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Baptism 10

Craig J. Ostler

The Book of Mormon clarifies the doctrine of baptism taught in the 
New Testament. It teaches that baptism was required andpracticed before 
Christ's ministry, and that after repentance and baptism by water comes 
a baptism by fire-a cleansing and sanctification by the Holy Ghost. 
From the Book of Mormon we also learn that Christ's baptism was part 
of his mission in mortality, and that it provided a model of humility and 
obedience. Through the baptismal covenant, Gentiles can become part of 
the house of Israel. It is the gateway to membership in the Church of Jesus 
Christ. The Book of Mormon also links baptism to the sacrament and 
teaches that little children do not need to be baptized. 

The subject of baptism is a familiar one in the New Testament.
This is especially true of the Gospel accounts, in which their

first common topic is the ministry of John the Baptist (Matthew 3;
Mark 1; Luke 3; John 1). However, the importance of baptism as
an ordinance of the gospel of Jesus Christ and an understanding
of why baptism is given such a place of importance are not
generally as familiar. President Joseph F. Smith noted that "from
remarks that sometimes fall from members of the Church one is
led to believe that they regard the gospel of Jesus Christ simply
from the standpoint of a code of morals; that if one lives an honest,
upright life, that is all that the gospel requires of him; that it is not
necessary to observe the rites, ceremonies and ordinances of the
Church. . . . Such a position does not harmonize with the word of
God given to this people nor with the teachings of Christ in his
day."1 Since the time of President Smith's observation nearly a 
century ago, this need to understand the importance of ordinances
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as an integral part of the gospel, especially the ordinance of
baptism, has continued. What is the place of the ordinance of
baptism in the gospel as taught by Jesus in the Bible and by Jesus
and his servants in the Book of Mormon? Further, what important
understanding does the Book of Mormon provide in emphasizing
and illustrating the gospel of Jesus Christ with regard to the
ordinance of baptism?

Bapt i sm and the Doctr ine of Jesus Chr is t

The Savior emphasized the importance of baptism early in
his mortal ministry. Indeed, his public ministry was preceded by
his own submission to the ordinance of baptism under the hands
of John the Baptist. Following the Savior's first cleansing of the
temple during Passover, Nicodemus sought out the Lord, hoping
that Jesus of Nazareth would explain his doctrine. During Jesus'
evening conversation with Nicodemus, he made clear his doctrine
that "except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot
enter into the kingdom of God" (John 3:5).

Following his resurrection, the Lord again emphasized his
doctrine concerning the relationship between baptism and salva-
tion. He commissioned his disciples: "Go ye into all the world,
and preach the gospel to every creature. He that believeth and is
baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned"
(Mark 16:15-16).

Implied in this commission is the concept that those who
truly believe the gospel as taught by the Lord's servants will be
baptized. A declaration of belief in Christ alone is not sufficient to
merit salvation. Clearly, it is also true that baptism alone is not
sufficient to merit salvation. It has always been intended that
baptism be placed in the doctrine of Jesus Christ alongside the
principles of faith in Christ, repentance of sins, and the reception
of the gift of the Holy Ghost (see Moses 6:52). In the Book of
Mormon, the prophet Nephi identifies repentance and baptism as
the gate by which an individual enters the "strait and narrow path
which leads to eternal life" (2 Ne. 31:17-18). Lest any individual
err, the Lord Jesus Christ made clear his doctrine concerning the
importance of the ordinance of baptism during his Nephite min-
istry following his resurrection: "Behold, verily, verily, I say unto
you, I will declare unto you my doctrine. And this is my doctrine,



Baptism

141

and it is the doctrine which the Father hath given unto me; . . . and
I bear record that the Father commandeth all men, everywhere, to
repent and believe in me. And whoso believeth in me, and is
baptized, the same shall be saved; and they are they who shall
inherit the kingdom of God. And whoso believeth not in me, and
is not baptized, shall be damned" (3 Ne. 11:31-34).

Further illustrating the importance of baptism and under-
scoring the eternal nature of the doctrine of Jesus Christ, the Book
of Mormon testifies that baptism was required and practiced
before the mortal ministry of the Savior. The doctrine of Christ
was taught to the prophets Lehi and Nephi nearly six hundred
years before the birth of Christ in Palestine. These two prophets
testified that the Savior would be baptized during mortality (see
1 Ne. 10:7-10; 11:26-27). Lehi taught his children that a prophet
would prepare the way of the Lord and that this prophet would
"baptize the Messiah with water" (1 Ne. 10:9). As additional
testimony, Nephi saw in vision that "the Lamb of God went forth
and was baptized" of the prophet who would prepare the way
before the Lord (1 Ne. 11:27).

These revelations were the basis for Nephi teaching his peo-
ple that they should follow the future example of the Lamb of God
and be baptized of water. Nephi wrote that the word of God the
Father to him and the people of his day was: "Repent ye, repent
ye, and be baptized in the name of my Beloved Son" (2 Ne. 31:11).
Throughout the record of the Book of Mormon, many of God's
servants taught the people concerning baptism as part of the
doctrine of Jesus Christ (2 Ne. 9:23; Mosiah 18:8-16; Alma 5:62;
15:6-12; Hel. 5:19; 3 Ne. 7:24-25). The testimony of the Nephite
record is that the doctrine of baptism was taught centuries before
the appearance of the resurrected Lord in the Americas.

Further, in the beginning of the latter-day restoration of the
gospel, the Prophet Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery testified
concerning the teachings of the Book of Mormon. Joseph and
Oliver explained that this volume of scripture confirmed "that as
many as would believe and be baptized in his [Jesus Christ's] holy
name, and endure in faith to the end, should be saved — not only
those who believed after he came in the meridian of time, in the
flesh, but all those from the beginning, even as many as were
before he came, who believed in the words of the holy prophets,
. . . as well as those who should come after" (D&C 20:25-27).
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Repentance Precedes Baptism

The teachings of John the Baptist include his instructions to
those who desired baptism. For example, the people were told to
"bring forth . . . fruits worthy of repentance" (Luke 3:8). When
they asked John for more specific examples of what they could do
to be worthy of baptism, he answered them, "He that hath two
coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath meat,
let him do likewise" (3:11). In imparting such instructions John
may have referred to the Law of Moses in which the covenant
people were commanded to provide for the poor among them (see
Ex. 23:11; Lev. 19:10; Deut. 15:7-8) and to love their neighbors as
themselves (Lev. 19:10). Further, the publicans were given instruc-
tions that they should "exact no more than that which is appointed
you," referring to the taxes they demanded and collected (Luke
3:12-13). The Roman soldiers who came to hear John were told
that they should "do violence to no man, neither accuse any
falsely; and be content with your wages" (Luke 3:14). Given that
these particular sins were common practice among the publicans
and Roman soldiers, the call to live justly and to be merciful was
a call to repentance.2 In response to John's preaching, the people
"were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins" (Matt.
3:5-6). This reference to confessing sins further attests that John
taught that baptism followed repentance.

The Book of Mormon confirms and clarifies the necessity of
repentance in order to be worthy of being baptized. For example,
the prophet Mormon wrote the words of Jesus to the latter-day
Gentiles concerning those specific sins of which they needed to
repent in order to come to Christ and be baptized: "Turn, all ye
Gentiles, from your wicked ways; and repent of your evil doings,
of your lyings and deceivings, and of your whoredoms, and of
your secret abominations, and your idolatries, and of your mur-
ders, and your priestcrafts, and your envyings, and your strifes,
and from all your wickedness and abominations, and come unto
me, and be baptized in my name, that ye may receive a remission
of your sins" (3 Ne. 30:2). Further emphasis on the importance of
repentance before baptism is found in the admonition of Moroni:
"See that ye are not baptized unworthily" (Morm. 9:29). One reads
of this same concern when John the Baptist denounces the Phari-
sees and Sadducees as being unworthy of baptism: "But when he
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saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees come to his baptism,
he said unto them, O generation of vipers, who hath warned you
to flee from the wrath to come? Bring forth therefore fruits meet
for repentance" (Matt. 3:7-8). The Prophet Joseph Smith clarified
in the revelatory translation of the Bible that John told the people,
"I indeed baptize you with water, upon your repentance" (JST
Matt. 3:38). Further, Moroni recorded that in the time following
Christ's ministry in America, the people "were not baptized save
they brought forth fruit meet that they were worthy of it. Neither
did they receive any unto baptism save they came forth with a 
broken heart and a contrite spirit, and witnessed unto the church
that they truly repented of all their sins. And none were received
unto baptism save they took upon them the name of Christ, having
a determination to serve him to the end" (Moro. 6:1-3).

Therefore, the Book of Mormon clarifies that the individual
seeking baptism must repent and be willing to enter into a cove-
nant with the Lord. Additionally, the ordinance of baptism is
identified as "a witness" to the Lord that the individual has
repented and desires to enter into a covenant to serve him and
keep his commandments. The covenant nature of baptism will be
discussed in the following section.

The Book of Mormon not only records that repentance was
and is necessary prior to baptism but also that baptism is a natural
desire for those who are repentant. Speaking of those faithful
persons who lived in the time immediately prior to the Lord's
appearance in America, Mormon wrote: "And Nephi did cry unto
the people in the commencement of the thirty and third year; and
he did preach unto them repentance and remission of sins. Now
I would have you to remember also, that there were none who
were brought unto repentance who were not baptized with water"
(3 Ne. 7:23-24). Moroni referred to baptism as "the first fruits of
repentance" (Moro. 8:25), or the natural results of repentance. In
other words, repentance is like a seed that brings forth baptism as
its first fruit. It may be that those individuals who were drawn to
listen to John the Baptist did so as a natural desire to receive
baptism at his hands. For, as the Book of Mormon clarifies, those
individuals who are repentant will show forth their desire to make
a covenant with the Lord to keep his commandments by entering
the waters of baptism.
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It is noteworthy that the necessity of repentance prior to
baptism became a point of contention in the beginnings of the
latter-day Restoration. Following the completion of the transla-
tion of the Book of Mormon and the organization of the Church,
Oliver Cowdery and several members of the Whitmer family felt
that priestcraft would be the result of requiring works before
baptism as stated in D&C 20:37. The Prophet Joseph Smith spent
considerable time in bringing them to an understanding of the
scriptures on this matter.3 Indeed, the instructions for the ordi-
nance of baptism indicate that baptism is to be administered "unto
all those who repent" (D&C 20:72).

T h e Covenan t o f Bap t i sm

Implied but unclear in the Gospel accounts is that baptism is
an ordinance by which an individual enters into a covenant with
God. Joseph Smith's translation of Matthew 3:8-11 clarifies that
John the Baptist wrestled with the Pharisees and Sadducees con-
cerning their personal need to receive him as the forerunner of the
Messiah, preaching repentance and baptizing with water (JST
Matt. 3:38-40). Apparently, they believed that they were accept-
able before God by virtue of their birth as children of Abraham
without repentance or entering into the waters of baptism. As
heirs of the Abrahamic covenant by birth, they evidently recog-
nized no further need to covenant with God. Latter-day revelation
indicates that the Pharisees had a ritual they designated as bap-
tism (JST Matt. 9:18-20). It is possible that this referred to the ritual
immersion of the mikvah washings. However, it is not clear what
the baptism of the Pharisees in New Testament times implied. Of
course the baptism of the Pharisees was not a gospel ordinance of
salvation by which they entered into a covenant with God through
Jesus Christ. John taught of a baptism that followed repentance
and a willingness to receive the Messiah, who John bore record
was coming after him. Yet, as previously stated, the doctrine of
baptism as a required means to enter into a covenant with God is
not readily clear in the Gospels.

The Book of Mormon clarifies the covenant nature of bap-
tism. This principle is illustrated in the account of the ministry of
the prophet Alma. During the trial of the prophet Abinadi, Alma
sat in judgment of him as one of King Noah's priests. Alma's heart
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was pricked and he accepted the message of the brave prophet.
Upon challenging the court of the wicked King Noah, Alma was
forced to go into hiding to save his life. He resorted to a place
called the waters of Mormon. Many others sought out Alma at the
waters of Mormon, where he taught them the things he had heard
Abinadi preach. Alma's instructions to those who were with him
dealt with "repentance, and redemption, and faith on the Lord"
(Mosiah 18:7). This group of people were "desirous to come into
the fold of God, and to be called his people, and [were] willing to
bear one another's burdens, that they may be light; yea, and [were]
willing to mourn with those that mourn; yea, and comfort those
that stand in need of comfort, and to stand as witnesses of God at
all times and in all things, and in all places" (Mosiah 18:8-9).

The invitation that Alma extended to this people to be bap-
tized clarifies a purpose of the ordinance of baptism as a witness
that those baptized enter into a covenant with the Lord: "Now I 
say unto you, if this be the desire of your hearts, what have you
against being baptized in the name of the Lord, as a witness before
him that ye have entered into a covenant with him, that ye will
serve him and keep his commandments"? (Mosiah 18:10). There-
fore, the Book of Mormon teaches that baptism is a means by
which individuals covenant with the Lord that they are willing to
take upon them his name and to serve him to the end. Further, the
baptismal covenant includes promises to minister to the needy,
whether that ministry be to lighten burdens, to mourn with
mourners, or to comfort those in need. In essence, the covenant is
that the individual will stand in the stead of Jesus Christ, repre-
senting him, and minister to others.

A further example of the covenant of baptism is the account
of the people of King Limhi, who were contemporaries of Alma
and his people. They also desired "to be baptized as a witness and
a testimony that they were willing to serve God with all their
hearts" (Mosiah 21:35). The importance of baptism is underscored
by its covenant nature: that the Father would require baptism as
necessary for salvation is due in part to the covenant that is
established with God through the ordinance of baptism.

A covenant consists of promises exchanged. In the case of
baptism, the baptized individuals promise or covenant to "take
upon them the name of Christ, having a determination to serve
him to the end" (D&C 20:37). God also promises or covenants to
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pour his spirit out upon those who enter into the baptismal
covenant. John the Baptist testified to his listeners, "I indeed
baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after
me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he
shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire" (Matt. 3:11).
The baptism of the Holy Ghost that God gives to those who are
baptized by water is confirmed and clarified throughout the Book
of Mormon.

The Holy Ghost is given as a gift from God. Christ promised
that "after that ye are baptized with water, behold, I will baptize
you with fire and with the Holy Ghost; therefore blessed are ye if
ye shall believe in me and be baptized" (3 Ne. 12:1). Entering into
the covenant of baptism prepares the repentant individual for the
reception of this gift from God. Alma the Younger invited those
of his day to "come and be baptized unto repentance, that ye may
be washed from your sins" (Alma 7:14). The cleansing from sin
that accompanies the ordinance of baptism is an initial and essen-
tial step in becoming spotless before God. Jesus indicates that this
cleansing is necessary to enter the kingdom of heaven, as has been
previously discussed: "And no unclean thing can enter into [the
Father's] kingdom; therefore nothing entereth into his rest save it
be those who have washed their garments in my blood, because
of their faith, and the repentance of all their sins, and their faith-
fulness unto the end" (3 Ne. 27:19). Jesus then explains that
baptism alone will not bring about the necessary cleansing. His
commandment to the Nephites illustrates that baptism is part of
the process of cleansing: "Now this is the commandment: Repent,
all ye ends of the earth, and come unto me and be baptized in my
name, that ye may be sanctified by the reception of the Holy Ghost,
that ye may stand spotless before me at the last day" (3 Ne. 27:20).
Thus, baptism by water symbolizes and anticipates the cleansing
and sanctifying influence of the Holy Ghost.

Therefore, in its proper place and in the proper perspective
as taught in the Book of Mormon, baptism is the witness to God
that the individual desires to enter into a covenant with him and
to be washed clean of sin: "And the remission of sins bringeth
meekness, and lowliness of heart; and because of meekness and
lowliness of heart cometh the visitation of the Holy Ghost, which
Comforter filleth with hope and perfect love, which love endureth
by diligence unto prayer, until the end shall come, when all the
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saints shall dwell with God" (Moro. 8:26). As a blessing and gift
from God, the baptism of the Holy Ghost follows baptism by
water and sanctifies the individual, thus making the individual
"without spot" and worthy of the kingdom of God.

T h e Bapt i sm of Jesus Chris t

The only baptism recorded in the Gospels in which the bap-
tized individual is identified is that of the Savior, Jesus Christ. His
baptism becomes the prototype, the supreme example for all
Christians. Matthew relates: "Then cometh Jesus from Galilee to
Jordan unto John, to be baptized of him. But John forbad him,
saying, I have need to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to me?"
(Matt. 3:13-14). The implication is that John was more in need of
being baptized by Jesus than the Savior was in need of being
baptized by John. Indeed, given the understanding that baptism
is an ordinance that is for the remission of sins, why would the
Son of God need to be baptized? In response to this question Jesus
answered John: "Suffer it to be so now: for thus it becometh us to
fulfil all righteousness" (Matt. 3:15).

Nephi asked the following question concerning the Savior's
baptism: "And now, I would ask of you, my beloved brethren,
wherein the Lamb of God did fulfil all righteousness in being
baptized by water?" (2 Nephi 31:6). He then answered his own
question: "Know ye not that he was holy? But notwithstanding he
being holy, he showeth unto the children of men that, according
to the flesh he humbleth himself before the Father, and witnesseth
unto the Father that he would be obedient unto him in keeping
his commandments" (31:7). Nephi continued his explanation,
implying that the descent of the Holy Ghost upon the Son of God
was a means by which God the Father testified of the righteous-
ness of his son in submitting to the ordinance of baptism at the
hands of John: "Wherefore, after he was baptized with water the
Holy Ghost descended upon him in the form of a dove" (31:8).
Nephi further explained an additional purpose for the Savior to
submit to the ordinance of baptism: "And again, it showeth unto
the children of men the straitness of the path, and the narrowness
of the gate, by which they should enter, he having set the example
before them. And he said unto the children of men: Follow thou
me. Wherefore, my beloved brethren, can we follow Jesus save we
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shall be willing to keep the commandments of the Father? And
the Father said: Repent ye, repent ye, and be baptized in the name
of my Beloved Son. And also, the voice of the Son came unto me,
saying: He that is baptized in my name, to him will the Father give
the Holy Ghost, like unto me; wherefore, follow me, and do the
things which ye have seen me do" (31:9-12).

Therefore, Nephi's teachings in the Book of Mormon clearly
explain that the Savior's baptism was an integral part of his
mission as the Messiah. His life was the example given for all men
to follow and thus to enter back into the presence of God. Those
individuals who follow the example of Jesus Christ are promised
that they, likewise, will receive a testimony from God the Father
that they have done righteously. As previously discussed, the gift
of the Holy Ghost is promised to all those who will humble
themselves before the Father, as the Savior did, and are immersed
in water by one with authority from the Lord. Nephi further
clarified that in being baptized, Christ condescended from his
godly state of perfection and a fulness of glory to a new state of
being in mortality, thus fulfilling the will of the Father by provid-
ing the example for humankind to follow. This concept was
explained to Nephi by an angel. Nephi recorded: "And the angel
said unto me again: Look and behold the condescension of God!
And I looked and beheld the Redeemer of the world, of whom my
father had spoken; and I also beheld the prophet who should
prepare the way before him. And the Lamb of God went forth and
was baptized of him; and after he was baptized, I beheld the
heavens open, and the Holy Ghost come down out of heaven and
abide upon him in the form of a dove" (1 Ne. 11:26-27).

The Ma n n e r and Author i ty of Bap t i sm

Specific instructions as to the actual manner of administering
the ordinance of baptism are not contained in the Gospels. How-
ever, inferences can be made from the accounts of the ministry of
John the Baptist. It is recorded that John "was baptizing in Aenon
near to Salim, because there was much water there: and they came,
and were baptized" (John 3:23). Thus, one could surmise that
much water was needed to administer baptism. Concerning the
baptism of the Savior the Joseph Smith Translation affirms that
"John went down into the water and baptized him" (JST Matt.
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3:44) . Fur ther , M a t t h e w states , " A n d Je sus , w h e n he w a s bap t i zed ,
w e n t up s t r a igh tway out of the wa te r " (Mat t . 3 :16) . The re fo re , the
G o s p e l s ind ica te that the ind iv idua l admin i s t e r ing the b a p t i s m
enters the wa te r a nd that the ind iv idua l bap t i zed is a l so in the
wa te r and c o m e s out o f the wa t e r fo l lowing the bap t i sm . H o w -
ever , t oday in Chr i s t i an i ty there are different m o d e s o f a d m i n i s -
ter ing bap t i sm. E v e n a m o n g the B o o k o f M o r m o n peop l e s the re
w a s s o m e confus ion conce rn ing the m a n n e r o f a d m i n i s t e r i n g
bap t i sm. O n e o f the first i t ems the Sav io r add re s se d in his min i s t ry
a m o n g the Neph i t e s w a s the m a n n e r in w h i c h b a p t i s m is to be
admin i s t e red :

And he said unto them: On this wise shall ye baptize; and there shall
be no disputations among you. Verily I say unto you, that whoso
repenteth of his sins through your words, and desireth to be bap-
tized in my name, on this wise shall ye baptize them —Behold, ye
shall go down and stand in the water, and in my name shall ye
baptize them. And now behold, these are the words which ye shall
say, calling them by name, saying: Having authority given me of
Jesus Christ, 41 baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. And then shall ye immerse them in
the water, and come forth again out of the water. And after this
manner shall ye baptize in my name. . . . And according as I have
commanded you thus shall ye baptize. And there shall be no
disputations among you, as there have hitherto been (3 Ne.
11:22-28) .

T h u s the B o o k of M o r m o n leaves no r o o m for e r ro r in the
m a n n e r o f admin i s t e r ing bap t i sm. H o w great is the g o o d n e s s of
G o d in g iv ing those o f the latter days ins t ruc t ions o f s u c h clar i ty!
A s a resul t there is un i ty in the k i n g d o m o f G o d on ear th in w h i c h
w e h a v e " o n e Lord , one faith, one b a p t i s m " (Eph . 4 :5 ) .

T h e G o s p e l s record J o h n the Bap t i s t ' s t e s t i m o n y that a n o t h e r
h a d sent h i m to bap t ize ( John 1:33). H o w e v e r , the G o s p e l s p r o v i d e
no specif ic in fo rmat ion conce rn ing J o h n ' s exp lana t ion , if he g a v e
any , on w h o it w a s that sent h im. J e sus t augh t that J o h n ' s au thor i ty
to bap t i ze c a m e f rom G o d . H e testif ied o f John , " F o r this is he , o f
w h o m it is wr i t ten , Beho ld , I s end m y m e s s e n g e r before thy face,
w h i c h shal l p repa re thy w a y before thee" (Matt . 11 :10 ) . T h u s , J o h n
w a s sent by G o d and au thor ized b y h i m to be his m e s s e n g e r in
ca l l ing the peop le to r epen tance and bap t i z ing them. In add i t i on
to J o h n the Bapt i s t , the G o s p e l s a lso record that the d i sc ip les o f

149
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Jesus baptized during the Savior's lifetime (John 4:1-2) and were
commissioned to baptize all those who believed in him following
his resurrection (Matt. 28:19). In contrast, the Savior rejected the
baptism of the Pharisees. As revealed to the Prophet Joseph Smith
during his inspired translation of the book of Matthew, the Phari-
sees confronted the Lord: "Why will ye not receive us with our
baptism, seeing we keep the whole law? But Jesus said unto them,
Ye keep not the law. If ye had kept the law, ye would have received
me, for I am he who gave the law. I receive not you with your
baptism, because it profiteth you nothing. For when that which is
new is come, the old is ready to be put away (JST Matt. 9:18-21).

In addition to whatever apostate implications accompanied
the Pharisees' ritual of baptism, the issue at hand was one of
authority. Did the authority rest with the Pharisaical tradition or
with Jesus of Nazareth? President Joseph F. Smith addressed the
topic of proper authority: "As to the question of authority, nearly
everything depends upon it. No ordinance can be performed to
the acceptance of God without divine authority. No matter how
fervently men may believe or pray, unless they are endowed with
divine authority they can only act in their own name, and not
legally nor acceptably in the name of Jesus Christ, in whose name
all these things must be done."5

The Book of Mormon affirms that authority is necessary to
administer the ordinance of baptism. For example, as recorded in
Mosiah: "And it came to pass that king Limhi and many of his
people were desirous to be baptized; but there was none in the
land that had authority from God. And Ammon declined doing
this thing, considering himself an unworthy servant. Therefore
they did not at that time form themselves into a church, waiting
upon the Spirit of the Lord. Now they were desirous to become
even as Alma and his brethren, who had fled into the wilderness.
They were desirous to be baptized as a witness and a testimony
that they were willing to serve God with all their hearts; neverthe-
less they did prolong the time; and an account of their baptism
shall be given hereafter" (Mosiah 21:33-35). The account "given
hereafter" is recorded concerning the uniting of Limhi's people
with the main body of Nephites in Zarahemla. Alma the Elder had
authority and responsibility over the Church of Christ in Zara-
hemla: "And it came to pass that after Alma had taught the people
many things, and had made an end of speaking to them, that king
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Limhi was desirous that he might be baptized; and all his people
were desirous that they might be baptized also. Therefore, Alma
did go forth into the water and did baptize them; yea, he did
baptize them after the manner he did his brethren in the waters of
Mormon; yea, and as many as he did baptize did belong to the
church of God; and this because of their belief on the words of
Alma" (25:17-18).

The prerequisite that an individual have authority to baptize
continued throughout the Book of Mormon both before and after
the coming of the Savior to America. Previous to the Lord's
ministry to the Nephites "there were ordained of Nephi, men unto
this ministry, that all such as should come unto them should be
baptized with water, and this as a witness and a testimony before
God, and unto the people, that they had repented and received a 
remission of their sins" (3 Ne. 7:25). As indicated above, the Book
of Mormon also clarifies that authority to baptize is received by
ordination from an individual who is in authority, such as the
prophet Nephi. Moroni indicated that individuals were ordained
by others having authority who "laid their hands upon them"
(Moro. 3:2) and uttered appropriate words relating to the particu-
lar calling.

During the Lord's resurrected ministry he taught Nephi that
authority to baptize was a power that comes from him: "And the
Lord said unto him: I give unto you power that ye shall baptize
this people when I am again ascended into heaven. And again the
Lord called others, and said unto them likewise; and he gave unto
them power to baptize" (3 Ne. 11:21-22). It was during the trans-
lation of the Book of Mormon that the Prophet Joseph Smith
learned that he needed authority from God in order to baptize:
"We still continued the work of translation, when, in the ensuing
month (May 1829), we on a certain day went into the woods to
pray and inquire of the Lord respecting baptism for the remission
of sins, that we found mentioned in the translation of the plates.
While we were thus employed, praying and calling upon the
Lord, a messenger from heaven descended in a cloud of light, and
having laid his hands upon us, he ordained us, saying: Upon you 
my fellow servants, in the name of Messiah, I confer the Priesthood of 
Aaron, which holds the keys of the ministering of angels, and of the gospel 
of repentance, and of baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; and 
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this shall never be taken again from the earth until the sons of Levi do 
offer again an offering unto the Lord in righteousness" (JS-H 1:68-69).

Th rough Repen tance and Bapt i sm,
Gent i les B e c o m e M e m b e r s of the H o u s e of Israel

John the Baptist alluded to the relationship between repen-
tance and baptism, and being numbered among the seed of Abra-
ham, when he chastened the Pharisees and Sadduccees for
believing that they were saved because of their relationship to
Abraham: "Then said he to the multitude that came forth to be
baptized of him, O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to
flee from the wrath to come? Bring forth therefore fruits worthy
of repentance, and begin not to say within yourselves, We have
Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, That God is able of these
stones to raise up children unto Abraham" (Luke 3:7-8). Further,
the Joseph Smith Translation of this passage reveals that John also
chastened them for believing: "We are the children of Abraham,
and we only have power to bring seed unto our father Abraham"
(JST Matt. 3:36). Joseph Smith taught that John was referring to
the Gentiles as the stones mentioned: "Of these stony Gentiles—
these dogs—to raise up children unto Abraham."6 In addition, he
also taught that "the effect of the Holy Ghost upon a Gentile, is to
purge out the old blood, and make him actually of the seed of
Abraham."7

The Book of Mormon explains a process by which the Gentile
stones mentioned by John can be raised up by God as children
unto Abraham. That process involves the ordinance of baptism.
In addition, the Book of Mormon provides important insight into
what John may have had reference to regarding stones becoming
the children of Abraham. While in America the Savior referred to
the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, saying: "For thus it
behooveth the Father that it should come forth from the Gentiles,
that he may show forth his power unto the Gentiles, for this cause
that the Gentiles, if they will not harden their hearts, that they may
repent and come unto me and be baptized in my name and know
of the true points of my doctrine, that they may be numbered
among my people, O house of Israel" (3 Ne. 21:6). As further
clarification, Mormon was commanded to write these words of
Jesus Christ in addition to those just cited: "Turn, all ye Gentiles,
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from your wicked ways; and repent of your evil do ings , . . . and
come unto me, and be baptized in my name, that ye may receive
a remission of your sins, and be filled with the Holy Ghost, that
ye may be numbered with my people who are of the house of
Israel" (30:2). Therefore, the stones identified with the house of
Israel or, as John taught, those stones who are raised up as children
of Abraham, are Gentiles who repent and come unto Christ, being
baptized in his name. As Nephi testified, "For behold, I say unto
you that as many of the Gentiles as will repent are the covenant
people of the Lord; and as many of the Jews as will not repent shall
be cast off" (2 Ne. 30:2).

Enter ing the Ga te

No relationship between baptism and the sacrament is men-
tioned in the Gospel accounts. However, in the Book of Mormon
Jesus Christ taught that the sacramental bread and wine were to
be given "unto the people of my church, unto all those who shall
believe and be baptized in my name" (3 Ne. 18:5). Similar to the
baptismal covenants, the sacrament is a witness to the Father that
the partaker is willing to remember Jesus Christ and to keep his
commandments. Moreover, not only is the sacrament for baptized
individuals, it is a commandment that those who are baptized be
given the opportunity to partake of the sacrament. The Lord
instructed his disciples in ancient America: "And this shall ye
always do to those who repent and are baptized in my name; and
ye shall do it in remembrance of my blood, which I have shed for
you, that ye may witness unto the Father that ye do always
remember me. And if ye do always remember me ye shall have
my Spirit to be with you" (18:11). Thus the sacrament was also
identified with baptism in that the promise of the Spirit accompa-
nies both ordinances. Indeed, Alma the Elder taught that the Lord
would "pour out his Spirit more abundantly upon" those who
were baptized (Mosiah 18:10).

Another area that is not mentioned in connection with bap-
tism in the Gospels but is included in the Book of Mormon is that
baptism is the means by which an individual becomes a member
of the Church of Jesus Christ. This concept is illustrated and
explained in the account of Alma the Elder and his followers who
were baptized at the waters of Mormon: "He did baptize every
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one that went forth to the place of Mormon; and they were in
number about two hundred and four souls; yea, and they were
baptized in the waters of Mormon, and were filled with the grace
of God. And they were called the church of God, or the church of
Christ, from that time forward. And it came to pass that whoso-
ever was baptized by the power and authority of God was added
to his church" (Mosiah 18:16-17). Baptism is the means by which
individuals are recipients of the blessings of coming into the fold
of God with others who have also been baptized and have cove-
nanted to "bear one another's burdens,. . . mourn with those that
mourn; yea, and comfort those that stand in need of comfort"
(18:8-9). Indeed, the Book of Mormon records: "After they had
been received unto baptism, and were wrought upon and
cleansed by the power of the Holy Ghost, they were numbered
among the people of the church of Christ; and their names were
taken, that they might be remembered and nourished by the good
word of God, to keep them in the right way, to keep them continu-
ally watchful unto prayer, relying alone upon the merits of Christ,
who was the author and the finisher of their faith" (Moro. 6:4).
Therefore, baptism brings the additional blessing of being part of
a covenant community, the Church of Jesus Christ. In addition to
the blessing of the gift of the Holy Ghost to guide the baptized
individual, there are also fellow Saints who desire to help one
another keep the covenants they have made with God.

The Savior taught: "Strait is the gate, and narrow is the way,
which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it" (Matt. 7:14).
He clearly testified that good works were necessary parts of living
the gospel he taught (see Matthew 5-7) . Receiving the ordinance
of baptism and being numbered in the Church of Jesus Christ does
not guarantee that the recipient will enter into the kingdom of
God. Not only are repentance and worthiness required prior to
baptism, but the baptized individual needs to honor the covenant
made in the waters of baptism to serve God and keep his com-
mandments. In the true and proper perspective of the fulness of
the gospel, as made known in the Book of Mormon, baptism is a 
beginning. Nephi explained:

For the gate by which ye should enter is repentance and baptism
by water; and then cometh a remission of your sins by fire and by
the Holy Ghost. And then are ye in this strait and narrow path which
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leads to eternal life; yea, ye have entered in by the gate; ye have done
according to the commandments of the Father and the Son; and ye
have received the Holy Ghost, which witnesses of the Father and
the Son, unto the fulfilling of the promise which he hath made, that
if ye entered in by the way ye should receive.

And now, my beloved brethren, after ye have gotten into this
strait and narrow path, I would ask if all is done? Behold, I say unto
you, Nay; for ye have not come thus far save it were by the word of
Christ with unshaken faith in him, relying wholly upon the merits
of him who is mighty to save. Wherefore, ye must press forward
with a steadfastness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope,
and a love of God and of all men. Wherefore, if ye shall press
forward, feasting upon the word of Christ, and endure to the end,
behold, thus saith the Father: Ye shall have eternal life.

And now, behold, my beloved brethren, this is the way; and
there is none other way nor name given under heaven whereby man
can be saved in the kingdom of God. And now, behold, this is the
doctrine of Christ, and the only and true doctrine of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, which is one God, without end.
Amen (2 Ne. 31:17-21) .

M o r e than five h u n d r e d years after N e p h i l ived , the S a v i o r
r e e m p h a s i z e d to the peop le of anc ien t A m e r i c a tha t t hey m u s t
e n d u r e in faith fo l lowing bap t i sm: " A n d it shal l c o m e to pass , that
w h o s o repen te th and is bap t i zed in m y n a m e shal l be fi l led; a n d
if he endu re th to the end , beho ld , h i m wil l I ho ld gui l t l ess before
m y Fa t h e r at that day w h e n I shall s tand to j u d g e the w o r l d " (3 N e .
2 7 : 1 6 ) .

Q u e s t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g the necess i ty o f b a p t i s m for l i t t le ch i l -
dren, e v e n for n e w b o r n infants , have b e e n left u n a n s w e r e d b y the
G o s p e l wr i te r s . Indeed , those w h o o p p o s e infant b a p t i s m poin t to
the s i l ence o f the N e w T e s t a m e n t on the subject as ind i rec t ev i -
d e n c e that it w a s not prac t iced . H o w e v e r , the N e w T e s t a m e n t is
a l so s i lent abou t pos tpon ing b a p t i s m unti l la ter yea r s a n d m a t u r -
i ty . 8 T h e S a v i o r t augh t that wi thou t b a p t i s m a n ind iv idua l is
d a m n e d , but the B o o k of M o r m o n clarif ies ques t ions c o n c e r n i n g
infant b a p t i s m and the d a m n a t i o n o f those w h o are no t b a p t i z e d .
M o r m o n w r o t e to his son M o r o n i c o n c e r n i n g the c o n d e m n a t i o n
o f unbap t i z ed infants . H e wro t e that " l i t t le ch i ld ren n e e d n o
repen tance , ne i ther b a p t i s m " ( M o r o . 8 :11) . A ma jo r c la r i f ica t ion
m a d e by the B o o k o f M o r m o n c o n c e r n i n g the necess i ty o f the
o r d i n a n c e o f b a p t i s m is that those w h o are no t " a c c o u n t a b l e a n d
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capable of committing sin" (8:10) are saved through Jesus Christ's
atonement and the power of his redemption. Moreover, not only
is the baptism of little children unnecessary, but Mormon also
wrote that the Holy Ghost had made manifest to him that "it is
solemn mockery before God, that ye should baptize little chil-
dren" (8:9).

Conclusion

The Book of Mormon is a treasure of testimony and clarifica-
tion concerning the teachings contained in the Gospels of the New
Testament on the doctrine of baptism. From additional revelation
in the Book of Mormon, the reader of the Gospels may come to a 
more complete understanding of this doctrine. In addition, the
richness of the Book of Mormon accounts confirm that the Gos-
pels' teachings concerning baptism are true. Likewise, the Book
of Mormon clarifies other concepts important to understanding
the place of baptism in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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