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The History of Baptism 

Introduction 

 In this section we shall seek to survey (as briefly as possible !) the entire history of 

the church demonstrating the continuation of the teaching and practice of believers 

baptism. The importance of this section is for us to be able to trace the practice of 

believers baptism throughout the last two thousand years of the Church's existence. 

1. The practice of baptism after the Apostles (second to fifthcenturies)  

1:1 During the first three centuries of the church there was rapid growth although not all 

Joined for the right reasons. By AD 313 Emperor Constantine made Christianity the 

official religion. Understandably the outward rituals of the church had significant 

appeal over its spiritual convictions. Indeed, because everyone in the Empire had to 

subscribe to the Christian religion, many pagan beliefs and practices crept into the 

Church. In the light of this, four main writers known as 'Apologists' (those who sought 

to defend the gospel with the pen), Tertullian, the author of -the "Didache ('Teaching 

of the Twelve Apostles' late 1st century AD), Justin Martyr and Hippolytus (Apostolic 

Tradition' 150 AD), sought to safe guard the rite of baptism. They insisted that the 

candidate should undergo a period of instruction before being baptised, and in the 

words of Justln Martyr, be "persuaded and believe that the things are true which are 

taught by us and said to be true, and undertake to be able to live accordingly".  

1:2 This represented an attempt by the church to put a limit on those who would join the 

Church for the wrong reasons. However, it also indicates that in the minds of these 

writers only believers should be baptised. The implication is that infants should not be 

baptised! Tertullian, in particular (c 160-220), wrote a protest against the practice of 

infant baptism (which indicates that babies were being baptised at that time) in his 

"De Baptismo" (his 'Homily on Baptism'). He argues that it is best for the child to "first 

learn how to ask for salvation before baptism is given”. He asks, "Why should 

innocent infancy come with haste ...” 

 

1:3 He went on to say, “It follows that deferment of baptism is more profitable, in 

accordance with each person's character and attitude, and even age: and especially 

so as regards children". In addition to the controversy over infant baptism it was also 
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becoming clear that the practice of baptising a person immediately on profession of 

faith was not acceptable. Although the NT appeared to baptise straight after 

conversion, in the light of the confusion surrounding the meaning of Christianity with 

so many people wanting to join the Church for questionable reasons, it became 

apparent that a period of instruction and investigation was required. In some cases a 

period of testing and observation could last for up to two years before baptism could 

be allowed. Someone would be chosen to mentor the candidate and this would mean 

that he or she had to be shadowed through all daily activities to ensure that he or she 

was living the true Christian life.  

 

1:4 Tertullian's treatise was essentially a protest against hasty baptism in general. The 

practice of baptism (in the Didache) during the first three centuries was originally a 

simple matter of immersion in the name of the Persons of the Trinity. However, by 

the time of the fourth century in addition to the washing of baptism was exorcism, 

anointing and Episcopal laying on of hands plus other embellishments of the 

ceremony. This heralds the beginning of the corruptions which were added to 

baptism during the Middle Ages and which were only finally removed at the 

Reformation in the sixteenth century. 

1:5 The early Church Fathers of the first few centuries tended to stress the importance of 

forgiveness of sins making it too closely related to baptism, thus giving a false 

conception of salvation. Baptism for them was a condition for salvation. The 

Shepherd of Hermas (2nd century) said, “The baptism of water is necessary to all”. 

This unfortunately led to the practice of people postponing their baptism till late in life 

and, even in some cases, to their death bed as it became commonly believed that 

sins after baptism were more difficult ( if not impossible!) to be forgiven. The 

Shepherd of Hermas, when asked whether sins could be forgiven after baptism 

replied, “There might be forgiveness for one sin after baptism, but not more than 

one”. Justin would say that in baptism, "we obtain the remission of sins formerly 

committed".  

 

1:6 This controversy over post-baptismal sins created new thinking around the problem 

of "original sin" and its effect on babies. If of course newborn babies are born with 

original sin and if baptism secures forgiveness of sins, then it becomes  imperative 
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(against the danger that they might die in infancy) that they are baptised. It seems 

that there is little doubt that belief in infant baptism arose from the premise that 

babies required forgiveness of sins and of course baptism is the means. Due to the 

number of babies that died in infancy, some solution had to be found. 

 1:7 It was Augustine (354-430 AD) who developed the Biblical teaching on original sin, 

showing that all mankind is born in sin having incurred the guilt of Adam. It was for 

this reason that babies died. So, here then is the impetus for the growth of 

paedobaptism (infant baptism). It is possible that as early as the second century 

infant baptism was only optional, but it became the normal practice for babies to be 

baptised from Augustine in the 5th century onwards.  

 

1:8 However, because infant baptism had become common practice and was ordered by 

the Church, adult, or believers baptism has become increasingly rare or even non-

existent. Of course if infants grew up believing that their baptism had brought them 

forgiveness of sins, what was there within the Church to encourage them to live holy 

lives? In order to assist the Christian to maintain a spiritual life after baptism and deal 

with the question of post baptismal sins there gradually arose a complicated system 

of priests, penances, pilgrimages, intercession of the saints, assistance of Mary, 

prayers of the church and the Pope, and of course the final cleansing in purgatory. 

This undoubtedly established theological thinking on into the Middle Ages. However, 

let Tertullian have the final word, "Faith unimpaired by baptism has no doubt of its 

salvation"! 

2. The Medieval period of revolution  

2:1 The 'underground' movement of the Waldensians (about 1184) represented many 

groups, which were opposed to the Catholic movement of their day. Some parts of 

this movement were heretical whilst others could fairly be called evangelical. On the 

matter of baptism it seems as if they were more opposed to Catholic baptism rather 

than to infant baptism although some writers claim that the Waldensians practiced 

the baptism of believers by immersion. Whatever is true, they certainly re-baptised 

Catholics who were converted and joined their group despite their previous infant 

baptism.  
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2:2 Another similar group were the Paulicians who originated in the sixth century in Asia 

Minor. As late as 1828 a group of their survivors settled in Armenia. They, 

unfortunately held many conflicting doctrines particularly in the matter of the Person 

of Christ (Adoptionism). However, they too were opposed to the Catholic system and 

were hailed as "Ancient Oriental Baptists, and, in many respects, Protestants before 

Protestantism". Significantly baptism was only administered to those who "earnestly 

sought it". Simplicity seems to be one of their characteristics as one writer stated, 

"There are three divine mysteries which God proclaimed, First repentance; second 

baptism; third holy communion". 

3. The Reformation. (Fifteenth to the sixteenth century) 

3:1 Nearly all the great reformers conformed to the doctrine of infant baptism. However, 

the more radical of the reformers, Zwingli (1484-1531), was much exercised over the 

issue as he sought to create a Church fellowship which was founded entirely on 

scripture. He said, "Nothing grieves me more than at present I must baptise children, 

for I know it ought not to be done". His position in the Cathedral plus his influence on 

other matters would not allow him to be faithful to his convictions, "If I were to stop 

the practice of infant baptism I would lose my office". Zwingli justified his actions by 

saying, "I leave baptism untouched. I call it neither right nor wrong. If we were to 

baptise as Christ instituted it, then we would not baptise any person until he reached 

the years of discretion, for I find infant baptism nowhere written or practised. But we 

must practise it now so as not to offend our fellow men...It is better not to preach 

(adult baptism) until the world is ready to receive it". 

3:2 In his defence we must point out that the urgent matter of the Reformation was 

"Justification by faith alone", and for leaders like Zwingli this issue  was considered to 

be of  more importantance. He felt that once these great fundamental issues had 

been resolved the matter of baptism could be corrected when, as he put it, "the world 

was ready to receive it". In retrospect we now know that this  occurred after the 

Reformation during the seventeenth century (i.e., rise of the Baptist Movement). 

3:3 The Anabaptists of the sixteenth century led the forefront in proclaiming believers' 

baptism as the correct and only scriptural position. They condemned the reformation 

as half-hearted and incomplete. Anabaptist means to "re-baptise", and the group 

rejected totally the concept of infant baptism administering the rite only to those who 

claimed to have a decisive experience of conversion. Although the title Anabaptists 
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covered many different smaller groups of religious radicals, some heretical and 

fanatical, some were genuinely evangelical.  

3:4 The more evangelical groups exist to this day such as the Menonites and Huttites. 

The Anabaptists reacted against the concept of the state Church, seeking 

independence and a very simple approach to Christianity more akin to the New 

Testament. In some respects they pre-empted the Brethren movement and the 

independent Evangelical Churches of today. Unfortunately the Anabaptists presented 

an embarrassment to the Reformers and were regarded as dangerous to the 

Reformation cause; consequently they experienced severe persecution at the hands 

of the Reformers and the Catholics. The Anabaptists’ rejection of infant baptism was 

similar to a rejection of one’s birth certificate. Hence the persecution. 

3:5 Yet, they represented for us the early Evangelical Independent Church that sought 

for a New Testament Christianity. For them baptism was not for infants. It was not 

that they practiced “adult baptism”, rather for them is was “believer’s baptism”. 

4. Seventeenth century 

4:1 The Puritan era depicted a period of intense seriousness in spiritual matters with the 

desire for Church independence at the top of the agenda. It was a movement that 

believed the Reformation had not gone far enough and they wanted a purer Church. 

Within the Church of England there were growing numbers of those who were 

discontent with the State Church in England desiring an independence from the 

State’s control of the Church.  The Puritans wanted to create a pure Church 

membership.   

4:2 Eventually, groups independent of the Church of England  were formed by people 

who did not regard the established State Church as the true Church. There were 

originally two particular independent groups. The first was simply known as  the  

“Independents” but later came to be known as the “Brownists” after Robert Browne 

(1550-1633)  the founder, and in later years took on the title of "Congregationalists". 

Although this was a Church  group independent of the State Church in England, it 

favoured infant baptism. Robert Browne was later executed under Elizabeth 1.  

4:3 In addition to the “Brownists” were the "Baptists" originating from a man by the name 

of John Smyth who died 1612. This group was influenced by the Dutch Menonites 

(Anabaptists) who practiced believers baptism. However, these early baptists 
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discarded their Calvinism (a strong belief of the Reformation) and became known as 

"General Baptists" ( in distinction from the “Particular Baptists”  who were largely 

Calvinistic in doctrine). It was this group that took their biblical logic to its ultimate 

conclusion by saying, "A regenerate (born again) membership leads to the baptism of 

believers only, and the rebaptism of those merely christened as infants".  

4:4 John Smyth (1554-1612) was the first English Baptist, who began in the Church of 

England, and became a Puritan, and then Separatist, and finally a Baptist Separatist. 

The Separatist church came under persecution in England at the start of the 

seventeenth century and in 1608 was forced to emigrate to Amsterdam in Holand. 

From his study of the scriptures, Smyth became convinced that baptism on 

confession of faith was the New Testament method of admission to church fellowship 

and that the Bible knew nothing about infant baptism. Smyth therefore baptised 

himself, then others. At this stage they were not baptising by immersion but by 

effusion - sprinkling. They would take a handful of water from the basin and pour it on 

the head of the person being baptised. 

4:5 Members of Smyth's church returned to London in 1612 under the leadership of 

Thomas Helwys. They were Arminian in doctrine and became known as the "General 

Baptists". In 1633 another group of baptism-believing Christians, being Calvinistic in 

their doctrine, founded a Baptist Church known as the "Particular Baptists" under the 

leadership of Henry Jacob.  

4:6 About this time, immersion rather than effusion became the standard method of 

baptism. Thus before the middle of the seventeenth century two very popular 

evangelical Baptist Church groups had been formed as a significant part of the 

Puritan movement of Separatists. 

5. The Baptist Church History 

5:1 The growth of the Baptist cause was steady, and by 1660 there were about 131 

Particular Baptist Churches and 115 General Baptist Churches in England. The 

famous, household name of John Bunyan (1628-1688), author of "Pilgrim's Progress" 

belongs to this period. By the middle of the eighteenth century the evangelical 

enthusiasm of the Arminian General Baptists began to weaken and serious doctrinal 

error led them into Unitarianism ( a form of theology which rejects the doctrine of the 

Trinity and the Deity of Christ) causing them to decline as a significant Church 

witness.  
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5:2 At the same time hyper-Calvinism ( a hardened form of Calvinism which resists 

evangelism, teaching that God will save the elect without the assistance of Christian 

preaching) had brought the Particular Baptists into bad repute and decline. However, 

Dan Taylor (1738-1816), originating from the Midlands, came under the evangelical 

preaching of Wesley and Whitefield and in particular that of William Grimshaw of 

Howarth in Yorkshire and rescued the Particular Baptists from its hyper-Calvinism. 

He was converted and became a Methodist. In his study of the scriptures, like those 

before him, he came to the conclusion that infant baptism was not a New Testament 

teaching and that believers' baptism was the correct method of professing faith and 

entering the church. Taylor was baptised as a believer by a small group of General 

Baptists in Nottinghamshire.  

5:3 Returning to Yorkshire, Dan Taylor formed the first General Baptist Church in the 

county. Thus began the “General Baptists of the New Connection”, a revival of the 

Baptist evangelical cause which owes its origins to the Methodist Revival of that 

period. The title "New Connection" was chosen to differentiate it from the old General 

Baptists who had become virtually Unitarian or Socinian (a 16th century heresy 

denying the deity of Christ). Andrew Fuller (1754-1815) was one of the men used by 

God to rescue the Particular Baptists. Despite much opposition against him, he held 

tightly to the New Testament teaching of Divine Predestination and the responsibility 

of man. His famous book, "The Gospel worthy of All Acceptation" revealed his 

thinking.  

5:4 In 1792 the Baptist Missionary Society was formed by ministers of the 

Northamptonshire Association of Particular Baptist Churches at the call of William 

Carey, with Andrew Fuller serving as its secretary. It was this that initiated the rise of 

the Protestant Missionary movement amongst the evangelical churches of the latter 

part of the eighteenth century. Although the Particular Baptists of the eighteenth 

century had now changed their doctrine into a Biblical and evangelical form of 

Calvinism, there still remained ridged hyper-Calvinistic groups of Baptists who 

refused to change their thinking and are known as "Strict Baptists".  

5:5 The nineteenth century witnessed the rise of the "New Awakening" in scientific 

discovery and learning, and this in turn, with the popularity and influence of 

Darwinism, inflicted damage on the Church. Deism (teaching an indifferent God 

removed from the world) and "The God-of-the-gaps" (i.e., using theology as a means 

to fill in the gaps left by science) drew people away from the Church. However, even 
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the nineteenth century witnessed a revival through the preaching and teaching of 

Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-1892) the London Baptist preacher who could draw 

weekly congregations of over 6,000 to hear the evangelical Gospel.  

5:6 The Baptist Union was formed in 1813, but because of the liberal doctrinal thinking 

that was creeping into the Baptist denomination towards the end of the nineteenth 

century known as the "Downgrade controversy", Spurgeon felt compelled to leave 

the Baptist Union. Into the twentieth century however, Baptists have continued to 

have world wide influence, and although somewhat doctrinally mixed, there exists a 

large body of people who hold tenaciously to the evangelical Gospel, witnessing to 

the “supremacy of scripture, a regenerate church membership, the voluntary nature 

of discipleship, baptism of believers by immersion, the headship of Christ and the 

priesthood of all believers”.  

Conclusion  

Whilst the purpose of this Study is not to highlight baptism as if it was the most 

important of all Biblical teachings, hopefully, this material will reflect the view that 

baptism is a significant Biblical practice that receives full support in the pages of the 

New Testament. History also serves to point to the fact that believer’s baptism has 

always been an integral part of Christian thinking and practice. Perhaps the next 

stage is for you to consider prayerfully how baptism can be relevant for yourself in 

your desire to be obedient to this particular Biblical teaching as a disciple of Christ.  

 

Richard Lee February 1997 (revised October 2013) 

 

 


