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The Restoration Movement has always maintained a proper appreciation of the grace conveyed through baptism, but mainline denominationalism in the past has not. However, in recent years structured consideration has been given to the topic of baptismal grace among many Protestant scholars. In the past two years, while I was a student at Westminster Theological Seminary, one of the major topics for discussion was the relationship between faith, baptism and justification. Brethren, it is time for us to seize this opportunity for the Lord as the field is ready to receive instruction concerning the significance and meaning of baptism in Scripture.

A key passage in such a discussion is not necessarily Acts 2:38 or 1 Peter 3:21 (though important they are), but Galatians 3:27. In chapter three of Galatians, Paul is explicitly concerned with the doctrine of justification by faith (3:6, 8, 11, 22, 24). Paul, therefore, is concerned with the application of redemption in the personal lives of the Galatians. Man is not justified by the works of the law, but by faith. Therefore, the apostle writes: "For ye are all sons of God, through faith, in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ did put on Christ" (Galatians 3:26-27). "Putting on Christ" is the effect of being baptized into Christ. If, then, we are able to ascertain what it means to "put on Christ," we will, at least in part, understand the meaning and significance of baptism itself.

First, the key toward understanding Paul's use of enduo (to put on) here is to note the usage of the term in the Septuagint (LXX), as well as other Pauline passages. In the LXX the word is mostly used for the Hebrew term labash which relates especially to putting on clothes. However, the term is used metaphorically several times. In Isaiah 59:17 it refers to putting "on righteousness as a breastplate and a helmet of salvation upon his head" (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:8; Ephesians 6:14); in Isaiah 61:10 for "garments of salvation" and the "robe of righteousness;" in Psalm 132:16 it is to be clothed "with salvation;" in Psalm 132:9 to be clothed "with righteousness;" and in Job 29:14 it refers to putting on "righteousness." The imagery of the Old Testament is clear and abundant. There is a consistent allusion to putting on righteousness and salvation.

Justification, we must remember, is a forensic act of God involving a "gift of righteousness" (Romans 5:16, 17). Christ became "sin on our behalf that we might become the righteousness of God in him" (2 Corinthians 5:21). When we are justified, Christ stands in our placed so that we are acquitted before the great judge. As God looks upon us, he sees Christ because we have "put on Christ" in baptism. In other words, we clothed ourselves with the righteousness of Christ.  This is the grace of God! Whereas our own righteousnesses are as "filthy rags," the righteousness of Christ is perfect and divine. Our own righteousness will not save us, but only the righteousness of Christ which we received, by the grace of God, through "putting on Christ" in baptism. Consequently, Paul argues that the effect of baptism into Christ is justification.
In the second place, however, we should not see this phrase in purely forensic terms (i.e., justification), because Paul's usage of enduo elsewhere is certainly ethical. This is particularly true of Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10 and Romans 13:14. These passages have a strong ethical character to them, being set over against certain sins and the "old man." However, it is important to note that in each passage enduo is used in the aorist infinitive, indicating some definitive, particular past action when these did put on Christ. This is clearly seen in the ASV's translation of Colossians 3:9, 10: "seeing that ye have put off the old man with his doings and have put on the new man." It is clear that Paul is teaching the doctrine of sanctification here, but what past act does the apostle have in mind?
We can answer that question by referring back in the context of Colossians 2:11-13 and 3:1-4 where Paul discusses baptism. Similarly, in Romans 6 the apostle explains in detail the relationship of baptism and sanctification. A roman 6:3, 4 teaches that in baptism we participate with Christ in his death, burial and resurrection. The death we died with Christ was death to sin so that we are justified from it (6:7), knowing that "our old man was crucified with him." Therefore, we are sanctified (made holy) through baptism. Since we have been sanctified by putting on Christ (i.e., the new man), we are therefore obligated to follow after "righteousness unto sanctification" (6:19). We are, in effect, to become in life what we already, in fact, are. Since we have put on Christ, we must become what we are, i.e., holy.

Thus, "putting on Christ" has both a forensic and ethical aspect. The former referring to justification and the latter to sanctification, yet both in Galatians 3:27 the effect of baptism. This is also seen in 1 Corinthians 6:11 where the apostle writes: "and such were some of you but ye were washed, but ye were sanctified, but ye were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God" (cf. Ephesians 5:26).

But does not this contradict the Biblical doctrine of justification by faith? Certainly not, for whatever effect is ascribed to faith in the New Testament is equally ascribed to baptism. Whoever believes may receives the forgiveness of sins (Acts 10:43), so everyone who is baptized (Acts 2:38). Faith saves (Ephesians 2:8), and so does baptism (1 Peter 3:21). We cannot, therefore, place a disjunction between faith and baptism. This is borne out in Galatians 3:26, 27 where the reason ("for" begins v. 27; Greek is gar) the Galatians became sons of God through faith is because they put on Christ which is itself the effect of baptism. Baptism here is an essential part of faith. Beasley-Murray has correctly observed: "Gold's gracious giving to faith belongs to the context of baptism, even as God's gracious giving to baptism is to faith" (Baptism in the New Testament, p. 273). When, therefore, faith stands alone in a Pauline passage we must not exclude baptism any more than when baptism stands alone we must exclude faith. For instance, in Galatians 3:1-25 Paul notes only faith, but in verses 26-27 he explains what is meant by personal faith in reference to baptism. We cannot, then, argue that Paul did not have baptism in mind at all in verses 1-25.
When we view faith and baptism in this manner, we may better understand what James had to say. We should view baptism as that which perfects (or completes) faith. James argues that by Abraham's positive obedience, his faith was perfected (James 2:22). In this sense Abraham was justified by works and not by faith alone (or an incomplete faith, James 2:22-24). Paul, then, sees baptism as the perfecting (completing) of faith, and that one is justified by putting on Christ through his baptism which is the completion of a personal faith. It is the obedient act of baptism which makes faith effectual. This is truce because in Galatians 3:24-27 Paul makes no attempt to distinguish the effects of baptism from the effects of faith.

Salvation is by grace through faith! The grace of God shines forth when we re-enact the death, burial and resurrection of his Son. In his grace he gives us the status of his own Son, declaring us justified and sanctifying us. Baptism does not belong in the class of meritorious works any more than faith. Rather, baptism is the instrument which God uses to clothe us with Christ. Baptism is mediate divine action. It refers to the action of God carried out through human means. No passage is clearer on this point than Titus 3:4-7 which reads:

But when the kindness of God our Saviour, and his love toward man, appeared, not by works of righteousness, which we did ourselves, but according to his mercy he saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour; that, being justified by his grace, we might be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life.
