
Worshiping

w i t h  t h e

CHUrch

Fathers

C h r i s t o p h e r

A. H a l l

WorshipChurch Fathers.indb   3 10/26/09   11:34:52 AM



Con ten ts

Abbreviations.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                 	 9

Introduction.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                  	 11

Part 1: Sacraments

1  Baptism: Entering the Worshiping Community.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .          	 21

2  Eucharist: Feasting with the Worshiping Community.  .   .   .   .   . 	 51

Part 2: Prayer

3  The Basics of Prayer .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                          	 83

4  The Challenge of Unceasing Prayer .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                 	 113

5  Further Coaching on Prayer .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 	 143	

6  The Lord’s Prayer .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 	 173

Part 3: Discipline

7  The Transforming Call to the Desert .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                	 203

8  A Space to Draw Close to God .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 	 223

Conclusion .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	 247

Notes .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	 251

Permission Credit Lines .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   	 273

Subject Index .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                 	 275

Scripture Index .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .                                	 279

WorshipChurch Fathers.indb   7 10/26/09   11:34:52 AM



Great is the baptism that lies before you: the ransom of captives, the forgive-
ness of sins, the death of sin, the regeneration of the soul, the garment of light, 
the holy perpetual seal, a chariot to heaven, the delight of paradise, a welcome 
into the kingdom, the gift of adoption.

Cy r il  of  Jerusa lem Procatachesis  16

It is the Holy Spirit who effects with water the second birth, as a certain seed 
of divine generation. It is a consecration of a heavenly birth and the pledge of 
a promised inheritance.

Novati an Tr eatise  Concer n i ng the Tr i n it y 1

Faith and baptism are two kindred and inseparable ways of salvation: faith 
is perfected by baptism; baptism is established by faith, and both are com-
pleted by the use of the same names. As we believe in Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, so we are baptized into the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Confession leads the way and brings us to salvation; baptism follows, setting 
the seal on our assent.

Basil  of  Ca esar e a On the Holy Spir it
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o n e

Baptism

Entering the 

Worshiping Community

The Sacramental Mysteries
Some readers, particularly those from an evangelical background and per-
spective, may find themselves surprised, bewildered and perhaps troubled 
to discover that the church fathers thought, lived and worshiped sacramen-
tally. That is to say, the fathers believed that God delights to use tangible, 
concrete, earthy means—matter itself—to communicate his grace, redemp-
tion and presence to us, elements as simple and specific as bread, wine, wa-
ter and oil. Sometimes this perspective is known today as sacramental 
realism.

The word sacrament (Lat. sacramentum) was borrowed by Latin Chris-
tian writers such as Augustine from its common use in the Western Latin 
world; in a Roman context sacramentum was the term employed for the oath 
sworn by a candidate entering the military service. Because entrance into 
Roman military service included religious rituals and sacrifices, sacramen-
tum possessed religious connotations, non-Christian though they were.2 

With the passage of time Latin fathers began to use sacramentum in a 
specifically Christian sense and related its meaning to the Greek word mys-
terion.3 Sacramentum never lost its pagan Roman overtones, however, in 
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22	 Worshiping with the Church Fathers

terms of obligations taken under oath. To enter the church in baptism was 
to accept certain clear and distinct obligations and to profess a commonly 
held faith.4 As we will see, baptism was serious business—both joyful and 
solemn. 

Why would the church fathers embrace a sacramental worldview, a way 
of viewing the world that seems strange and counterintuitive, at least from 
an Old Testament perspective? Are we not a step away—if not closer—to 
the heinous sin of idolatry? Isn’t the attempt to merge the divine with the 
material idolatry’s foundation stone? One can imagine an Israelite carpen-
ter fashioning an image out of wood or stone and quickly encountering the 
wrath and sarcasm of Isaiah. “To whom, then, will you compare God? What 
image will you compare him to? As for an idol, a craftsman casts it, and a 
goldsmith overlays it with gold and fashions silver chains for it. A man too 
poor to present such an offering selects wood that will not rot. He looks for 
a skilled craftsman to set up an idol that will not topple” (Is 40:18-20). To 
unite or combine the realm of the Spirit with the realm of the material, 
then, appears deeply troubling—both foolish and dangerous—from a bibli-
cal perspective.

So again we have to ask the question, why would the church fathers 
clearly and openly affirm that God has chosen to draw near to us through 
the medium of his own creation? There is only one safe, solid, coherent an-
swer: Jesus Christ. In the incarnation of the eternal Word we discern the 
rhyme and reason of the sacraments. In the wondrous, mysterious, divine-
human person nestled in the Virgin Mary’s womb, we encounter the sacra-
mental principle. The eternal Word, the Son of God, has humbly joined his 
nature to the human nature trustfully and lovingly offered to him by Mary. 
In Christ the divine and human, the immaterial and the material, the Spirit 
and the f lesh, are married. Who would have thought that such a wonder 
was possible?

The incarnation, then, is the bedrock upon which all sacraments are 
built. The sacramental principle—God wills, indeed, delights in using tan-
gible, earthy means to draw near to his image bearers—is grounded on the 
Word made f lesh. John of Damascus captures this principle well:
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Baptism	 23

I do not venerate matter, I venerate the fashioner of matter, who be-
came matter for my sake and accepted to dwell in matter and through 
matter worked my salvation, and I will not cease from reverencing 
matter, through which my salvation was worked. . . . I reverence the 
rest of matter and hold in respect that through which my salvation 
came, because it is filled with divine energy and grace. Is not the 
thrice-precious and thrice-blessed wood of the cross matter? Is not 
the holy and august mountain, the place of the skull, matter? Is not 
the life-giving and life-bearing rock, the holy tomb, the source of the 
resurrection, matter? Is not the ink and the all-holy book of the Gos-
pels matter? Is not the gold and silver matter, out of which crosses 
and tablets and bowls are fashioned? And, before all these things, is not 
the body and blood of our Lord matter?5

Those grounded in the tradition of the fathers believe that to reject a 
sacramental worldview is to cut oneself off from the very means God has 
ordained for human growth and flourishing. Theophan the Recluse, a nine-
teenth-century Russian Christian and spiritual father of the Orthodox 
Church, puts it this way: to “reject” the “natural means” of the sacraments is 
similar to “someone who wants to cross a river by means of some spiritual 
power, while boats and bridges are at his disposal. Such a person will wait 
in vain for the power of the Spirit. And while others cross to the other side, 
he will be left on the riverbank, alone.” A sacrament, Theophan comments, 
“is like a framework that supports one’s inner attitude and ensures its 
stability.”6

Both Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa emphasize that the 
sacraments are indissolubly linked to “the historical economy of salvation in 
the events of the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”7 
For instance, when the fathers contemplate the sacraments of baptism and 
the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper), they interpret them through the lens of 
the biblical narrative from beginning to end. If God has chosen to use water 
in baptism to signify redemption and re-creation in Christ, it should not 
surprise us to find the fathers mining the Old Testament references to wa-
ter for deeper redemptive, christological meaning. 
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24	 Worshiping with the Church Fathers

The apostle Paul himself provides the pattern for this Christ-centered 
reading of Scripture. Paul teaches that key events in the exodus experience 
of Israel were themselves a kind of baptism. The food (manna) and water 
providentially provided for Israel in the wilderness came from Christ’s pres-
ence with them. “They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the 
sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; 
for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that 
rock was Christ” (1 Cor 10:2-4). 

Key figures, events and practices in the covenantal history of Israel pre-
figured the fulfillment of God’s purposes in Christ. The type (Gk. typos) of 
the Red Sea, for instance, finds its eschatological and sacramental fulfill-
ment in the waters of baptism as the age to come invades this present evil 
age. Peter links the protection of Noah and his family within the ark to the 
protection baptism offers. “In [the ark] only a few people, eight in all, were 
saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you 
also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good con-
science toward God” (1 Pet 3:20-21).

Augustine provides a well-known definition of a sacrament: a sacra-
ment is “a visible form of an invisible grace.”8 Irenaeus speaks of the sacra-
ments as “the mysterious operations of God.” Chrysostom refers to them 
as “spiritual realities under sensory signs,” grace-filled wonders that 
“bring to pass what they signify . . . and make visible.” They are “the invis-
ible in the visible.”9

The sacraments of the church are not magical rites, divorced from the 
faith of the person receiving them. “They are like fire: if the wood is damp—
that is, if the soul is passion ridden, the inner warmth does not make itself 
felt immediately after receptions of the sacrament.”10 The sacraments’ pat-
tern and efficacy are based on faith—faith in God’s actions in history on 
our behalf, that God in Jesus Christ is presently reigning in the midst of this 
present evil age. The fathers ponder God’s actions in history as related in 
the narrative of the Bible and build their sacramental worldview on this 
biblical basis. Thus the sacraments are both biblical and eschatological in 
nature. God has invaded this present evil age in Christ, and the sacraments 
communicate that reality to believers. Hence, a sacrament is a lively, living 
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Baptism	 25

remembering of the holy Trinity’s loving actions for human beings, “the 
bringing of the past into the present before God’s (and not primarily men’s) 
eyes, so that He may remember, act, and make his people walk forward 
from the covenant towards the end of the ages.”11 Indeed, the fathers’ link-
ing of sacramentum with Paul’s use of mysterion indicates their clear aware-
ness that “the plan of salvation eternally hidden in God,” the Lord’s divine 
secret, has now been “revealed in and by Christ.”12 This is the mystery now 
revealed in the “economy.”

Latin writers such as Ambrose connect sacramentum and mysterion in 
phrases such as sacramenta mysteriorum and mysteria sacramentum. In these 
phrases the sacramentum designates what we can see, for instance bread and 
wine, while the mysterion is the interior aspect of the sacrament, the spiri-
tual reality the sacrament is conveying and communicating. “The sacra-
menta introduce us to the mysteria and, in turn, the mysteria make us under-
stand the outer sign, the sacramenta.” One reality functions as “a sign of 
another,” an “efficacious sign” which wondrously, mysteriously, sacramen-
tally communicates what it signifies.13 There is “a force in the sacrament,” a 
power communicated by the Holy Spirit, so that the sacrament actually 
“produces the signified effect.”14

Two K ey Sacr a men ts:  Ba p tism a nd the Euch ar ist
In the first two chapters of this book, I want to focus on the fathers’ fruitful 
reflection and teaching on two key sacraments: baptism and the Eucharist. 
The fathers view baptism as the door through which one enters the church 
and receives the life of salvation. It is the great initiatory rite of the church. 
In turn, it is the Eucharist that early Christians viewed as “a key component 
in the continued development of the believer and a central element in Chris-
tian worship.”15 Boris Bobrinsky comments on the “bipolarity of baptism 
and the Eucharist. . . . This bipolarity . . . signifies in particular that every 
baptism tends toward the Eucharist as to its fullness, and that every Eucha-
rist finds its source in baptism, as in the entrance door of the world to the 
Church.”16 

Both baptism and the Eucharist are concrete, grace-filled, earthy means 
God employs to communicate central themes of the gospel narrative and 
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26	 Worshiping with the Church Fathers

the overarching biblical story to the mind and body of a Christian. Henry 
Chadwick speaks of Christians gathering together on the pattern of the 
Jewish synagogue, but to celebrate a new covenant in continuity with the 
old. In “water, bread, and wine” the church possessed “covenant signs . . . 
means of divine grace and . . . ordered rites which provide both form and 
vitality to the disorder of human life.”17 In early Christian worship, believ-
ers communed with God through “a pattern of symbolic words and actions 
through which the presence of the Lord” was “expressed.”18 

We should not overlook the ethical dimension of church’s sacramental 
life. To be baptized and to share in the Eucharist entailed a definite “yes” to 
Christ and “no” to sin. In a word, the renunciations involved in baptism, 
“dramatically reinforced by exorcism, affected people’s jobs.”19 For the bap-
tized, certain activities and vocations were off limits. 

A married man who also had a concubine or mistress or slept with his 
slave-girls had to change his ways. A priest serving idols could not so 
continue. (It is instructive that there were applications from people 
employed in this way.) Actors and actresses, who in antiquity were 
mostly slaves, or professional gladiators had to find different work, 
raising inevitable questions about trying to finance emancipation, 
perhaps with help from the church chest. In general the public enter-
tainments industry was looked on with aversion. Considerable 
qualms attached to those whose duty, as soldiers or as prison gaolers, 
involved them in taking human life, and the same held good for pro-
vincial governors, whose duties constantly required attendance at 
idolatrous ceremonies, not to mention ordering torture and execu-
tion of criminals. Sufficient evidence of the bribery of judges survives 
to make it certain that this was a widespread problem, and especially 
offensive when used to bring about a death sentence. (Capital punish-
ment was not approved by Christians.) The list of those before whom 
the Church erected barriers is not only a sign of the Christians’ deter-
mination to be a society of purged saints rather than a school for sin-
ners continuing in unacceptable positions but also a testimony to the 
wide cross-section of society attracted by the gospel.20 
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A closer look at an ancient Christian worship service may well prove 
helpful as we explore the fathers’ thoughts on baptism and the Eucharist. 

E ar ly Chr istia n Wor ship Serv ices
Baptism always occurred in the context of the church’s worship. Justin 
Martyr, a second-century Christian apologist, describes in some detail 
the worship service that followed the initiatory rite of baptism. Justin 
writes:

We all assemble on the day of the sun [Sunday] because that is the 
first day, the day on which God drew matter out of darkness and cre-
ated the world. It is also the day on which Christ our Savior rose from 
the dead. . . . We pray in common, for ourselves and for everyone . . . 
to attain to the knowledge of truth and grace . . . to keep the com-
mandments . . . When the prayers are over we give one another the 
kiss of peace. Next, bread and a cup of wine mixed with water are 
brought to the president of the assembly of the brothers. He takes 
them, praises and glorifies the Father of the universe in the name of 
the Son and Holy Spirit, then he utters a long eucharistic prayer as a 
thanksgiving for having been judged worthy of these blessings. When 
he has finished the intercessions and the eucharistic prayer all the 
people exclaim Amen. Amen is the Hebrew word meaning “so be it.” 
When the president has finished the thanksgiving and all the people 
have responded, the ministers whom we call deacons distribute the 
consecrated bread and wine to all who are present and they take some 
to those who are absent.21

Justin points out a number of interesting aspects of early Christian wor-
ship, information we can supplement from other early Christian writers 
such as Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria. 

Worship occurred on the first day of the week, the “Sun’s Day” from a Ro-
man perspective. The early Christian community felt free to utilize the 
Roman calendar, substituting Christian meanings for pagan ones. Yes, 
the Romans may consider the first day of the week to be the Sun’s Day, 
but for Christians this was the day of Christ’s resurrection, when the light 
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28	 Worshiping with the Church Fathers

of the world broke forth from the tomb. 
Either the writings of the apostles or the prophets were read to the gathered 

community. Here we have an indication that by the middle of the second 
century a.d. early Christians acknowledged and understood that texts from 
the hands of the apostles were authoritative for the church and should be 
read in the context of worship. Justin also mentions “the prophets,” evidence 
of the high regard in which the early Christians held the Hebrew 
Scriptures.

The “president” of the assembly would comment in an exhortatory style on 
the passages read, delivering a sermon that was practical in nature, biblically 
based and designed to elicit concrete change in the lives of those listening. 
Tertullian supplements the information Justin provides, referring to “el-
ders” who presided over the church and who received their position be-
cause of their proven character. He also mentions the reading of “sacred 
texts” in worship and sermons that contained instruction, exhortation 
and “divine censures.”22

Clement of Alexandria characterizes the early Christian teacher as “not 
enslaved with fear but . . . true in word, patient in labor, unwilling to lie in 
spoken word; thus he always accomplishes what is without sin, since a lie—
inasmuch as it is spoken with a certain deceit—is not an empty word but 
works evil.”23 Truth in word and life were the fundamental prerequisite for 
those who would teach the gathered community. 

Desert monastic teaching reinforces Clement’s point. Amma Syncletica 
warns, “It is dangerous for one to teach who has not been trained in the 
practical life. It is like someone who has an unsound house and receives 
guests; he will cause harm by the collapse of the dwelling. In the same way, 
those who have not first built themselves up destroy those who come to 
them. For they may summon them to salvation by their words, but by their 
evil conduct they injure even more those who follow them.”24

Group prayer followed the president’s exhortation. It is difficult to know 
with certainty the exact nature of this group prayer. Was it spontaneous, 
similar to the relatively unstructured prayer often offered, for instance, in 
evangelical circles? Or was communal prayer more liturgical in nature? 
Tertullian lists a number of specific emphases in the church’s prayers: 
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prayer for government officials such as the emperor; prayer for the divine 
preservation and maintenance of civil order; and prayer for the delay of 
God’s judgment on the world.25

In all likelihood, the singing of hymns accompanied the prayers of the 
church. In his First Apology Justin comments that “We praise [the Maker of 
the universe] as much as we are able by the word of prayer and thanksgiving 
for all the things with which we are supplied . . . being thankful in word, 
[we] send up to him honors and hymns for our creation, all the means of 
health, the various qualities of the different classes of things, the changes of 
the seasons, while making petitions for our coming into existence again in 
incorruption by reason of faith in him.”26

Ancient Christian worship displays a charismatic side. Tertullian spe-
cifically mentions a “sister in the congregation” who possessed “gifts of rev-
elation.” She would experience these revelations “by ecstasy in the Spirit 
during the regular services of the Lord’s day in the church.” Visions could 
also occur at almost any other time in the service.27

The Eucharist was celebrated on a weekly basis, with the serving of both 
bread and a mixture of wine and water. The church’s understanding of the 
Eucharist was “realistic” in the sense that Christians believed the wine and 
bread—once consecrated—were Christ’s body and blood, though the “how” 
of this mystery for the most part was left alone. In other places in his writ-
ings Justin describes the Eucharist as both a sacrifice and as a memorial of 
Christ’s body and blood.28

The consecrated Eucharist was taken to believers unable to attend the weekly 
assembly, demonstrating the importance of the Eucharist to early Christians. 
This practice continues today in the Anglican, Roman Catholic and Ortho-
dox churches.

The early church was extremely concerned that money be handled wisely and 
honestly. An offering was collected weekly, with “those who have means” 
freely choosing the amount they would give, though all members were ex-
pected to give to the best of their ability. Justin Martyr comments: “For no 
one is compelled, but he contributes voluntarily.”29 This money was then 
distributed to orphans, widows, the sick, prisoners, foreigners and anyone 
else in need of assistance. 
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Nicholas Wolterstorff comments on the “nicely balanced bifocal service” 
of the early church between the preached word and the sacraments, a bal-
ance he feels Protestants have had a hard time maintaining. In Reformed 
and evangelical circles it is the weekly preaching of the Word that is promi-
nent, with the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper more often celebrated on a 
monthly or quarterly basis. “The Reformed service became a preaching 
service—except for those four times a year when it was a Lord’s Supper 
service. Whereas the medievals tilted Justin’s [Martyr’s] nicely balanced bifocal 
service way over toward the Eucharist, the Reformed now tilt it almost all the 
way toward the sermon.”30

The Water of Ba p tism
Apart from early Gnostics, ancient Christians affirmed and celebrated the 
marvelous ability of matter to bear and communicate spiritual life. Clement 
of Alexandria observes how easily milk can be blended with water. Simi-
larly, the milk of the Word blends naturally with the water used in baptism. 
They have a natural affinity for one another that God has ordained and 
delights in.31

Early Christian teachers acknowledge that a sacramental understanding 
of baptism may initially be strange and improbable for some. The act of 
baptism appears too simple and obvious to convey such mysterious import. 
Its very simplicity, Tertullian believed, was a stumbling block for the hu-
man mind. Divine works should be grand, complex and mysterious. Or so it 
would seem. “How foolish and impossible it is to be formed anew by water!” 
Tertullian exclaims. How could this “material substance” merit “a position 
of such high dignity?”32 Yet in the simplicity of baptism a grand effect is 
promised and produced by the Spirit of God, though to the naked eye all 
that appears to occur in baptism is a simple dipping in water “amid the ut-
terance of some few words.” 

Tertullian sees in baptism a perfect example of what Paul means when 
he speaks of God confounding the wisdom of the world with divine foolish-
ness (cf. 1 Cor. 1:27). “For if God is wise and powerful”—self-evident truths 
for Tertullian—“it is with good reason that He lays the material causes of 
His own operation in the contraries of wisdom and of power, that is, in 
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foolishness and impossibility.”33 Though it seems impossible for God to use 
something as humble and common as water in his saving acts, this is exactly 
what God has done and continues to do. God loves to use matter in remark-
able, unexpected ways. As we have seen, the incarnation provides the funda-
mental paradigm for the sacramental principle.

Ambrose, writing in the fourth century a.d., helpfully explains and de-
velops the sacramental principle illustrated in baptism. “What did you see?” 
Ambrose asks those who have experienced baptism. “Water, to be sure, but 
not only that.” In baptism, the invisible Spirit communicates and empowers 
by means of the visible, divinity manifesting its presence and action through 
matter and in turn through matter leading the believer to adore invisible 
realities. Ambrose turns to Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 4 and Romans 1 
to illustrate the sacramental principle at work in baptism. “The first thing 
that the Apostle taught you was that we must not contemplate ‘what is vis-
ible but what is invisible, since what is visible is temporal, whereas what is 
invisible is eternal’ (2 Cor. 4:18). And elsewhere you read that, ‘since the 
creation of the world, the invisible things of God are understood by way of 
the things that have been made. His eternal power and also his divinity’ 
(Rom 1:20) are known through his works.” Jesus himself taught that “If you 
do not believe me, at least believe my works” (see Jn 10:38).34 

Thus, on the basis of the sacramental principle, Ambrose beckons the 
newly baptized to believe in the efficacy of what they cannot see. Though 
they have seen what appeared to be water, Ambrose calls believers to trust 
“that the Deity is present there. Do you believe in his working but not in his 
presence? Where would his working come from were it not preceded be-
forehand by his presence?”35

As we explore the church fathers’ thoughts and practices concerning 
baptism, it should not surprise us if they find multiple meanings in baptism 
and numerous references to baptism in both the Old and New Testaments. 
It bears repeating that the fathers read the entire biblical narrative in light 
of its fulfillment in Christ and found predictions and types of Christ’s per-
son, work and sacraments throughout Scripture. 

Think, for instance, of the water used in baptism.36 We have our first 
references to water in the book of Genesis within the context of creation, 
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judgment and redemption. Tertullian delights in mining these texts for in-
formation and illumination regarding baptism. In Genesis 1 water is pres-
ent on the earth’s “unshaped” surface, before God furnished the earth with 
its unique characteristics. Water is “ancient,” older than almost every other 
aspect of the earth as created by God.37

Water is not only ancient but honorable. It possesses a unique “dignity,” 
for it was on water that the Spirit rested (Gen 1:2), a biblical clue that water 
was “more pleasing” to the Spirit “than all the other then existing elements.” 
It “alone . . . supplied a worthy vehicle to God.”38 

Water supplies life. It is to the “waters” that God gives the command “to 
bring forth . . . living creatures” (see Gen 1:20 nrsv). Should it surprise us 
that writers such as Tertullian view the waters of baptism, then, as life-
giving? The pattern fits. Creation through water—re-creation in baptism 
through water. The links in Tertullian’s hermeneutical chain are unmistak-
ably coupled to the sacramental principle. Material substance, in this case 
water, the very substance that “governs terrestrial life,” also acts as a creative 
agent “in the celestial.”39

Tertullian is amazed at how often water is mentioned in the scriptural 
narratives as a sign of the judgment of sin, cleansing from sin and deliver-
ance from its power. At Christ’s baptism the Spirit descended on him in the 
form of a dove. This dove draws Tertullian’s mind to the time of Noah and 
the judgment of the f lood (Gen 8:8-12; cf. 1 Pet 3:20-21). The f lood’s wa-
ters in the days of Noah “purged” the earth of sin—a baptism of sorts in 
Tertullian’s thinking. So the return of a dove to the ark “announced to the 
world the assuagement of divine wrath, when she had been sent out of the 
ark and returned with the olive branch.” In like manner, according to what 
Tertullian calls the “law of heavenly effect,” the dove of the Holy Spirit de-
scends to the earth of human flesh as the believer rises from the baptismal 
font, “bringing us the peace of God, sent out from the heavens,” the celestial 
home of the church, typified by Noah’s ark itself.40 

Other fathers saw Israel’s crossing of the Jordan under the leadership of 
Joshua as a type of baptism; just as Israel spent many years in the wilderness 
traveling toward the land promised to Abraham, so it was not uncommon 
for catechumens (those being instructed for baptism) to receive up to three 

WorshipChurch Fathers.indb   32 10/26/09   11:34:54 AM



Baptism	 33

years of instruction before their baptism. The crossing of the Jordan pointed 
to the true “completion of the catechumenate by the mystery of baptism.”41

Other redemptive deliverances through water come to Tertullian’s mind 
as he ruminates on Scripture. At the waters of the Red Sea, Israel is deliv-
ered from Pharaoh. Similarly, the waters of baptism defeat the world and 
the devil.42 By the power of God, Moses’ wooden staff, a “tree” of sorts, re-
moved the bitterness from the waters of Marah and restored them to their 
“native grace of ‘sweetness’ ” (see Ex 15:24-25). Likewise, Christ’s tree—the 
cross—has healed “the veins of envenomed and bitter nature into the all-
saving waters of baptism. This is the water that f lowed continuously down 
for the people from the ‘accompanying rock,’ ” identified by Paul as Christ  
(1 Cor 10:4).43

Tertullian is especially struck by how often water is connected with key 
events from Christ’s own life. Christ is baptized in water by John (Mt 
3:13-17), changes water into wine at a wedding at Cana of Galilee (Jn 
2:1-11), invites all who are thirsty to drink of the living water he offers (Jn 
7:37-38), commends anyone who is willing to offer a cup of cold water to a 
disciple in need (Mt 10:42), recovers his strength at a Samaritan well (Jn 
4:6), walks on water (Mt 14:25) and washes the disciples’ feet (Jn 13:1-12).

In addition, at least two key events of Christ’s passion concern water: 
Pilate washes his hands with water after surrendering Christ to the cross 
(Mt 27:24), and blood and water pour from Christ’s pierced side (Jn 19:34). 
“How many,” Tertullian exclaims, “are the pleas of nature, how many the 
privileges of grace, how many the solemnities of discipline, the figures, the 
preparations, the prayers, which have ordained the sanctity of water?”44 

The blood and water that f lowed from Christ’s wounded side drew the 
attention of many church fathers and were occasionally connected in patris-
tic thinking to the Genesis account of Adam and Eve’s creation by God and 
subsequent fall into sin. Many church fathers view the church, composed of 
all who are baptized into Christ, as the new Eve. The first Eve, created from 
Adam’s rib, sinned. The second Eve—the church—is created from Christ’s 
pierced side, from the water (baptism) and blood (the Eucharist) that f lowed 
from Christ’s body.45 Origen comments: “For the thirsty he sends a spring 
of living water from the wound which the spear opened in his side. . . . From 
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the wound in Christ’s side has come forth the Church, and he has made her 
his Bride.”46

A cluster of significant themes express the fathers’ views on baptism and 
baptism’s implications for Christian faith and living, some reflected in 
Tertullian’s treatise.

In baptism we die with Christ and are resurrected with Christ. An an-
cient prayer of the church captures well the mystery of our death and resur-
rection with Christ. As the rite of baptism begins, the presiding priest prays 
that the water to be used in the baptism be sanctified, or set apart, by the 
Holy Spirit to bring both death and life: “Sanctify this water, that those who 
are baptized in it may be crucified with Christ, die with him, be buried with 
him, and rise again through adoption.”47 Basil writes: “How then do we en-
ter into the likeness of his death? By being buried with him in baptism. 
There is only one death and only one resurrection, of which baptism is the 
figure . . . the water being the likeness of death and the Spirit imparting 
life.”48

Baptism’s waters are pictured by the fathers as a means of capital punish-
ment, a tomb, and a womb; the transformation from tomb to womb is solely 
based on Christ’s resurrection.49 First, we must die and be buried. Yet death 
is not the last word. Just as the Spirit of God hovered over the primeval 
waters in the Genesis account of creation, birthing life and order out of 
chaos, so the Holy Spirit hovers over the waters of baptism, impregnating 
them with divine, “maternal” life. This time the Spirit’s work is “re- 
creation.”50 As Basil expresses it, the sanctified, sacramental water is in-
fused with life by the Spirit, renewing the lives of the baptized to “the state 
of original life.” In baptism, the great story of God’s purposes for creation is 
renewed for each new Christian. It is in baptism, and the union with Christ 
that baptism offers, that the ancient story of sin and death ends and God’s 
new story of re-creation is birthed sacramentally as the believer is joined to 
Christ in his death and resurrection.51

Tertullian is less concerned about the type of water used in baptism—
cold, running, calm, warm—than the key role the Holy Spirit plays in the 
sacrament of baptism.52 It was the Holy Spirit, rather than the water itself, 
who created the water’s “sacramental power of sanctification.” “It makes no 
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difference whether a man is washed in a sea or a pool, a stream or a fountain, 
a lake or a trough. . . . All waters . . . attain the sacramental power of sancti-
fication. For the Spirit immediately supervenes from the heavens and rests 
over the waters, sanctifying them through Himself. And being thus sancti-
fied, they acquire at the same time the power of sanctifying.”53 

The Spirit touches the created matter of water and divine life is com-
municated to it. In turn, as a person enters into the waters of baptism, life is 
communicated to her. Why? How? Because Father, Son and Holy Spirit 
have promised to be present sacramentally in this particular place at this 
particular time. “For if ‘in the mouth of three witnesses every word shall 
stand’ [cf. Dt. 19:15, Matt. 18:16, 2 Cor. 13:1]—while, through the bene-
diction, we have the same (three) as witnesses of our faith whom we have as 
sureties of our salvation too—how much more does the number of the di-
vine names suffice for the assurance similarly of our hope!”54

The person choosing to be baptized is openly, publicly trusting in God’s 
promise. Though it is incredible—indeed, seemingly impossible—that 
something as simple and unpretentious as words of invocation over water 
could produce such a remarkable effect as salvation, Tertullian delights in 
the mystery and wonder of the connection between the spiritual and the 
material. Tertullian is not thinking magically, as though it is simply the in-
cantation of words that produces the sacramental nature of the water. No, 
he is referring to God’s promise and commitment to save and deliver those 
who have faith that God’s Spirit has sanctified baptism’s water for a special 
purpose and promised to meet them there, in this particular substance and 
place.

The same sacramental principle applies to other “matter” used in the rite 
of baptism. Consider, for example, the ointment or oil used to anoint the 
newly baptized. Once the presence and action of the Holy Spirit have been 
invoked over this ointment, its nature changes. Cyril of Jerusalem sees the 
sacramental principle at work in this change.

Beware of supposing that this is merely ointment. For as the bread of 
the Eucharist, after the invocation of the Holy Spirit, is no longer 
simply bread, but the Body of Christ; so also this holy ointment is no 
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longer merely ointment, not what one might call ordinary ointment, 
after the invocation; it is the gift of Christ, and by the presence of the 
Holy Spirit it conveys the power of his divinity. It is applied symboli-
cally to the forehead and the other organs of sense; and while the 
body is anointed with the visible ointment, the soul is sanctified by 
the holy and life-giving Spirit.55

In his discussion of the chrism, or anointing that follows baptism, 
Tertullian emphasizes the connection between actions under the old cov-
enant and the sacramental realities of the new covenant. He points to the 
similarity between the chrism and the anointing of priests with oil under 
the old covenant. In both cases matter is set apart for a special spiritual 
purpose, communicating rather than simply symbolizing a spiritual real-
ity. “When we come from the font, we are thoroughly anointed with a 
blessed unction [i.e., oil]. This practice comes from the old discipline, 
where on entering the priesthood, men used to be anointed with oil from 
a horn. . . . In our case, the oil runs physically, but it profits us spiritually. 
It is similar to the act of baptism itself, which is also physical—in that we 
are plunged in water. Yet, its effect is spiritual, in that we are freed from 
sins.”56 

Not only does anointing remind Tertullian of previous old covenant 
practices, but the subsequent laying on of hands and prayers of the baptis-
mal service remind Tertullian of key old covenant types and “sacramental” 
rites that pointed to Christ and find their fulfillment in him. Jacob, for ex-
ample, laid his hands on the heads of both Ephraim and Manasseh as he 
blessed them. When Jacob did so, though, he crossed his arms (Gen 
48:12-14). Tertullian believes the Old Testament narrative draws the dis-
cerning reader to think of Christ, “with his hands laid on them and inter-
changed, and indeed so transversely slanted one over the other, that, by de-
lineating Christ, they even portended the future benediction of Christ.”57

Tertullian realizes that a perceptive reader will wonder about the situa-
tion of believers who lived before the time of Christ. People such as Abra-
ham surely believed in the promises of God under the old covenant and yet 
were never baptized. What of folk such as Abraham? Does Abraham’s great 
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faith—though Abraham was never baptized—undercut the importance of 
baptism in the church? Tertullian responds with a strong no, and lays out a 
fundamental principle for understanding the relationship between events, 
people and principles of the old covenant and those present and operative 
under the new. He writes, “in all cases it is the later things that have a con-
clusive force, and the subsequent that prevail over the antecedent.”58 

Before the “passion and resurrection” of Christ believers such as Abra-
ham were saved through the exercise of “bare faith.” In light of Christ’s com-
ing, however, “faith has been enlarged.” Christian faith, a faith in continuity 
with Abraham’s faith in the promises of God to him, “believes in [Christ’s] 
nativity, passion, and resurrection.” The birth, ministry, cross and resurrec-
tion of Christ have amplified, as it were, the sacrament. “The sealing act of 
baptism,” has become, in Tertullian’s understanding, “the clothing, in some 
sense, of the faith that before was bare.”59 The connection between baptism, 
the cross and the resurrection of Christ in patristic thought surely deserves 
a closer look on our part.

Ba p tism,  the Cross a nd the R esur r e ction
Very early Christian writings link trust in the cross of Christ to the act of 
baptism. The Epistle of Barnabas specifically investigates “whether the Lord 
took care to foreshadow the water and the cross.” Among other Scriptures, 
this ancient epistle points to Psalm 1.60 

The psalmist speaks of “a tree planted by streams of water, which yields 
its fruit in its season and whose leaf does not wither” (Ps 1:3). Here, Barna-
bas believes, we encounter a metaphor of baptism and the cross. “Notice 
how he pointed out the water and the cross together. For this is what he 
means: blessed are those who, having set their hope on the cross, descended 
into the water, because he speaks of the reward ‘in its season’; at that time, 
he means, I will repay. But for now what does he say? ‘The leaves will not 
wither.’ By this he means that every word that comes forth from your mouth 
in faith and love will bring conversion and hope to many.”61 In what may be 
a veiled reference to Ezekiel 47:1-12, Barnabas mentions “ ‘a river f lowing on 
the right hand, and beautiful trees were rising from it, and whoever eats 
from them will live forever.’ By this he means that while we descend into the 
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water laden with sins and dirt, we rise up bearing fruit in our heart and with 
fear and hope in Jesus in our spirits.”62 

Perhaps some readers are rolling their eyes over Barnabas’s imaginative, 
christological interpretation. A tree is a tree. Period. A river is a river. We 
can gain spiritual insight from Psalm 1 without engaging in these herme-
neutical f lights of fancy. Fine. A fair enough response, though perhaps a bit 
heated. These readers should understand, though, that their point of view, 
one that would limit the meaning of Psalm 1 or other Old Testament litera-
ture to its own age—with applications then made to a twenty-first century 
context—is not the majority view in the history of biblical interpretation.

Patrick Henry Reardon, an Orthodox pastor of All Saints Antiochian 
Orthodox Church in Chicago, well represents the ancient perspective in a 
modern context. For instance, Psalm 1 begins with “Blessed is the man . . . 
[whose] delight is in the law of the Lord” (Ps 1:1-2). Is this reference to a 
“man” in the time of David limited only to those living in David’s time—
perhaps with an application we can make to our own—or might the text be 
referring to a greater man, one even greater than David? 

Reardon observes that the words translated “man” in Psalm 1—the He-
brew )|<s\, Greek ane4r, and Latin vir—are all “emphatically masculine,” sin-
gular nouns. They have a deeper significance than simply “human being.” 
“The ‘man’ of reference here is a particular man. According to the Fathers of 
the Church, he is the one mediator between God and man, the Man Jesus 
Christ. The Law of the Lord, which is to be our delight and meditation day 
and night, finds its meaning only in Him. Christ is the one who fulfills it, 
and He is the key to its understanding.”63 Here we have an interpretation 
that respects the Old Testament itself while also interpreting the Hebrew 
Scripture through the culmination and consummation of the biblical narra-
tive in Jesus Christ. Reardon, like the church fathers, is right to see Psalms, 
and the Old Testament as a whole, as chock full of references to Christ’s 
person and work, texts often highlighting old covenant textual clues to the 
cross and resurrection.

Ignatius of Antioch speaks movingly of the cross in his letter to the 
Ephesians and portrays the waters of baptism as communicating to the be-
liever the cleansing effect of Christ’s death. The Ephesians, Ignatius writes, 
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have received “new life through the blood of God.”64 They are “stones of a 
temple, prepared beforehand for the building of God the Father, hoisted up 
to the heights by the crane of Jesus Christ, which is the cross, using as a rope 
the Holy Spirit; your faith is what lifts you up, and love is the way that leads 
up to God.”65 

In a manner similar to what we have already seen in Tertullian, Ignatius 
acknowledges the seeming foolishness of the cross and the faith that be-
lieves the cross’s benefits are communicated to the believer in baptism. “My 
spirit is a humble sacrifice for the cross, which is a stumbling block to unbe-
lievers, but salvation and eternal life to us. ‘Where is the wise? Where is the 
debater?’ (cf. 1 Cor 1:20) Where is the boasting of those who are thought to 
be intelligent? For our God, Jesus the Christ, was conceived by Mary ac-
cording to God’s plan, both from the seed of David and of the Holy Spirit. 
He was born and baptized in order that by his suffering he might cleanse the 
water.”66

If we fast-forward to the fourth century, we find fathers such as Gregory 
of Nyssa speaking of the “descent into the water and the threefold immer-
sion” as imitating Christ’s resurrection. Gregory teaches that “the method 
of our salvation became effectual not so much as a result of instruction . . . 
as by means of the f lesh which [Christ] assumed . . . therefore it was neces-
sary that a means should be devised by which there should be in what is done by 
the follower some kinship and likeness to the leader.” Since Christ died and was 
buried for three days, something “resembling this must be devised for us.”67 
Gregory then draws a number of parallels between Christ’s death and res-
urrection and the experience of Christ’s followers in baptism:

Christ died and was buried. Likewise, “the imitation of death on our part 
is represented in water, the neighboring element.”68 

Christ was resurrected on the third day. “So every one who is linked to him 
in virtue of his bodily nature and fixes his eyes on the same victory (and by 
this I mean the consummation, which is life) has water poured upon him, 
instead of earth, and thus, by submitting to this element three times, repre-
sents the grace of resurrection attained after three days.”69

In Christ’s death and resurrection human nature has been restored and recre-
ated. Although Christ’s disciples do not experience “exact and complete imi-
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tation” of Christ in their human nature, they do receive “as much as” their 
human nature “is able, while the remainder is reserved for the time to come.” 
How does baptism represent this “annihilation of wickedness”? “By the im-
age of dying presented by the water. It is not, however, a complete annihila-
tion; but a kind of breach in the continuity of evil, two things concurring to 
effect the removal of wickedness—the repentance of the offender and the 
imitation of the death of Christ.”70 

Gregory’s mention of the importance of repentance in connection with 
baptism emphasizes a link made by patristic writers from the apostolic fa-
thers down to Gregory’s life in the fourth century.

Fa ith,  R epen ta nce a nd Ba p tism
The following patristic voices are one in their insistence that baptism means 
nothing if not accompanied by heartfelt faith and repentance.

Justin Martyr refers to baptism as a “laver of repentance and knowledge 
of God,” a rite “ordained on account of the transgression of God’s people.” 
Personal repentance and faith naturally lead to baptism, a baptism that Jus-
tin contrasts with Jewish baptisms or cleansings. Christian baptism is “alone 
able to purify those who have repented.” It is “the water of life.” Jewish 
cleansings, by contrast, can only clean the body. “For what is the use of that 
baptism that cleanses the f lesh and body alone? Baptize the soul from wrath 
and from covetousness, from envy, and from hatred; and, lo! The body is 
pure.”71 Repentance, faith, baptism and internal change are inextricably 
connected for Justin. 

Clement of Alexandria weaves together faith, repentance, cleansing in 
baptism’s waters, illumination from the Holy Spirit and eschatological hope 
in an insightful and lively passage from The Instructor. He writes of sleepers 
who have “shaken off sleep and suddenly become all awake within.” It was as 
though a “film” covered the eyes of these sleepy souls. In baptism, “having 
wiped off the sins that obscure the light of the Divine Spirit,” “the eye of the 
spirit” has been freed and is now “unimpeded and full of light, by which 
alone we contemplate the Divine, the Holy Spirit f lowing down to us from 
above.”72 

In baptism, through the Spirit, “an eternal adjustment of the vision” has 
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occurred, with a corresponding refocusing of loves. The believer now loves 
what is lovable and is drawn to the holy: “like loves like; and that which is 
holy, loves that from which holiness proceeds.”73 Faith exercised or “gener-
ated” in time receives the “promise.” “If, then, those who have believed have 
life, what remains beyond the possession of eternal life? Nothing is wanting 
to faith, as it is perfect and complete in itself. . . . Faith is not lame in any re-
spect.”74 Through faith—again, expressed and exercised in baptism—we 
have “in anticipation grasped . . . that which is future.” “And where faith is, 
there is the promise; and the consummation of the promise is rest.”75

Knowledge of God, Clement writes, replaces ignorance. The “bonds” of 
ignorance “are with all speed loosened by human faith and divine grace, our 
transgressions being taken away by the one . . . medicine, the baptism of the 
Word. We are washed from all our sins, and are no longer entangled in evil.”76 
Clement pictures the “washing” of baptism as “the one grace of illumination. 
. . . Our characters are not the same as before our washing.”77 

Clement then explains the relationship between faith, knowledge, bap-
tism and illumination: “Knowledge springs up with illumination, shedding 
its beams around the mind; the moment we hear, we who were untaught 
become disciples. Does this, I ask, take place on the advent of this instruc-
tion? You cannot tell the time. For instruction leads to faith, and faith with 
baptism is trained by the Holy Spirit.”78 

While questions of timing may be hard to pinpoint, Clement is absolutely 
sure of one thing: those who have been baptized into Christ are all equal 
members of Christ’s body, all illuminated, all changed. “There are not, then, 
in the same Word some ‘illuminated (Gnostics); and some animal (or natural) 
people.’ Rather, all who have abandoned the desires of the flesh are equal and 
spiritual before the Lord.”79 Clement is especially irritated by his Gnostic op-
ponents, people who claim that only they have a knowledge of God, and only 
they have been illuminated. No, Clement insists. Everyone who has been bap-
tized into Christ has been illuminated by Christ. And the route to illumina-
tion, knowledge, purity and change is through repentance and baptism. “We 
also, repenting of our sins, renouncing our iniquities, purified by baptism, speed 
back to the eternal light, children to the Father.”80

We should realize that the early church fully expected that those who 
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had been baptized would leave a life of sin behind. The Apostolic Constitu-
tions, a fourth century document (a.d. 390), teaches that “those who are 
baptized into the death of our Lord Jesus are obliged to go on no longer in 
sin; for as those who are dead cannot work wickedness any longer, so those 
who are dead with Christ cannot practice wickedness. We do not therefore 
believe, brothers, that any one who has received the washing of life contin-
ues in the licentious acts of transgressors.” The Apostolic Constitutions, 
though, do acknowledge that postbaptismal sin is possible and can be for-
given. Those who sin after baptism must repent and leave their sins behind, 
or they “shall be condemned to hell-fire.”81

Baptism is not a magical rite that confers divine forgiveness apart from 
the intention of the person being baptized. This point needs to be empha-
sized: If one comes to baptism unrepentant, one will leave unforgiven. Origen, 
for instance, insists that if the person being baptized is not repentant, his 
baptism will lead only to “greater condemnation.” The “intention” of the 
person coming to be baptized, then, is of great significance.82

The Apostolic Constitutions, written over a hundred years after Origen’s 
comments, clearly distinguish between those who desire to repent and 
“complete Christians.” Repentance normally comes through hearing the 
“Word” preached in church, while baptism is the door to full communion 
with Christ and other Christians. “When they wish to repent, we receive 
the pagans into the church to hear the Word. However, we do not admit 
them to communion until they have received the seal of baptism and are 
made complete Christians.”83 

Cyril of Jerusalem, writing in the fourth century, carefully instructs cat-
echumens in the ethical standards that accompany new life in Christ. Those 
to be baptized are given forty days to cultivate the repentance that leads to 
baptism: “Put off fornication and uncleanness, and put on the shining gar-
ment of self-control. . . . You have ample notice; you have forty days for peni-
tence.”84 Cyril warns those to be baptized that Simon Magus “was baptized, 
but not enlightened. He dipped his body in water, but did not admit the 
Spirit to illuminate his heart. His body went down and came up; but his 
soul was not buried together with Christ, nor with him raised” (cf. Acts 
8:31-40).85 
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Cyril mentions the situation of Simon Magus to prevent new Chris-
tians from divorcing a life of holiness from baptism or from viewing the 
sacrament as a magical rite. “Let no one of you be found tempting grace . . .  
through . . . an insincere heart.”86 God is looking for “honest resolve” and 
“honesty of purpose” in those coming to be baptized.87 If people are bap-
tized while disguising their intentions to remain impenitent over their 
sin, “though the water shall receive” them, “the Spirit will not accept” 
them.88

Basil of Caesarea, also writing in the fourth century, accentuates the in-
dissoluble link between faith, baptism and salvation. “Faith and baptism are 
two kindred and inseparable ways of salvation: faith is perfected by bap-
tism; baptism is established by faith, and both are completed by the use of 
the same names. As we believe in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so we are 
baptized into the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Confession leads 
the way and brings us to salvation; baptism follows, setting the seal on our 
assent.”89

Basil’s mention of the Holy Spirit draws our attention to the crucial role 
of the Spirit in the sacrament of baptism as understood by the church 
fathers.

Ba p tism a nd the Holy Spir it
The fathers draw attention to the role the Holy Spirit plays in baptism, one 
they often associate with regeneration and the remission of sins, though 
they sometimes disagree on details concerning the Spirit’s baptismal role. 
The principal patristic emphases include the following:

Baptism must take place in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit •	
(Justin Martyr, Cyril of Jerusalem, Basil the Great, Cyril of Jerusalem, 
Gregory of Nyssa).90

Some patristic writers see the water of baptism as preparing the believer •	
for the reception and sealing of the Holy Spirit. Consider the comments 
of four significant ante-Nicene patristic figures (Tertullian, Hippolytus, 
Cyprian, Methodius):

Tertullian: “It is not that in the waters we obtain the Holy Spirit. Rather, 
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in the water . . . we are cleansed and prepared for the Holy Spirit.”91

Hippolytus: “The ropes that stretch around her [the ship of the church] 
are the love of Christ, which binds the church. The net that she bears 
with her is the bath of the regeneration that renews the believing, from 
which too are these glories. Just like the wind, the Spirit from heaven is 
present, by whom those who believe are sealed.”92

Cyprian: “He who has been sanctified, his sins being put away in bap-
tism, and has been spiritually reformed into a new man, has become fit-
ted for receiving the Holy Spirit.”93 Cyprian is not entirely consistent. At 
other times he speaks of the Holy Spirit as being received in baptism 
itself.94

Methodius: “Those who are born again by the bath receive . . . of his holi-
ness and of his glory. . . . The illuminated receive the Comforter, the 
Spirit of truth, and they are appropriately born again to 
incorruption.”95 

The link between the Holy Spirit and regeneration in baptism is one 
that we will need to revisit.

It is through the laying on of hands that the Holy Spirit is invoked and •	
invited (Tertullian).96 

It is by the agency of the Holy Spirit that a new birth occurs in the waters •	
of baptism (Irenaeus, Origen, Novatian). 97

Ba p tism a nd R egen er ation
A closer look at the thought of Gregory of Nyssa on baptism will shed light 
on how the fathers in general understood the relationship between baptism 
and regeneration. 

Gregory refers to a “regeneration” that occurs in baptism, a new birth 
grounded in the sacramental nature of baptism itself. How so? Gregory 
speaks of “a regeneration perceived by thought, not observed by the eyes.” 
Through God’s “kingly grace,” God’s “kingly bounty,” “one scarred with 
sins and grown old in evil habits” can be restored “to the innocence of a 
babe.”98 
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On the one hand, Gregory teaches that “It is not the water that bestows 
this bounty . . . but the commandment of God and the intervention of the 
Spirit, which comes sacramentally to give us liberty.” In a word, God has 
“commanded” the church to baptize and promised that his Spirit will purify 
those who come to the waters of baptism. Purification from sin is the Spir-
it’s work, yet is intimately associated with water itself through the sacra-
mental action of the Spirit. “But water has a part to play, by giving an out-
ward sign of the purification. For when our body has been soiled by dirt and 
mud it is our practice to make it clean by washing in water. We therefore use 
water in the sacramental action also, signifying, by something perceived by 
the senses, a shining cleanliness which is not a bodily cleanliness.”99

Gregory then moves into “a more searching inquiry,” beginning his inves-
tigation with a comment on a key verse for many of the fathers, John 3:5: 
“No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the 
Spirit.” Why does John mention both water and the Spirit? “Why is not the 
Spirit alone considered necessary for the fulfillment of baptism?” Gregory 
asks. Both the Spirit and water are necessary for regeneration because a hu-
man being “is composite, not simple.” We are a composite of a “visible body” 
and “invisible soul,” with each aspect affected by sin and in need of healing. 
Thus, Gregory believes, “medicines are assigned which suit and resemble [a 
human being’s] double nature.”100 The “visible body” needs water, just as the 
“invisible soul” needs the Spirit.

What occurs in the wonder of the sacrament is a movement of “the un-
seen Spirit, invoked by faith,” who “comes in a fashion we cannot describe.” 
The Spirit both “blesses the body which is being baptized, and the water 
that baptizes.” 

Matter itself, in this case the water of baptism, is set apart or consecrated 
for a special use by the Holy Spirit. Gregory sees the same as being true of 
the “holy altar,” the bread and wine of the Eucharist, the oil used to anoint 
the newly baptized, and the priesthood. The altar, for instance, “is in itself 
an ordinary stone slab, in no way different from other slabs with which our 
walls are built and our pavements are adorned.” Once it has been “conse-
crated for the service of God,” however, “and has received the blessing, it is a 
holy table, an undefiled altar, no longer touched by the hands of all, but only 
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by the priests, and by them with reverence.” Likewise, the bread used in the 
Eucharist is in itself “common bread, but when the sacramental act has con-
secrated it, it is called, and becomes, the body of Christ.” So too “with the 
sacramental oil, and the wine.” The central sacramental principle is this: 
“though things of small value before the blessing, after the sanctification by 
the Spirit each of them has its special effectiveness.”101

The Qu estion of I nfa n t Ba p tism
Did the early church baptize babies? Testimony as to infant baptism, at 
least through the second century, is mixed. Irenaeus refers to Jesus’ baptism 
by John the Baptist and comments that Jesus was “thirty years old when he 
came to be baptized, then possessing the full age of a Master.” Rather than 
“despising or evading any condition of humanity,” Jesus’ thirty years encom-
passed and sanctified every age.102 

Jesus had once been an infant, grown up as a child, moved through his teen 
years and finally attained adulthood. “For,” Irenaeus writes, “He came to save 
all through means of Himself—all, I say, who through him are born again to 
God—infants, and children, and boys, and youths, and old men. He therefore 
passed through every age, becoming an infant for infants, thus sanctifying 
infants; a child for children, thus sanctifying those who are of this age,” and so 
on.103 Christ sanctifies every stage of human life through his embrace of each 
period of life’s journey in his own humanity. Irenaeus does not mention bap-
tism, but his comment concerning infants is significant.

Tertullian is one of the strongest early Christian voices against infant bap-
tism. His objections to the practice indicate at least two things: Christians 
were baptizing infants and not all Christians were convinced this was a good 
idea. Tertullian writes that “baptism is not to be bestowed rashly” and that “it 
is more salutary to delay baptism according to the state and character of each 
person,” with delay especially appropriate “in the case of infants.”104 

Tertullian worries that the sponsors of infants for baptism place them-
selves in danger because they have no way of determining what the charac-
ter will be of the baby being baptized or if they will live long enough to bring 
up the child in the ways of the Lord. Jesus does invite the little ones to come 
to him (Mt 19:14), but Tertullian views Christ’s invitation as a call to chil-
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dren to be educated in the faith, rather than baptized. “ ‘Let them come,’ 
then, when they are growing up: let them come if they are learning, if they 
are being taught to what they are coming; let them become Christians when 
they are able to know Christ.” Like modern day Baptists, Tertullian speaks 
of an “age of innocence,” when baptism is not necessary. “Why does the age 
of innocence hasten to the remission of sins?”105

Cyprian represents well what comes to be the majority view among the 
church fathers concerning infant baptism. Even the worst offenders against 
God are invited to the waters of baptism. If no one is turned away, if even great 
sinners bring a life filled with rampant sin to Christ and ask for forgiveness, 
how can the church turn away infants? Though babies have not willfully 
sinned, they have still been born “of Adam’s line according to the flesh” and 
have “contracted the contagion of the ancient death. Indeed the infant’s ap-
proach to the reception of remission of sins is the easier from the very fact that 
the sins remitted are another’s, not his own.”106 As far as Cyprian is concerned, 
there is no age of innocence for babies, precisely because Adam’s sin has in-
fected all human beings, regardless of their age. Simply put, all who have been 
stained with sin, both through Adam and through their own intentional acts 
of sin, need to be cleansed in baptism’s waters.107 Augustine will make much 
the same point in the late fourth century. 

Before we examine Augustine on infant baptism, a glance at a few of Au-
gustine’s contemporaries in the East may prove helpful. Gregory of Nazian-
zus acknowledges that one cannot know whether a baby will grow up to be a 
person of faith and proven Christian character—a concern, as we have seen, 
for Tertullian. Rather than viewing this uncertainty about an infant’s future 
development as a roadblock to Christian initiation, though, Gregory calls his 
audience to trust in God. What about Hannah, the mother of Samuel? “Why, 
Hannah vowed Samuel to God before he was born, and no sooner was he 
born than she made him a priest and reared him in a priestly robe; for she had 
no human fears but put her trust in God.” Better to trust and sanctify than to 
fear and leave someone outside the community of faith. “Have you an infant?” 
Gregory asks. “Do not let wickedness seize its chance. Let him be sanctified 
from babyhood, and consecrated by the Spirit in his tender years.”108 

Gregory supports the baptism of infants because of the “pressing danger” 
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that infant mortality posed in the ancient world. For “it is better to be sancti-
fied without being conscious of it than to depart without being sealed and 
initiated.” In addition, the circumcision of infants under the old covenant pro-
vided a rationale and precedent for the baptism of infants into the community 
of the church. “And we find our justification for this practice in the fact that 
circumcision, which in some degree prefigures the baptismal seal, was admin-
istered on the eighth day to babies who were still irrational.”109 

In similar fashion, the anointing of the Israelites’ doorposts at the time 
of the Passover protected the firstborn of Israel, including babies, from 
God’s judgment. If so, should not the babies of Christian families be simi-
larly protected? Gregory suggests waiting for three years before baptizing 
infants and toddlers, “by which time they are capable of some spiritual un-
derstanding and are able to reply; even if they cannot fully understand, their 
characters and minds are in process of formation.”110 

Gregory, like other fathers in the East, believes a human being’s age is a 
key factor in determining the level of accountability before God concerning 
sin and baptism. “For the case stands thus. Children begin to be answerable 
for their actions as soon as their reason is fully developed and they have 
been instructed in the divine revelation; they are not answerable for the sins 
of ignorance which are due to their tender years.”111 

Chrysostom also links accountability and punishment for sin to moral 
agency. Though humans are “mortal” as a result of Adam’s sin, they are 
reckoned as sinners before God because of their own sin rather than Ad-
am’s. “But how should it follow that from his [Adam’s] disobedience anyone 
else should become a sinner? For unless a man becomes a sinner on his own 
responsibility he will not be found to deserve punishment.”112 Still, as Greg-
ory argues, in light of the dangers that surround the young, “it is on every 
consideration more profitable for children to be fortified by the baptismal 
washing.”113 Chrysostom also comments that “we do baptize infants, al-
though they are not guilty of any sins.”114 

In the West, it is Augustine who argues most fervently for infant bap-
tism. Original sin has been passed on to all of Adam’s descendants, in-
cluding infants. When babies are baptized they receive “the sacrament of 
regeneration,” Augustine writes. Whether these babies are actually saved, 
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though, is decided by wider considerations than baptism itself. “The sac-
rament of baptism is one thing, the conversion of the heart is another; but 
the salvation of human beings is effected by these two. If one is missing, 
we are not to suppose that the other is absent: in an infant, baptism can 
exist without conversion; in the penitent thief, conversion without bap-
tism. . . . There can be conversion of the heart when baptism has not been 
received, but not when baptism has been rejected.”115 

Augustine believed that God condemns and punishes unbaptized in-
fants. Augustine’s strong belief in original sin drove him to this troubling 
conclusion, one related to his prolonged conflict with the Pelagians. 

Might it not be better for a baby never to be created than to be created by 
God, die in infancy unbaptized, and then experience condemnation because 
of Adam’s sin? No, Augustine answers, arguing that the punishment un-
baptized infants experience is small. “I do not say that those who die with-
out Christ’s baptism are to be involved in so heavy a punishment that it 
would be better for them not to have been born. . . . Who could doubt that 
unbaptized infants, who have only original sin and are not burdened by sins 
of their own committing, will suffer the lightest possible condemnation. I 
cannot define the nature and extent of this, but I cannot bring myself to say 
that it would be better for them not to exist than to exist in that 
condition.”116 

The church was later to reject Augustine’s position concerning the con-
demnation of unbaptized infants. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, for 
example, entrusts unbaptized children to the “the mercy of God, as she does 
in her funeral rites for them. The great mercy of God who desires that all 
men should be saved, and Jesus’ tenderness toward children which caused 
him to say: ‘Let the children come to me, do not hinder them,’ [Mark 10:14] 
allow us to hope that there is a way of salvation for children who have died 
without Baptism. All the more urgent is the Church’s call not to prevent 
little children coming to Christ through the gift of holy Baptism.”117 

By water, the fathers teach, human beings enter the church. In the Eu-
charist, through the common, earthy elements of bread and wine, Chris-
tians are fed with the body and blood of Christ. In our next chapter we will 
take a close look at the fathers’ teaching on this second great sacrament.
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I desire the bread of God, the heavenly bread, the bread of life—which is the 
f lesh of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. . . . And I desire the drink of God, 
namely His blood, which is incorruptible love and eternal life.

Ignatius of  A n tioch Epistle of  Ignatius  to the Rom a ns 1

Our opinion is in accordance with the Eucharist, and, in turn, the Eucharist 
establishes our opinion. For we offer to Him His own, announcing consis-
tently the fellowship and union of the f lesh and spirit. For the bread, which is 
produced from the earth, when it receives the invocation of God, is no longer 
common bread, but the Eucharist—consisting of two realities, earthly and 
heavenly. So also our bodies, when they receive the Eucharist, are no longer 
corruptible, having hope of the resurrection to eternity.

Ir ena eus  Aga i nst H er esies  4 .18 .5 2

Since Christ himself in his own words asserted of the bread, “This is my 
body,” who will dare any longer to have doubts? And since in his own words 
he insisted, “This is my blood,” who will have any doubts or say that it is not 
his blood? Once, in Cana of Galilee, he changed water into wine (and wine is 
akin to blood); is it incredible that he should change wine into blood?

Cy r il  of  Jerusa lem  On the Myster ies3

He is the bread of life. Whoever eats life cannot die. . . . Go to him and take 
your fill, for he is the bread of life. Go to him and drink, for he is the spring. 
Go to him and be enlightened, for he is the light. Go to him and become free, 
for where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. . . . I am the bread of life. 
Whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall 
never thirst (John 6:35).

A mbrose  Com m en tary on Psa lm 118 4
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