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Baptism (Week 1):  Old Testament Foundations 

 

 

1.  Circumcision 

  

•  Key text:  Col 2:11–12 

•  Meaning:  Baptism is the rite of initiation into covenant with God that marks us as 

members of God’s priestly people.  Circumcision was a bloody act signifying the 

sacrificial death that is the penalty for sin.  Passing through that ritual death was the path 

to the privileged access to God that Israel enjoyed (and also the obligations and 

responsibilities of the covenant as well).  Likewise, baptism is the fulfillment of 

circumcision because, through baptism, believers put off the old body of death and 

receive forgiveness and new life by being united to Christ in his death and resurrection. 

 

 

2.  The Flood 

  

•  Key text:  1 Pet 3:20–22 

•  Meaning:  Safe passage through the waters of divine judgment.  Christ’s resurrection, 

which was his deliverance through the judgment of death (which Jesus described as his 

baptism: Luke 12:50).  Baptism can be a pledge of a good conscience toward God 

because it is God’s declaration that we share in the vindication of Christ’s own 

deliverance from judgment in his resurrection. 

 

 

3.  The Exodus 

  

•  Key text:  1 Cor 10:1–2 

•  Meaning:  We are baptized into the One who redeems from slavery and from the waters 

that bring judgment upon God’s enemies.  Baptism is our own Red Sea deliverance, 

which is possible only because the One into whom we are baptized has already suffered 

the judgment of death on our behalf (which he calls his “exodus”: Luke 9:30) and been 

raised to life.  He can therefore lead us safely through death into life as we are joined to 

him by the Spirit. 

 

 

4.  Ritual washings (called “baptisms” in Heb 6:2) 

 

4.1  Ordination of Priests 

  

•  Key text:  Exod 29:4–9; Lev 8:6–9 

•  Meaning:  Water applied by another person (i.e., a baptism) was an aspect of 

the ordination ceremony for the Aaronic priesthood.  Baptism ordains to a priestly 

office, which confers the privileges of access to God (cf. the sprinkling and 

washing with water by which we are cleansed and given access to the heavenly 

Holy of Holies in Christ: Heb 10:19–22). 
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4.2  Cleansing from uncleanness 

 

•  Uncleanness from touching a dead body (Num 19:18-22). 

•  Uncleanness from leprosy (Lev 14:1-7). 

•  Meaning:  Washing with water cleansed from the ritual defilement.  This state 

of uncleanness was not itself a state of sin, but the agents of uncleanness were 

symbols of the death and curse that resulted from sin.  The result of uncleanness 

was temporary restriction from access to God in the Tabernacle or Temple.  The 

way to restoration from this ritual “exile” was a kind of baptism, i.e., a sprinkling 

with water by someone who was clean clean (cf. Ps 51, which also speaks of 

being sprinkled with hyssop and being washed as images for 

cleansing/forgiveness from sin).  Christian baptism is related to all of these 

themes.  It is a washing through which God grants forgiveness of sins, return from 

the banishment/exile, and restoration to life with God and his people. 

 

 

5.  Return from exile 

 

•  Key text:  Ezek 36:25–28 

•  Meaning:  God promises to “sprinkle clean water” on his people, an image that 

signifies forgiveness of sins and purification from the uncleanness that led to Israel’s 

exile.  Being washed by God thus came to signify restoration to reconciled life with God 

and the fulfillment of God’s promise to establish a new covenant with his people. 

 

 


