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1. Introduction

The question of the content, extent, and timing of the instruction given to new
converts to Christianity in the apostolic church is an important one. Such instruction is
usually called “catechesis,” from the Greek verb katecheo, “to teach.” There is historical
evidence to indicate that from the second to the fifth centuries catechesis in the Christian
church took place before baptism and in some cases it lasted several years.[1]Once the
practice of infant baptism was fully accepted in the church a shift took place and baptism
preceded catechesis.[2] We also know that Jewish proselytes received instructions on the
commandments and on the meaning of conversion before they experienced the cleansing

water.[3]

I1. Catechesis in the New Testament

In the NT there are a few passages that some have interpreted as suggesting that the
sequence was baptism and then catechesis. They are occasionally employed to justify
baptizing individuals who claim to have accepted Jesus as their personal Savior, but who have

not had prior biblical instruction. It is those passages that we would like to look at briefly.

A. The Gospel Commission—Matt 28:19-20

Jesus commanded the disciple to “go and make disciples . . ., baptizing them . . ., and
teaching them to obey everything I commanded you.” Since “teaching” is the last item in the

list a number of individuals have concluded that the catechesis was given after baptism. But



the text is not as clear as some believe. The main exegetical problem has to do with the
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relation between the two participles—“baptizing,” “teaching”—and the main verb—"“make
disciples.” Is making disciples explained in terms of baptizing and then teaching (“make
disciples, by baptizing and teaching them”), or should the participles be taken as having
imperatival force, listing what the Lord expected from the disciples without emphasizing the
specific sequence to be followed (“make disciples, baptize, and teach™)?

Based on Greek grammar the first possibility is very unlikely[4] due to the presence
of the two participles instead of two finite verbs.[5] The second has the support of Greek
grammar according to which it is possible “for the Greek participle to perform a function
similar to that of a finite verb, especially when the finite verb would occur in the indicative or
imperative mood.”’[6] In this particular case the finite verb is an imperative (“make
disciples”) making it possible for the participles to function as imperatives. Therefore, the
participles do “not indicate that the Gentiles must be discipled before they are baptized, or
baptized before they are taught. It looks as if Matthew perceives baptism as occurring in the
middle of a discipling-and-teaching process that must continue indefinitely.”[7]

Although this understanding presents the most likely meaning of the text, absolute
certainty is not necessarily possible. Even if we accept the suggestion that there is an implicit
sequence, the command “make disciples” would imply that some pre-baptismal instruction
was given to new converts and that instruction continued after baptism.[8] In Matthew to
become a disciple “means above all to follow after righteousness as articulated in the
teachings of Jesus.”[9] Church members were expected to continue to grow in faith and

knowledge after baptism (Heb 5:11-14). Therefore the question is not whether catechesis

preceded baptism but how much instruction was given before baptism.



B. The Practice of the Apostles in Acts

In the book of Acts we find several cases where baptism was not preceded by any
formal catechesis. After Peter’s sermon at Pentecost three thousand were baptized “that day”
(Acts 2:41). The instruction they needed was given through a sermon and “those who
accepted his message were baptized.” We are not told whether they received any further
instruction during the day.

In Samaria , Philip “proclaimed [lit. “was proclaiming,”] the Christ” and many were
baptized. The verb “proclaimed” in Greek is an imperfect suggesting that his preaching took
place during a period of time. His message included the good news of the kingdom of God
and the name of Jesus (8:5, 12). Obviously some instruction was given before baptism. Philip
also explained the Scripture to the Ethiopian, who most probably was a Gentile who feared
the Lord and participated in the Jewish system of worship.[10] The text says that Philip
began his Bible study with Isa 53 and then went through the rest of the Scriptures. Touched
by the Spirit the Ethiopian requested baptism and Philip baptized him (8:35). No more details
are given.

Paul baptized the jailer and his household after “speaking the word of the Lord to
him and to all the others in his house” (16:32-33). But notice that Paul first informed him he
had to believe in the Lord Jesus, then he instructed the jailer and his family, and finally
baptized him. The impression we get is that once the person understood the Christian

message and made a commitment to it, baptism took place.

C. Possible Content of the Catechesis

It is very difficult to know in detail the content of the instruction given to prospective
members of the church. We can get an idea of the type of instruction they received before

baptism by examining the apostolic speeches in Acts. It was as a result of listening to those



sermons, which contained teachings of the church,[11] that people accepted the gospel and
were baptized.[12] Among the most important topics mentioned in them we find the good
news of Jesus Christ (8:35), the OT messianic prophecies were fulfilled in him (2:16; 3:18; cf.
8:32-35), he is the Son of David (2:30-31) and the Son of God (9:20); mention is made to his
earthly ministry (2:22), his death and resurrection (2:23; 3:15; 4:10), his exaltation and
mediation (2:33; 3:13; 4:11; 5:31), and his Lordship (2:36).

Other doctrines specifically mentioned in the speeches recorded in Acts are,
repentance (2:38; 3:19), forgiveness of sin (10:43; 13:38), justification (13:39), worship of the
true God (17:29), final judgment (10:42; 17:31; cf. Rom 2:16), second coming of Christ
(3:20-21), general resurrection (24:15; 17:18), the kingdom of God (8:12), and the Holy Spirit
(2:33, 38). This impressive list of topics indicates that instruction was given to unbelievers
before they were baptized. The amount of catechesis probably depended on the background of
the individual. Basic instruction was necessary because through baptism the convert entered

into a new life, the life of a Christian ( Rom 6:4).

D. Catechesis as an Introduction to a New Life

If baptism means the end of an old way of life and the beginning of a new one, it is
simply impossible to baptize someone without explaining to him or her the practical
implications of a Christian life. The call to repentance and confession before baptism implies
that the individual is accepting a new way of life that is in harmony with the Christian
message (Acts 2:38; 10:43). Paul makes reference to this change of life, in the context of his
discussion on baptism, by contrasting the condition of the individual before and after
becoming a Christian. He writes, “But thanks be to God that though you used to be slaves of
sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching you were entrusted. You have been set
free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness” (Rom 6:17-18). It was through faith

in Christ expressed in the baptismal act that the individual was freed from the power of sin,
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and it was also at baptism that the person made a commitment to the Christian teaching. The

text presupposes that specific Christian instruction was given to the candidate for baptism.

II1. Baptism, the Church, and the Spirit

According to the Scriptures to be baptized is to become part of the people of God, that
is to say, to be incorporated not only into Christ (Rom 6:3-4), but also into his body, the
church (1 Cor 12:12). For this reason the Bible makes no distinction between baptism into
Christ and becoming a member of the church; the Lord and his church are inseparable.
Through baptism we become children of God and members of a community of faith where
Christ is Lord: “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek,
slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). The first group of
believers who were baptized after listening to the sermon of Peter “were added” to the
disciples of Jesus, to the church that was born that day through the outpouring of the Spirit
(Acts 2:41). The NT does not support the idea that a Christian can exist as such isolated from
the community of believers. That type of individualism is unknown in the Scriptures and is
incompatible with the biblical understanding of the nature of the church.

The reception of the Holy Spirit by new converts was significant not only because
they were empowered to live a holy Christian life, but also because this was the first gift they
received from God through the intercessory ministry of Christ before the Father (Acts 2:33).
In other words, it was a significant piece of evidence pointing to the fact that Jesus had been
exalted to the right hand of God. He was alive before the Father!

Occasionally the individual received the Spirit through the laying on of hands (Acts
8:17; 9:17; 19:6), but there is no command from the Lord or the apostles to make this practice
a permanent one in the church. In fact Jesus (Matt 3:16) and the apostles received the Spirit

without the laying on of hands (Acts 2:1-4). Phillip baptized the Ethiopian but there is no



reason to conclude that he received the Spirit through the laying on of hands (8:38-39). The
more common biblical view seems to be that believers received the Spirit at baptism (1 Cor
12:13; Tit 3:5). The association between the Spirit and baptism is probably based on the fact
that Jesus was anointed by the Holy Spirit at his baptism.

That in some cases the laying on of hands is mentioned does not mean that it was
only through this act that the Spirit was imparted to new believers. The few cases where it
was performed are very peculiar and should not be used to universalize the practice.[13] In
fact it took place in contexts where former disciples of John the Baptist (Acts 19:1-7), gentiles
(8:12-17) or an enemy of the church (9:17-18) were joining the church. The practice served
to emphasize that the apostles had been appointed as God’s instruments in the church and that

the reception of the Spirit was a divine gift.

IV. Conclusion

The importance and seriousness of the baptismal act requires from the individual
careful consideration and a lucid understanding of what it means. Since the rite is a public
confession of faith and commitment to Christ and his church, a public examination of the
candidates is appropriate. Every new convert must know what does it mean to be a Seventh-
day Adventist. This is not just a matter of sharing present truth with them; it is also a matter of
honesty on our part. Baptism joins people to the church and call them to stand for truth,
therefore the least we can do is to ascertain that they know the biblical truth we proclaim and
our mission on this planet. Instruction should continue after baptism in order to deepen the

understanding of the Christian message and its full impact on the daily life of the believer.
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