follows. The just man is to walk in newness of 
life, yes. But he is just first. He is not walking his way into justification. In the same way, the 
believer is to be baptized, yes. But he is a believer first. He is not entering the water to 
complete what faith has not yet secured. 

This keeps gospel invitations honest. A faithful soul winner can look a sinner in the face and 
say, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ,” without fearing that he has withheld some 
indispensable part of the saving message. Then, if that sinner believes, the soul winner can 
immediately turn and say, “Now obey Him. Confess Him. Be baptized. Follow Him openly.” 
That is full New Testament balance. It gives faith the place of receiving salvation and gives 
obedience the place of confessing the Savior who already saved. 

6. Muddy Answers Are Cruel Answers 

When eternity is on the line, muddy answers are not merely unfortunate. They are cruel. 
Imagine a sinner under conviction, conscious of guilt, afraid of death, asking plainly how to 
be saved, and the preacher giving him a confusing, half-sacramental answer that leaves 
him unsure whether he can rest in Christ now. That is cruelty. The preacher may sound 
nuanced. He may sound reverent. He may sound historically informed. But if the sinner 



leaves without knowing whether Christ alone can save him now through faith, then the 
answer has failed where it mattered most. 

This is why gospel clarity is a mercy. It is mercy to tell the sinner exactly where to look. 
“Behold the Lamb of God” (John 1:29). “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 16:31). 
“Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 10:13). Those are 
not muddy answers. Those are clear answers. They do not minimize obedience. They do not 
erase baptism. But they do keep the saving focus where God put it, on Christ received by 
faith. The sinner who hears that knows where to rest. 

And once he rests in Christ, then all the commands of discipleship can come with proper 
force. Then baptism can be preached without confusion. Then obedience can be urged 
without becoming part of the saving transaction. Then the church can disciple without 
corrupting justification. Clear gospel answers are not simplistic. They are compassionate. 
Muddy answers are not sophisticated. They are cruel. 

7. The Soul Winner’s Test Exposes Another Gospel 

This is why the practical test of evangelism is so powerful. It exposes systems that can 
survive in debate but collapse in soul-winning. A doctrine may sound plausible in a 
theological paper, but what does it make you say to a sinner asking for life? If it keeps you 
from saying plainly, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ,” then it has already failed. If it forces 
you to qualify every gospel invitation with the warning that no one should dare feel saved 
until the rite is completed, then it has altered the apostolic answer. If it cannot let a soul 
rest in Christ now, then it is not the New Testament gospel. 

This does not mean the soul winner should neglect baptism afterward. A faithful soul 
winner should urge baptism strongly and joyfully once faith is professed. But that is 
because baptism belongs to obedience and confession, not because it completes the way 
of salvation. The moment baptism is made necessary in that saving sense, the soul 
winner’s answer becomes different from the apostles’ answer. That is a serious indictment. 
A system that changes the apostolic answer to the sinner’s question is not a harmless 
variation. It is another gospel. 

So the test remains simple and devastating. A trembling sinner asks, “What must I do to be 
saved?” Can you answer him with the plain apostolic answer and let him rest there? Or 
must you always hold him back from peace until the church finishes something? If the 
latter, then you have moved the line of confidence off Christ alone. The soul winner’s test 
exposes that instantly. It drags the doctrine out of the classroom and places it at the rescue 
station, where false gospels tend to fail. 

Conclusion 



The question “What must I do to be saved?” is one of the most practical and searching 
tests of doctrine in the whole Bible. It moves the debate out of the classroom and into the 
rescue of souls. When that question is asked, the New Testament pattern is clear. The 
apostolic answer is to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ. John writes so men may believe and 
have life. Paul says the gospel saves every one that believeth. Peter preaches remission 
through Christ’s name to those who believe. The sinner is directed to Christ, not suspended 
over a ceremony. 

That does not make baptism unimportant. It makes baptism obedient. It makes baptism 
confessional. It makes baptism the right next step for the one who has already come to the 
Savior. But if baptism were absolutely necessary to obtain life, then no faithful soul winner 
could stop short of saying so every single time a sinner asked how to be saved. The 
apostles do stop short of saying so, repeatedly, because Christ alone is enough. They urge 
faith because faith is the receiving hand. Then they urge obedience because obedience 
follows grace. 

So let this test stand over every doctrine that comes near the gospel. Put it in front of the 
trembling sinner. Ask what answer the system gives. Then compare that answer to the 
apostles. When eternity is on the line, muddy answers are cruel answers. The gospel is not 
cruel. It is clear. Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved. Then, having 
believed, confess Him openly, follow Him gladly, and be baptized as His disciple. That is 
the apostolic pattern, and any doctrine that cannot survive that test does not deserve to 
survive at all. 

 

 

30 of 30: Escaping Baptismal Regeneration - Water in Its Place, Christ on the Throne 

Introduction 

There comes a time in a series like this when all the arguments have been made, all the 
smoke has cleared, and a man has to stand up and say the thing plainly enough for a child, 
a dying sinner, a young convert, a confused church member, and an old hardened 
religionist to understand it all at once. Here it is. Jesus Christ saves. Water does not. The 
blood of Jesus Christ cleanses from sin. Water does not. The Holy Ghost gives the new 
birth. Water does not. Faith lays hold of the Son of God. Water does not. Baptism matters, 
yes. Baptism is commanded, yes. Baptism is beautiful, yes. Baptism is precious, yes. But 
baptism does not sit on the throne. Christ does. 



That is the whole issue, and it always was. The trouble with baptismal regeneration was 
never that it made too much of Christ. It was that it made too much of the ordinance by 
slipping it too close to the saving center. It let the sign lean over into the place of the thing 
signified. It let the testimony drift into the place of the transaction. It let the church’s act 
crowd in where only the Lord’s act belongs. And once that confusion enters, it does not 
stop at one verse or one tradition or one denominational slogan. It spreads into assurance, 
preaching, evangelism, church life, family religion, false comfort, and the whole way men 
think about how a sinner gets to God. 

So this closing chapter is not about disrespecting baptism. It is about putting baptism 
where God put it, beneath the Lordship of Christ and beneath the supremacy of the gospel. 
The way out of baptismal regeneration is not to become careless, casual, or disobedient. 
The way out is to put water in its place and Christ back on the throne. That is where the 
chains fall off. That is where the fog lifts. That is where the sinner stops staring at ritual and 
starts looking to the crucified and risen Son of God. That is where the door opens. 

1. Christ Is Sufficient and Will Not Share His Throne 

The first lesson of this whole series is the oldest and the most necessary. Christ is enough. 
When the Lord Jesus cried, “It is finished” (John 19:30), He did not mean the work was 
mostly done and the church would complete the rest with an ordinance. He meant 
finished. Hebrews says, “But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, 
sat down on the right hand of God” (Heb. 10:12). He sat down because the work was 
complete. A completed atonement does not need sacramental help. A finished cross does 
not need ecclesiastical assistance. A perfect Savior does not need a ritual partner. 

That is why every system that says faith is not enough until water is added has already 
touched the glory of Christ in the wrong way. It may use His name. It may talk about grace. 
It may sound reverent. But once it tells a sinner he may not rest in Christ alone until the 
ceremony has occurred, it has shifted the soul’s confidence off the Son of God and onto an 
event involving human administration. That is intolerable. Scripture says God set forth 
Christ as a propitiation “through faith in his blood” (Rom. 3:25). It does not say through faith 
in His blood plus a minister’s act. It says through faith in His blood. 

And that is where liberty begins. The sinner does not have to wonder whether Christ has 
done enough. He has. The believer does not have to fear that the Son of God will fail to save 
until the church finishes paperwork. He will not. “Neither is there salvation in any other” 
(Acts 4:12). That is not arrogance. That is mercy. It means Christ saves directly, fully, and 
effectually. He does not save partially and wait for water to complete the transaction. 
Christ is sufficient, and He will not share His throne. 



2. Justification Is by Faith, Not by Faith Plus Rite 

The second lesson stands right beside the first. The sinner is justified by faith. “Therefore 
being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). 
“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law” (Rom. 
3:28). “To him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). 
Those are not minor verses tucked into a corner. That is the apostolic explanation of how a 
sinner gets right with God. The answer is not faith plus ritual. It is faith. 

That is why baptismal regeneration cannot be tolerated as a small variation. It is not merely 
a different mood in church life. It is a different arrangement of salvation. It says faith does 
not yet receive the full benefit until the ordinance is added. Paul says faith is counted for 
righteousness. The sacramentalist says faith waits for water. Paul says the ungodly believer 
is justified. The sacramentalist says the believer remains unforgiven until the rite is 
performed. Those are not the same message. One is the gospel of grace. The other is 
another gospel wearing church clothes. 

This also explains why so many proof-text systems feel unstable the minute Romans enters 
the room. They can survive on isolated snapshots, but they cannot survive chapter after 
chapter of justification by faith, imputed righteousness, grace excluding works, Abraham 
before the sign, and peace with God through Christ. The way out of baptismal regeneration 
is not cleverer debate. It is returning to the apostolic center. A man is justified by faith, and 
the faith that justifies rests in Christ alone. 

3. Salvation and Obedience Are Not the Same Thing 

A third lesson from this series is one many churches have lost. Salvation and obedience are 
not the same category. Salvation is the gift of God. Obedience is the response of the saved 
man. Salvation is what Christ accomplished and the sinner receives by faith. Obedience is 
what the believer renders because Christ has become his Lord. The two are deeply 
connected, but they are not identical. If you confuse them, you will either turn obedience 
into a co-savior or reduce grace to a theological slogan that never issues in holiness. 

Baptism belongs on the obedience side of that line. It is confession. It is discipleship. It is 
public identification. It is a commanded act of loyalty to Jesus Christ. It is not the 
instrument that completes justification. That is why the New Testament can preach faith for 
salvation and then command baptism for discipleship without contradiction. The 
contradiction only appears when men drag baptism out of obedience and shove it into the 
saving cause. Then the lines blur, and once the lines blur, souls start resting in the wrong 
thing. 



This distinction is liberating because it lets grace remain grace and lets obedience remain 
obedience. The believer is not baptized to get Christ to save him. He is baptized because 
Christ has saved him. He is not baptized in order to create union with Christ. He is baptized 
because he has been united to Christ and now openly confesses that union. That is the 
biblical order. Salvation first. Obedience after. The church must keep those categories 
straight or it will keep producing confusion. 

4. Proof Text Religion Always Shrinks the Bible 

Another lesson running through this whole series is that false doctrine usually survives by 
shrinking the Bible down to a few favorite phrases. It grabs Acts 2:38, Mark 16:16, Acts 
22:16, John 3:5, or 1 Peter 3:21 and then acts as though the rest of Scripture must kneel 
before one half of one sentence. That is not faithfulness. That is proof text religion. It always 
skips context. It always mumbles the qualifying line. It always ignores the clearer passages. 
And it always sounds more confident than it deserves to sound. 

But the Bible is larger than a sect’s favorite snapshot. John keeps saying believe and live. 
Romans keeps saying justified by faith. Galatians keeps cursing another gospel. Abraham 
keeps standing righteous before the sign. The thief keeps going to paradise without the 
ordinance. Cornelius keeps receiving the Holy Ghost before the water. Simon Magus keeps 
exposing the emptiness of outward religion. Those witnesses do not disappear because 
somebody quotes one hard line loudly. One hard text never gets to overrule a hundred clear 
ones. 

That means the way out of sacramental confusion is not fear of difficult passages. It is 
learning how to read the whole Bible honestly. Narrative must be read by doctrinal 
explanation. Historical sequence must not be confused with saving essence. Rich spiritual 
language must not be flattened into mechanical ritual. Once those rules are learned, a 
great many false doctrines begin falling apart at once. Proof text religion shrinks the Bible. 
The truth lets the whole Bible speak. 

5. Baptism, Rightly Understood, Is Beautiful 

After all the warnings, it must be said again with warmth and joy. Baptism is beautiful. It is 
not beautiful because it saves. It is beautiful because it tells the truth. It is the believer’s 
public testimony that Jesus Christ died, was buried, and rose again, and that his whole 
hope is in that Lord. It is a visible sermon of union with Christ. It is the open confession of 
one who is not ashamed to belong to Jesus. It is the first clear public step of discipleship 
for many believers. That is no small thing. 

Baptism matters because Christ commanded it. Baptism matters because obedience 
matters. Baptism matters because the church should see and rejoice in visible confession. 



Baptism matters because the world should see that Jesus Christ has a people who openly 
identify with Him. Baptism matters because it marks entrance into the visible order of 
discipleship and accountable church life. None of that makes it a sacrament of 
regeneration. All of that makes it precious in its proper place. 

And grace is what gives it that proper place. Legalists inflate baptism into a savior. 
Libertines reduce it to an option. Grace does neither. Grace says Christ alone saves, and 
therefore baptism need not carry the impossible burden of producing life. Grace also says 
Christ is Lord, and therefore baptism may not be treated lightly or carelessly. In grace, 
baptism becomes what it was meant to be, a joyful, serious, obedient testimony beneath 
the cross and beneath the crown of Christ. 

6. False Assurance Is One of the Cruelest Fruits of Sacramental Confusion 

This series would have failed if it had not said this clearly. One of the cruelest products of 
baptismal regeneration is false assurance. A man can point to a certificate, a church 
register, a family tradition, an infant ceremony, or a baptistry event and still be lost. Simon 
Magus proved it. Whole traditions of presumptive grace prove it. Every church full of 
unconverted religious people proves it. Once men begin resting in an ordinance rather than 
in Christ, the soul falls asleep in the wrong bed. That is a terrible thing. 

This is especially tragic when it happens to children. A child raised to think he belongs to 
Christ because of a ceremony performed before he could believe, repent, or confess has 
been taught to trust the wrong thing. He may grow up surrounded by Christian language 
while never hearing the force of Christ’s words, “Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). He may 
think conversion language is for somebody else because the church already pronounced 
him safe. That is not tenderness. That is spiritual injury wrapped in liturgical niceness. 

The church must repent of that cruelty wherever it has practiced it. Better to wound a 
conscience with truth than to soothe a dead soul with sacramental fiction. Better to tell a 
sinner plainly, “You need Christ,” than to let him drift into eternity trusting something done 
to his body. The way out of baptismal regeneration is not only doctrinal clarity. It is pastoral 
honesty. Souls need Christ, not ceremony. Hearts need life, not labels. 

7. Water in Its Place Means Christ on the Throne 

Now we come to the final point, and it gathers all the rest into one. Water in its place means 
Christ on the throne. That is the real issue. Put water above Christ, and you have idolatry. 
Put water beside Christ, and you have sacramental confusion. Put water in the place of 
Christ, and you have another gospel. But put water where Christ put it, beneath His gospel, 
beneath His blood, beneath His Lordship, as commanded testimony and obedient 
confession, and suddenly everything becomes clear and beautiful again. 



That is the way out. Not disrespect for baptism. Not coldness toward the ordinance. Not 
rebellion against Christ’s command. The way out is proper placement. The ordinance 
belongs under the gospel, not over it. It belongs under Christ’s Lordship, not on His throne. 
It belongs after faith, not before it. It belongs in testimony, not in transaction. It belongs in 
obedience, not in justification. Once those things are seen, the chains hit the floor. The 
sinner is free to rest in Christ. The believer is free to obey Christ. The church is free to honor 
baptism without worshiping it. 

And that is the kind of clarity souls need. Not more confusion. Not more smoke. Not more 
ritual pressure. They need Christ on the throne. They need to know where to look, where to 
rest, where to go with guilt, fear, shame, and need. They need a Savior, not a sacramental 
process. When water is put in its place, Christ stands forth in His glory again. And when 
Christ stands forth, sinners can finally breathe. 

Conclusion 

So here at the end of the whole matter, let the trumpet sound one last time. Jesus Christ is 
enough. His blood is enough. His cross is enough. His resurrection is enough. The sinner is 
justified by faith. The new birth is the work of the Spirit. Salvation is not obedience, though 
obedience must follow salvation. Proof texts do not overrule the whole counsel of God. 
Historical drift does not become truth because it grows old. And believer’s baptism, rightly 
understood, is a beautiful testimony of union with Christ, not a transaction that completes 
justification. 

The way out of baptismal regeneration is not contempt for baptism. It is proper placement. 
Water in its place. Christ on the throne. That is the whole answer. That is the line the church 
must keep clear. Once the ordinance is kept beneath the supremacy of the gospel, it shines 
without stealing. Once Christ is kept at the center, the sinner can believe and live. Once the 
church stops asking water to do what only the Savior can do, the saints can obey with joy 
and the lost can hear the gospel without confusion. 

So if you have trusted a church ritual, leave it there on the floor. If you have rested in a 
certificate, a childhood ceremony, a denominational formula, or a baptismal memory 
instead of in Jesus Christ, walk out of that prison now. The chains are on the ground. The 
door is open. The throne is occupied by the only One who can save. “Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). Then, having believed, follow Him 
gladly, confess Him openly, and be baptized as His disciple. Water in its place. Christ on 
the throne. That is freedom. 

 

 



Series Conclusion  

This series has made one thing plain from beginning to end. Water has a place, but it does 
not have the throne. Baptism is biblical. Baptism is commanded. Baptism is precious. 
Baptism is a beautiful public confession of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. But baptism is not 
the new birth. Baptism is not justification. Baptism is not the blood of Christ. Baptism is 
not the gospel. The sinner is not saved because a church performed a rite over his body. 
The sinner is saved because the Son of God died for his sins, rose again from the dead, and 
gives eternal life to all who believe on Him. “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou 
shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). That has never changed, and it never will. 

What we have uncovered in these essays is not just one isolated doctrinal mistake. We 
have uncovered a whole pattern of confusion that has spread through church history, 
liturgy, sacramental systems, restorationist movements, proof-text arguments, and 
pastoral carelessness. We have seen how men confuse salvation with obedience, sign with 
substance, church relation with union with Christ, and outward ordinance with inward 
grace. We have seen how a few misused verses, undefined theological terms, and inherited 
church formulas can create generations of false assurance. We have seen how some trust 
infant baptism, some trust adult baptism, some trust priestly language, some trust Bible-
only slogans, but in the end they are all making the same fatal move. They are putting water 
where only Christ belongs. 

So let this final word stand as the trumpet blast over the whole matter. Put water in its 
place, and put Christ back on the throne. Do not despise baptism. Obey it. Do not 
downgrade baptism. Honor it. Do not turn baptism into a casual afterthought. Take it 
seriously. But do not ever let it step into the place of the crucified and risen Savior. Do not 
let a church ceremony rob the cross of its glory. Do not let sacramental language steal the 
simplicity that is in Christ. Do not let a sinner rest in a ritual when God commands him to 
rest in His Son. The way out of baptismal regeneration is not irreverence. It is proper order. 
Christ first. Faith first. Grace first. Then baptism as testimony, confession, and obedience. 

And if any soul has read through this series while realizing he has been trusting the wrong 
thing, then let him stop looking backward to a ceremony and start looking upward to the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Let him stop resting in what men did with water and start resting in what 
Christ did with His blood. Let him stop hiding behind church language and come plainly as 
a guilty sinner to the Savior who said, “Him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out” 
(John 6:37). That is the true place of peace. That is the true place of assurance. That is the 
true escape. Not from baptism itself, but from baptismal regeneration. Not from 
obedience, but from false confidence. Not from the church rightly understood, but from 



every doctrine that dares to touch the gospel with human ritual. Christ saves. Christ alone. 
And that is where every sinner must rest. 

 


