Is Baptism Necessary for Salvation? | Grace to You
Is baptism necessary for salvation? No. Let’s
examine what the Scriptures teach on this issue:
First, it is quite clear from such passages
as Acts 15 and Romans 4 that no external act
is necessary for salvation. Salvation is by divine
grace through faith alone (Romans 3:22, 24, 25,
26, 28, 30; 4:5; Galatians 2:16; Ephesians 2:8-9;
Philippians 3:9, etc.).
If water baptism were necessary for salvation,
we would expect to find it stressed whenever
the gospel is presented in Scripture. That is not
the case, however. Peter mentioned baptism in
his sermon on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:38).
However, in his sermon from Solomon’s portico
in the Temple (Acts 3:12-26), Peter makes no
reference to baptism, but links forgiveness of sin to
repentance (3:19). If baptism is necessary for the
forgiveness of sin, why didn’t Peter say so in Acts 3?
Paul never made water baptism any part of his
gospel presentations. In 1 Corinthians 15:1-4, Paul
gives a concise summary of the gospel message
he preached. There is no mention of baptism. In 1
Corinthians 1:17, Paul states that “Christ did not
send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel,” thus
clearly differentiating the gospel from baptism.
Those passages are difficult to understand
if water baptism is necessary for salvation. If
baptism were part of the gospel itself, necessary
for salvation, what good would it have done Paul to
preach the gospel, but not baptize? No one would
have been saved. Paul clearly understood water
baptism to be separate from the gospel, and hence
in no way efficacious for salvation.
Perhaps the most convincing refutation of the
view that baptism is necessary for salvation are
those who were saved apart from baptism. The
penitent woman (Luke 7:37-50), the paralytic
man (Matthew 9:2), the publican (Luke 18:1314), and the thief on the cross (Luke 23:39-43) all
experienced forgiveness of sins apart from baptism.
For that matter, we have no record of the apostles’
being baptized, yet Jesus pronounced them clean
of their sins (John 15:3—note that the Word of God,
not baptism, is what cleansed them).
The Bible also gives us an example of people
who were saved before being baptized. In Acts
10:44-48, Cornelius and those with him were
converted through Peter’s message. That they were
saved before being baptized is evident from their
reception of the Holy Spirit (v. 44) and the gifts of
the Spirit (v. 46) before their baptism. Indeed, it is
the fact that they had received the Holy Spirit (and
hence were saved) that led Peter to baptize them (cf.
v. 47).
The New Testament does not teach that
baptism is necessary for salvation. One of the
basic principles of biblical interpretation is the
analogia scriptura, the analogy of Scripture--we
must compare Scripture with Scripture in order
to understand its full and proper sense. Since the
Bible doesn’t contradict itself, any interpretation
of a specific passage that contradicts the general
teaching of the Bible is to be rejected.
Since the general teaching of the Bible is, as
we have seen, that baptism and other forms of
ritual are not necessary for salvation, no individual

passage could teach otherwise. Thus we must look
for interpretations of those passages that will be in
harmony with the general teaching of Scripture.
With that in mind, let’s look briefly at some
passages that appear to teach that baptism is
required for salvation.
In Acts 2:38, Peter appears to link forgiveness
of sins to baptism. But there are several plausible
interpretations of this verse that do not connect
forgiveness of sin with baptism. It is possible to
translate the Greek preposition eis--”because of,” or
“on the basis of,” instead of “for.” It is used in that
sense in Matthew 3:11; 12:41; and Luke 11:32.
It is also possible to take the clause “and
let each of you be baptized in the name of
Jesus Christ” as parenthetical. Support for that
interpretation comes from that fact that “repent”
and “your” are plural, while “be baptized” is
singular, thus setting it off from the rest of the
sentence. If that interpretation is correct, the verse
would read “Repent (and let each of you be baptized
in the name of Jesus Christ) for the forgiveness
of your sins.” Forgiveness is thus connected with
repentance, not baptism, in keeping with the
consistent teaching of the New Testament (cf. Luke
24:47; John 3:18; Acts 5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26:18;
Ephesians 5:26).
A third possibility exists, as Wallace explains in
Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics:
It is possible that to a first-century Jewish
audience (as well as to Peter), the idea of baptism
might incorporate both the spiritual reality and the
physical symbol. In other words, when one spoke of
baptism, he usually meant both ideas—the reality
and the ritual. Peter is shown to make the strong
connection between these two in chapters 10 and
11. In 11:15-16 he recounts the conversion of
Cornelius and friends, pointing out that at the point
of their conversion they were baptized by the Holy
Spirit. After he had seen this, he declared, “Surely
no one can refuse the water for these to be baptized
who have received the Holy Spirit...” (10:47).
The point seems to be that if they have had the
internal testimony of the Holy Spirit via spiritual
baptism, there ought to be a public testimony/
acknowledgment via water baptism as well. This
may not only explain Acts 2:38 (viz., that Peter
spoke of both reality and picture, though only the
reality removes sins), but also why the NT speaks
of only baptized believers (as far as we can tell):
Water baptism is not a cause of salvation, but a
picture; and as such it serves both as a public
acknowledgment (by those present) and a public
confession (by the convert) that one has been Spiritbaptized.
Mark 16:16, a verse often quoted to prove
baptism is necessary for salvation, is actually a
proof of the opposite. Notice that the basis for
condemnation in that verse is not the failure to be
baptized, but only the failure to believe. Baptism is
mentioned in the first part of the verse because it
was the outward symbol that always accompanied
the inward belief.
I might also mention that many textual scholars
think it unlikely that vv. 9-20 are an authentic
part of Mark’s gospel. We can’t discuss here all
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the textual evidence that has caused many New
Testament scholars to reject the passage. But you
can find a thorough discussion in Bruce Metzger,
et al., A Textual Commentary on the Greek New
Testament, pp. 122-128, and William Hendriksen,
The Gospel of Mark, pp. 682-687.
Water baptism does not seem to be what Peter
has in view in 1 Peter 3:21. The English word
“baptism” is simply a transliteration of the Greek
word baptizo, which means “to immerse.” Baptizo
does not always refer to water baptism in the New
Testament (cf. Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; 7:4; 10:3839; Luke 3:16; 11:38; 12:50; John 1:33; Acts 1:5;
11:16; 1 Corinthians 10:2; 12:13).
So Peter is not talking about immersion in
water, as the phrase “not the removal of dirt from
the flesh” indicates. He is referring to immersion in
Christ’s death and resurrection through “an appeal
to God for a good conscience,” or repentance. Again,
it is not the outward act that saves, but the internal
reality of the Spirit’s regenerating work (cf. Titus
3:4-8).
I also do not believe water baptism is in view in
Romans 6 or Galatians 3. I see in those passages
a reference to the baptism in the Holy Spirit (cf.
1 Corinthians 12:13). For a detailed exposition of
those passages, I refer you to my commentaries
on Galatians and Romans, or the transcripts my
sermons on Galatians 3 and Romans 6.
In Acts 22:16, Paul recounts the words of
Ananias to him following his experience on the
Damascus road: “Arise, and be baptized, and wash
away your sins, calling on His name.” It is best to
connect the phrase “wash away your sins” with
“calling on His name.” If we connect it with “be
baptized,” the Greek participle epikalesamenos
(“calling”) would have no antecedent. Paul’s sins
were washed away not by baptism, but by calling on
His name.
Water baptism is certainly important, and
required of every believer. However, the New
Testament does not teach that baptism is necessary
for salvation.
[https://www.gty.org/library/questions/qa79]
___________________________________________

The Clarity (Perspicuity) of Scripture
The doctrine of the clarity (or perspicuity) of
Scripture (that the central message of the Bible is
clear and understandable, and that the Bible itself
can be properly interpreted in a normal, literal
sense) has been a cornerstone of evangelical belief
ever since the Reformation.
___________________________________________

The Analogy of Faith
The “analogy of faith” is a reformed
hermeneutical principle which states that, since
all scriptures are harmoniously united with no
essential contradictions, therefore, every proposed
interpretation of any passage must be compared
with what the other parts of the bible teach.

a key principle of interpretation taught by the
Reformers which teaches that Scripture should
interpret Scripture. This principle is stated in
the Westminster Confession (1.9) in this manner:
“The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture
is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there
is a question about the true and full sense of any
Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must
be searched and known by other places that speak
more clearly.”
“There must be a consistency in all revealed
truth because it represents absolute truth in the
mind of God. Therefore each passage can have
only one certain and simple sense. As the infallibly
inspired word of God, the Scriptures are reliable, selfconsistent and carry within them all that is needed
for clarity. Since all that God makes known fits with
what He knows perfectly, it is always proper to
assume that no contradictions or dual realities can
be attached to what He speaks.”
Charles Hodge, in his Systematic Theology, has
expressed the idea this way: “If the Scriptures be
what they claim to be, the word of God, they are the
work of one mind, and that mind divine. From this
it follows that Scripture cannot contradict Scripture.
God cannot teach in one place anything which is
inconsistent with what He teaches in another. Hence
Scripture must explain Scripture. If a passage admits
of different interpretations, that only can be the
true one which agrees with what the Bible teaches
elsewhere on the same subject.”

Basis for the term
In Romans 12:6 Paul says that each one was
to exercise his gift of prophecy, i.e., of teaching,
“according to the proportion of faith.” The Greek
word for proportion here is analogia, and hence the
phrase analogy of faith. The meaning is, that the
utterances of the “prophet” were not to fluctuate
according to his own impulses or independent
thoughts, but were to be in accordance with the
truth revealed to him as a believer. Following the
Reformation, this phrase was used to mean that
all Scripture was to be interpreted with reference
to all other Scripture. In other words, no single
text or expression of Scripture was to be isolated
or interpreted in a way contrary to its general
teaching.

Cautions and concerns
The principle of allowing Scripture to interpret
Scripture is a valid aspect of the “analogy of faith,”
presupposing a unity and self-consistency in
Scripture as the work of God. Critics from within
conservative evangelicalism warn of potential
misuse when the analogy of faith is restricted
to that which one finds harmonious and noncontradictory at the expense of sound hermeneutics
and exegesis.
Notes: Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol.
1, Introduction, Chapter VI, The Protestant Rule of
Faith.

___________________________________________

Resources: R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture,
InterVarsity Press (1977). See chapter 3. ISBN
0877847339

The Analogy of Faith

https://www.theopedia.com/analogy-of-faith

Analogy of faith: The analogy of faith was
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