
The Background and History 
Behind the Action

Would early Christians 
be divided over its 

practice?



òAs they went along the road they 

came to some water; and the 

eunuch said, òLook! Water! What 

prevents me from being baptized?ó 

And he ordered the chariot to stop; 

and they both went down into the 

water, Philip as well as the 

eunuch, and he baptized him. When 

they came up out of the water, the 

Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip 

away; and the eunuch no longer 

saw him, but went on his way 

rejoicingó 

(Acts 8:36 -39



Some Questions To Ponder

Â Why did the man from Ethiopia ask this 
question?  

Â What led him to believe that he needed to 
be baptized?  

Â Is baptism necessary for the believer 
today? 

Â What is the origin of Christian baptism?

¹ It is the purpose of this series of lessons to 
answer these and other questions about 
baptism. 



What does ñBaptismò mean?

Âñto dip in or under, to dye, to 

immerse, to sink, to drown, to 

bathe, wash. The New Testament 

uses b§ptǾonly in the literal 

sense, to dip (Lk. 16:24), to dye 

(Rev. 19:13), and bapt²zǾonly in a 

cultic sense, mostly ñto baptize.ò 

(TDNT)



The History of Baptism 

Â Baptism is not a new practice.

Â It was not invented by John the 

Baptist.

Â It would have been an act that most 

religious people of the day would 

have been familiar with. Thus, when 

God required it, they would not be 

caught off guard.



Baptism in the Old Testament and 

Jewish Culture
ÅLong before the time of John the Baptizer 

the Law of Moses outlined several instances 
of ceremonial washings or immersions.

Å(Leviticus 14:9)

ïThis word bathe ñrefers to ritual washings and 
comes from rahĪa u ñto overflow,ò ñto floodò. These 
washings were stated to require large amounts of 
water and it would thus be assumed that to bathe 
ones body would be equivalent to immersion. 

ÅAfter engaging in this act of 
immersion/baptism the Leper would then be 
considered pure and could enter the camp



Baptism in the Old Testament and 

Jewish Culture

Å(Leviticus 16:4) the High Priest was required 

to ñbathe his body in waterò before the day 

of atonement. 

ÅElisha commanded Naaman to ñGo and 

wash in the Jordan seven times, and your 

flesh will be restored to you and you will be 

cleanò

ÅImmersion was a common religious practice 

during OT times.



ÅrahĪaἸuin the OT meant immersion. 

ÅThis the case with the example of Naaman. 

Å2 Kings 5:14 ñSo he went down and dipped 

himself seven times in the Jordan, 

according to the word of the man of Godò.

ÅWhen comparing verse 10 ñwashò with 

verse 14 ñdipò it is clear that at least in this 

instance that wash means to immerse.

ÅIn verse 14 the word for dipped is tabal 

which always is defined as to ñdip, plunge, 

soak, bathe, i.e., place a solid object into a 

liquid massò



Baptism in the Old Testament and 

Jewish Culture
ÅThroughout Old Testament history there is 

overwhelming support for the Jewish 
people (especially the Priests) 
understanding the need for, and the 
process of immersion. 

Å(1 Kings 7:23ò description of Solomonôs 
Molten Sea.

ÅDan Owen writes ñSuch a structure was 
certainly used for more than sprinkling or 
pouring. It was used for immersing the 
priest before he ministered in the holy 
placeò



Jewish Mikvaots
ÅExtra-Biblical Jewish rabbinical 

writings are contained in a book called 

the ñMishnaò

ÅIn the Mishna there is an entire 

chapter on Mikvaots (immersion 

pools).

ÅThere was several times in the life of a 

Jew where immersion was required for 

one to be declared clean.



Jewish Mikvaots
ÅThe Mishna discusses that if one is immersed 

but there is a doubt about if he was totally 

submerged, he is to be considered unclean.

ïñThe unclean person who went down to 

immerseéit is a doubt whether he immersed or 

whether he did not immerse [and] even if he did 

immerseé his matter of doubt is deemed uncleanò 

(Mikvaot 2:1)

ÅNo miqvaot could be used for immersion if it 

did not contain at least 40 seahs of water. A  

seah was around 6 liters, so 40 seahs of 

water would be around 127 gallons of water. 



ÅThe Mishnah even teaches that if there 
was a doubt about the amount of water in 
pool, one should still be considered 
unclean. 

ÅIt states if there 

ïñis a doubt whether there are forty seahs 
in it, or whether there are not two 
immersion pools, in one of which there are 
forty seahs, and in one of which there are 
not forty seahs he immersed in one of 
them and does not know in which one of 
them he immersed his matter of doubt is 
deemed uncleanò



15k SW of Jerusalem. 200bc.





Mikvoat in Qumran



Jewish Mikvaots 

ÅMigvaots were used for religious 

ceremonies, ritual cleansing, and even for 

the purification of a women on her 

menstrual cycle. 

ÅAn entire tractate of the Mishnah, 

Mikvaot, is devoted to immersion pools. 

ÅTo this day, for Jewish women committed 

to halachah (religious law), immersion in 

the mikveh is considered obligatory 

before marital relations can resumeò



ÅLong before the time of John the Baptist, 
the Jews had already started practicing 
immersion as an initiatory rite.

ÅJews were not surprised by the Christian 
doctrine of baptism. 

ÅFor Proselytes to be accepted as Israelites 
they had to be initiated through immersion 
as well.  ñA proselyte who converted on the 
eve of Passover [the fourteenth of Nisan]ð
the House of Shammai say, óHe immerses 
and eats his Passover offering in the 
eveningôò

ÅThis would have been practiced during 
Jesusô day as well.


