Why John’s Baptism Required Baptism into Christ
by Ted Gatza

The question came up in our recent Bible class concerning John’s baptism. “If John’s
baptism was for the forgiveness of sins, why did those in Acts 19:1-7 need to be bap-
tized again?”

What we know about John and his work

Isaiah prophesied about one who would precede the Messiah and prepare the way for
the people to receive him (Isa. 40:3). His message was one of preparation and repen-
tance: “Prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our
God.” When John the Baptist called for repentance, he was urging moral readiness
rather than the ritualism to which the people were accustomed. The fulfillment of Isa-
iah’s prophecy is reflected in Matthew 11:10, Mark 1:2, and Luke 7:27.

Malachi 4:6 declares that he will “turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the
heart of the children to their fathers.” This indicates that the faith and devotion of the pa-
triarchs would be restored in their descendants, and that those descendants would re-
turn to the faithful ways of their ancestors. Luke 1:16—17 shows this promise being ful-
filled in John’s ministry. In preparing hearts and restoring the ancestral faith, John was,
in effect, making a straight highway for the Lord.

John’s baptism an ordinance of God

John’s baptism was an ordinance given by God. John himself testified, “He that sent me
to baptize with water...” (John 1:33). When the people obeyed John and were baptized,
they justified God through their obedience. Luke 7:29 records this, “And all the people
that heard him, and the publicans, justified God, being baptized with the baptism of
John”. Not only did this obedience justify God, but it also demanded ethical reform. John
called the people to lives marked by honesty, justice, and self-control (Luke 3:10-14).

Finally, we see that John’s work resulted in the baptism of the people for the forgiveness
of sins. “John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for
the remission of sins” (Mark 1:4). This leads us to an important question: If John’s bap-
tism provided the forgiveness of sins, why was it necessary to be baptized again after
the new covenant was established?

The Law of Moses provided forgiveness of sins

God provided a means for the people under the Law of Moses to receive the forgive-
ness of sins. The Israelites were taught that life is in the blood, that it was given to them
upon the altar, and that it made atonement for their souls (Lev. 17:11). Accordingly, vari-
ous laws were established to address sin and provide forgiveness.

For example, when the whole congregation sinned, a bull was to be offered, and its
blood was used sacrificially for their forgiveness (Lev. 4:13-21). When a ruler sinned,
the required offering was a male goat without blemish, and the blood of the animal was
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instrumental in securing forgiveness (Lev. 4:22-27). Likewise, when common people
sinned, they also offered a sacrifice involving the shedding of blood. In each case, for-
giveness of sins was granted through obedience to God’s prescribed law.

However, forgiveness under the Law was not extended to all without exception. Those
who despised the word of the LORD and willfully violated His commandments were to
be cut off from among the people, bearing their own iniquity (Num. 15:31). The high-
minded or presumptuous sinner had no provision for forgiveness under the Law.

While the Law of Moses did provide forgiveness of sins, that forgiveness was not per-
petual. It required continual and repeated blood sacrifices. This was provided through
the annual Day of Atonement, during which atonement was made “for the children of Is-
rael for all their sins once a year” (Lev. 16:34). If forgiveness under the Law had been
permanent, such yearly repetition would not have been necessary.

How John’s baptism differed from the baptism into Christ

John stood at the end of the Law and the Prophets (Luke 16:16). Forgiveness was still
being offered, but the final atonement for sins had not yet occurred. John'’s baptism was
therefore preparatory and temporary. When the people obeyed God and submitted to
John’s baptism, they did so with obedient hearts, and God forgave them of their sins.

Those who submitted to John’s baptism understood that they were confessing their sins
and repenting with a genuine change of heart. They recognized that this act was obedi-
ence to God’s command in order to receive His forgiveness. By doing this, they were
preparing themselves for the coming of the Messiah.

What they did not yet understand was the necessity of the Messiah’s death upon the
cross, His resurrection from the grave to overcome death, and His victory over Satan.
They did not yet comprehend that baptism into the blood of Christ would provide forgive-
ness once for all.

What they understood was that God was offering forgiveness at that time, on His terms,
and that to refuse John’s baptism was to reject God Himself (Luke 7:29-30).

John’s baptism belongs to the transitional period between the Law of Moses and the
fully established gospel age. It was administered before the cross and before the New
Covenant came into force—an essential point to remember. Jesus had not yet died (He-
brews 9:16-17). The gospel had not yet been preached (1 Cor. 15:1—4). The Great
Commission had not yet been given (Matt. 28:18-20).

John’s baptism was temporary and conditional, designed to point forward to the perfect
and perpetual forgiveness found only in Christ. As the Hebrew writer declared, “By that
will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for
all.” John preached with this future reality in view, calling the people to look ahead in
faith: “John indeed baptized with a baptism of repentance, saying to the people that they
should believe on Him who would come after him, that is, on Christ Jesus” (Acts 19:4).
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John’s baptism was a “type and shadow”

In Scripture, a type is a God-ordained, historical reality that points forward to a greater
fulfillment, called the antitype. A shadow likewise anticipates a coming reality. Paul ex-
plains that shadows lack the substance they represent: “Which are a shadow of things
to come, but the substance is Christ” (Col. 2:17). The Law of Moses is described in this
way. Hebrews states, “For the law, having a shadow of good things to come, and not the
very image of the things...” (Heb. 10:1).

John’s baptism functioned as a shadow of the baptism that would come under the new
covenant. While it was from God and effective for its time, it could not accomplish what
new-covenant baptism would later accomplish, because it could not bring a person into
the shed blood of Christ. When we contrast John’s baptism with baptism under the new
covenant, we see the relationship between shadow and substance.

John’s baptism came from God (John 1:6), required repentance, was for the forgiveness
of sins (Mark 1:4), involved immersion in water, and was temporary in nature. By con-
trast, baptism under the new covenant came by the authority of Christ (Matt. 28:18-20),
is for the forgiveness of sins, places one into Christ, and is a permanent ordinance (Eph.
4:4-6).

Thus, John’s baptism was a true type—real and effective in its appointed time—but in-
complete. It served as a shadow pointing forward to the baptism under the new
covenant, which brings one into full and complete standing in Christ.

Rebaptism Can Completely Sanctify You in Christ

God ordained baptism for the remission of sins for all people. One must be baptized into
the blood of Christ to receive that forgiveness. This is the justification of God—obedi-
ence to the gospel truth, preached by those who teach the truth. The Christian must
continually surround himself with the truth.

There are many today who come from religious faiths that do not preach the truth. Such
individuals should carefully examine their baptism.

Baptism does not authenticate itself; its validity comes from what God says it accom-
plishes. Baptism is only valid when it is according to truth. God must be worshiped ‘in
spirit and in truth” (John 4:24), and ‘the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). If one
was baptized with a false understanding of God, a false gospel, or for a false purpose,
then that act did not align with God’s revealed truth.

False teaching nullifies obedience—even sincere obedience. Sincerity alone does not
sanctify error. Proverbs 14:12 warns, “There is a way which seemeth right unto a man;
but the end thereof are the ways of death.” Likewise, Matthew 7:21-23 teaches that reli-
gious people may be sincere yet mistaken. Paul describes this condition as having “a
zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Rom. 10:2).
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Simply stated, a person cannot obey God without correctly understanding the gospel.
When Paul said there is “one baptism” (Eph. 4:5), he meant the one baptism that God
recognizes and approves.

Baptism is an appeal to God for a good conscience (1 Peter 3:21). If that appeal is
made while believing false doctrine or acting through a false religious system, the con-
science has not been informed by truth. Scripture requires both truth and obedience.
Therefore, such a baptism cannot be a valid appeal to God for a good conscience.

To be baptized in truth is to say, “Now | understand; now | submit with faith in the truth;
now | am obeying the truth of the gospel.” This principle is illustrated in Acts 18:26,
where Apollos needed fuller instruction, and in James 5:19-20, where turning one from
error saves a soul. Likewise, the men who knew only John’s baptism did not hesitate to
be baptized into Christ once they learned the truth (Acts 19:1-7).

Being baptized again after leaving a false religion is important because God saves by
truth, and not by error. Baptism must be for the right purpose and based on correct un-
derstanding of the Gospel. Scripture provides clear precedent: only one baptism is rec-
ognized by God, and it is the baptism taught in the gospel. Baptism practiced in religious
error is not baptism in truth.

Therefore, being baptized again—into Christ and according to truth—is the right course
of action. The men in Acts 19:1-7 recognized this and obeyed without hesitation. Fol-
lowing their example, and heeding Peter’s exhortation, we should “give diligence to
make your calling and election sure: for if ye do these things, ye shall never fall: for so
an entrance shall be ministered unto you abundantly into the everlasting kingdom of our
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:10-11).
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