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SUMMARY

The present work, The Origins and Evolution of Christian Baptism, is a research study that
explores the origins of baptism, its formation, and its development, focusing on the earliest period
in the first and second centuries. It analyses the Jewish origins of baptism, which includes the
understanding of the purity issue, the role of ritual purification practices, and the emergence of
Jewish baptismal movements. It emphasizes the development of purity concerns regarding Jewish
ritual practices in the context of the Greco-Roman influence.

This study reveals that baptism within Christian communities formed gradually through
several stages, ultimately becoming a distinct ritual with a shared symbolic meaning and ritual
order. It demonstrates that, in the early stages of baptismal practice, different Christian
communities lacked a unified view of its practice and interpretation. This development was closely
connected to the construction of Christian identity, and changes in baptismal practice and
interpretation largely reflected this broader process.

Through a chronological examination of textual sources, this study demonstrates that the
New Testament contains diverse views on baptism, reflecting a variety of approaches within early
Christian communities. The study also reflects the gradual shift in understanding and practice
toward a more unified vision. The study uses historical-critical and comparative cross-cultural
methods to analyze primary written sources, traces the origins and evolution of Christian baptism,

and explains the key factors driving this development.

Key Terms: Baptism, Early Christianity, Ritual, Ritual Purification, Initiation, Jewish
Baptismal Movements, Greco-Roman influence, Jewish Eschatology, New Testament, Christian

Identity.



OPSOMMING

Die huidige werk, Die oorsprong en evolusie van die Christelike doop, is ’'n
navorsingsstudie wat die oorsprong van die doop, sy vorming en sy ontwikkeling ondersoek, met
die fokus op die vroegste tydperk in die eerste en tweede eeue. Dit ontleed die Joodse oorspronge
van die doop, wat die begrip van die reinheidskwessie, die rol van rituele suiweringspraktyke en
die ontstaan van Joodse doopbewegings insluit. Dit beklemtoon die ontwikkeling van
reinheidskwessies rakende Joodse rituele praktyke in die konteks van die Grieks-Romeinse
invloed.

Hierdie studie openbaar dat doop binne Christelike gemeenskappe geleidelik deur verskeie
stadiums gevorm is, en uiteindelik 'n onderskeibare ritueel met 'n gedeelde simboliese betekenis
en rituele orde geword het. Dit toon aan dat verskillende Christelike gemeenskappe in die vroeé
stadiums van die dooppraktyk nie oor 'n verenigde siening van die praktyk en interpretasie daarvan
beskik het nie. Hierdie ontwikkeling was nou gekoppel aan die konstruksie van Christelike
identiteit, en veranderinge in die dooppraktyk en -interpretasie het grootliks hierdie breér proses
weerspieél.

Deur ’n kronologiese ondersoek van tekstuele bronne toon hierdie studie dat die Nuwe
Testament uiteenlopende sienings oor doop bevat, wat ’n verskeidenheid benaderings binne vroeé
Christelike gemeenskappe weerspieél. Die studie weerspie€l ook die geleidelike verskuiwing in
begrip en praktyk na 'n meer verenigde visie. Die studie gebruik histories-kritiese en vergelykende
transkulturele metodes om primére geskrewe bronne te ontleed, spoor die oorsprong en evolusie

van die Christelike doop op, en verduidelik die sleutel-faktore wat hierdie ontwikkeling aandryf.



ISIFINYEZO

Umsebenzi wamanje, Imvelaphi Nokuthuthuka Kokubhapathizwa KwamaKristu,
uyisifundo socwaningo esihlola imvelaphi yokubhapathizwa, ukwakheka kwayo, nokuthuthuka
kwayo, sigxile esikhathini sokuqala eminyakeni eyikhulu yokuqala neyokwesibili. Thlaziya
imvelaphi yobuJuda yokubhapathizwa, okuhlanganisa ukuqonda udaba lobumsulwa, indima
yezinkambiso zokuhlanza ngokomkhuba, kanye nokuvela kwemikhankaso yokubhapathizwa
yobuJuda. Igcizelela ukuthuthukiswa kwezinkathazo zobumsulwa maqondana nemikhuba
yobuJuda ngaphansi kwethonya lamaGreki namaRoma.

Lolu cwaningo Iwembula ukuthi ubhapathizo phakathi kwemiphakathi yobuKristu
Iwakhiwa kancane kancane ngezigaba eziningana, ekugcineni lwaba umkhuba ohlukile
onezincazelo ezihlanganyelwe nohlelo lomkhuba. Kubonisa ukuthi ezigabeni zokuqgala zokwenza
ubhapathizo, imiphakathi ehlukene yobuKristu yayingenalo umbono owodwa ngokwenza
nokuchaza ubhapathizo. Lolu thuthuko Iwaluxhumene kakhulu nokwakhiwa kobunikazi
bobuKTristu, futhi izinguquko ekwenzeni nasekuchazeni ubhapathizo zaziveza kakhulu le nqubo
ebanzi.

Ngokuhlaziywa ngokulandelana kwesikhathi kwemithombo yombhalo, lolu cwaningo
lubonisa ukuthi iTestamente Elisha liqukethe imibono ehlukahlukene ngobhapathizo, okubonisa
izindlela ezahlukene phakathi kwemiphakathi yokuqala yamaKristu. Lolu cwaningo luphinde
lubonise ukuguquka kancane kancane kokuqonda nokwenza ngenhloso yokubona umbono
ohlangene kakhulu. Lolu cwaningo lusebenzisa izindlela zokuhlaziya ngokomlando
nangokwezifundo zokuthekelisa kanye nezindlela zokuthekelisa phakathi kwamasiko ahlukene
ukuhlaziya imithombo yokugala ebhaliwe, lulandela imvelaphi nokuthuthuka kobhapathizo

lwamaKTristu, futhi luchaza izici ezisemqoka ezighuba le nqubekela phambili.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The present research will examine the origins and evolution of Christian baptism in the
first century from a historical-critical perspective. The aim of this research is to provide a
comprehensive analysis of the problem of the origins and formation of baptism. My goal is to look
at the origins of baptism in the context of ritual purity, a cross-cultural phenomenon that took an
important place in Judaism during the Second Temple period and show how it was transformed
into a separate and unique ritual. The formation of baptism was a gradual process that came
through different stages and finally was formed as a separate ritual with its own symbolic meaning
and its own ritual order. This process can be observed historically. In order to make a
comprehensive analysis of the problem, I will use classical research tools such as research of the
existing literature sources, analysis of Greco-Roman history, and practical contemporary
achievements disciplines such as Cultural Anthropology, Sociology, and History of Religion that
can help us to look at the problem from the cross-cultural perspective and understand more deeply

the causes of changes which occurred during the formation of the ritual.

1.2 Structure
The present dissertation consists of five chapters: Chapter 1 — Introduction; Chapter 2 —

The Impurity and Ritual Purification in Judaism; Chapter 3 — Jewish Baptismal Movements and



Practice of John the Baptist; Chapter 4 — The Diversity of Views on Baptism in the New Testament;

and Chapter 5 — Conclusion: The Evolution of Baptism Through a Contemporary Perspective.

Chapter 1 is the introductory chapter that covers my research statement, methodology,
terminology, literature review, and introduces the problem of ritual purity and ritual washings as
cross-cultural phenomena with specific attention to parallels within Mediterranean religious

traditions.

Chapter 2 focuses on ritual purity and ritual washings in Judaism. I specifically pay
attention to the evolution of these practices during the Second Temple period, when different types
of purification rituals started to play an important role in the life of many Jews. The life of an
ordinary Jew was tied to binary categories as clean and unclean, and many parts of everyday life
were bound with different cleansing rituals. This chapter will show the matrix from which baptism

originated and evolved.

Chapter 3 is specifically devoted to the Jewish baptismal movements and practice of John
the Baptist. Judaism during the Second Temple period was known for the existence of so-called
baptismal movements. Such movements were both religious and political movements within
Judaism and were characterized by eschatological expectations. In this chapter, I will analyze the
significance of purification rituals within these movements, investigate the factors contributing to
the growth of Jewish baptismal movements, and examine the role of John the Baptist, who was the
leader of one of these movements and influenced the further formation of Christian baptismal

practice.

Chapter 4 will explore the formation and evolution of Christian baptism as a ritual in early

Christian communities during the first decades of the Common Era. The aim of this chapter is to



demonstrate how this practice underwent changes and the factors that influenced these changes
during the first century. Available written sources reveal that baptism did not appear as a uniform
practice with a consistent perspective, even within the New Testament. In Paul’s writings, the
language of purity remains evident (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:11), and simultaneously, a new language of
incorporation into Christ appears (e.g., Gal. 3:27). Other New Testament texts represent various
viewpoints and reflect diverse approaches within Early Christian communities. However, it is
possible to see some evolutionary processes with the tendency of further unification of the ritual.
In this chapter, I will show that New Testament texts can be seen as a reflection of a historical

progression of views on baptism.

Chapter 5 will provide a summary of the current thesis results and demonstrate how
contemporary research fields, including Religious Studies, Identity Studies, and Ritual Studies,
can offer valuable insights into understanding the origins of Christian baptism through an
interdisciplinary scholarly lens. These contemporary scholarly achievements can serve as
additional supporting arguments regarding the origins and causes of the evolution of baptism

during the first century.

1.3 Problem Statement and the Significance of the Research

This research is going to study the origins of baptism and its formation as a specific ritual
in the early Christian communities. The history of baptism has traditionally been studied primarily
in the fields of Theology and the History of Early Christianity. Some of the previous scholarly
works made an important impact on the development of the topic. However, the common problem
within research works that were conducted by theologians is a restricted view of the problem. In

theological works, baptism is often considered a Christian innovation with some antecedents in



Judaism and John the Baptist’s practice. The influence of other religious traditions, which could
play an important role in the formation of baptism, theologians usually do not take into account.

On the other hand, the scholars who use the historical-critical method often limit their
research to written historical sources and do not use a broad perspective that can provide a study
of comparative religion and contemporary achievements from cross-cultural research. In the last
decades, the situation has changed, and there are more books and articles by scholars who apply a
broad perspective to the fields of church history and biblical studies using cross-cultural data,
including contributions from sociology and anthropology.

Despite such a positive tendency, the topic that I will study in my research still has
unstudied problems that need to be solved. The question of the origins and development of baptism
is a problem that touches on several issues. The problem of the origins of baptism obliges us to
study the similar practices that took place not only in Judaism and in the neighboring religions but
also in the broader Greco-Roman religious world. The impact of Greco-Roman culture was so
influential on early Christianity that the denial of it today is no longer possible due to the presence
of pieces of evidence that confirm a significant degree of Hellenization of Judaism in the period
of the Second Temple.

Part of my claim in this research is that the origins of baptism are related to the ritual
washing practices that took place across the Mediterranean religious world, and Judaism was a
part of it. The development of such practices went through several phases, which had their own
causes and can be examined historically. The formation of baptism in the early Christian
community is the crucial phase of the development of such practices, which was connected with
the construction of Christian identity. The primary goal of my work is to show this process of

evolution and unveil the basic causes that produced such development. To understand that process



in this research, I will apply the contemporary achievements of such disciplines as history,
comparative study of religion, biblical studies, and cross-cultural data, which can help understand
the problems of the formation of baptism and the causes that produced it from a broader
perspective. In the last decades, we have seen the increasing popularity and development of such
interdisciplinary subfields as Ritual Studies, Identity Studies, and Memory Studies. The
achievements of these fields are useful for this research topic, since baptism is a ritual transmitted
by people. Its performance, as well as the understanding of its meaning, underwent changes due
to shifts in the social situation. The formation of Christian baptism is closely related to the
formation of Christian identity itself, which is an important and relevant topic in contemporary
scholarship.

I also believe that this research can be useful for the practical needs of modern churches,
even though the main intention of this research is to make a neutral analysis of the topic without
providing a religious or confessional point of view. However, the achievements of this research
could be helpful for practical reasons as well. This research can help us understand baptism’s
original meaning, which is important for many Christian denominations. Knowledge about the
varieties of interpretations and practices in early Christian communities could be beneficial for
those Christian denominations that want to apply new knowledge for educational purposes or the

practical needs of communities.

1.4 Methodological Frameworks
The current research will cover the origins of baptism prior to the Common Era, and its
subsequent formation and development within early Christian communities from the first century

up to the early second century CE.



While I will sometimes refer to earlier times, my primary focus will be on the late Second
Temple period, mostly the frontier between the time Before the Common Era and the beginning of
the 2nd century CE. Such a time frame allows for an examination of the process of development
of water-based rituals within Judaism, and the appearance of so-called baptismal movements,
including the movement of John the Baptist. The direct origins of Christian baptism go back to the
John the Baptist movement, which emerged during the early 1st century. I will examine the
transition from the John the Baptist movement to the formation and development of Christian
baptism up to the 2nd century CE. The period represents a crucial phase in the evolution of
Christian baptismal practice, and the New Testament reflects such changes. The New Testament
provides a range of texts covering the period from around 50 CE, represented in the authentic
Pauline letters, to the later New Testament writings dating to the end of the Ist century and even
the early 2nd century. This timeframe enables the observation of the initial formation of baptism
as a Christian ritual, traces its subsequent development, and explores the factors influencing its
evolution.

In this way, the chosen timeframe enables an examination of fundamental questions
regarding the origins, formation, and development of Christian baptism within the early Christian
communities. While the development of Christian baptism was an ongoing process beyond the
timeframe of this work, the primary patterns of this evolution had already taken shape during the

chosen time.

This research will adopt a synthesis of contemporary research methods, specifically
integrating historical and cross-cultural data, an approach that is often associated with historical
anthropology. By relying on historical achievements, conducting comparative studies of religion,

and applying sociocultural anthropology, I am going to use a holistic approach that enhances



understanding of the current topic on a broader scale. Unlike cultural anthropologists, I do not have
access to real people who can provide information about baptism within the chosen timeframes.
However, my research relies on a diverse range of texts. The texts are the main sources that require
careful examination by using critical tools developed within the historical discipline. My research
is not intended to be an in-depth exegetical study of the texts; I use textual sources in their
chronological sequence and consider them as artifacts from a specific time and place, which offer
valuable insights into the cultural realities of their creation and can show the evolution of the
baptismal ritual. In addition to texts, it is important to use all possible artifacts that can provide a
correct understanding of the historical context, which should include knowledge of the
environment, place, and time in which these texts were created. To make it possible, it is crucial
to have an understanding of Greco-Roman history, the comparative history of religion, and
sociological data. This integration enables a better understanding of the diverse influences on the
formation and development of baptism, which, together with chronological analyses of the
available texts, allow for the tracing of the development of baptism and a deeper understanding of

the factors that influenced its changes.

1.5 Terminology
To avoid terminological ambiguity, I would like to clarify some key terms that I will use in

this work.

1.5.1 Ritual.
In this work, I will use the technical term ritual to refer to baptism as a practice. The other

terms, such as rite or sacrament, are good alternatives but less neutral in their connotations. Both



of these terms, especially the term sacrament, might presuppose a confessional perspective, which
is not the aim of this historical research. In my work, I would like to hold the principle of historical
neutrality and be free from any confessional presuppositions. The aforementioned words are not
bad per se; the problem lies in how they can be perceived in the modern context due to theological
connotations. For example, for Catholics and Eastern Orthodox Christians, baptism is an
unquestionable sacrament, one of the seven sacraments. The majority of mainline Protestants also
refer to baptism as a sacrament. At the same time, Baptists and different Evangelical churches
deliberately refuse the use of the term sacrament due to theological reasons.

The term sacrament came into Christianity from the Roman military lexicon, which, since
the time of Julius Caesar, described an oath that was taken by Roman soldiers when they entered
the army (Streett 2018:2). The early Christians adopted the term sacrament but used it in contrast
to Roman usage. Thus, they pledged allegiance not to the emperor but to Jesus. However, in post-
Nicene theology, the word sacrament began to be defined differently, which eventually led to
various terminological controversies that still exist today (Streett 2018:5). I acknowledge the
importance of the initial meaning of the word sacrament but realize that its usage can create
unnecessary confusion; this is why I want to stick to the neutral word rifual. I do not object to the
occasional usage of the word rite in a neutral sense. However, the word ritual better fits the task

of this research as a whole.

1.5.2 Palestine
In reference to the biblical land, I will use the term Palestine in a geographical sense. This
geographical area goes beyond the administrative division of Judaea and includes the broad

landscape from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River. The contemporary historian of the



region, Masalha, argues that the name Palestine was “the conventional name used between 450
BC and 1948 AD to describe a geographic region between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan
River and various adjoining lands.” (Masalha 2018:1). It is true, though, that the official name of
this area — Syria Palestine — appeared only in 135 CE. However, by the Ist century, despite the
different administrative divisions, this piece of land was already under Roman control, and the
term Roman Palestine has been used in scholarship to refer to the broad geographical area under
Roman rule. Although the name Palestine was not an official designation for this territory in the
Ist century, this geographical area was already known by that name in the Greco-Roman world.
The first historical record of the mention of this area as Palestine occurs in the 5th century BCE in
the work of Greek historian Herodotus (Herodotus: Histories, Book 1:105):

‘EvOebtev 6¢ filoav én’ Alyvmtov: kol €meite €yévovto év ) Ilalaiotivny Zvpin,
Yopupuntixog ceéac Alydmntov factiedg dviidoag ddpoist T Kol AETHOL ATOTPATEL TO TPOCOTEP®
un mopevecHat.

Thence they marched against Egypt: and when they were in the part of Syria called
Palestine, Psammetichus king of Egypt met them and persuaded them with gifts and prayers to

come no further. (Herodotus [5th century BCE] 1975:136-137).

The Greek philosopher Aristotle also used the name Palestine in his work Meteorology
(Aristotle: Meteorology, Book 2: chapter 3):
Ei 8" &otwv domep poboroyodot tiveg év [Taatotivny totoadTn Apvn, €ig v €av Tig EuPain

ocuvonoag dvlpmmov 1| Volhylov EmmAelv Kai 0V Katadveshot Katd Tod HdaToC.



If there were any truth in the stories they tell about the lake in Palestine it would further
bear out what I say. For they say if you bind a man or beast and throw him into it he floats and
does not sink beneath the surface.

(Aristotle [4th century BCE] Meteorologica 1952:158-159)

These pieces of evidence indicate that already in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE, Greek
authors used the name Palestine to designate this territory. Thus, the name Palestine was known in
the Greco-Roman world long before it acquired its legal name in 135 CE. In biblical scholarship,
the term Palestine has a neutral designation. However, it is regrettable that the term has become
politicized lately, which has created new debates among some scholars. However, the majority of
biblical scholars today do not question the term because its usage in the past was well-documented.
Professor of Jewish Studies at Princeton University, Peter Schifer, explained that the term
Palestine is less ambivalent than, for example, the term Judaea, which is not very precise and even
problematic in terms of geography (Schéfer 2003:X).

The usage of the term Palestine in a geographical sense allows us to refer to this particular
area without specifying the political condition of the concrete time. At the same time, since Rome
occupied this land in 63 BCE, it is reasonable to designate this area as Roman Palestine, which
means the geographical area of Palestine under Roman occupation. Thus, following the established
tradition in biblical scholarship, I refer to this area as Palestine, not in a strict administrative sense,

but in terms of geography, as a convenient and widely understandable name.
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1.5.3 Judaism

In this work, I use the term Judaism. However, I need to acknowledge that the term has
several issues. Daniel Boyarin argues that Judaism is not even a Jewish term but something that
can be considered a recent invention (Boyarin 2019:10). In Religious Studies, the term commonly
refers to a modern religious phenomenon, but its use in reference to the first century can be
considered problematic. At that time, Jewish religious thought and practices were not united.
Jewish people shared some common ground, such as a sense of common identity and recognition
of the Torah. However, even the understanding of the Torah was so distinct among different groups
that it is difficult to frame them using a unified name. In contemporary scholarship, the recognition
of this issue has raised the question of possible alternatives for the term Judaism. Some scholars
suggested not using the word in a singular form in favor of using the term Judaisms in a plural
form. Other scholars went even further and proposed not to apply the term Judaism in academic
discussion at all when it comes to the ancient period (Mason 2007:511). All these arguments are
reasonable and help to focus on the complexity of the situation that took place before Jewish
tradition became relatively unified. However, these suggestions do not offer a perfect solution to
all terminological challenges. The new terms can lead to unnecessary confusion, and they also lack
the convenience of usage that the term Judaism already has. The term Judaism is not perfect, but
I will use it for general references due to its practical convenience under certain conditions, which
[ am going to explain now.

Firstly, when I refer to Judaism in my work, I do not equate it with the modern religious
phenomenon that has developed over a long period of time.

Secondly, by this term, I do not mean a unified religious system but rather a variety of

Jewish practices and their diverse interpretations among Jews.
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In this work, I use the term Judaism in a singular form as a convenient name for general
reference, and not because it perfectly captures the situation that took place in the first century. At
the same time, | will elaborate on the complexity of the situation in the following chapters because
the recognition of this complexity helps to understand the background from which baptism

originated and developed.

1.5.4 Christianity

The other problematic term in the context of the first century is Christianity. It is quite clear
that followers of Christ did not consider themselves a separate religious group. For this reason, I
prefer to avoid using the term Christianity in favor of the name “followers of Christ.” However, a
complete avoidance of the term Christianity would create new challenges.

For example, when I need to mention the practices of the early community, the standard
and convenient way is to refer to “early Christian practices.” The repetition of the phrase
“followers of Christ” in general references can sound awkward, even if it is more precise from a
historical point of view.

On the one hand, I support the idea that the terms Christianity and Judaism are not precise
when it comes to the first century. On the other hand, the complete avoidance of these words
creates new terminological problems that are not helpful for my goal. This is the reason why I do
not want to abandon the word Christianity completely. However, the usage of the term must be
stipulated in advance to avoid creating any further confusion.

I occasionally use the terms Christianity and Christians, but in the context of the first
century, I do not mean a separate religion. By this name, I mean the variety of groups that

acknowledged Jesus as their Messiah. Applying the term Christianity to them may be considered
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anachronistic from a sheer historical perspective, but it can be helpful for general references. This
is why this term can be used under certain conditions for practical reasons, and this is how I am

going to use it in this research.

1.6 Sources and Literature Review

My research is a historical investigation of the origins and evolution of baptism. In order
to achieve this task, I will use textual documents and archaeological materials as primary sources.
The secondary sources will include research monographs and articles that reflect current scholarly
achievements and discussions. Tertiary sources will include supportive materials such as
encyclopedias and dictionaries.

To understand the origins of baptism, it is necessary to use sources that can provide
information about religion and similar practices in the Mediterranean and Near Eastern world,
Greco-Roman mystery cults, and Jewish ritual practices. Important information about Greco-
Roman religion can be obtained from various available religious and non-religious texts. The
information about Jewish ritual practices is available directly from the Hebrew Bible and some
fragments from the Dead Sea Scrolls. There are also essential pieces of evidence related to this
topic from writers such as Philo of Alexandria, Flavius Josephus, and the church historian
Eusebius, as well as other documents and historical artifacts. For the development of baptism in
the Early Christian community, the primary sources are the canonical New Testament and the early
Christian text called the Didache. New Testament writings represent a variety of texts that were
created at different times. This allows tracking the evolution of baptism from the time of its
formation up to the second century, when baptism became a more developed ritual. In this work,

I will analyze New Testament texts as essential sources that can provide information about the
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ritual of baptism in a particular cultural reality. This can help to understand my topic according to
the task, which is to see the main trajectories of the shifting meaning of baptism and the causes
that produced that process.

The New Testament texts related to baptism are crucial sources that illustrate the evolution
of baptism in early Christian communities. While the later development of baptismal practice can
also be found in subsequent sources, I am going to limit this research to a primary focus on the
origins of the practice and its development in early Christian communities up to the end of the 1st
century.

Secondary sources for this research will include scholarly books and articles related to the
research topic. In this research, I am going to use a wide spectrum of literature, which can help
clarify this topic through the lenses of contemporary scholarship. The complete list of used
literature is accessible in the bibliography section. The following literature review focuses
exclusively on the most relevant works and authors who are directly related to my topic and are
worth individual mention. Some of their works remain relevant today, while others have become
somewhat obsolete. However, these works cannot be disregarded, since their impact on this
research topic continues to be valuable even today.

The problem of the origins of baptism cannot be totally separate from the problem of the
origins of Christianity, and classical works on the fields of Christian origins and the historical Jesus
more or less contributed to this topic as well. For this reason, I feel the need to pay tribute not only
to scholars who directly researched the problem of baptism but also to make a short review of
those scholars who made an important impact on the research of Christian origins and provided

important information about the context and emergence of Christianity.

14



Since the period of the Age of Enlightenment, which was characterized by an emphasis on
reason and science, the previous religious naiveté was shattered by the application of rational and
critical thinking to religious questions. In the religious field, probably the most prominent figure
was Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694—1768), who started to apply a rational and historical-critical
approach to the Gospels (Reimarus 1970). His approach contributed to the development of the
historical-critical method, which later evolved sufficiently. The most prominent of the scholars
who continued the historical-critical approach was David Friedrich Strauss (1808—1874). He made
an important contribution to the study of the historical Jesus (Strauss 1913). The other influential
figure is Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930). His contribution to the study of early Christianity
includes his conclusion that during the course of history, Christianity was undergoing development
from a simple form of belief toward a more sophisticated and developed form (Harnack 1908).
The writings by Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) show an honest approach to the scholarly
questions regarding the history of early Christianity and Jesus in particular. He is especially known
as the author of the book Quest of the Historical Jesus (Schweitzer 1910) and his critical work
about Paul (Schweitzer 1912). In his research, he used a historical-critical approach and made
an important impact on scholarship. He looked at Jesus as an eschatological prophet who preached
the imminent end of the present world through God’s intervention and the arrival of the kingdom
of God, which eventually will bring peace and harmony into the world. Schweitzer’s view was
taken into account by many scholars, and many of his thoughts remain relevant today.

The other important scholar who showed us the possibility of making honest historical
work using a variety of sources was Walter Bauer (1877-1960). He made a point that Christianity
was not only under development but, in its earliest forms, represented a variety of expressions of

Christianity that did not have any common agreement with each other (Bauer 1971). His
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ideas made a great impact on our understanding of early Christian communities and their various
forms.

Joachim Jeremias (1900-1979) was another German scholar who made important
contributions to the study of Christian origins. Despite the fact that he did not focus on baptism as
a separate topic, his research on Jewish ritual immersion and his book The Origins of Infant
Baptism: A Further Study in Reply to Kurt Aland (Jeremias 1963) provide important background
for understanding baptism. His book is a little problematic because it is not clearly scholarly
research but rather a part of a polemic with Kurt Aland (1915-1994), who later made a response
to Jeremias’s critique in his Did the Early Church Baptize Infants? (Aland 1963). However, even
if we judge that their polemic is not so relevant in our contemporary scholarship, we have to
acknowledge that both Joachim Jeremias and Kurt Aland were important scholars in the middle of
the twentieth century, and their dialogue is an important part of the scholarly contribution to the
topic at that time. The problems they raise in their works go beyond the narrow problem of
baptizing infants; they provide information about scholarly approaches to baptism in general
during the scholarly activity of Jeremias and Aland, and they surely raised important questions for
future research on the topic.

Géza Vermes (1924-2013) was the author of several significant books on Christian origins
(Vermes 1981; 2013). He claims that Christian origins are deeply rooted in the Jewish religion,
and the subsequent development of Christianity and its ritual practices is the result of separation
from Judaism and inner development. While Géza Vermes did not specifically research the topic
of baptism, he made a great contribution to the study of the Dead Sea Scrolls and was the editor
of the essential book The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Vermes 2004). This book provides

very valuable documents necessary for this study. Furthermore, his insights into the development
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of Christian ideas and ritual practices, which are presented in his historical books, are also relevant
to this study.

Ed Parish Sanders [E. P. Sanders] (1937-2022) is a very influential scholar who shows in
his works the origins of Christianity, which go back to Judaism. He looked at Jesus as an
eschatological prophet who operated in the system of Jewish values and preached a restoration of
God’s true order and the coming of God’s kingdom. Three of his books, Jesus and Judaism
(Sanders 1985), The Historical Figure of Jesus (Sanders 1993), and Judaism Practice and Belief
(Sanders 1992), represent important research on the historical Jesus and John the Baptist, which
are relevant for my work.

John Dominic Crossan (1934-) is widely known among scholars for his magnum opus, 7he
Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (Crossan 1991). This book made a
great impact on the discipline of the historical Jesus and on the problems related to Christian
origins and early Christianity in general. Crossan provided a clear description of his methodology,
which helps clarify where his ideas came from. The method he uses can be applied not only to the
problem of the historical Jesus but to a variety of related topics; his integration of cross-cultural
data into the historical issues is the approach that opens new possibilities to the study of early
Christianity. The other important book is his The Birth of Christianity (Crossan 1998), which is
less popular but basically continues his earliest work. Both of these books are relevant because
John Dominic Crossan researches the problem of Christian origins, including the mission of John
the Baptist and the formation of early Christian communities. His relatively recent books, such as
God and Empire (Crossan 2007) and Render unto Caesar (Crossan 2022) are popular books but
also have scholarly importance. Crossan summarizes the results of his previous research and

clearly emphasizes the anti-imperial essence of early Christianity. Crossan does not formally
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identify himself as a postcolonial scholar, but his perspective contributed to the increasing
popularity of postcolonial research on early Christianity.

However, there are also scholars whose contributions to Empire Studies engage more
directly with postcolonial scholarship, and I found their work important in the context of my
research. Among them are the works of an American scholar, Richard A. Horsley (1939-), such as
Jesus and the Spiral of Violence: Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine (Horsley 1987);
Jesus and Empire: The Kingdom of God and the New World Disorder (Horsley 2003); Revolt of
the Scribes: Resistance and Apocalyptic Origins (Horsley 2010); Jesus and the Politics of Roman
Palestine (Horsley 2014), and the works of New Zealand scholar Warren Carter (1955-).
Carter provides a fresh perspective on Judaism and early Christianity through postcolonial lenses.
His books, such as The Roman Empire and the New Testament (Carter 2006) and his collaborative
work with Leo G. Perdue, Israel and Empire: A Postcolonial History of Israel and Early Judaism
(Perdue and Carter 2015), edited by Coleman A. Baker, show the contemporary approaches to
Jewish history and early Christianity using postcolonial interpretations, and such perspective can
shed additional light on this topic as well.

Burton L. Mack (1931-2022) was an American scholar who made an important impact on
the study of Christian origins. Similar to Crossan’s approach, he saw the importance of the
integration of social disciplines into historical research. At the same time, in comparison to
Crossan’s approach, he held a more skeptical position about the possibility of reconstructing the
historical Jesus. His focus was not on Jesus, but on the formation and development of views within
the early Christian movement. In his book The Christian Myth: Origins, Logic, and Legacy (Mack
2003), he offers to look at Mark’s Gospel as the first complete narrative that reflects the

construction of a new identity among Christians. He calls the creation of this narrative a
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mythmaking that becomes a turning point in the solidification of a shared Christian identity, in
contrast to the previously dispersed Jesus movements, which had diverse forms of belief. His usage
of such terms as “myth” and “mythmaking” might seem harsh. Still, he is not using them in a
negative sense, but rather as a tool to explain the cultural significance of the power of storytelling
in shaping Christian identity.

Martin Hengel (1926-2009) was the person who changed the direction of scholarship
through the demonstration of the interconnection between Judaism and Hellenism. The previous
scholarship viewed Judaism and Hellenism through dichotomic lenses; this approach affected the
understanding of early Christianity, which was often described as the Hellenized form of Judaism.
Hengel showed that this view came to research through the wrong perception of Judaism. His
works, such as Judaism and Hellenism (Hengel 1981 [1974]), and The “Hellenization” of Judaea
in the First Century after Christ (Hengel 1989 [1988]), persuasively showed that Judaism during
the centuries interacted with Hellenistic culture, and in the first century, in many respects, was
already the product of Hellenism before the appearance of Christianity. Works of Martin Hengel
are specifically relevant for my research, because baptism and its origins, which go back to Jewish
ritual purifications, evolved during the time of strong Hellenistic influence; without a proper
understanding of this process, it is impossible to get a sense of the origins and evolution of baptism.

James Dunn (1939-2020) was known as one of the key world specialists in the New
Testament, specifically on Paul. His books, such as Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Dunn 1970) and
Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: An Inquiry into the Character of Earliest Christianity
(Dunn 1990 [1977]), have practical relevance for this research. His approach, which suggests that

New Testament texts reflect early Christian diversity, will be applied in the fourth chapter of my
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work. Using his general approach, I will narrow my focus to baptism and show that New Testament
texts allow us to see the diverse views on baptism in early Christian communities.

John Collins (1946-) is a contemporary historian of religion who focuses on Second
Temple Judaism. Two of his books, Between Athens and Jerusalem: Jewish Identity in the
Hellenistic Diaspora (Collins 2000) and Jewish Cult and Hellenistic Culture (Collins 2005) are
important for understanding the Hellenistic influence on Jewish culture. His classic work, The
Apocalyptic Imagination (Collins 1988), is relevant for understanding Jewish eschatology and
apocalypticism. Two of his concerns, Jewish eschatology and Hellenistic influence in Second
Temple Judaism, provide a crucial background for understanding the origins of baptism.

Joseph Thomas was a French scholar who is unfortunately not widely known. His
important contribution to the study of baptism and baptismal movements was his dissertation Le
Mouvement Baptiste en Palestine et en Syrie (150 av. J.C.-300 ap. J.C.) (Thomas 2010 [1935]). It
is a detailed study of baptismal movements that existed within Jewish society, where people
practiced different types of ritual immersions or ablutions. The author persuasively shows that the
traditional view that baptismal practices started only with the practice of John the Baptist is an
oversimplified point of view. In reality, baptismal movements were part of the religious mosaic of
Jewish society before John the Baptist, and some similar movements continued to exist and were
developed later. The topic of this book is important for understanding the origins of baptism and
its context, which, unfortunately, is an understudied topic even today. Even considering that this
book was written before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, it remains useful and sheds light
on understanding the problem of baptism within a broader context.

Kurt Rudolph (1929-2020) was a German scholar who contributed to the study of

Gnosticism and baptismal movements. In his research on baptismal movements, he followed
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Joseph Thomas’s argument but developed it further by placing these movements within a more
systematic framework. His German work Antike Baptisten: zu den Uberlieferungen iiber
friihjiidische und -christliche Taufsekten (Rudolph 1981) and an article “The Baptist Sects” in the
Cambridge History of Judaism (Rudolph 1999) reflect Thomas’s influence and the development
of his ideas in the context of contemporary scholarship.

George Raymond Beasley-Murray (1916-2000) was a British scholar and the author of
Baptism in the New Testament (Beasley-Murray 1997 [1962]). In this book, the author examines
the issue of baptism throughout the New Testament and also explores the topics of baptism’s
origins and its evolution. This is a comprehensive study of the topic, which was limited by the
New Testament as the main source, but in reality, it often goes beyond it and covers a wide range
of problems related to baptism origins. The book is a historical as well as a theological work, and
this work is the result of deep scholarly research, which has been done by the author, making this
book highly influential and important for further research on the topic. Although the first edition
of this book was published in 1962, it has undergone several editions. For years, this book became
a standard reference work for scholars studying baptism, and its influence continues to have an
impact even today.

Oscar Cullmann’s (1902—-1999) book Baptism in the New Testament (Cullmann 1950)
analyses the problem of the origins of baptism and the approach to baptism in the early Christian
communities. Cullmann uses the New Testament’s passages to claim that they may serve as a
representation of early Christian views on baptism. He argues that early Christians acquired not
only a new individual identification and personal transformation via baptism, but also a communal
identification with the community of believers, which is the Church. Modern anthropologists

probably could define this by the term kinship identity. On the one hand, individual baptism is the
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act of participation in the death and resurrection of Christ; on the other hand, this individual
participation and incorporation into the death and resurrection of Jesus is the act that ties together
new members to the new family, which is the Church. This book is valuable for many interesting
ideas and for careful work with the New Testament texts. At the same time, this work represents
not so much a historical-critical approach to the problem of baptism but rather a theological
analysis. In addition, it is important to notice that the book was part of his debate with Karl Barth
about infant baptism. Cullmann’s book was a reaction to Karl Barth’s work Teaching of the
Church Regarding Baptism (Barth 1948). Consequently, this book was intended to be more
theological and was written in the context of a particular polemic. Despite this, the author carefully
analyzes the New Testament texts regarding baptism and provides his reasonable reflections about
baptism’s origins. When this book was published, it made an important impact, and even today, it
cannot be ignored without consideration, but with recognition of the limitations that this book has.

Gerhard Barth’s work (1927-2002), Die Taufe in friihchristlicher Zeit (Baptism in early
Christian times) (Barth 2002), represents rigorous German historical-critical scholarship on
baptism. The first edition of the book was published in 1981, and in 2002, the author published a
revised and updated version that reflects contemporary studies, making it particularly relevant and
useful for this study.

Everett Ferguson (1933-) is a contemporary scholar of Early Christian Studies and is
known for his extensive research on baptism. His two most relevant books for this study are
Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Ferguson 1993 [1987]), which provides useful information on
the backgrounds of Christianity, including information about political history, social and cultural
situations, and religious diversity, and his extensive book on baptism Baptism in the Early Church:

History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries (Ferguson 2009) which summarizes his
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long-time research on baptism throughout the first five centuries. This book covers different
problems related to baptism and provides general information about the most relevant sources.
Until today, it is an indispensable book for any researcher in the area of baptism. At the same time,
this work has some flaws, which are a result of its extensive nature. For example, several topics
are described quite superficially and do not provide extensive information about the complexity
and severity of contemporary scholarly discussions. In my case, when I read this book, I still felt
the lack of material about the origins of baptism and different views on that issue. However, this
is the result of scope and the author’s goal to show baptism and its development in a broad time
perspective, which, of course, has its limitations. None of these objections diminishes the
significance of this work, which is a valuable introduction and reference material on the topic.
Joel Marcus (1951-) is the author of John the Baptist in History and Theology (Marcus
2018), which studies the problem of the historical John the Baptist and partly provides useful
information about the origins of baptism in the context of John’s mission. Joel Marcus’s critical-
historical analysis of the figure of John the Baptist shows the perspective of this movement, which
was an apocalyptic baptismal movement that gave birth to Christianity and even exists in parallel
with Christianity. Chapter four of the book separately considers the problem of baptism and its
origins; the author stresses that the purpose of John’s ritual was a cleansing of ritual impurity and
human sins. The author claimed that despite the fact that cleansing rituals were the norms in the
Jewish religion before John, and the origins of his practice go back to traditional ritual purification
among Jews, the baptismal practice of John had some distinctive features that tell us about the
significant evolution of views on his practice. First of all, John’s practice was connected with the
eschatological expectations of the Jewish people. Secondly, his practice was not only a cleansing

ritual but also a sort of sacrament that removed not only ritual impurity but also human sins. A
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third and probably most controversial claim is that John’s practice was inclusive and could involve
not only Jewish people but people of any background. Joel Marcus’s claim could be controversial,
but he works with different historical documents, including the Gospels, Josephus, and the Dead
Sea Scrolls, and applies a historical-critical approach. His hypothesis deserves consideration, since
it can shed more light on the understanding of baptismal origins and their evolution within
particular timeframes.

The research by Robin Margaret Jensen (1952-), Living Water: Images, Symbols, and
Settings of Early Christian Baptism (Jensen 2011), is a comprehensive study of baptism depicted
in early Christian art. The author is a specialist in the field of early Christian art and archaeology
and has studied depictions of baptismal scenes in a variety of accessible Christian artworks, such
as catacomb paintings, mosaics, and ivory depictions, baptismal iconography on sarcophagi, and
symbolic depictions on Christian baptisteries. Despite the fact that the main author’s goal is the
research of Christian art, the author also touched on the problem of baptismal origins and its
development over the years, which can be seen through Christian art. The book is very interesting
and useful; however, it is chronologically limited by the fact that the earliest art sources that the
author presented came from the late 2nd century CE. Such time limitations do not exactly fit the
chosen timeframes since the goal of my study is to understand the origins and formation of the
baptismal ritual during the Ist century. Still, some authors’ findings and accents on the tendency
in the development of baptism could be useful for this study as well.

The work of R. Alan Streett, Caesar and the Sacrament: Baptism: A Rite of Resistance
(Streett 2018), is an important contribution to the contemporary study of baptism. Streett

appropriated some general ideas from scholars who researched early Christianity as a nonviolent
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movement of resistance to imperial power. He focuses on baptismal ritual as a form of resistance
against the status quo of the Roman Empire.

Another important book for this research is a collection of scholarly articles edited
by David Hellholm called Ablution, Initiation, and Baptism (Hellholm et al. 2011). This is an
anthology that represents articles on baptism from different perspectives. These articles show the
contemporary discussions on the topic of baptism. The book consists of three volumes, and since
my focus is on the evolution of baptism in the earliest period, the most relevant volumes for my
research are volume 1 and volume 2. The first volume opens with an important essay by Anders
Klostergaard Petersen (Petersen 2011:3—40), which speaks directly to my thesis by raising the
question of the connection between rituals of purification and initiation. Many of the authors
deserve separate mentions, but this collection, in general, is a valuable resource for understanding
the latest scholarly achievements on this topic. Admiring the contribution of this work to the study
of baptism, I strongly believe that it is important to continue contemporary studies of this topic by
paying attention to understudied themes, and [ hope my contribution will be valuable in that regard.

The other important anthology is the book edited by Christian Frevel and Christophe
Nihan called Purity and the Forming of Religious Traditions in the Ancient Mediterranean World
and Ancient Judaism (Frevel and Nihan 2013). This book represents articles from leading
contemporary scholars who research the problem of purity and impurity in ancient Judaism and,
more widely, in the Ancient Mediterranean world. This book is helpful for this research because
the problem of purity and impurity and its rethinking in the Christian tradition represent the roots
of the ritual of baptism, and understanding this topic helps us to understand the origins of baptism.

I also use the book by Marcus Borg (1942-2015) Evolution of the Word: The New

Testament in the Order the Books Were Written (Borg 2013), which provides important material
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on the dating of New Testament texts. Acknowledging the complexity of modern scholarly
discussions on this issue, I will use this work not as the last word in scholarship, but rather as an
illustration that largely reflects the consensus among contemporary scholars on New Testament
dating. The reference to this book is especially relevant for the fourth chapter of my work, where
I will analyze the references to baptism in New Testament texts.

There are also several important works on the purity issue that are impossible to ignore in
this research. The first serious attention to the problem of ritual purity across different religious
traditions was given by Mary Douglas (1921-2007) in her Purity and Danger: An Analysis of
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (Douglas 2001 [1966]). Her book became a starting point for
following scholarly works on the problem of ritual purity worldwide. The problem of ritual
impurity in Ancient Judaism was widely studied in the works of Jacob Milgrom (1923-2010).
His most important books on this topic are his commentaries on Leviticus (Milgrom 1991) and
Numbers (Milgrom 2003). His attention to this problem gave birth to new scholarly trends in the
deep research of this issue. The research on the topic done so far includes the works of different
scholars around the world. Important contributions were made by three American scholars: Saul
Olyan, in his book Rites and Rank: Hierarchy in Biblical Representations of Cult (Olyan 2000),
Jonathan Klawans Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Klawans 2000), and Christine Hayes
Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities (Hayes 2002). The Swedish scholar Thomas Kazen also
extensively studied this topic in his different works, but the main ideas about the purity issue were
presented in his book Issues of Impurity in Early Judaism (Kazen 2010). Canadian scholar
Matthew Thiessen extensively studied the purity issue in his book Jesus and the Forces of Death:

The Gospels’ Portrayal of Ritual Impurity within First-Century Judaism (Thiessen 2020), and the
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other important work was done by Israeli scholar Yair Furstenberg Purity and Identity in Ancient
Judaism: From the Temple to the Mishnah (Furstenberg 2023).

Another essential block of literature is the books that provide important achievements in
the field of ritual studies. There are several classical works that play an important role in the field,
and they can be useful for this study. The first important book in the field was Arnold van
Gennep’s (1873-1957) book called The Rites of Passage (van Gennep 1960). He made an
important impact on all subsequent scholars who developed and critiqued some of his ideas but
always admired his impact on the study of ritual. Since van Gennep’s time, the ritual study was
developed by such scholars as Victor Turner (1920—1983) with his books The Ritual Process:
Structure and Anti-Structure (Turner 1991 [1969]), and From Ritual to Theatre: The Human
Seriousness of Play (Turner 1992 [1982]), Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) The Interpretation of
Cultures (Geertz 1973), Catherine Bell (1953-2008) Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Bell 2009
[1992]), Roy Rappaport (1926—1997) Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity (Rappaport
1999), and Ronald Grimes The Craft of Ritual Studies (Grimes 2014). I pointed out only the main
works of these authors. While there are also other scholars working in the field, these particular
books and authors are essential for this research, and that is why I separately mentioned each of
them.

My literature review shows the main tendencies in the study of baptism and ritual, and it
also reflects the problems in scholarly research on baptism. Despite the importance of baptism as
a Christian ritual, it was often studied on the margins of Christian Studies, which is why a fresh
perspective on this topic can make a meaningful contribution to the field. The scholarly results
obtained over the last few decades are impressive and have determined the main trends of future

research. Whereas in the 20th century scholars primarily studied baptism in the context of
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theological polemics (Jeremias 1963; Aland 1963), and even historical research was often
determined by theological goals, today, the context has shifted towards more independent
historical research with a broad cross-cultural perspective (Hellholm et al. 2011). The development
in fields such as New Testament Studies helps us see a historical progression in the biblical texts
and, therefore, understand the evolution of different ideas, including the meaning of baptism. The
proper knowledge of the history of early Christianity, which includes general knowledge of the
history of the region, political and social circumstances, helps to understand the important
background behind the ritual, and the inclusion of perspective from ritual studies allows for the
inclusion of this research in the broad and important contemporary field of the study of rituals.
Thus, this study will include a wide range of literature that will help clarify this topic using
important achievements from contemporary scholarship. My particular focus in this literature
review was directed to the sources that relate to this topic, such as baptism itself, ritual purity,
Christian origins, and ritual studies. This comprehensive approach improves understanding of the
topic and offers a contemporary perspective on the study of baptism. I did not include all the
current literature on the topic in this literature review, but I was trying to include the main works
that reflect the main trajectories of my study. A complete list of the books and articles used will be

included in the bibliography section.

1.7 The Concept of Ritual Purity and Ritual Purification

The concept of ritual purity is a cross-cultural phenomenon observed not only in Judaism
but also in various religious traditions. Mary Douglas extensively researched this concept in her
famous work Purity and Danger (Douglas 2001 [1966]). In my study, [ aim to examine the

significance of purity within the context of the origins of baptism. I state that the origins of baptism
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lie in Jewish purification practices that were developed as a way to remove ritual
impurity. However, Jewish purification rituals underwent internal evolution and adaptation over
time. This feature is not unique to Judaism: as ritual studies scholar Ronald Grimes states, rituals
are inherently dynamic (Grimes 2014:294). Jewish rituals are not an exceptional case; the
evolution of purification rituals, as well as the formation of Christian baptism, can be
traced historically. In this study, I aim to shed light on the evolution of Christian baptism, which,
despite its Jewish origins, became a separate ritual and was significantly changed along the way
of its formation.

The purpose of Jewish purification rituals was to remove ritual impurity, which was
believed to be the result of some type of pollution. Contemporary cultural anthropology studies
show that in different societies, there are similar ideas of pollution, purity, and impurity. These
ideas represent a specific social construct that is connected with the human concern about death.
However, the state of impurity can be obtained not only through direct contact with corpses, which
is cross-culturally observed as a source of high pollution, but also through ordinary life experiences
such as birth, marriage, and other liminal stages that cause impurity and require purification that
helps to maintain emotional stability and social order (Kazen 2019:220). Pollution is an inevitable
part of daily life, but this issue can be managed through different types of purification rituals,
which most commonly involve ritual washing or immersion into the water (Forth 2017:1-2).

In certain societies, the idea of impurity is connected with racial and caste prejudices. David
Graeber emphasizes how the Indian hierarchical varna system is based on the concept of purity
(Graeber 2007:25). In such cases, people take for granted that some groups of people are initially
less pure than others. The higher the hierarchical status of people, the purer this group is considered

by society. While ordinary people can manage their personal level of impurity, they cannot achieve
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the same level of purity because they are generally considered less pure than those higher in the
social hierarchy. In some societies, the transition from a less pure group to a purer one is possible
but requires specific rituals and preparation, which takes a certain amount of time. For instance,
the members of the Qumran Community not only kept the highest level of individual purity but
also maintained a strict hierarchical structure that included varying degrees of purity for each
group. There were four groups of members of the community, and people from the higher group
were not even allowed to touch people from the lower group; otherwise, they became impure
(Nodet 2023:111).

Contemporary scholarship examines the purity issue through various perspectives. The
concept of purity is most commonly studied in disciplines such as Cultural Anthropology,
Religious Studies, and Psychology. The psychological perspective gives additional insights into
the issue and helps to develop our knowledge of the cognitive science of religion. Kelly Knowles,
Borg, and Olatunji provided a very interesting psychological perspective on the purity issue and
its connection with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). OCD patients tend to create their rituals
allegedly to prevent contamination. The ritualistic behavior is a response to obsessions, which
helps reduce anxiety (Knowles, Borg, and Olatunji 2016:107). There is some pattern in the human
psyche that sometimes creates extreme forms of OCD, but in most cases, this pattern does not lead
to psychological problems. Knowles, Borg, and Olatunji show the connection between religiosity
and concerns about contamination/cleanliness and religious rituals that often include purification
practices (Knowles et al. 2016:109). The concept of impurity cannot be empirically proven; it is a
social construct that can be observed in different societies. This pattern exists in the depths of the
human psyche, and this pattern is well instrumentalized by religion. On the one hand, religion

creates certain rules that make people worry about observing their purity. On the other hand,
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religious practices provide ritual systems that help people remove their impurity, reducing social
and individual anxiety about contamination.

Words such as purification/cleansing, impurity, and contamination, which are used to
describe the problem of ritual purity, can often be misunderstood as a reference to hygienic
procedures. I would like to stress that in a religious context, contamination and purification have
nothing to do with hygienic cleansing. Rather, we are dealing with invisible contamination, which
can be removed through specific ritual practices. Ritual purification practices can vary; they could
be situational when a person should purify themselves after direct contact with a certain defiled
object, or regular, like washing hands before a meal, or initiatory practices, which often include a
special ritual purification. Mary Douglas emphasizes that in regard to initiation, we have to
understand the distinction between rites of passage and regular purificatory practices. The goal of
regular purificatory practices is to restore a ritual purity of the person; the person goes back to the
previous non-polluted state through observance of a known ritual procedure. The initiatory
practices are different; they allow a person to enter into a new and different status. The initiation
is not a restoration per se but an improvement. However, before its improvement, the period of
transition from one state to another is considered dangerous and polluting (Douglas 1968:340). So,
the final step of the initiation ritual often includes some sort of purification, which allows a person
to move to a new, enhanced level. Despite the different types of purification rituals, there are shared
features across cultures, which allow us to identify them as a cross-cultural phenomenon. They
can have their own specifics in each culture, but they also have common patterns that can be
observed cross-culturally. In this research, I do not intend to look at all possible cultural examples,
but in the next paragraph, I would like to show some examples from the Mediterranean

world. They are useful for this research because they allow us to look not only at common patterns
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but also at the possible mutual influence of different Mediterranean cultures that could affect each

other.

1.8 Ritual Purity and Ritual Washings across the Mediterranean World

In the next chapter, I will specifically discuss the concept of ritual purity and ritual
washings in Judaism. Understanding this problem can help us see the genetic connection between
Jewish ritual practice and the emergence of baptism. However, as I stated above, the concept of
ritual impurity and the practice of washing purification rituals were not unique to Jewish society.

There are similar conceptions and practices in the Mediterranean world among neighboring
cultures. One of the most fascinating questions of this matter is the mutual religious influences of
the concept of purity and ritual purifications on Judaism. Different traditions influenced Judaism
during its formation, and a comparative study of religion shows us that the concept of purity was
widespread across the Mediterranean world. Christian Frevel and Christophe Nihan pointed out
that in the Ancient Mediterranean regions, we can observe cultural and religious coherence, which
is part of mutual exchange (Frevel and Nihan 2013:13). Historical religious research shows that in
Ancient Mesopotamia, there were already concepts of impurity related to the dead bodies and
bodily discharges, such as women’s menstruation, and also the presence of rituals of purification
by water, including ritual bathing before participation in the cult (Guichard and Marti 2013:74—
77; 99).

In the ancient Anatolian religion of Hittite culture, there are examples of concepts of purity
and pollution, as well as purification rituals related to cultic or personal restoration after critical
life moments, which played an important social role by maintaining social balance (Hutter

2013:166). The concept of purity and the observance of purification rules played an important role
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in Egyptian religion, where access to a sanctuary place required purification with water, and among
the priestly class, purification rituals were a regular practice (Quack 2013:115-158). In
Zoroastrianism, an ancient Persian religion, the notions of purity and pollution hold an important
place and reveal parallels with Judaism. The necessity of following the purity rules was extremely
important, and, as an example, it was the reason why, in Zoroastrianism, sexual intercourse with
non-Zoroastrian women was forbidden because, in such cases, women did not observe menstrual
purity regulations, and it was a serious sin (de Jong 2013:185). There are many parallels between
Zoroastrianism and Judaism, and most likely, Jewish purity practices were influenced by
Zoroastrianism. In both religions, bodily discharges were considered the sources of impurity. The
same applies to corpses; in both Judaism and Zoroastrianism, they are considered to be the source
of the most serious pollution (de Jong 2013:184).

In Phoenician religion, the concept of purity and purification rituals are attested by material
evidence, such as water tanks for ritual purification. Hans-Peter Mathys stressed that Jews shared
ideas and practices with the Phoenicians, which were variations of the same conception and,
together with ritual practices, evolved over time (Mathys 2013:175, 181).

There are similar conceptions in the Greek and Roman religions. It is important to
understand their approach to the issue because the influence of Greco-Roman religion became
crucial for the formation of baptism. There are two Greek words for “pure”: ayvog and xaBapog.
Their opposite, dxaBoprog, means impure. Additionally, there is a more specific Greek term,
tiaoua, which means pollution or defilement and indicates ritual impurity that can be removed
through a purification process known as xafopaig. The conception of impurity and the necessity
of purification evolved over time. Fabian Meinel pointed out that after Homer, in Greek culture,

birth, death, and murder were obvious crises connected with pollution and required purification
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rituals, and archaeological findings represent lustral basins that were used for purification (Meinel
2015:2;9).

The first inscriptions on Greek purity rules appear in the 6th century BCE, and we also
have stronger attestations in the Late Hellenistic period (Robertson 2013:196). Purification rituals
were observed on various occasions of transitions, which required removing pollution, such as
after a birth, miscarriage, or any contact with death. Sexual intercourse was also subject to
purification rituals. In the context of cultic purity, Burkert emphasized the importance of Temple
Priestesses observing chastity (Burkert 1987:78). The roots of this reverence for virginity, widely
attested among the Greeks, are very likely connected with the idea of defilement through
intercourse, and virginity is probably believed to be a way to maintain a high level of purity.

The rules of purity were not laws in the civic sense; people could not be punished for
violations of purity rules, but people believed that the violation of the rules could lead to bad and
unknown consequences. Parker applied the term “religious unease” (Parker 2018:28). This
“religious unease” represents the undesirable state of being, which is connected with self-blaming
and the fear of an unknown future as a result of the violation of rules.

Purification rituals played a role in life transition moments, but there were also preliminary
purification rituals that were a necessary part of any sacrifice. In the cases of sacrifices, we cannot
speak of an elaborate ritual system, but some form of ritual washings or at least sprinkling was
required before any sacrifice (Parker 1996:20).

Similar concepts existed in the Ancient Roman religion; Greeks and Romans shared the
same conceptions of purity, pollution, and the way to remove impurity through purification rituals

(Linke 2013:303). The specific beliefs and practices could differ; however, over time, due to
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Greco-Roman syncretism, the differences became less evident and depended mostly on regional

and specific cult practices, because basic conceptions were the same.

1.9 Greco-Roman Mystery Cults

The emergence and popularity of  Greco-Roman mystery cults
represent important practices partly associated with purification rituals. In this context,
purification is just one aspect of a broader initiation process. However, it is essential to
consider these practices because the Hellenistic Period had a big impact on Jewish religious life.
Martin Hengel, in his influential work Judaism and Hellenism, proposed designating Judaism from
the middle of the 3rd century BCE as “Hellenistic Judaism” (Hengel 1981 [1974]:104). Hengel
stresses that Hellenization is not a separate feature of Jewish Diaspora, but a natural part of
Palestinian Judaism. Thus, by the first century, all spheres of life were already Hellenized.
Hellenization significantly impacted social, cultural, and religious life. I prefer not to use the term
syncretism for Judaism of that period because the monotheistic concept would not allow for direct
borrowing of everything that people liked from surrounding religions, which was much easier for
Greco-Roman cults. However, the border of possible borrowings from the Greco-Roman world
into Jewish culture was shifting over time. This process is called “cultural hybridity.” Homi
Bhabha called hybridity the “sign of the productivity of colonial power” (Bhabha 2004
[1994]:159).

Religious hybridity is part of cultural hybridity, which occurs as a consequence of cultural
colonization. Although people can bring in some religious elements from outside, they may soon
believe that these elements are part of their native religion. In Judaism, cultural hybridity reflects

the significant influence of Hellenistic culture on the Jewish religion and ritual practices.
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Understanding of this process is crucial because otherwise it will be difficult to track the origins
and evolution of baptism, a practice that emerged during the late Second Temple period when
Judaism was under powerful Hellenistic influence. The Hellenistic influence extended not only to
Jews in the Diaspora, who used the Greek text of the Bible known as the Septuagint, but also to
those who lived in Palestine. In this way, the original biblical text and the previous context of
biblical ideas were often distorted. At the same time, Greek philosophical ideas increasingly
penetrated Jewish religious thought and were accepted as part of the Jewish tradition. In a situation
of religious hybridity, the majority of ordinary people usually do not have a clear sense of the
division between the original inherited tradition and the tradition that was borrowed from outside
and merged into the previous one. However, preserving the original theology, or at least declaring
such preservation, was crucial for some religious groups. As an example, we can see the
contrasting views on resurrection between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, as attested by Flavius
Josephus and the New Testament. The Sadducees held strict biblical rigorism and rejected ideas
outside the Torah, so the emergence of ideas about the resurrection of the dead, which became
common among Pharisees, was not accepted among Sadducees. Their views were based only on a
strict interpretation of the Torah with no references to resurrection, and the idea itself was new for
Judaism. However, this very idea was the central conception in Plato’s philosophy, which, with the
increasing Hellenistic influence, was accepted by part of Jewish society and started to seem like a
natural part of Jewish religion.

As opposed to the Sadducees, the Pharisees considered their belief in the resurrection to be
an organic part of the Jewish religion. It seems obvious that they could not accept the fact that the
idea itself was borrowed from Plato’s philosophy, so they developed a concept of the existence of

the so-called Oral Torah, as a non-written Jewish tradition that allegedly was received directly by
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Moses and existed in oral form for a long time. This is only one example that illustrates how
external influences entered the Jewish environment and were embraced as an integral and
inseparable part of their views.

Today, the recognition of significant Hellenistic influence on Judaism is not a new idea but
rather a consensus of contemporary scholarship. The Hellenistic influence on Judaism was quite
powerful and continued to grow over time. Understanding this situation is crucial for this research
because baptism was shaped within the context of cultural hybridity. It is not accurate to describe
baptism as a continuation and development belonging solely to either the Hellenistic or Jewish
tradition. Instead, it emerged as a product of cultural hybridity, which is a characteristic of the 1st
century. Therefore, it is essential to examine the formation of baptism from a broad cultural
perspective, which will help us trace its roots and understand how it developed. In situations where
one culture makes a profound impact on another, it becomes a complex task to distinguish the
components of the original Jewish tradition from those that came from Greco-Roman cults. We
accept tradition in the way we know it, but for historical investigation, it is important to understand
the origins of these ideas. I would like to highlight several facts that are well established.

On the one hand, the concept of ritual purity was well established within Jewish tradition
before Hellenistic influence, and similarities that we can observe in both traditions could be seen
as analogical parallels rather than direct adoption of one tradition into another. On the other hand,
the development of the concept of purification rituals occurred during the late Second Temple
period, a time when Hellenistic influence was quite significant. It is essential to emphasize that
Judaism during this period was under the influence of the emergence of a variety of Greco-Roman
mystery cults, which had an impact on Judaism and eventually on the formation and development

of baptism.
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Mystery Cults were part of the Greco-Roman religious landscape; they were not separate
religions per se. However, they represented a different religious experience, which was hidden
from outsiders, and this mystical component was attractive to people (Alvar 2008:11). These cults
were also appealing because they offered individual ritual practices to enhance communication
with the gods through mystical connections achieved through special initiation practices, which
included washings for purification.

Participation in mystery cults was an optional practice and was not considered a necessary
part of Greco-Roman religion; it was always a matter of individual decision (Burkert 1987:10).
The majority of people could limit their communication with gods through prayers and sacrifices
without any specific initiation. However, mysteries offered something more than just good
relationships with gods. Mystery initiations had to change the person radically through a special
mystical connection with the chosen god or gods. This connection elevates a person to a new level
of relationship with the selected deity, and it remains throughout their lifetime. The feature of
mystical initiations was in their secrecy, and it also consisted of an intrigue that people wanted to
unveil.

The mysteries were opened only to initiates who were required to maintain silence about
them among the uninitiated. People believed that the mystery cults could improve their current
status through better relationships with the gods. The initiated person believed in the force that
would help them for the rest of their life, which had a positive psychological impact. There was
also a social aspect; individuals who went through secret initiation in the same mystery cult got a
common sense of belonging as the people of one communal brotherhood who were united with
each other in a special mystical way. So, the initiated person was elevated in some way in

comparison with other people.
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I think it would be appropriate to provide a modern example from the religious tradition of
Islam. One of the five pillars of Islam is the pilgrimage to Mecca, known as Hajj. While it is a
religious obligation, not all Muslims can afford this journey, often due to financial or other issues.
If they cannot make it, such non-participation is not considered a sin. However, any person who
has completed the Hajj pilgrimage is granted the additional title of Hajji. This title can be added
to their personal name and elevates their social status, in comparison to those believers who could
not make it. Similarly, we can consider the initiation into mysteries, where the initiated person
gained the opportunity to establish exclusive contact with the gods. This contact was not solely a
matter of individual faith but was also recognized by society.

In mystery cults, before the initiation, the person had to go through the procedure of ritual
purification. The purification rituals before the initiation were an important part of the process and
often included physical immersion in water. In contrast to the Jewish tradition, the ritual
purification in mystery cults was not separated from moral purification. However, some
transgressions, such as murder, could not be purified through ritual purification; anyone who
committed such sins could not be initiated into mystery cults. The purpose of initiation rituals was
to transform a person into a new state with a deeper spiritual connection. This transformation was
symbolically represented in the rituals. Initiation into mysteries was not just a formal ceremonys; it
was an important emotional experience that was intended to evoke a new and intense emotional
response. The experience of initiation impacted the life of an initiated person due to the profound
emotional impact. There is research that was produced by psychologists Roger Brown and James
Kulik, who gave a name to the phenomenon of “flashbulb memories” (Brown and Kulik 1977).

Flashbulb memories are unforgettable things that are stuck in human memory due to

powerful emotional experiences, such as the experience of murder or other significant events that
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a person could experience on a high emotional level. Concerning our case, it is important to notice
that the entire initiation process was constructed in a way that drove a person into deep emotional
involvement, and the process of ritual order was constructed to create an emotional response like
a flashbulb memory. Thus, the memory of the initiation ritual remains a unique, unforgettable
experience.

The mysteries are also good examples of Greco-Roman syncretism, where we can observe
the different cultural influences, borrowing and mixing ideas from different religious
traditions. This inclusive approach expanded choices for individuals within the pagan belief
system. Such cultural diversity in the Greco-Roman mystery cults can be well seen in the famous
Apuleius book known as Metamorphoses, or another title, The Golden Ass. Even though this
book is typically dated to the 2nd century CE, it reflects the earlier process that started many
centuries ago. What is specifically important for the aim of this work is the author’s description of
the initiation ritual, including the preparatory purification practice.

In chapter 11, from verse 23 and the following, we read about Lucius’ experience of
initiation into the mysteries of Isis (Apuleius, translated by Adlington 1924:578-595). In this
chapter, he describes his attending to baths as a necessary part of initiation, which was required to
be performed for purification, and part of that is seeking pardon from the gods and washing of the
body. Thus, we can recognize many commonalities with modern baptism, and what is particularly
interesting is that asking forgiveness from gods and ritual ablution were necessary preliminary
parts of the initiation. However, in comparison with Christian baptism, the initial purifications in
mystery cults were not part of a secret ritual. They could be performed in public baths or in the
sea, and could be watched by outsiders. The preliminary cleansing rite was not an initiation into

the mystery cults but rather a preparatory ritual (Graf 2011:111). So, on the one hand, purification
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before initiation was required. On the other hand, this rite was separated from the initiation itself.
In baptism, we see that purification through water and initiation itself go together.

At the same time, some similarities are obvious. The formation of baptism happened to be
under significant Hellenistic influence. The formation depended not only on the Jewish concept of
ritual purity and Jewish ritual purifications but also on the influences of Greco-Roman mystery
cults, and this influence includes even baptismal terminology. In its final form, Christian baptism
includes both water purification and verbal formulations that work in tandem. These acts
essentially represent an initiation process, marking the transition from one state of being to another.
This stands in contrast to mystical cults, where we can see two essential but separate rites for
purification and initiation. However, the earliest Christian writings we have testify that the
baptismal terminology was borrowed from the language of mystery cults. For example, if we
compare the words that Paul used, we see that he uses the words, including the word mystery
(nvotmpiov) itself, without any hesitation. The obvious parallels with mystery cults have raised
scholarly debates about whether they directly influenced Paul. We do not have direct evidence for
that, except the similarities, which are difficult to deny and certainly allow for that possibility. At
the same time, Paul lived in the Hellenistic world, and the Judaism of his day was itself already
Hellenized. Therefore, he could have used the language of mystery cults without realizing it,
simply because it became a common way of thinking. This situation allows even scholars who are
skeptical about direct borrowings from mystery cults to accept such a possibility. For example,
Wedderburn denies that Paul or pre-Pauline Christianity consciously took over mystery ideas, but

he accepts the possibility of indirect influence from a religious environment shaped by mysteries

(Wedderburn 1987:162-163).
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In regard to this topic, I think it is important to point out that in early Christian
communities, during baptism, a person symbolically participated in the death and resurrection of
Jesus through immersion into water. At the same time, it was not just a symbolic act; it was an act
accompanied by a deep emotional experience. The person was so emotionally involved in this act
that they could physically experience the sufferings of Jesus at the moment of immersion into the
water, when breathing is stopped, and when the person gets out of the water, their breathing is
restored. So, the baptismal ritual meant the death and resurrection of Jesus. For mystes, such
symbolic loading was clearly understandable because stories about suffering gods often
accompanied initiation practices in mystery cults, and it was assumed that the initiate had to
participate in one form or another in the suffering of the gods and, in that way, enter into the
mystical connection with the chosen god. While stories of suffering gods were widespread, it is
important to note that not every god in mystery cults was associated with suffering. Burkert takes
an example of the mysteries of Mithras, where the myths of the “suffering god” are not present
(Burkert 1987:76). Thus, the presence of particular stories depended on a particular mystical cult,
and people could have many different options to choose from.

Despite the diverse range of traditions within mystery cults, each has its unique mythology,
but certain common characteristics persist. Pre-initiation purification was a necessary part of the
initiation process. Initiation itself was viewed as a tool for an individual to establish a unique
connection with the deity and become part of a new community. Once initiated, the person is
recognized among fellow initiates, and this status remains for the rest of their life. I find it
noteworthy that some parallels with baptism are quite obvious, and I consider it not a matter of
coincidence but rather the profound influence of one tradition on another. To conclude, I would

like to quote Helmut Koester, “Parallels with Christian statements abound in this narration of an
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initiation into a mystery religion. One should not deny that the New Testament and the mysteries
often speak the same language. When Paul says that those who have been baptized have died with
Christ and should, therefore, walk in a new life, his words closely resemble those of the initiation

into the Isis mysteries” (Koester 1982:191).

1.10 Conclusion

In this introductory chapter, I showed the key points of the present study. After considering
the problem statement, time limitations, terminology, and methodology of this research, I
presented the main sources and a literature review. The second block of this chapter introduced
the key issues that help understand the origins of baptism. I started with the concept of ritual purity
and ritual purification and showed that this concept was widely observed across the Mediterranean
world in general, and specifically among Greeks and Romans, with an emphasis on Greco-Roman
mystery cults.

The methodology I have chosen is the historical-critical method, complemented by insights
from sociocultural anthropology. The implication of the historical-anthropological approach in
religious studies 1is suitable for studying rituals and helps enrich the research
with important insights from related fields of knowledge.

I emphasized ritual purity because I want to demonstrate how the concept of ritual purity
and the development of ritual washings in the Mediterranean influenced the formation of baptism.
The next chapter will be specifically devoted to this problem in Judaism, but the broader
perspective shows that the Jewish religion was not unique in its understanding of the concept of
purity and was likely influenced by neighboring traditions during its formation and development.

Across different cultures in the Mediterranean world, we encounter similar conceptions of
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purity/impurity and the special ritual practices designed to eliminate impurity. The focus of this
chapter was to introduce the problem and understand that purity was not an isolated issue in
Judaism. On the contrary, Judaism evolved under different influences.

Judaism was historically influenced by different religions of the Mediterranean world, but
the Second Temple period is known for significant Hellenistic influence. An understanding of this
influence is crucial if we want to have proper knowledge about the origins of Christian baptism. I
separately mentioned the Greco-Roman mystery cults, which highly affected Christian ritual
practices in general and baptism in particular.

The proper understanding of the topics that we observed above can help us go further in
our research and see the formation of baptism as a process that was affected by different cultural

influences, and this understanding opens an important perspective on the origins of baptism.
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Chapter 2

The Impurity and Ritual Purification in Judaism

2.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I introduced the concept of ritual purity and demonstrated examples
of ritual purifications, which were a widespread phenomenon throughout the Mediterranean
world. There were a variety of practices depending on religion and culture; however, despite the
variety of cultural differences, such practices also shared common elements. The basis of the issue
is the belief that something can defile a person and, in order to be restored after defilement, a
person should go through a purification ritual that makes a person clean again (see sections 1.7
and 1.8).

Purification practices take various forms, but in most cases, they represent water-
based rituals, such as sprinkling and different types of washings, including full immersion. These
acts symbolize the purification of the person and the removal of ritual impurity.

In this chapter, we will observe how this concept operates within Jewish tradition. Jewish
concepts of impurity and the associated purification rituals share common elements with other
religions of the ancient Mediterranean world. Judaism was not an isolated religion but a religion
that was influenced by other religious traditions and shaped by changes in society and politics. It
is important to recognize how historical social and political changes profoundly impacted Judaism
in general, and Jewish purification practices and understanding of ritual impurity in particular.

I would like to stress that in the ritual system of Judaism, the concept of ritual purity and
the practices of ritual washings were significantly developed in the Second Temple Judaism period,

the time when Jewish culture was highly influenced by Greco-Roman culture.
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By tracing the development of Jewish purification rituals, we can get a deeper
understanding of the origins of Christian baptism. Baptism is not an invention of the 1st century
CE that came from nowhere, but rather a practice that developed and transformed from earlier
traditions.

Therefore, I am going to highlight the significant factors that contribute to our
understanding of the origins of baptism. First of all, I would like to show the origins of baptism
that have their roots in the concept of ritual purity/impurity, which can be seen as a cultural
construct but with very influential power. The presence of this concept required people to remove
ritual defilement, and in different religious cultures, special ritual practices emerged that were
intended to remove ritual impurity. Secondly, historical evidence shows that the role of ritual
impurity and purification rituals increased in Judaism during the Second Temple period. This
period can be characterized not only by the intensification of the old conception of ritual impurity
but also by the mass construction of ritual pools and emerging new tendencies within Judaism,
which propagated the necessity of observance of a high level of ritual purity. In this context,
different Jewish baptismal movements and Christian baptismal practices emerged. So, without
understanding the conception of ritual purity and the existence of different purification practices,
we cannot understand the roots of Christian baptism. This is the reason why this chapter will

specifically discuss the purity issue and the evolution of purification rituals in Judaism.

2.2 The Concept of Ritual Purity in Judaism
In the previous chapter, I generally observed the concept of ritual impurity. Thanks to the
deep research by Mary Douglas in her seminal book Purity and Danger (Douglas 1966), we know

that the concept of ritual impurity is a cultural construct that can be cross-culturally observed and
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is not unique to Judaism. Research by Mary Douglas and anthropologists who followed her shows
that the existence of the concept of impurity drives the creation of specific practices of purification
that play not only an important psychological role but also have social importance. Purification
rituals are able to give members of society a sense of safety and security, strengthen social
boundaries, and contribute to a shared sense of identity. These social results can be observed cross-
culturally, and they share the same patterns. However, different cultures have their own specific
history of development and cultural language. For this discussion, it is necessary to understand
how this concept operates in Judaism and what types of practices developed over time.

The concept of ritual impurity in Judaism and the necessity for purity restoration led to the
emergence of ritual purification practices that involved ritual washing. A range of purification
practices exists in Judaism, from simple ritual handwashing (2>>7 n?01 — netilat yadayim) to more
elaborate ones, such as full immersion in water (77°20 — fevilah). The goal of these practices was
not hygiene but restoration of ritual purity. The concept of ritual purity, along with the associated
purification rituals, gradually evolved. One of the significant developments in these practices
occurred during the Second Temple period. For the Jewish priestly class, the issue of purity was
always important as they traditionally observed the strictest purity regulations. However, in the
Second Temple period, we see a growing observance of ritual purity, even among ordinary Jews.
The growing emphasis on ritual purity eventually led to the emergence of Jewish movements and
communities committed to the strict observance of ritual laws. The emergence of such
communities was a result of many factors, one of which was the recognition that observing purity
laws at a rigorous level was practically impossible within the context of ordinary society, where

exposure to impurities was a natural part of daily life. In the next chapter, I will specifically discuss
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such movements, but in this chapter, my main focus will be on the general concept of ritual purity
and how it was described in Jewish sources and developed over time.

It is difficult to say the exact time when purity regulations became an important part of the
Jewish religion; the attention to them definitely increased during the Second Temple period, but
purity regulations themselves can be found in the Torah, mostly among the later texts that,
according to scholarly consensus, represent the so-called Priestly Source.

Torah, especially the books of Leviticus and Numbers, gives a clear description of the
concept of ritual purity and impurity. Within the Jewish worldview, the world is often perceived
through binary categories of clean and unclean, holy (sacred) and profane. I am using the words
clean and pure as interchangeable words, but in most cases, I prefer to use the words pure/impure
because they carry a more precise meaning and help to avoid confusion with hygiene practices that
have nothing to do with the concept of ritual purity.

In order to be more precise, it is also helpful to use the term ritual impurity. It indicates
that this concept is tied to the understanding of access to the sacred because the unclean person
cannot have access to the sacred sphere, such as the Jerusalem Temple.

The clean/pure (M7v — tahor in Hebrew; xaBopog or ayvog in Greek) and unclean/polluted
(Xnv — tamei in Hebrew and dxafoprog in Greek) are major oppositions that indicate the state of
purity/impurity. In Judaism, people and animals can be unclean; for example, unclean animals
were prohibited from being offered in the Temple, and impure individuals did not have access to
the Jerusalem Temple. As noted by Saul Olyan, the key difference between animal impurity and
human impurity lies in the fact that, in most cases, impure individuals are temporarily banned from
the sanctuary sphere, but after a purification process, they can have access to the Temple. In

contrast, unclean animals are entirely prohibited (Olyan 2000:38).
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However, various degrees of pollution exist for people, along with different rituals and
timeframes for purification. According to purity laws, a person cannot constantly be pure because
impurity is created through natural processes and cannot be avoided. In this way, ritual impurity is
inevitable and not considered a sin per se. However, people have a clear understanding of whether
they are in a state of ritual impurity, and neglecting ritual purification in certain situations could
be considered a sin. The book of Leviticus (Leviticus 5:2—6) gives us such rigorous examples:
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(Leviticus 5:2—6, BHS)

Or when any of you touch any unclean thing—whether the carcass of an unclean beast or
the carcass of unclean livestock or the carcass of an unclean swarming thing—and are unaware of
it, you have become unclean, and are guilty.

Or when you touch human uncleanness—any uncleanness by which one can become
unclean—and are unaware of it, when you come to know it, you shall be guilty.

Or when any of you utter aloud a rash oath for a bad or a good purpose, whatever people

utter in an oath, and are unaware of it, when you come to know it, you shall in any of these be

guilty.
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When you realize your guilt in any of these, you shall confess the sin that you have
committed.

And you shall bring to the Lord, as your penalty for the sin that you have committed, a
female from the flock, a sheep or a goat, as a sin offering; and the priest shall make atonement on
your behalf for your sin.

(Leviticus 5:2—-6, NRSV)

The book of Leviticus is quite strict in its attitude towards purity regulations. However,
many Jews did not follow them in a full-blown sense in their daily lives. The existing prohibitions
did not make people sinful (Klawans 2000:25). At the same time, they considered purity
regulations crucial when it came to visiting the Jerusalem Temple. In such a case, it was mandatory
to go through specific cleansing rituals before entering the Temple because a person could not be
in the Temple in a state of ritual impurity. If one neglected the prescribed cleansing rituals, in this
case, their carelessness became sinful.

There is a common distinction between ritual and moral impurity: ritual impurity refers to
temporary, physical impurity that requires purification rituals for purity restoration, while moral
impurity means moral transgressions. In the Torah, impurity is primarily connected with physical—
ritual impurity, while sin and moral transgression are other categories. However, there is a tendency
in some Jewish literature of the Second Temple period to see a closer connection between ritual
impurity and moral impurity. Such understanding has evolved further in later writings and in
Rabbinic Judaism, where the interconnection between ritual and moral impurity is visibly
presented. During the Second Temple Period, tendencies toward the connection between ritual and

moral impurity (i.e., moral transgressions) can be observed, but there was no common agreement
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on this connection. Jonathan Klawans points out that different views on the issue played an
important role in Jewish sectarian diversity (Klawans 2000:161).

Thus, it seems that such a connection was gradually developed, and what we know from
the emergence of baptismal movements of the 1st century is that they started to connect the concept
of impurity with the concept of sin. However, it is not an initial biblical idea but something that
began to emerge in the first century, primarily within eschatological movements. We will delve
deeper into this development in the next chapter. For now, it is important to understand that the
fundamental concept of impurity is not connected with sin; it is an inevitable impurity that, in most
cases, can be restored through ritual purification.

The question of why something is considered impure while another is not is not clear
enough. However, cross-culturally, we observe a connection between the fear of death and the
concept of impurity. Jacob Milgrom’s analysis of Jewish impurity laws sheds light on this
connection, particularly in the context of blood discharges. Milgrom concludes that in the Israelite
mindset, blood is the arch-symbol of life, so losing the blood is a sign of death (Milgrom
1991:767). Milgrom identified four basic bodily impurities that could be found in the Torah: death,
blood, semen, and scale disease (Milgrom 1993:109). He argues that, eventually, all of these
impurities represent death. The dead body represents death directly; scale disease is a condition
that can lead to death; and the loss of vaginal blood and semen represents the loss of forces of life,
which also lead to death (Milgrom 1993:109). Close to this understanding is the view of Matthew
Thiessen, who pointed out the three major sources of ritual impurity: corpses, lepra, and genital
discharges (Thiessen 2020:6). All of these sources of impurity extend to many different actions.

Jewish purity regulations are present in the Torah. The Torah describes a set of actions that

can produce ritual impurity. They include touching unclean animals (Leviticus 11: 26-28), a
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nocturnal emission (Leviticus 15:16), sexual intercourse (Leviticus 15:18), a menstruation period
(Leviticus 15:19-30), childbirth (Leviticus 12:2—7), and touching the corpse of a deceased person
(Numbers 19:11-13).

Unclean animals make a person unclean:

Every animal that has divided hoofs but is not cleft-footed or does not chew the cud is
unclean for you; everyone who touches one of them shall be unclean.

All that walk on their paws, among the animals that walk on all fours, are unclean for you;
whoever touches the carcass of any of them shall be unclean until the evening, and the one who
carries the carcass shall wash his clothes and be unclean until the evening; they are unclean for
you.

(Leviticus 11:26-28, NRSV)

Nocturnal emission makes a person unclean:
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(Leviticus 15:16, BHS)

If a man has an emission of semen, he shall bathe his whole body in water, and be unclean
until the evening.

(Leviticus 15:16, NRSV)

Sexual intercourse makes a person unclean:
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(Leviticus 15:18, BHS)

If a man lies with a woman and has an emission of semen, both of them shall bathe in water,
and be unclean until the evening.

(Leviticus 15:18, NRSV)
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The menstruation period and other blood discharges make a person unclean:
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(Leviticus 15:19-30, BHS)

When a woman has a discharge of blood that is her regular discharge from her body, she
shall be in her impurity for seven days, and whoever touches her shall be unclean until the evening.
Everything upon which she lies during her impurity shall be unclean; everything also upon which
she sits shall be unclean.

Whoever touches her bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and be unclean until
the evening.

Whoever touches anything upon which she sits shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water,
and be unclean until the evening;

whether it is the bed or anything upon which she sits, when he touches it he shall be unclean
until the evening.

If any man lies with her, and her impurity falls on him, he shall be unclean seven days; and

every bed on which he lies shall be unclean.
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If a woman has a discharge of blood for many days, not at the time of her impurity, or if
she has a discharge beyond the time of her impurity, all the days of the discharge she shall continue
in uncleanness; as in the days of her impurity, she shall be unclean.

Every bed on which she lies during all the days of her discharge shall be treated as the bed
of her impurity; and everything on which she sits shall be unclean, as in the uncleanness of her
impurity. Whoever touches these things shall be unclean, and shall wash his clothes, and bathe in
water, and be unclean until the evening.

If she is cleansed of her discharge, she shall count seven days, and after that she shall be
clean. On the eighth day she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons and bring them to the priest
to the entrance of the tent of meeting.

The priest shall offer one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering; and the priest
shall make atonement on her behalf before the Lord for her unclean discharge.

(Leviticus 15:19-30, NRSV)

Childbirth makes a person unclean:
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(Leviticus 12:2—-7, BHS)

Speak to the people of Israel, saying: If a woman conceives and bears a male child, she
shall be ceremonially unclean seven days; as at the time of her menstruation, she shall be unclean.
On the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised.

Her time of blood purification shall be thirty-three days; she shall not touch any holy thing,
or come into the sanctuary, until the days of her purification are completed. If she bears a female
child, she shall be unclean two weeks, as in her menstruation; her time of blood purification shall

be sixty-six days.
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When the days of her purification are completed, whether for a son or for a daughter, she
shall bring to the priest at the entrance of the tent of meeting a lamb in its first year for a burnt
offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering.

He shall offer it before the Lord, and make atonement on her behalf; then she shall be clean
from her flow of blood. This is the law for her who bears a child, male or female.

(Leviticus 12:2—7, NRSV)

Touching the corpse makes a person unclean:
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(Numbers 19:11-13, BHS)

Those who touch the dead body of any human being shall be unclean seven days.

They shall purify themselves with the water on the third day and on the seventh day, and
so be clean; but if they do not purify themselves on the third day and on the seventh day, they will
not become clean.

All who touch a corpse, the body of a human being who has died, and do not purify
themselves, defile the tabernacle of the Lord; such persons shall be cut off from Israel. Since water
for cleansing was not dashed on them, they remain unclean; their uncleanness is still on them.

(Numbers 19:11-13, NRSV)

Thus, we see a variety of possibilities for becoming ritually unclean during the daily life
of any person. Some diseases can also make a person unclean. For example, in Leviticus 13:2, we
encounter the word (nyX) which is commonly known in Greek as (Aénpa — lepra):
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(Leviticus 13:2, BHS)
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When a person has on the skin of his body a swelling or an eruption or a spot, and it turns
into a leprous disease on the skin of his body, he shall be brought to Aaron the priest or to one of
his sons the priests.

(Leviticus 13:2, NRSV)

The word lepra can be found in many places across the Bible, and according to Jewish law,
the presence of lepra is the reason to declare a person ritually impure. However, contrary to
common opinion, /epra does not refer exclusively to leprosy. Thiessen points out that our common
identification of lepra with leprosy partially came from the wrong Bible translation when the
Greek word lepra was frequently translated into English as leprosy (Thiessen 2020:44). In fact,
the name lepra could be applied to a variety of skin diseases. As a result, lepra was a more common
problem than we think today. People who had a minor temporary skin condition could be
considered impure. While some permanent skin diseases could result in exclusion from society,
ritual purity could usually be restored through ritual purification. So, in most cases, the ritual
impurity was not a critical condition.

The Torah provides instructions on how to remove ritual impurity, typically through
immersion in what is known as (21 2n — mayyim hayyim) — “living water,” as described in
Leviticus 15:13:
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(Leviticus 15:13, BHS)

When the one with a discharge is cleansed of his discharge, he shall count seven days for
his cleansing; he shall wash his clothes and bathe his body in fresh water, and he shall be clean.

(Leviticus 15:13, NRSV)
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For some reason, the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible includes a translation of
(on o'n) as “fresh water” instead of “living water,” which does not exactly refer to its original
meaning. The term “living water” refers to water from natural sources, such as rivers or rainfall.
The person should be immersed in the water, and after a certain amount of time, they can be
considered pure. Basically, purification is a necessary act that involves agents such as water and
a specific period of time, which varies depending on the degree of defilement. The performance
of the purification ritual, along with the required time, makes the transition of the person from a
state of ritual impurity to a state of ritual purity. The need for specific agents and the proper
performance of the ritual led to the elaborate practice of ritual immersion. While the concept of
ritual immersion for purification is not new and can be traced back to the Hebrew Bible, it appears
that during the Second Temple period, Jewish ritual and purity laws were further developed. To
observe purification rituals according to Jewish law, people began to construct special ritual pools
known as mikveh (iMpn) or mikvah, which allowed for purification through full immersion (75220
— tevilah).

Joan Taylor suggested that the Temple Mount likely had numerous mikva ot (mxipn). Even
individuals who were technically ritually clean were expected to immerse themselves in a mikveh
before entering the Temple (Taylor 1997:63).

In contemporary scholarship, the prevailing consensus suggests that, historically, the
majority of Jews did not care about the observance of purity laws daily but observed them only
when planning to visit the Jerusalem Temple. At the same time, the observation of documents and
material artifacts closer to the 1st century CE shows that this period was characterized by a
significant expansion of the role of ritual purity, even among the general population (Furstenberg

2023:20).
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The question of why the issue of purity became so important is interesting in itself. Some
scholars who prefer to integrate historical and anthropological approaches to the topic see that the
distinction between pure and impure is also the way to distinguish between in-group and out-group
in which social agency is constructed (Frevel and Nihan 2013:37). Christophe Nihan stressed that
this tendency is most visible in the book of Leviticus, which was composed during the Persian
period and was largely concerned with the problem of purity. In this context, the distinction
between “clean” and “unclean” can be seen as an opposition between “in-group” and “out-group,”
in which members of the ethnic group “Israel” separate themselves from other ethnic groups
through the opposition clean/unclean (Nihan 2013:355). This perspective is important; however,
in subsequent sections, I will show how this concept evolved within Jewish society during later
periods. This development led to the division of the Jewish people into distinct groups, some of
whom rigorously observed these rituals while others basically did not see the necessity of such
observation in their everyday routine. The increase in purity concerns is one of the characteristics
of the later period of the Second Temple, during which Jewish society experienced internal
divisions arising from diverse perspectives on religious matters. However, the examples I
presented above clearly show that the concept of ritual purity originated in the Torah but was

significantly developed later.

2.3 The Increasing Role of Ritual Purity in Second Temple Judaism

The previous analysis showed that the concept of ritual purity was common in Judaism.
The written texts of the Bible also testify that the concept of ritual purity/impurity was part of the
Jewish religion. Detailed instructions on how people should observe the purity laws are presented

in the Hebrew Bible, especially in the books of Leviticus and Numbers. However, the key question
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is how this conception evolved over time. It is quite noticeable that the ritual purity concern
increased in Second Temple Judaism. It is natural, since the purity issue was directly related to
eligibility to enter the Temple, and with the reconstruction of the Temple, the requirements for
ritual purity became stricter.

The Second Temple period lasted from 516 BCE to 70 CE. It begins with the rebuilding of
the Jerusalem Temple and ends with its destruction (Stuckenbruck 2020:1). This period is
extensive, but in this research, I want to pay particular attention to the late Second Temple period,
which begins in the middle of the 2nd century BCE with the Hasmonean dynasty and ends with
the destruction of the Temple. During this period, most Jews lived in the Diaspora, and the
inhabitants of Judah became a minority among all Jews (Grabbe 2000:179). Up to the middle of
the 20th century, many scholars held the view that Judaism in the Diaspora represented a
Hellenized version of Judaism while Palestinian Judaism was “normative” or more “traditional”
(Barclay 1996:6). However, Hellenization did not have geographical boundaries; Greek influence
started to affect Palestine after Alexander the Great’s conquest, and it was an ongoing process that
reached its peak during the Hasmonean dynasty and onward. This period is crucial for my research
because, during this time, the concern about ritual purity became an important part of the daily life
of ordinary people. There is no question that the fundamental concepts of purity regulations are
established in the biblical texts. However, Yonatan Adler points out that, due to a lack of
compelling evidence, it is uncertain whether purity laws were observed widely among Jewish
people before the 2nd century BCE. Still, since the second half of the 2nd century BCE, there have
been texts and material artifacts that show that Jews started to practice observational purity
regulation through entire immersion in a pool of water (Adler 2023:160—-161). The literature of the

Hasmonean era, which is part of the late Second Temple period, demonstrates a concern for purity,
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as evident in texts such as the Temple Scroll and Jubilees (Collins 2017:99). Thus, textual and
archaeological evidence shows that during the late Second Temple period, the concept of purity
and purification rituals became more developed and complex, and people started to observe purity
rituals likely on a daily basis (Kazen 2019:225). The causes for that can be discussed from different
angles, but I would like to propose four major causes of the increased focus on the problem of
ritual purity:

The first cause is the growing influence of the priesthood. They not only maintained a high
level of ritual purity for themselves, but they were also responsible for ensuring that all individuals
followed purity regulations to enter the Temple.

The second cause is the emergence of Jewish sects that emphasized the problem of ritual
purity. The observance and level of observance of purity laws became a part of internal debates
within Jewish society, and for some groups, it was one of the most important questions. For
example, Essenes were known as people who practiced a high level of purity regulations and
regularly purified themselves. This was unusual because the level of purity maintained by the
Essenes was traditionally expected only of the priestly class, but they extended these priestly
practices more broadly among their community.

The third cause is the popularity of eschatological expectations. In the apocalyptic literature
of the Second Temple period, such as / Enoch and the Dead Sea Scrolls, there was an emphasis
on moral impurity. Moral impurity is described through the language of ritual uncleanness (e.g., 1
Enoch 7:1; 9:8; 10:20-21ff.). Beate Ego emphasizes that concepts of purity are frequently
articulated in non-biblical literature, particularly in Jewish texts from the Hellenistic period,

notably in the Enochian tradition (Ego 2013:478-479).
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Pseudepigraphical books from the Second Temple Period, such as the First Book of Enoch
and the Book of Jubilees, provide additional insights into purity laws beyond what is found in the
canonical Hebrew Bible. These written sources offer an additional glimpse into the development
of these concepts. In these texts, the language of impurity goes beyond ritual uncleanness: sin
makes people unclean, and it applies not only to individuals but also to society. An impure society
equates to a sinful society, and such impurity could drive the world to catastrophic events.
Understanding this view allows us to examine the origins of baptism in a different light. Why did
the apocalyptic prophet John start his mass baptism? It was likely his way to save the world, or at
least part of the world, because he knew that a defiled society would perish, and the way to save
this society was to purify it.

The fourth cause is the increased influence of Hellenization on Jewish society. The level of
Hellenization in Palestine was not much less than in the Diaspora. Hengel points out that
Hellenization spread throughout the whole Jewish society, and it concerned practically all spheres
of life, including religious (Hengel 1990:227). I do not mean that Jewish society just borrowed
appealing rituals from the Greco-Roman world. It was likely an indirect and gradual process of
cultural influence that first penetrated the Jewish mind and then influenced ritual practices to the
point where people could barely distinguish the borrowing component from their original
traditions. Collins points out that Hellenistic culture at that period was already an integral part of
Jewish identity. It was like the sea in which they swam, yet they continued to maintain their distinct
sense of Jewish identity (Collins 2000:261).

The desire to remain Jewish in the predominantly Hellenistic world was one of the reasons
for shaping clear markers of identity. Paradoxically, Hellenization forced Jews to define and

continually redefine their distinctness from others and reinforce their identity (Gruen 2016:41).
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However, they constructed their identity in a situation where their minds and traditions were
already Hellenized. Thus, even their construction of a distinct identity was possible only through
a Hellenized perspective.

The evolution of the purity issue was part of a broader process that, on the one hand,
included the Hellenization of Judaism, and on the other, the shaping of a specific Jewish identity.

The concept of ritual purity and purification rituals, like any other ritual practices, is
inherently dynamic. Rituals are always in flux, and with the aid of written sources, we can observe
the development of views on the conception of purity and purification rituals. Modern researchers
in the field of Ritual Studies demonstrate that every ritual is in a state of progression and inner
development (Grimes 2014:294). This is what happened with the conception of purity and
purification rituals; it was developed over time, especially in the late Second Temple period.

Thomas Kazen highlights that the end of the Second Temple period was characterized by
developed attention to purity issues in general life, with no regard for Temple visits (Kazen
2010:134). He uses the example of the practice of handwashing before eating regular food, which
is one of many strategies that became common during this period among ordinary Jews who began
to maintain a high degree of ritual purity in their everyday lives (Kazen 2010:134).

The developed regulations and explanations of purity laws appeared in written form only
in the rabbinic period and were codified in different Talmudic tractates. There is a separate tractate
in the Mishnah that is specifically devoted to the purity issue, called “Tohorot — Purities” (n77v —
tohorot). So, Jewish purity regulations were finally fixed only in the rabbinic period, while during
the Second Temple period, there was a tendency to practice a higher level of purity regulations
than before, but at the same time, there was room for different levels of observations and

interpretations of purity laws. Ian Werrett emphasizes the increasing attention to purity laws within
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Jewish society during the Second Temple period with the following analogy: Judaism was
understood as a necessary ritual system that enabled the Jewish people to maintain their
relationship with God, while purity is a state of being that made the relationship with God possible
(Werrett 2013:493).

The issue of purity can be easily found in different places in the New Testament. However,
modern readers often lack an understanding of the Jewish debates of the Ist century and are
unaware of how critical the purity issue was during the life of Jesus. This unawareness makes
people unable to see the real point of many New Testament stories. However, I would like to
specifically emphasize that the New Testament reflects the increasing role of ritual purity in the
late Second Temple period and shows the presence of actual debates about it. James Dunn states
that New Testament passages testify that Jesus recognized the importance of purity concerns. Still,
because he did not regard them as central, that predetermined the following development of
Christianity (Dunn 2002:467). At the same time, the New Testament refers to purity regulations in
so many places that, in some sense, it can be considered an exceptional source that provides us
with a wealth of information and approaches to this problem. Let me illustrate some of them.

In the Gospel of Luke (Luke 2:21-24), the author tells us about Jesus’s circumcision and
the ritual purification for his parents according to the law of Moses, indirectly referring to Leviticus
12:2-8.

Kai éte éndnoOnoav fuépar Okt ToD TEPITEUETV aDTOV Kol £KANON 10 Svoua avtod
‘Incodg, 0 KANBEV VIO TOD AyyéAov TPO TOD GLAANUEOTVOL ADTOV €V TR KOWAIQL.

Kail 6t éminobnoav ai fuépar tod kabapiopod adTdV Kotd TOV vouov Mobcéwd,
avryayov antov €ig Tepocdivpa mapactiicot Td kvpim,

kabag yéypamtar &v vOu® kuvpiov &1L AV Gpcoev dtovoiyov pniTpav Gylov T® Kupim

KAnOnoeta,
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kol oD dodvarl Buoiav Kotd TO gipnuévov €v 1@ vopw kuvpiov, Ledyog Tpuydvav §j 600
VOGGOUE TEPIGTEPDV.

(Luke 2:21-24, NA28)

After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus,
the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.

When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him
up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn
male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is
stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.”

(Luke 2:21-24, NRSV)

This passage refers to the law described in the book of Leviticus 12:2— 8, which I discussed
above (see section 2.2). If we look at the passage from the Gospel of Luke and the text from
Leviticus, it becomes obvious that the author of the Gospel of Luke put Jesus within typical Jewish
frames, not only regarding circumcision but also following Jewish purity laws. Jesus’s family
followed the same ritual rules as other Jewish individuals.

The impurity of the mother after labor was unquestionable, but the more complicated issue
was whether the newborn child was also considered impure or not. Canadian scholar Matthew
Thiessen argues that some Jews in the Second Temple period believed that infants were born in a
state of ritual impurity (Thiessen 2020:34).

We see that the Gospels’ writers accept the concept of ritual impurity as not something
exceptional but as a natural part of their religious life. At the same time, the Gospels portray Jesus
as someone who frequently goes beyond the laws of purity. However, in these cases, it does not
appear that Jesus intends to change the law; the context often presents a different perspective. It
seems that the Gospel writers aim to demonstrate that when Jesus goes beyond the purity laws, it

is not an attempt to alter the law but rather a manifestation of his ability to overcome it. For
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example, corpses in the Jewish purity system were considered highly impure. According to
Numbers, contact with a human corpse makes one unclean for seven days. During this period, on

the third and seventh day, the person must undergo purification (Numbers 19:11-12):

.....
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(Numbers 19:11-12, BHS).

Those who touch the dead body of any human being shall be unclean seven days.

They shall purify themselves with the water on the third day and on the seventh day, and
so be clean; but if they do not purify themselves on the third day and on the seventh day, they will
not become clean.

(Numbers 19:11-12, NRSV)

As we see, the impurity of corpses is clearly stated in the Torah. However, Jesus frequently
encountered corpses (Mark 5:21-43; John 11:1-44; Luke 7:11-17). In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus
is taking the hand of a recently deceased girl:

Kol KpOTNooG THS ¥Ep0g ToD Todiov Aéyet avti]: Todba kovp, 6 Eotv pebepunvevopevov:
10 KOpaolov, 6ol A&y, EyElpe.

Kai £DOVC AvEGTN TO KOPAGIOV Kod TEpLemdTeL: v Yap STdV Shdeka. kol Eéotnoay [e00V¢]
EKOTAGEL LUEYOAT).

(Mark 5:41-42, NA28)

He took her by the hand and said to her, “Talitha kum,” which means, “Little girl, get up!”
And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was twelve years of age). At this
they were overcome with amazement.

(Mark 5:41-42, NRSV)

In the story of the resurrection of Lazarus, Jesus enters the tomb and orders the dead man
to come out:
‘Incodg obv méhv uBpiudpevog &v Eantd Epyetal eic 1o puvnueiov: fv 8& omotov koi

MBOog énékerto €m’ aOTO.
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Aéyer 0 'Incodg: dpate TOV AMBov. Aéyel adTd 1) AdEAQT| TOD TETEAELTNKOTOC MapOa- Khpie,
1o 6L, tetaptaioc yop €0TIv.

Léyet otii 6 Incodc: ovk eindv cot 8tL dv mioTtevong dym v 6Eav Tod Ogod;

fpav obv oV Abov. 6 8¢ Tnoodc fpev ToO¢ dPOUALOVS Bvem Kai simev: TaTep, EVXAPIOTD
601 0Tl IKOLGAG Hov.

gyd 8¢ Hdev 8Tl TAVTOTE POV GKOVELS, GAAYL S8 TOV dYAOV TOV TEPIESTMTA ELTOV, Tval
moTELOMOLY OTL 6V UE ATEGTEIANG,.

Kol ToDT EIT®OV VT LEYAAT Ekpadyacev: Adlape, deDpo EEm.

EEMABeV O teBvnimg dedepévog Tovg mOdAG Kol TG ¥elpag kepiog kal 1 dyig avtod
ocovdapie mepledédeto. Aéyel avtoic 0 Incodg: AMoate adTOV Kol AQETE AOTOV VTAYELV.

(John 11:38-44, NA28)

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying
against it. Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord,
already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you
that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” So they took away the stone. And Jesus
looked upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always hear
me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you
sent me.” When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” The dead man
came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said
to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”

(John 11:38—-44, NRSV)

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus touched the bier of a dead person:

kai poseldmv fiyato tfig copod, oi 8¢ Paotdloviec Eotnoay, Kai elmev: Veovioke, coi
Aéyw, yépOnTL.

(Luke 7:14, NA28)

Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young
man, I say to you, rise!”

(Luke 7:14, NRSV)
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These passages show Jesus’s interaction with corpses; his acts technically bring him into
contact with the highest source of impurity. At the same time, it appears that he is overcoming it.
A corpse was defiling a person due to its association with death. In Jesus’s case, individuals who
had died came back to life because of Jesus’s actions. This is remarkable; the Gospel writers
intentionally include such stories in a specific context to demonstrate that Jesus could change the
natural approach to purity regulations. Not only does he bring deceased individuals back to life,
but his actions also motivate people to reconsider ritual purity laws in a new light. It seems that
the Gospel writers aimed not only to portray Jesus as a miracle worker but also to emphasize his
capacity to change the paradigm. This shift in paradigm serves as testimony to his messianic work.
Not merely the miraculous resurrection of people but the capacity to change the framework of the
Jewish purity system. Thiessen emphasizes that even non-Jewish people were familiar with Jewish
laws concerning corpses and were able to detect the deeper context of the New Testament texts.
This context presents not only the miracle itself but also an understanding of the triumph over the
forces of the dead: the ritual impurity (Thiessen 2020:122). In the Gospel of Mark, it becomes
evident that every time Jesus encounters ritually impure people, they are cleansed of their impurity.
Above, we already looked at the story from the Gospel of Mark, where Jesus touched the hand of
a deceased girl (Mark 5:35-43). However, for the traditional understanding of purity laws,
touching any source of impurity willingly or unwillingly makes a person ritually impure. Mark
specifically points out that Jesus challenges the purity issue.

Jesus is touching a leper:

Kai &pyetor mpog antov AeTpOc TapaKoADY oTOV [Kol yovumet®v] kol Aéymv avtd 6Tt €0V
0éAnc dvvaoal pe kabapioat.

Kol omhayyvicBelg Exteivag TV yElpa o tod Hyato Kal Aéyel anTt®d - 0éAm, kabapicOntt:

Kol 00V anABev dm’ avTod 1 Aémpa, kol EkabapicOn.

(Mark 1:40-42, NA28)
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A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he said to him, “If you choose, you can
make me clean.” Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him,

“I do choose. Be made clean!” Immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.

(Mark 1:40-42, NRSV)

The healing of the hemorrhaging woman:

arxovoaca mepi Tod Incod, ELBodca €v 1@ dyrw Omcbev fyarto Tod ipatiov adTod:

Eleyev yap OtTL Eav Ayopot KOV TOV patiov avtod cobncopuat.

Kol €000¢ &&npdvon 1 nyn tod aipoatog avthg kol &yveo t@ copatt dtt loatal dnd Thg
HAGTLYOG.

(Mark 5:27-29, NA28)

She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak,
for she said, “If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well.” Immediately her hemorrhage stopped;
and she felt in her body that she was healed of her disease.

(Mark 5:27-29, NRSV)

Thiessen argues that the inclusion of examples in the Gospel where Jesus faced purity
regulations is not a coincidence but represents an intentional purpose of the author (Thiessen
2020:178).

Another recurring theme in the Gospels is the connection between ritual impurity and moral
impurity. The idea that sins could make people impure and the violation of purity regulations could
make them sinful was already present during the life of Jesus. However, this connection became a
distinctive characteristic of Judaism of the Second Temple period and was previously unknown.

Understanding this context clarifies why the Gospel authors purposely emphasized Jesus’
ability to forgive sins alongside his ability to heal. At that time, sick people were considered
impure, and their illnesses were frequently seen as punishments for sins. Therefore, in the Gospels,

the forgiveness of sins is a step toward healing, and the final stage of healing involves purification.
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In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus tells a paralytic that his sins are forgiven, and then heals him.
The statement appears quite bold, if not blasphemous, in a society that regarded forgiveness as the
prerogative of God (Schnabel 2017:67). However, Jesus’s words explicitly connect the forgiveness
of sins with healing:

Kol 10V 0 'Inoodg v woTv avT®d®V Ayl T® TOPUALTIK®: TEKVOV, Agievtal cov ol
apaptiot.

(Mark 2:5, NA28)

When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”

(Mark 2:5, NRSV)

In the Gospel of John, Jesus heals the blind man and instructs him to wash in the pool of
Siloam (John 9:6-7):

Tadta ginov Extucey yapol Kol €roinoev INAOV €k 10D TTOGUOTOC Kol EXEYPIGEV AOTOD
1OV TNAOV &7 oG 0pOaALoDG Kol elmev adTd: Doy viyou el v koAvpuPrdpav tod Tthody, O
gpunveveTon AmesTOAMIEVOG. AfiAOEV 0VV Kol dviyorto kai NAOev PAEmmy.

(John 9:6-7, NA28)

When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the
mud on the man's eyes, saying to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). Then
he went and washed and came back able to see.

(John 9:6-7, NRSV)

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus healed ten lepers and sent them to the priest. Jesus did not tell
them directly to go through ritual washings, but sending to a priest is a final part of the purificatory
procedure:

Kai éyéveto év 1® mopevesBan gig Tepovocainp kol avTdg dSmMpyeTo S0 HEcoV Zapopeiog
kol Foddaiog. Kai eioepyopévou antod €ig tiva kouny anivinoay [adtd] 6éka Aempol Gvopeg, ot
Zotnoav toppwdey kai avtol fpav vy Aéyoviec: Incod émotdto, EAéncov fHudc.

Kai i8®v elnev avtoic: mopevdévieg dmdeifate Eoavtovg T0i¢ igpedoty. kai &yéveto &v 16
VIdyev avtovg EkabapicOnocay.

(Luke 17:11-14, NA28)
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On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee.
As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their distance, they called out, saying,
“Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” When he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves
to the priests.” And as they went, they were made clean.

(Luke 17:11-14, NRSV)

The mentions of purification in the New Testament correspond with the development of
the conception of ritual purity, and there is also a quite evident tendency to connect ritual and moral
impurity, which reflects the situation of the development of the theological thought of that time.
Interestingly, the Apostle Paul, who was trying to open Jesus’ teaching to a broad public, released
his Hellenistic audience from many traditional Jewish customs. However, he himself was quite
consistent in following them. According to Acts of the Apostles (Acts 21:26), the apostle Paul and
four other men with him follow the traditional purity regulations before entering the Temple:

Tote 6 [Tadhoc Taparofov Tovg dvopag Th Exorévn MUEPQ LV aTOIC yvichels, eionet gig
70 igpOV SloyyEAM @V TV EKTAPOGY TV NHEPGHY TOD GyVIGHOD Emg 0 TpoonvEXON VIEp EvOg
EKAOTOL OOTAV 1| TPOSPOPAL.

(Acts 21:26, NA28)

Then Paul took the men, and the next day, having purified himself, he entered the temple
with them, making public the completion of the days of purification when the sacrifice would be

made for each of them.

(Acts 21:26, NRSV)

Thus, the issue of purity can be easily found in various passages throughout the New
Testament, reflecting the evolution of this concept during the Second Temple period. I do not
examine the factual probability of these passages in this research because, for my purposes, it is
not relevant. What is important is that the Gospel writers show the significance of ritual purity in

Jewish society and emphasize Jesus’s role in overcoming the source of impurity. Thus, the New
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Testament serves as additional evidence of the growing importance of ritual purity at that time. In
addition to texts, archaeological findings indicate that practices directed at removing ritual
impurity became more prevalent and standardized. People adopted more frequent ritual immersion
and started to use specifically designed ritual pools to remove ritual impurity. In the following

paragraph, I will discuss their significance.

2.4 Mikveh

As discussed above, the Torah provides instructions on how to remove ritual impurity
through water purification (Leviticus 15:13). Consequently, according to Jewish purity laws,
impurity is not a critical condition, and people are able to manage their impurity through special
rituals that include water purification. However, for these ritual purposes, specific criteria must be
met, and not just any available water can be used.

The term mayyim hayyim (2n o°n) translates to “living water,” which implies running
water, such as a river or other natural water source. However, the natural water sources suitable
for ritual immersion were not always accessible, but the necessity for purification led to the
creation of Jewish ritual baths that could fulfill the basic requirements for Jewish ritual immersion.
The lack of enough rivers and little or no rain during the dry season was one of the reasons for the
creation of special ritual pools (Ricks 1996:279). These special constructions emerged as a
phenomenon during the Late Second Temple period, no earlier than the time of the Hasmonean
dynasty (Collins 2017:99). Before that time, people observed purity laws using natural sources of
water. Historically speaking, there is no clear picture of how widespread immersion was before
this period; however, it is quite evident that these practices evolved, and by the 1st century CE had

become the primary, or even the exclusive, form of purification (Adler 2018:5).
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There is no doubt that during the late Second Temple period, purification ritual practices
became more formalized and developed. Specially designed pools were used for ritual bathing, a
practice that held particular importance during this period (Lawrence 2006:183). The stepped pools
called nmwpn — mikva ot (sing. nMpn — mikveh) represent a practical solution for maintaining ritual
purity. To follow Jewish law, these pools were connected with natural water sources via special
channels. In the Late Second Temple Period, the widespread presence of mikva ‘ot can be observed,
which testifies to the importance of the observance of purity laws among different sectors of the
Jewish population (Magness 2011:16).

The design and construction of a mikveh met the basic requirements of Jewish law,
involving the collection of water from natural sources such as rainwater or a river, the use of
specific construction materials, and an appropriate size that is suitable for purification. The oldest
mikveh dates back to the 2nd century BCE (Hoss 2005:4). During the following two centuries, the
importance of immersion pools increased, and ritual immersion evolved from a rare practice to a
commonplace ritual (McGrath 2024:38). By the 1st century BCE, ritual baths spread beyond Israel
and were present in some communities in the Diaspora (Hayes 2020:642). It is important because
by this time, most Jews lived in the Diaspora, but they continued to maintain their Jewish identity.
The mass construction of mikva ot became possible not only due to increased attention to Jewish
purity laws but also because new advanced technologies made such construction possible. Jiirgen
Zangenberg highlights that the standardization and systematization of the practice of purification
resulted from the development of technologies that were not available in the ancient period. Clear
regulations on the practice of purification were finally established only during the Rabbinic period
after a prolonged debate. Simultaneously, it appears likely that certain later Rabbinic regulations

trace back to the period before 70 CE (Zangenberg 2013:543).
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There is also a question about the influence of Greco-Roman bathing culture on Jewish
ritual culture. Bathing culture, in general, was widespread across the Greco-Roman world, and
Palestine was no exception to this pattern (Sperber 1998:58). The leaders of Palestine used
recreational swimming pools, and technological achievements allowed for their expansion. The
first Hellenistic baths appeared in Palestine in the 2nd century BCE among Hellenistic settlements
(Hoss 2005:44). Cecilia Wassén states that the widespread presence of mikva ‘ot among Jews was
likelier the result of the influence of Greco-Roman bathing culture than the actual desire to follow
strict purity regulations (Wassén 2019:52—-58). Yonatan Adler also suggests the influence of
Hellenistic bathing practices (Adler 2018:20). I support the idea that Greco-Roman culture
significantly influenced Jewish life and that people borrowed things they believed could meet their
needs. Still, I would rather say that the new advanced technologies fell on the right ground.
Attention to purity increased during the Greco-Roman period, and new technologies allowed the
organization of proper purification practices. By the Ist century, baths appeared among some
wealthy people, and there are even several examples of home baths combined with mikva ot (Hoss
2005:44; Darby 2020:99). So, despite the widespread popularity of bath culture in Greco-Roman
society, Jewish people had a clear distinction between hygienic and pleasurable bath activities and
ritual cleansing, which was not directly related to physical cleanliness. Jewish mikva ot, in most
cases, were unsuitable for hygiene purposes because the water was unclean in a sanitary sense
(Sanders 1992:225). So, ritual purification included specific requirements for the water, but these
were not related to hygiene. I would like to emphasize it because some authors attempt to interpret
Jewish purity laws as a form of traditional, pre-scientific knowledge derived from natural
experiences and integrated into the religious system. However, as discussed earlier, we should not

project our modern understanding of constructing artificial pools or ritual mikva ot, as practiced
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in the modern Jewish tradition, into situations that took place a long time ago. In fact, artificial
pools, especially with water collected after rainfall, could be unclean in a hygienic sense and
potentially produce diseases. At the same time, new technological achievements impacted the
Jewish religion by providing alternatives to limited natural water sources. People began to use new
technologies for religious purposes, which drove the appearance of a variety of mikva ot during
this period.

In the late Second Temple period, the concept of ritual purity gradually evolved, and new
approaches to it emerged. The clear codification of purity laws within Judaism occurred only in
the rabbinic period, specifically in the order Tohorot, which is part of the Mishnah composed
around 200 CE. At this time, Judaism and Christianity went in separate ways. Although
codification only occurred in the 3rd century, the existence of Jewish law codes in regard to purity
dates back much earlier (Neusner 2006:167). Still, it is important to consider that Judaism was
varied, and the process of understanding purity regulations and how to work with them took a long
time. Before the final codification, we can observe various approaches to the same problem, but
with a tendency toward further unification. Even by the 1st century CE, when people had already
observed the complex purity regulations, Jewish commentators still actively debated how to apply
biblical purity laws more correctly in daily life (Adler 2022:52).

Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that during the late Second Temple period people
began to take the problem of ritual purity more seriously, and the approach to ritual purity became
more instrumental. The building of artificial pools for ritual purposes and the increased attention
to the observance of ritual purity regulations became an important part of life, even among ordinary
people (Miller 2020:503). Thus, the evolution of views regarding the concept of purity went

together with the development of ritual practices. By understanding the evolution of the tradition
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of purification, we can see the bridge between the issue of ritual purity and the special attention to
purification practices, and the subsequent emergence of baptismal movements, and then the

formation of baptism in the early Christian community.

2.5 Proselyte Baptism

The practice of ritual immersion specifically for converts into Judaism, known as proselyte
baptism, is another important question that I should discuss in order to understand the origins of
Christian baptism.

Technically, proselyte baptism is a practice of full immersion into the water (77°20 —
tevilah). Tevilah is a general term for any immersion, and regular Jewish ritual purification through
immersion in a mikveh is also tevilah. In the case of proselyte baptism, the fevilah is not conversion
per se, but it is a final part of the process of conversion into Judaism. The researchers who have
studied baptism quite often refer to this practice as a historical precursor of the baptism from which
Christian baptism originated. Joachim Jeremias concluded that it is possible not only to talk about
analogies between Christian baptism and proselyte baptism but also about liturgical inheritance
from one tradition to another (Jeremias 1963:27). This line of understanding proselyte baptism as
a model for early Christian baptism, followed by Jeremias, was quite popular and supported by
other scholars who study baptism (Green 1987:68). However, such a connection was questioned
much earlier due to debates between Torrance and Taylor. Torrance stated that proselyte baptism
was practiced before the time of the New Testament (Torrance 1954:154). However, Taylor, in his
article, started to question Torrance’s sources and argued that his claims lack sufficient evidence.
Taylor concluded that proselyte baptism became a distinctive rite after its separation from ritual

baths, approximately at the end of the 1st century or early 2nd century (Taylor 1956:198).
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In contemporary scholarship, some controversies on this matter are still present, but the
modern consensus does not support the view that the formation of Christian baptism was
dependent on proselyte baptism. I do not want to leave this question completely aside, because the
answer is important for this research and the arguments deserve consideration. Using a historical
approach in this research, I prefer to rely on historical evidence. Historically speaking, the
suggestion that the origins of Christian baptism can be traced in some way to proselyte baptism is
problematic simply because the texts describing proselyte baptism come to us from quite late
sources. There is no evidence that this practice for converts existed in Jewish tradition before the
period of late Second Temple Judaism. Moreover, the ritual cannot be traced with certainty even
to the 1st century (Taylor 1997:65).

Beasley-Murray was skeptical about the significant influence of proselyte baptism on the
formation of Christian baptism but recognized the time priority of proselyte baptism versus
Christian baptism and accepted the probability of the influence of Jewish theology of conversion
on Christian theology of initiation (Beasley-Murray 1997:31).

Everett Ferguson does not see proselyte baptism as necessarily preceding Christian
baptism, but in his opinion, the practice of proselyte baptism itself was developed from purification
rituals (Ferguson 2009:79). An interesting alternative was proposed by Joel Marcus, who
suggested that even if proselyte baptism was not universally practiced, it was already known
among Jews of early-first-century Palestine, and it is plausible that this practice influenced John’s
practice (Marcus 2018:80). There is also no doubt that later, in Talmudic times, for converts to
Judaism, immersion in a ritual bath was not optional but became a mandatory practice, as was
circumcision for males (Marcus 2018:78). However, the acceptance of this ritual in later times

does not confirm that it existed or was widespread in the 1st century.
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The original purpose of proselyte baptism remains unclear. Previous scholarly consensus
suggested that in the Jewish view, Gentiles bear intrinsic and permanent impurity, and proselyte
baptism could be seen as a way to remove such impurity. However, Christine Hayes, in her book
Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities (Hayes 2002), claimed that we lack confirmation of this
suggestion. According to her, such an assumption cannot be supported by our knowledge of
biblical texts, Second Temple Judaism, and even rabbinic sources (Hayes 2002:352).

So, as we can see, there are still some controversies, but I would like to conclude the
discussion on proselyte baptism with two key points.

Firstly, it seems that the formation of proselyte baptism may not have been intended as a
way to remove permanent Gentile impurity. At the same time, proselyte baptism was the
development of Jewish purification practices, which were expanded for proselytes as a separate
rite. While the practice of proselyte baptism may not share a direct genetic connection with
Christian baptism, they both originate from the same source — the Jewish purification practice.

Secondly, I do not think we should regard the priority of proselyte baptism as a fact without
clear historical evidence; there is simply not enough evidence to support that claim.

Ferguson’s view on this problem seems credible to me because it corresponds to the
situation of increasing attention to purification during the late Second Temple Judaism. It is logical
that the development of the conversion process into Judaism occurred within the context of specific
attention to the issue of ritual purity.

Thus, while we cannot be certain about the direct influence of proselyte baptism on
Christian baptism, we can observe that the roots of Christian baptism originated from the concept
of ritual purity. The contemporary consensus is a view I prefer to hold, suggesting that despite

some similarities between Christian baptism and proselyte baptism, it is not necessary to conclude
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that the origins of Christian baptism came directly from the Jewish practice of proselyte
conversion. Instead, both practices originated from a common source, namely the purification

practices that, over time, evolved into distinct ritual practices.

2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I demonstrated the important role of ritual purity in Judaism. However, as
we know from the previous chapter, Judaism was not a religion that invented this concept. Across
different cultures in the Mediterranean world, we encounter similar conceptions of purity/impurity
and the special ritual practices designed to eliminate impurity. At the same time, we see the
increasing attention to this issue during the Second Temple period, when Judaism was under the
powerful cultural influence of the Greco-Roman world. Consequently, it seems likely that Judaism,
as a coherent religious system, was shaped not only by other Mediterranean religions in its past
but also specifically by Greco-Roman ritual traditions that penetrated Jewish culture during the
Second Temple period. The increasing attention to the purity issue led to the creation of more
elaborate and standardized purification rituals that played an important role in unifying Jewish
society. At the same time, the theological understanding of purity became more complex, and we
see a new tendency to connect moral impurity and ritual impurity. We did not encounter such an
idea in the Torah, where purity regulations were initially described. However, in the Second
Temple period, the understanding of such a connection was becoming more common, though it
was still a matter of internal debate.

The increasing interest in the purity issue, along with new technological developments and
a high degree of Hellenization within Judaism, is crucial for understanding the current topic

because these tendencies represent the matrix from which later Christian baptismal ritual emerged.
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The evolution of views in Judaism during this period cannot be separated from the interreligious
influences of the dominant power — the Roman Empire, and the popularity of Greco-Roman culture
and religious practices.

I devoted the last two paragraphs to the practical consequences of the high concern for
purity in late Second Temple Judaism, which included the widespread dissemination of mikva ot
and then the practice of proselyte baptism. The widespread adoption of this practice is connected
with the concept of ritual purity and illustrates the evolution of this concept within Jewish society.
Even with the conclusion that proselyte baptism probably did not play an important role in the
formation of Christian baptism, it is important to look at this practice in the broader context of the
development of the concept of purity and ritual bathing practices.

To sum up, [ would like to stress that it is impossible to understand the origins of Christian
baptism without understanding the concept of ritual purity and its development during the late
Second Temple period. Equally essential is viewing this concept and its associated ritual practices
within the broader context of the Hellenization of Jewish society during the same period. This
basic matrix can help us understand the development of ritual washing practices and, eventually,

the formation of Christian baptism.
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Chapter 3

Jewish Baptismal Movements and the Practice of John the Baptist

3.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I examined the concept of purity and the evolution of purification
practices. In this chapter, I would like to show the emergence and views of Jewish baptismal
movements or Baptist sects. Such movements were a part of the landscape of Palestine in the late
Second Temple period. The emergence of such movements is a result of the continuation and
development of the concept of ritual purity in a new socio-political context. As a result of social
changes, eschatological views gained more popularity at that time, which brought the emergence
of new streams within Judaism. These movements were characterized by a strong emphasis on
eschatology, and their ritual practices became a reflection of such views on a practical level.

The term Jewish baptismal movements was not widely accepted until it was introduced by
Joseph Thomas in his book Le Mouvement Baptiste: en Palestine et Syrie (150 av. J.-C. - 300 ap.
J.-C.) (Thomas 2010 [1935]). This book is the first and most comprehensive work on this subject.
He describes different Jewish movements that share a common understanding of the necessity of
water-based rituals, often as an alternative to Temple worship. The other main feature of these
movements was their eschatological expectations. His book is a fair scholarly work with analyses
of documents accessible to him. However, it is important to stress that his book was written before
the Qumran discoveries. Nonetheless, his insights are so fascinating, and his classification of such

movements can help us understand the Qumran community better. It allows us to look at the
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Qumran community in the context of the Jewish baptismal movements described by Joseph
Thomas prior to the Qumran discoveries.

In our contemporary scholarship, it is impossible to ignore the Qumran discoveries, and
they are helpful for this work as well. However, the Qumran discoveries also created some
problems for past scholarship. After the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls, many scholars focused
their attention exclusively on the Qumran community and paid less attention to other Jewish
movements. It is understandable that the Qumran discoveries provided much more information
about Judaism at that time than we knew before. For scholars, it is often easier to confirm
hypotheses using textual or material artifacts from Qumran than to reconstruct the views and
practices of other movements for which we have only limited mentions in some writings. However,
even today, we still cannot say that we have an undisputable picture of the Qumran community.
One of the main controversies still persists about whether or not the inhabitants of Qumran should
be equated with the Essenes. It is fair to say that the contemporary consensus shares this view, and
the majority of scholars do not have any doubts that the Qumran community is likely to represent
a community of Essenes. At the same time, this view is not something that is accepted by default
by all scholars; some of them have doubts about equating the Essenes with the Qumran community.
This situation obliges us to consider different opinions on this matter, and it is not necessarily a
bad thing. If the consensus is correct, it means that we have a lot of information about this particular
group. Still, for other groups, we have only some pieces of evidence, usually from secondary
sources, and because of this, our knowledge is quite limited. Despite that, we should not ignore
what we have now; even small pieces of evidence can help us better understand this topic.

The activity of Jewish baptismal movements is crucial for understanding the origins of

baptism. Gerhard van den Heever suggests looking at Jewish baptismal movements as a
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perspective from which we can see the context of the origins of the Jesus movement in its Jewish
environment in general (van den Heever 2017:44). If our assumption is correct, it is a good starting
point that can provide us with a better understanding of the emergence of Christianity that came
to be from the Jewish tradition in general and from the Jewish baptismal movements in particular.
The practices and views of Jewish baptismal movements were shaped under a specific social
context, and understanding this context is very important because it helps us to see the roots and
evolution of their views and practices, and eventually to have a better understanding of the origins
of baptism.

In this chapter, I will observe the common characteristics of Jewish baptismal movements,
including the movement of the Essenes. I decided to separate the sections about the Essenes and
the Qumran Community. The section about the Essenes will introduce the topic and the current
issues that we still have in our scholarship today. The section on the Qumran community will be
mostly devoted to the question of how the discoveries at Qumran can help us understand this
research topic.

At the end of this chapter, | am going to describe the movement of John the Baptist, who
was one of the prominent leaders of the Jewish baptismal movements. His life and activity help us
understand the evolution of Jewish purification practices and the subsequent formation of baptism
among the disciples of Jesus. All of these themes should be studied in the context of the
sociocultural and political realities of that time. The goal of this chapter is to show a new stage in
the Jewish purification practices, the development of which is impossible to understand without
knowing the sociocultural landscape of Palestine at that time. This is an important matrix from
which baptismal movements originated within Judaism and developed later in the emerging

Christian communities.
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3.2 The Jewish Baptismal Movements

[ use the term Jewish baptismal movements in the plural to indicate that we are not dealing
with a single, unified movement but with a variety of groups and sects. The term baptismal
movement was introduced by Joseph Thomas to point out the phenomenon that took place in
Palestine and Syria from the 2nd century BCE up to the 3rd century CE. He applies this
terminology to the variety of Jewish and Judeo-Christian sects in which ritual baths played an
essential role (Thomas 2010:435).

While Thomas was the first scholar to grasp an important tendency in Judaism of the late
Second Temple period and gave it the name baptismal movement, 1 suggest that, for clarity, it is
better to use the plural movements instead of movement. He describes the phenomenon, which
included many movements, but the use of a singular form may create ambiguity. This ambiguity
was likely what made one of the authors of The Cambridge History of Judaism set aside Thomas’s
term and use Baptist Sects instead. Kurt Rudolph found Thomas’s approach to be useful, and he
generally followed Thomas’s framework in describing the same movements, but he chose to refer
to these movements as sects. | am not certain that Rudolph’s alternative completely aligns with
Thomas’s view; the term sect in modern usage implies separation, whereas movement is more
neutral.

Rudolph claims that the emergence of Jewish baptismal sects (movements) was the result
of a more rigorous approach prescribed in Leviticus 15, and that this new approach also had the
tendency to spiritualize ritual concepts of ablutions; such views were likely developed under
Hellenistic influence (Rudolph 1999:499-500). Joseph Thomas recognized that movements were

diverse and not totally united in their practices. Still, they had some common features, such as the
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refusal of sacrificial and Temple rituals. Instead, they practiced frequent ritual baths, which
replaced bloody sacrifices (Thomas 2010:60).

Thomas insisted that the abandonment of sacrifices and the recourse to ritual washing
practices in such movements was not just a matter of coincidence but rather an important observed
correlation (Thomas 2010:281). The separation from Temple worship likely happened in the
context of political situations that affected religious life. Temple worship was inseparable from
the priestly elite who served in the Temple. These priests were loyal to Roman governance,
accepted collaboration with Rome, and obeyed Roman rule. Some Jews did not tolerate such a
situation, and this is what we see among the Jewish baptismal movements. As a result, we can
observe the absence of Temple worship and the presence of eschatological sentiments. Therefore,
it is likely that such movements viewed the priestly class in the Jerusalem Temple as apostates.
Consequently, the followers of such movements no longer saw the necessity of participating in
Temple worship. Instead, they emphasized ritual bathing practices over Temple sacrifices. There
are indications that certain Jewish communities did not consider Temple worship crucial. Thus,
the development of individual worship practices independent of the Temple began decades before
the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, and this trend is particularly evident among Jewish
baptismal movements.

Certain common features of the Jewish baptismal movements can be observed, but the
problem is that, unfortunately, we have a limited number of sources that do not allow us to see a
clear picture of practices and views within these movements. Thanks to discoveries in Qumran,
we have the clearest picture of the views and practices of the Essenes. With some limitations, we
can reconstruct the practices and views of the John the Baptist community using available texts

and knowledge about the political and sociocultural situation of that time. This type of knowledge,
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of course, should be applied to other movements as well, but for some of them, we only have little
snippets of texts, and it is more difficult for us to see the full picture of their practices and views.

Joseph Thomas, in his research, studied different movements. Some of them emerged
before the Common Era and developed later, and some emerged in the Common Era. For our task,
which is the origins of Christian baptism, I would like to pay attention only to those who were
known in Jewish society before the emergence of Christianity and, more likely, can shed light on
the origins of baptism.

We cannot be sure about the precise number of such movements, but historical evidence
shows that there was not only one particular movement but a variety of similar movements in
Jewish society at that time. The most well-known among them are the Essenes, who were described
by Flavius Josephus. The documents and material artifacts discovered at Qumran in 1947 likely
represent the possessions of an Essene community.

The other movement was the movement of John the Baptist, which was described in the
New Testament and the writings of Flavius Josephus. Fortunately, we have enough historical data
about this movement, which can help us reconstruct its practices and views relatively clearly. We
have much less information about other movements, and available information mostly comes from
external sources, often from heresiological accounts (Rudolph 1981:6). It means that for us, our
reconstruction of their practices and views is quite limited. For this reason, I am going to pay my
main attention to those movements about which we have more information and can reconstruct
their views and practices in a more comprehensive way.

In The Cambridge History of Judaism, Kurt Rudolph makes a distinction between two main
baptismal groups (Rudolph 1999). He names one group “Jewish ‘Baptists’,” while he names the

other “Christian ‘Baptists’.” According to his distinction, the category of Jewish Baptists includes
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the Essenes, the Baptists, the Hemerobaptists, the Masbotheans, the movement of John the Baptist,
the Elkesaites, the Mandaeans, and some others that may be considered disputable. The Christian
Baptist category, on the other hand, includes the movements of Jesus of Nazareth and the Ebionites.
His distinction is useful, but the information we have about some of the movements he assigns to
the category of Jewish Baptists comes from late sources, such as early Christian writings. This
requires us to be cautious and understand our research limitations. For example, in the case of
certain movements such as the Baptists and the Masbotheans, it is uncertain if they are truly distinct
or if they are the same movement referred to using different terms (Rudolph 1999:475). The
presence of such ambiguity should not scare us; it is possible that one day, we can get more
information about such movements from new discoveries. Even now, we can still identify
similarities and common features among these movements that emerged during the late Second
Temple period.

In this way, we can consider that even if we do not know the exact number of such
movements or all of their names, we can still be confident that we are dealing with different
movements that share some common features. These features include the emphasis on ritual
purification practices, the partial or total refusal of Temple sacrifices, and the presence of
eschatological expectations.

At the time, the Temple was a significant marker of Jewish identity, so the rejection of the
Temple placed such groups on the margins of the Jewish world (van den Heever 2014:149). At the
same time, the existence of various groups that opposed the Temple and their growing popularity
show that their ideas were in demand within Jewish society. The eschatological expectations that
were integral to the views of Jewish baptismal movements were not coincidental. The people who

joined these movements were disappointed in the local religious elites and longed for the
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restoration of justice; therefore, the presence of eschatological overtones in Jewish baptismal
movements should not be surprising. The research of all known baptismal movements reveals that
they held eschatological views, and it seems correct to view them as Jewish eschatological
movements. Why they were eschatological is a reasonable question, and in the next section, I

would like to show this correlation and the causes of why they began to hold such views.

3.3 Jewish Eschatology in the Late Second Temple Period

In the previous section, I emphasized that eschatological views are a notable part of the
vision among Jewish baptismal movements. However, it is important to acknowledge that the term
eschatology may carry different interpretations and could potentially lead to confusion. While the
term is often associated with apocalyptic themes, it is crucial to clarify that the term eschatology
does not necessarily refer to the final destruction of the world. However, even the word apocalypse
in Greek amoxdivyig simply means unveiling or disclosure. The English word revelation for
apocalypse is close to the word revealing, which also grasps the meaning of the Greek word and
does not necessarily imply the idea of destruction. The same situation applies to the word
eschatology. Eschaton (¢oyatov) is a Greek term that means the end. According to the perspective
of some Palestinian Jews, it represents their anticipation of imminent Divine intervention in the
world and the end (2oyatov) of the current unjust state of affairs, which is expected to be
profoundly transformed by God.

Eschatology, apocalypticism, and millennialism are related concepts, and the meaning of
each term often depends on its designation by scholars. Some debates on this topic are still present.

The best way to understand eschatology in terms of people who held such views is to look

at surviving texts of the Jewish apocalyptic tradition. If we look at them, we can find the idea of
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the destruction of the world in some Jewish apocalyptic texts, yet they do not represent complete
unity in their viewpoints. John Collins has pointed out that apocalyptic literature can include
various forms of eschatology, but the common equation of apocalyptic with an end-of-history
scenario cannot characterize all apocalypses (Collins 1998:11). In this way, we see that
eschatological views, as depicted in apocalyptic literature, present various scenarios of the future.
Nonetheless, they represent the view about the end of the current state due to the imminent
intervention of God, who will fundamentally alter the present situation. The gradual development
of these views can be traced historically. Some shared ideas were already present in the Jewish
prophetic tradition and then evolved in the apocalyptic literature.

Books such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel already raised fundamental questions about
justice, judgment, and restoration. All these themes are also present in apocalyptic writings. It
would be correct to look at prophetic tradition as a predecessor to the apocalyptic tradition, and
apocalypticism represents an evolution of previously existing theological thought. So, apocalyptic
literature shares common themes with prophetic literature, but it also has distinct characteristics.
One of its primary features is a dualistic worldview. In apocalyptic literature, the world is depicted
as a place of struggle where forces of good and evil engage in conflict. However, despite the
temporary struggle, apocalyptic literature gives hope for a better future. Eventually, the good side
will win, suffering and injustice will be over, and the evil forces will be punished.

Most apocalyptic literature is found outside of the Hebrew Bible, with the exception of The
Book of Daniel. Other apocalyptic texts, such as The First Book of Enoch, The Apocalypse of
Abraham, The Apocalypse of Baruch, The Apocalypse of Ezra, and The Testaments of the Tvelve
Patriarchs, were well-known in certain periods but did not become part of the Biblical canon.

Apocalyptic literature emerged in the context of Jewish anti-Hellenism. However, it is not difficult
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to notice that this literature was itself deeply Hellenized, which demonstrates the profound level
of penetration of Hellenistic thought into Jewish society (Collins 2005:43).

The eschatological views that can be observed among Jewish baptismal movements can be
specifically classified as millennialism. James Tabor describes millennialism as a subset of
apocalyptic eschatology, wherein people anticipate that, at some point, God will intervene in the
world and usher in a new era of peace, justice, and righteousness (Tabor 2011:252). The emergence
of this form of theological development was a reaction to injustice and an aspiration for justice.
Tabor correlates the development of such theology with a historical crisis brought about by the
challenges posed by Hellenization (Tabor 2011:254). Millennialism covers ancient Jewish and
early Christian groups from about 200 BCE to 200 CE (Tabor 2011:252). Van den Heever classified
Jewish baptismal movements as millennialist movements: “The pervasiveness of such millennial
baptist groups in the Graeco-Roman world is attested to in such widely divergent sources as the
Dead Sea Scrolls, Nag Hammadi and other gnostic literature, apocalyptic literature, Jewish-
Christian material, and Apostolic Fathers, that is, apart from canonical New Testament texts” (van
den Heever 2014:149).

There are some focal points in Jewish history when millennialism was a highly demanded
view. One such event occurred in 167 BCE when King Antiochus IV desecrated the Jerusalem
Temple by entering the sacred space and erecting a statue of the Greek god Zeus, along with
sacrificing unclean animals. It is hard to imagine what happened to Jewish people when they saw
the humiliation of their sacred space. God did not stop Antiochus and did not protect the Jewish
people. The degree of intervention of Hellenization in Jewish life became a threat to their culture
and religion. However, it is not necessary to describe such blatant events in order to understand

that the Jewish people, throughout a long time of their history, were under one or another form of
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colonial domination and experienced oppression. By the 1st century BCE, Roman influence had
exercised control over all areas of life. It controlled Judea/Israel politically, militarily,
economically, culturally, and religiously, and subjected the people to humiliation and terror
(Perdue and Carter 2015:291). Of course, such oppressive domination could not be tolerated by
Jewish people, but what could they do? One approach was through physical resistance, while
another involved maintaining faith in God and hoping for divine intervention, which could finally
bring justice and peace on earth.

So, eschatological views imply an understanding of global change, but such changes do
not necessarily include the total end of the world or global cosmic catastrophe. Such ideas can be
present in some apocalyptic literature, but apocalyptic tradition does not require such a vision.
However, the presence of such views in apocalyptic literature created a misconception that all
eschatological texts are some sort of prophecy of future cosmic destruction. Unfortunately, this
misconception has been held by many theologians in the past. This happened partly due to the
tendency to interpret apocalyptic texts more literally. Some apocalyptic texts, particularly those
from the Ist century BCE, can look like prophecies about the end of the world. However, these
texts circulated as literature about God’s Revelation rather than descriptions of God’s plans for
world destruction. Richard Horsley suggests that the literal approach to apocalyptic literature is a
mistake because apocalyptic literature cannot be taken literally. Such a genre of literature is full of
metaphors and hyperbole (Horsley 2010:1). Thus, apocalypticism is more appropriately
understood as a symbolic interpretation of the future rather than a literal prediction of cosmic
catastrophe, even though it may initially appear as such.

As a literary genre, apocalypticism emerged in response to the Hellenization and

Romanization of Jewish society. Jews felt unable to resist the imperial rule. The contemporary
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scholar Sarah Emanuel emphasizes that the emergence of apocalyptic literature can be understood
as a response to the trauma experienced by the Jewish community under the Empire (Emanuel
2020:37). Because of this trauma, the oppressed Jews turned to apocalyptic literature as a tool to
articulate their views, asserting the enduring sovereignty of God over history (Horsley 2010:4).
This form of literature attempts to comfort the audience that the end of the current oppressive and
unjust situation is possible. Even though injustice may appear prevalent at present, apocalyptic
literature maintains that such conditions do not align with the divine order and will end one day
by the will of God. God is understood as a final hope that will liberate his people. It was a good
explanation that helped to deal with current oppression and injustice, which gave hope for a better
future. That is why this idea was so powerful that it was started in Judaism and continued its
existence in Christian communities. This idea was especially in demand during the persecution of
Christians. I am emphasizing the importance of the existence of such literature before Christianity,
because the Christian narratives emerged as a specific continuation of previously existing views.
Burton Mack points out that the Gospel of Mark represents Jesus as a person who delivers an
apocalyptic message of the “imminent appearance of a new social order called ‘the kingdom of
God’” (Mack 2003:42). Thus, although the Gospel of Mark does not belong to the genre of
apocalyptic literature, it continues to include Jewish apocalyptic motifs that shaped early Christian
thought.

It is important to understand that the appearance of this kind of thought occurred at
approximately the same time as Jewish baptismal movements emerged in Jewish society, and
similar visions existed among early Christian communities. The presence of eschatological ideas
among baptismal movements does not mean that they invented them. The emergence of such ideas

is a natural process of the desire to find a fair answer in an unfair world. At the same time, we can
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observe that eschatological views within Jewish baptismal movements are presented quite
abundantly. In this way, I would like to say that there is a noticeable connection between baptismal
movements and eschatological views. Eschatological views were part of the views of people who
belonged to Jewish baptismal movements. These movements might seem politicized because they
represented some kind of inner emigration with the hope of a future transformation of society and
the world. The reality is that the division between political and religious views did not exist at that
time, and this is true for both Judaism and Early Christianity.

Martin Hengel specifically insists that groups that were formed in the 1st century CE were
always political and religious simultaneously (Hengel 1989:82). So, in our case, the ritual practice
was a reflection of political aspirations, like the desire for independence and justice, but their
aspiration had a practical level, which was represented in their preparation for the eschatological
end of unfair time and transformation to a just and peaceful time, which will be ruled by God. This
eschatological hope did not require acts of resistance because God would intervene sooner or later,
but required preparation and purification. This passive alternative might seem more beneficial for
Rome than violent Jewish uprisings, which, from time to time, took place in Palestine. John
Dominic Crossan, however, claims that between violent revolts from 4 BCE to 66 CE, part of
Jewish society was involved in nonviolent resistance to Romanization (Crossan 2022:217). He
describes it as an eschatologically based form of activism that is distinctive from the violent
uprisings but also not passive and includes forms of action with readiness for martyrdom (Crossan
2022:217, 220). In order to prove his claim, Crossan critically analyzes passages from Josephus’s
Jewish War and Jewish Antiquities (Crossan 2022:229-237).

In this way, we see that Jewish people under Roman occupation had limited but different

choices. They could decide to collaborate with the Romans or rise against the Romans. Or they
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could participate in nonviolent actions or find hope in the passive eschatological expectation of
God’s intervention, which could radically change the situation.

The violent uprisings against Rome were concrete actions that represented the desire for
independence. In this case, independence was believed to be achieved through their own efforts
and did not imply an eschatological vision. At the same time, the alternative of nonviolent
resistance implies an eschatological vision, not in its passive form but in its collaborative form. In
Crossan’s terms, it is so-called collaborative eschatology. It was a distinct eschatological vision
that required actions, but not violent actions. In his earlier book, Crossan argues that the distinction
of views between John the Baptist and Jesus is based partly on such a vision. He is using the
Gospel’s dichotomy of Fasting and Wedding (Crossan 1991:259). John fasted because he was still
waiting for God’s intervention, while Jesus was feasting because God was already present among
us and required actions from us. Jesus, in his view, was not the inventor of such a tradition but the
successor of the existing Jewish nonviolent stream.

In this way, we see that eschatological views have a common basis, but at the same time,
they can have different approaches to present reality and how to act now. What is important for
this research is to emphasize that the Jewish baptismal movements were eschatological
movements. The reasonable question is whether they called for some form of nonviolent resistance
or were passive. The lack of sources does not allow us to give a definite answer about all of the
movements. The water-based rituals that they observed were acts of personal and communal
purification in the eschatological context, and it does not necessarily mean that they required any
resistance, even if it was a nonviolent activity.

However, the eschatological view of the world by itself implies that people were

anticipating changes, and their acts of preparation for the coming intervention can be considered
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as acts of resistance, if not in a direct sense, then at least in terms of inner opposition to the current
situation. Even non-public individual acts of purification in the context of believing in God’s

coming intervention are not only religious acts; they are religious as well as political.

The mass baptisms which were performed by John the Baptist were also demonstrative
acts; baptism was an act of repentance and purification in the context of the expectation of the
coming kingdom of God. In this context, mass baptism was also a visible action that could trouble
the Roman elite, who might consider such practices as a possible source of resistance.

Thus, eschatological views on the world were not only one vision among others in the late
Second Temple period; they shaped the development of Judaism and are especially important for

our understanding of Jewish baptismal movements.

3.4 The Essenes as a Part of the Jewish Religious Landscape

The Essenes are probably the best-known Jewish sect that paid special attention to ritual
purity and regularly practiced ritual baths. Even prior to the discoveries of Qumran, we had
information about Essenes from different sources. Despite their limitations, Joseph Thomas used
them and built quite a persuasive picture of the practices of the Essene community as people who
practiced daily ritual ablutions, initiation ablutions, and purificatory ablutions (Thomas 2010:11,
19). Thomas considered the Essenes as Jewish, but he claims that their views evolved over time
and were partly shaped by foreign influence (Thomas 2010:23). Despite the specifics of their
views, it is not correct to separate them from Judaism; they were a part of the Jewish religious
landscape, and in this way, they were seen by all authors who described them.

The main sources for us about the Essenes are the works of Flavius Josephus, who

described the Essenes in both of his classical works Jewish War (JW 2:8) and Jewish Antiquities
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(Ant. 18). The other sources are writings of Philo of Alexandria in Every Good Man is Free (Quod
Omnis Probus Liber Sit, 75—91), and from Pliny the Elder in his Natural History (Nat. Hist. 5:15).
All authors mentioned the Essenes in a positive way as a celibate brotherhood.

The Essenes were not mentioned in the New Testament. Joan E. Taylor suggested that
Herodians mentioned in the Gospel of Mark and Matthew can be identified as Essenes (Taylor
2012:130), but it is not obvious and is only an assumption about which we cannot be sure.

The first direct mention of them came to us from the treatise of Philo of Alexandria called
Every Good Man is Free (Quod Omnis Probus Liber Sit, 75-91). In this work, Philo refers to a
group of Jews numbering more than four thousand, who are devoted to God but do not sacrifice
animals (Quod Omnis Probus Liber Sit, 75). | mentioned above that one of the distinctive features
of Jewish baptismal movements was their abolishment of Temple sacrifices, and we see the
testimony about that in Philo’s work. Philo is arguing that they got their name from their piety. He
did not clarify the connection, but in the original Greek, the term Essenes is called Econvoi. The
sound of this word is close to the Greek words gvcepng and dotoc. Both of them can be used as
designations for piety. Géza Vermes argues that the various terminologies used by writers to
describe the Essenes represent a transcription of the unknown word for the Hellenistic audience
(Vermes 1960:427). It is very likely that the term Essenes is a Greek adaptation of the Hebrew
word (2°7°0n) - (hasidim) meaning the pious ones. Whatever it might be, he claims that their name
comes from their piety, and his appreciation of them is quite positive.

Philo describes them as people who live in villages in total peace and devotion. They can
work, but he emphasizes that they do not engage in any activities related to war or violence; they
do not manufacture swords or even helmets (Quod Omnis Probus Liber Sit, 78). He admires them

and looks at them as free and happy people. Philo also talks about the Essenes in his The
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Hypothetica. Unfortunately, we know about this mention only from Eusebius’ quotations because
the work itself was lost.

However, the most extensive information came to us from Flavius Josephus’s works The
Antiquities of the Jews and The Jewish War. His description is similar to Philo’s. However, these
works are independent, and his account is more extensive. In The Antiquities of the Jews (Ant.
13:5:9), he mentions three sects among the Jews: Pharisees, Sadducees, and the Essenes. In chapter
18 of the same work, he provides more extensive information about their views and lifestyles.
Josephus admires the lifestyle of the Essenes, describing them as an unmarried brotherhood who
minister to one another and engage in husbandry for their living. According to his description, they
believe in the immortality of souls, and he points out that they do not offer sacrifices because “they
have more pure lustrations of their own” (Ant. 18:1:5).

In the Jewish War, Josephus once again categorizes them within the framework of three
schools of philosophy: Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes (JW 2:8:2). He is repeating his
description of Essenes as Jews by birth who prefer an ascetic lifestyle and live in communal and
peaceful brotherhood. However, his description in the book Jewish War has some inconsistencies.
On the one hand, he says that they are ascetics who reject pleasures. On the other hand, he says
that they do not absolutely deny marriage, but they are against the lascivious behavior (JW 2:8:2).
Additionally, Josephus notes that in certain Essene orders, marriage is considered acceptable, but
only for the purpose of procreation (JW 2:8:13).

It seems that among the Essenes, there were different groups; some practiced celibacy,
while others were permitted to marry. However, it is also possible to suppose that Josephus aimed
to portray the Essenes within the framework of traditional Greco-Roman ideals of an ascetic

philosophical community where celibacy was the norm. Even if some Essenes were married,
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Josephus may have chosen to emphasize their ascetic lifestyle, which was more understandable to
his readers.

Josephus also describes the importance of regular practice of purification through
washings, which was a common practice among the Essenes (JW 2:8:5). Another important
characteristic he attributed to the Essenes is their readiness for martyrdom. Josephus provides an
important example: during the war with the Romans, they endured torture, burning, and various
forms of torment without succumbing to their tormentors (JW 2:8:10). This willingness to face
martyrdom can be seen as a form of nonviolent resistance demonstrating their readiness to resist
even unto death. Josephus gives us an idea of who the Essenes were, and his description is close
to what we had from the earlier description of Philo.

The other important source is Pliny the Elder, who, in Book 5, Chapter 15 of his Natural
History, describes the Essenes as “a wonderful piece of superstition” and notes that they live
without women on the Western side of the Dead Sea (Nat. Hist. 5:15). It is interesting that the
Qumran Community was also situated at the side of the Dead Sea, and such texts may be
considered as evidence that the Qumran Community was actually an Essene Community.

It is evident that the Essenes were respected among the authors who described them and
likely honored by many ordinary Jews. John Dominic Crossan does not use the term Jewish
baptismal movements as I do. He frames such movements as “communities of resistance.”
Particularly, the Essene communities he characterizes as “radical attempts to live faithfully and
fully the Law of God, in justice and righteousness, in purity and holiness, when everyone around
them, from their own high priests to their own people, was failing to do so” (Crossan 1998:462).

As a result of their devotion and piety, such communities were likely respected by ordinary Jews
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who were not the Essenes. I would like to emphasize that Judaism of that time was quite colorful
in terms of a variety of views and movements.

Jewish sectarianism was not considered to be apart from Judaism. The Second Temple
Judaism did not represent a united view on all religious issues. The situation in Judaism at that
time was very close to the situation among early Christians. Some historians prefer to talk about
early Christianity as early Christianities, emphasizing the diversity of beliefs and approaches
without one particular orthodox view. So, following the same example, the Judaism of that time
might be called Judaisms because there was no such thing as a normative Judaism at that time
(Barclay 1996:4; Grabbe 2000:316). Such a situation lasted until the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple in 70 CE. Before this time, the Essenes and the early followers of Jesus had their own
features, but they were a part of Jewish tradition. After 70 CE, we see another tendency of attempts
to centralize Judaism, mostly due to rabbinic influence, when the opinion of the majority was
considered a norm, and Jews who were on the margin were not considered Jews anymore (Magness
2012:73). However, at that time, the Essenes, among other groups, were just different streams

within Judaism, which were under different influences and internal evolution of their views.

3.5 The Qumran Community and the Importance of Ritual Baths

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 and the following discoveries of the
infrastructure of the Qumran settlement had a great impact on scholarship. The dominant
hypothesis to this day is the Qumran-Essene hypothesis. It interprets the material artifacts that
were found in Qumran as possessions of the Essene community.

I discussed the Essenes separately, based on the information available in ancient sources.

One may wonder why I divided it into two sections and decided to talk separately about the
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Qumran community when the majority of scholars hold the view that the Qumran community
represents an Essene community. I did it for two reasons. First of all, it is important to look at the
given sources independently. Secondly, the contemporary consensus is still not universally
accepted, and some scholars believe that the consensus has not been proven well enough. For
example, a biblical scholar and renowned specialist on the works of Josephus, Steve Mason, does
not think that the Essene hypothesis, which is applied to the Qumran Scrolls, can be demonstrated
by reference to Josephus (Mason 2008:61-65). He is not alone in his opinion, but it is not the
popular view; the majority of scholars still accept the consensus. However, in the whole corpus of
the Dead Sea Scrolls, the word Essene never occurs. We can suggest that the consensus is correct,
but we cannot be one hundred percent certain. At the same time, it seems to me that this uncertainty
could be useful. If the consensus is incorrect, we still have material artifacts from Qumran that
provide additional evidence of the widespread practice of ritual bathing among various Jewish
groups. If the consensus is correct, it means that we have additional insights into the Essene
community, including their beliefs and ritual practices. In this case, the findings support the idea
that the Essenes placed special emphasis on the practice of ritual bathing.

In any event, all written evidence and material artifacts that we got from discoveries at
Qumran allow us to consider the Qumran Community as a Jewish baptismal movement. Using
Joseph Thomas’s defining characteristics, the Qumran Community perfectly corresponds with his
description of such movements. Firstly, the inhabitants of the Qumran community created their
liturgical life apart from the Jerusalem Temple (Vermes 2004:27). Secondly, they paid special
attention to the practice of ritual purification by using water as the main agent for purification.
Thirdly, the community members had eschatological expectations: they believed in the imminent

arrival of a day of judgment and restoration (Evans and Flint 1997:5).
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The inhabitants of the Qumran community emphasized the importance of ritual bathing.
They were strict in their observance of Jewish purity laws, their ritual system was much more
complex, and they engaged in these rituals more frequently than other Jews. In most cases, ordinary
Jews did not prioritize strict observance of purity laws, except for some obvious situations, like
after contact with corpses, menstruation, childbirth, and before entering the Jerusalem Temple.
Therefore, the observance of purity laws among ordinary Jews was occasional rather than regular.

In the Qumran community, the situation was different. The inhabitants of Qumran practiced
daily purifications, and they emphasized their importance to such an extent that it went beyond the
traditional Jewish understanding of purity. Archaeological discoveries at Qumran show the
presence of many pools, which can be identified as mikva’ot (Magness 2021:147). Frevel and
Nihan suggested that in the Qumran community, the stress on purity regulation was a way to
demarcate the ingroup as a pure community from outsiders (Frevel and Nihan 2013:19).

Not only material artifacts but also sectarian texts show us that ritual purity was a very
important issue for the inhabitants of Qumran. There is a group of the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q274,
4Q276-277, and 4Q278) that scholars specifically designate as Tohorot, or Purities (Amihay
2020:536). Other Qumran texts, such as the Damascus Document and the Community Rule, also
address the problem of purity.

The texts on the purity issue clearly show Hellenistic influence. Sometimes this influence
is so evident that it allows us to establish parallels with Hellenistic literature (Hengel 1989:47).
However, it is important to be cautious with these texts. lan Werrett noticed certain issues with
interpreting the Qumran texts. He proposes that we should not look at these texts as a

comprehensive representation of the unified views of the inhabitants of Qumran. Instead, Werrett
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suggests that they were written at different times and by different individuals and, from time to
time, disagree with one another (Werrett 2007:288).

The texts from Qumran were part of a large library of the Qumran community; however,
there is no scholarly timeline that shows how this library grew and what factors influenced the
inclusion of one group of texts and the exclusion of another. The views of the inhabitants of
Qumran may have changed and evolved. My particular interest is the evolution of views on the
purity issue. I suggest that within the community, such views could evolve, but there is no clear
answer to how and when. It is only clear that at some point, the purity issue became the main
concern of the inhabitants of Qumran, as both archaeological artifacts and a variety of sectarian
texts clearly demonstrate (Harrington 2004:45).

Purification practices at Qumran were water-based and were directed to remove ritual
impurity. Ritual bathing was not only required after defilement but also a part of everyday life in
the community. Ritual bath purification even preceded each communal meal (Vermes 2004:32;
Sanders 1992:359-360). Access to the community itself was highly ritualized and involved
different stages, each accompanied by baptismal rituals (Nodet 2023:111). All contacts with
outsiders, including Jews, or even with junior members of the community, required purification
(Hayes 2020:644).

The presence of many ritual baths (mikva’ot) is evidence that the concern for ritual purity
is one of the main features of the community. As I mentioned above, the high level of observance
of purity laws was expected only from the Jewish priestly class due to their direct service in the
Temple. However, in the Qumran community, the situation was unique; people who did not belong
to the priestly class endeavored to maintain the highest level of purity regulations. In fact, they

adopted priestly practices of regular purification within their community. At the same time, there
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is no question about their negative attitude towards the Jerusalem Temple; they were known as
rejectionists of the Temple, and they boycotted its practices (Klawans 2006:147). It seems likely
that they saw themselves as an alternative to the Temple priestly class. They likely believed God
was present within their community and that all members were considered priests, which led them
to adopt a priestly lifestyle for every member.

The eschatological worldview among Qumran inhabitants is another important feature
described in the document called Community Rule. This text is characterized by a dualistic view
of the world, which is a common feature among eschatological movements in general. The Qumran
texts, such as the Community Rule and the War Rule (The War of the Sons of Light Against the Sons
of Darkness), talk about two conflicting powers of the world and make a dualistic distinction
between the righteous “Sons of Light” and the wicked “Sons of Darkness.” Horsley emphasizes
that this text was produced in the Qumran community as a part of “an elaborate scenario of holy
war against the Romans” (Horsley 2003:40). It clearly shows the anti-imperial essence of the
community, whose members were regarded as righteous and pure, while the wicked Kittim (the
Romans) were considered dirty.

The Community Rule also contains the idea that one cannot be pure unless one also repents
of one’s sins. David Flusser first noticed the association of moral impurity with ritual impurity in
Qumran (Flusser 1958:215-266). lan Werrett appreciated Flusser’s impact and continues to stress
the critical importance of connecting ritual and moral impurity among Qumran inhabitants, a
tendency that was not evident in Judaism before (Werrett 2013:497). So, such a connection was
developed, and we see the new theological tendency of the necessity of repentance together with
the ritual of purification. According to this new vision, physical purification without moral

repentance is invalid (Werrett 2013:509). The presence of this vision is crucially important for this

102



research because it helps us understand the origins of baptismal theology that was developed
among Christians later. The connection between ritual impurity and moral impurity was not
previously known in Judaism. It represents a later development that evolved over time in some
Jewish circles, especially among groups with eschatological views. Despite the fact that such an
idea was absent in Judaism before, we see it in sectarian texts from the Qumran community and
among the movement of John the Baptist. Joel Marcus points out that the water rite which was
practiced by John the Baptist (Mark 1:4) and in the Qumran sect (1QS 3:4—-12) had a similar
meaning of connection such practices with repentance and forgiveness of sins (Marcus
2018:28). The vision that allows the association of sin and impurity is a developed theological
view that is becoming more and more popular over time; we see such a tendency within the
Qumran community and in the movement of John as well, and later, it became commonplace in
Christianity.

In conclusion to this section, I would like to stress some important points. It is evident that
the members of the Qumran Community regularly practiced different types of ablutions. In order
to do it correctly, they built special ritual pools. Regular ritual baths accompanied the life of each
community member. The initiation bath allowed people to enter the community, and after that,
members practiced daily ritual baths, which they did several times a day, maintaining the highest
level of ritual purity. Their views on the meaning of such practices can be considered as a new
theological development that partly corresponds with some ideas we can find in early Christian
theology. Can we say that such views were inherited by Christians from the Essenes? Or maybe at
that time, such views just became one of the popular streams in Jewish theology? It is very likely
that similar ideas could be shared in some Jewish circles and very likely that they were part of

natural views among Jewish baptismal movements, including inhabitants of the Qumran
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Community. Whether they were the Essenes or not is still a matter of debate; according to scholarly
consensus, Qumran inhabitants are considered Essenes. However, their self-designation, as we
know from Qumran texts, is the name Yahad (77°), which means “together” or “one unity.” The
name can point out their communal lifestyle and sense of inner brotherhood.

Thus, the name Essenes was not used by them for their self-designation; rather, this word
was given to them by outsiders like Josephus, Philo of Alexandria, and Pliny the Elder. Pliny
pointed out the geographical location of the Qumran area. His text allows many scholars to suggest
that the inhabitants of Qumran were a settlement of the Essenes, even if they did not use this name
for their self-designation.

At the same time, as I mentioned above, there is an obvious inconsistency in Josephus’s
works about allegedly different orders among the Essenes, where some were celibate, and some
could be married. Interestingly, the Damascus Document contains practical community regulations
concerning children, marriage, and divorce. In addition, the archaeological excavations in the
cemetery at Qumran show at least a minimal presence of female skeletons (Magness 2021:185).
Different interpretations of this excavation exist, but the questions about women’s presence in the
community remain unclear. However, there is also another possibility that among the Essenes were
different groups, and it is possible to conclude that the Qumran Community was one of such
groups. If this is correct, we can raise the question about the correctness of using the term Essenes
in general. We can suggest that the word Essenes could be used as an umbrella term for some
streams within Judaism, and the word Essenes did not represent one particular group. This problem
needs to be studied in more detail in future scholarship, but what is important for this current study
is to highlight that the views and practices within the Qumran Community point out the presence

of developed practices and views that were unknown in Judaism earlier. They paid extremely
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careful attention to water ritual practices that accompanied each member of the community from
the very beginning. They practiced immersion as an initiation rite, and they practiced different
purification rituals on a daily basis. Their views can be characterized by eschatological
expectations, and they believed in the imminent end of the world. Understanding such views and
practices helps us understand the origins of Christian views and the Christian ritual practice of
baptism that was shaped by previous theological and ritual development, which we can find in

different streams within Judaism, including the views and practices of inhabitants of Qumran.

3.6 John the Baptist and His Baptismal Practice

John the Baptist is known as a figure who played an important role in the New Testament.
However, the description of his mission in the New Testament was subordinated to the idea that
he was the forerunner of Jesus. Because of that, he remains in the shadow of Jesus. However, we
should not underestimate John’s crucial historical role. He was the leader of his baptismal
eschatological movement, which fits the description of Jewish baptismal movements. Despite the
limitations of the available historical sources about John and his practice of baptism, we still have
a relatively clear picture of his views and the purpose of his practice. By sources, I mean
information from the Gospels and writings of Flavius Josephus. A critical examination of sources
can be helpful in understanding his practice and views.

Flavius Josephus mentions John the Baptist in a favorable way in his Antiquities of the
Jews. He considered John a natural part of the Jewish landscape, known for his preaching of
righteousness among Jews, his piety to God, and his practice of baptism. John, according to
Josephus, was killed by Herod because of his great influence and potential threat to raise rebellion

(AJ 18:5:2). The Gospels portrayed John as a prophet who preached repentance and baptized
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people. We do not have reasons to doubt that John the Baptist’s practice affected subsequent
baptismal practice within Christian communities, even if the practice and its understanding were
transformed over time. The Gospels tell us about the importance of John. At the same time, there
is reason to suppose that his role was downplayed in the Gospels. New Testament scholarship
developed different criteria for examining historical accounts according to historical probability.
Two of them are multiple attestation and the criterion of embarrassment. We can use examples
from the New Testament that are directly related to the topic to illustrate how it works.

All four gospels describe the important event of Jesus’s baptism. The same event, described
by different authors, fits the multiple attestation category. We see it in the Gospels of Mark 1:9-11,
Matthew 3:13-17, Luke 3:21-22, and John 1:29-34. Let’s look at the text in Mark’s Gospel first.
Mark 1:9-11:

Kai &yéveto &v éketvaug toic Muéparg MABev Incodg dmd Nalapit tic FaMAoiog koi
gRanticdn eic 1oV Topddvny H1d Todvvov. Kol edOvg dvaPaivov x Tod Hdatoc idev oylopévong
TOVG OVPAVOVG Kol TO TVEDUA O TEPLOTEPAY Katafoivov €ig avtdv: Kol v €yEveTo €k TdV
0VpaveV: 6V €1 0 VIOC LoV O dyomnTOC, &V 6ol EDSOKNGA.

(Mark 1:9-11, NA28)

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.
And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit
descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved;

with you I am well pleased.”

(Mark 1:9-11, NRSV)

The earliest Gospel of Mark described the event as neutral but showed the elevation of
Jesus after his baptism. Other Gospels feel more embarrassed when describing the baptism of

Jesus. Here is the part from Matthew’s Gospel:
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Tote mapayivetor 6 ITncodg and Mg [NoAkaiog Emi Tov Topddvnyv mpog Tov Twdvvny tod
BortioOijvor v’ avtod. 0 O& Twdvvng diekdAvey o0TOV Aéyov: €y ypeiav & VIO 60D
BomticOijvar, kai ob Epym mpdg pe; dmoxpideic 8¢ 6 Incodg eimev mpog adTdV: dpec dpTt, obTmC
YOp TPETOV EGTIV NUIV TANPAGOL THCAY SIKALOGVVTV. TOTE APy avtov. Panticbeic 8¢ 6 Incodg
£00Vg vEPN dmd Tod Bdatog- Kol 180V Avedydncoy [adTd] oi ovpavoi, kai eidev [t0] mvedpa [toD]
0eod katafoivov woel meplotepav [Kai] Epyouevov €m’ adToV: Kal 1000 POV €K TOV 0VPaVAV
Aéyovca- 0DTAG 6TV 6 VIAG LoV O dyamnTdg, &v O EDSOKNGO.

(Matt. 3:13-17, NA28)

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.

John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come
to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all
righteousness.” Then he consented. And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from
the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like
a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from the heavens said, “This is my Son, the Beloved,
with whom I am well pleased.

(Matt. 3:13-17, NRSV)

In Matthew, John was reluctant to baptize Jesus (Matt. 3:14). Matthew seems embarrassed.
This is how the Gospel of Luke deals with Jesus’s baptism:

‘Eyéveto 8¢ év 1® Pomtiobijvar Gmavto tov Aadv kol Incod PamticBévrog kai
TPOCEVYOUEVOL AvemyOTjvar TOV ovpavov Kol KotaPfvar 10 mvedpa tO dylov copotik® €{del ig
TEPOTEPAY £ ADTOV, Kol QoVIY &E odpavod yevésOor: oV &1 6 vidg pov 6 dyomTdg, &v ool
€000KNGa.

(Luke 3:21-22, NA28)

Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was
praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a
dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

(Luke 3:21-22, NRSV)
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We see here that Luke is trying to pass by the event by mentioning that all were being
baptized, as well as Jesus, and then he is paying more attention to the elevation of Jesus (Luke
3:21-22). The role of the dove is apparently not accidental. Alan Streett points out that the Lukan
account of Jesus’ baptism already put Jesus as an anti-imperial king, who was augurated by the
dove, which can be read as a mimicking of Roman Imperial inauguration where birds, specifically
eagles, played a symbolic role as a confirmation of the imperial power (Streett 2018:64). Leif
Vaage gives an additional example from Suetonius about the life of Emperor Augustus, when the
Emperor performed a purification ceremony, a large number of people witnessed an eagle circling
around him (Vaage 1996:289). Luke thus not only elevated Jesus above John but explicitly hints
that Jesus received power as the true King who can challenge Caesar’s authority. Luke’s
interpretation of Jesus’s baptism clearly shows Jesus as an anti-imperial king. However, Streett
emphasizes that any baptism, whether it was a baptism of John, Jesus, or his followers, could be
seen as a potentially subversive and dangerous act because it always offered an alternative for
people to “adopt a kingdom-oriented lifestyle, and submit to baptism as a pledge of allegiance to
a different Lord than Caesar” (Streett 2018:65).

The last Gospel, and the most theologically elaborate, is the Gospel of John (John 1:29—
34):

T1| éravplov Prénet OV Incodv Epyoduevov Tpoc avTtov kal A&yel 1dg 0 auvog Tod 0eod 6
aipov TV apaptioy T0d KOcHov. 00TOG doTy VIEp 0D &yd eimov: Omicw pov Epyeton Avip Og
EUPochEY LoV YEyovey, HTL TPMTOC OV V. KAY®D 00K HOE ooV, GAN tva pavepwdifi d Topomh
516 todto HABov &ya &v Bdatt Pantilov. Kai dpaptopnoey Todvvng Aéyov 81t tedéopon 1 mvedpa
katafoivov o¢ mepiotepav €& ovpavod Kol Epevey €n avTOV. KAYD OoOK HOEW avTtov, GAL’ O
néuyog pe Pomtilev &v Bdatt keivag pot eimev: &9’ Ov dv 1dng 10 Tveduo kotafaivov Kai pévov
&n’ adToV, 00TOC oty O Pamtilov v mvedpatt dyim. Kéy®d Edpoka Kol HepapTOPNKO 8TL 00TOG
€otv 0 Vi0g ToD Be0D.

(John 1:29-34, NA28)
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The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God
who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks
ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with
water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And John testified, “I saw the Spirit
descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the
one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and
remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.” And I myself have seen and have testified
that this is the Son of God.”

(John 1:29-34, NRSV)

In the Gospel of John, the author allegedly quotes John the Baptist, who believes that the
primary purpose of his mission is to reveal Jesus to people. Jesus is presented as superior to John
because Jesus is the person who will be baptized with the Holy Spirit (John 1:33).

Looking at these different texts, I find it evident that in all these Gospel passages, the
authors are uncomfortable with Jesus’ baptism. It seems that they want to smooth this event out
through the subsequent elevation of Jesus. We see this tendency throughout all the Gospels, though
it is less evident in Mark and more evident in the later ones. The authors do not want to present
John as superior to Jesus. But this embarrassment tells us two things: by the criterion of
embarrassment, it indicates a high probability that the baptism occurred, and it also points to John
as a more significant figure than the Gospel writers wished to portray him.

Thus, we see that the figure of John the Baptist was very important, but what exactly can
we say about his practice regarding our main topic, the origins of baptism? John the Baptist is
often considered a founder of baptism, and the emergence of baptism within early Christian
communities is simply impossible to understand without the figure of John the Baptist and his
baptismal practice. However, John the Baptist did not come from nowhere. He was a very

influential leader, but his characteristics, which we know about him from the Gospels and Flavius
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Josephus, allow us to look at him as an eschatological prophet who fits the definition of Jewish
baptismal movements. The movements paid particular attention to ritual purity and the necessity
of ritual washings. John’s baptism and his views shared some common elements with other
movements. Comparing the views and practices of the Qumran community and John’s movement,
we can see some parallels and distinctions. The important common thing is the evolved view on
purification, which implies ritual and moral purification simultaneously. It represents an evolution
of views on the concept of ritual purity, a vision shared by John and the Qumran community.

This vision was common for local Jewish movements with eschatological views. John
could have inherited such views from his predecessors, but he placed new stress on baptism and
repentance as necessary actions facing the new eschatological reality. The purpose of his baptism
is inseparable from the eschatological issue (Robinson 1957:189). Both movements were
eschatological, and both practiced ritual immersion into water.

However, in the Qumran community, we see elaborate and repeated ablutions to maintain
a high level of purity. On the other hand, John’s baptism was a non-repeated eschatological
baptism. There is an opinion proposed by James McGrath that there is a reason to think that John’s
baptism was a repeatable ritual due to its connection to forgiveness of sins, as people need
forgiveness more than once (McGrath 2024:49). His view deserves to be taken into account, but I
do not see evidence to support this claim. This opinion might make sense if we look at the baptism
of John as a regular ritual practice. However, John was an eschatological prophet, and if we look
at his mission from an eschatological perspective, there is no need to repeat baptism because his
baptism was more likely considered a final purification before the imminent end, which would

Soon come.
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John the Baptist preached his baptism and was regarded as a prophet, which means that
people saw the importance and uniqueness of his ministry. However, in order to understand the
origins of his views, it is essential to examine the influences that shaped them. While some popular
literature suggests that John’s baptismal practice originated in Qumran, this viewpoint is not
widely accepted among scholars. However, some scholars find it plausible to speculate that the
movement led by John the Baptist may have had connections to the Qumran community and that
he potentially could have been associated with the Essenes. Marcus points out that it is likely that
John’s views were shaped in the Qumran community, including his belief in the imminent end of
the world and his understanding of the connection between immersion into water and the delivery
of the Spirit (Marcus 2018:45). If he is correct in his assumption, we can better understand the
origins of his baptism. However, despite some common features, John’s teaching has some
important distinctions.

Firstly, John’s baptismal practice seems more likely to be a one-time ritual, while Qumran’s
practices of ritual cleansing were constantly repeated rituals. They had an initiation ritual that
looked like a separate baptismal practice, but initiation had different stages, and overall, even the
initiation ritual was among other purification rituals practiced every day.

Secondly, John did not create a closed community; he invited everyone to take his baptism.
The baptism of John focuses on baptism as an act of purification connected with the repentance of
sins, which should precede God’s intervention into the world in terms of expecting an
eschatological reality soon. So, despite some common features, it is also evident that his baptism
also had distinct elements. Thus, it is possible that John the Baptist could have been a member of

the Qumran community before his public activity, and his baptismal practice could have been
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under the influence of the community. Still, his vision and the aim of his practice had distinctions,
and it can rather be considered a developed and rethought practice.

However, John the Baptist practiced his form of baptism without the intention to create a
new, distinct religion and perfectly fit the prophetic tradition, which was a part of Judaism. The
Prophets might seem radical and provocative, but they were a natural part of the Jewish religious
landscape. The Jewish people perceived John the Baptist as a genuine prophet, and his practice did
not look totally unusual.

Joan Taylor pointed out that John’s form of baptism was perceived as another practice that
corresponded to the general concept of rituals closely associated with ritual purification. At the
same time, John’s baptismal practice was distinct; it was not just regular ritual cleansing but an
important initiation rite (Taylor 1997:63—64). This initiation is connected to repentance. Marcus
stressed that in John’s baptismal practice, one can actually find an important relationship between

2 ¢¢

“baptism,” “repentance,” and the “forgiveness of sins” (Marcus 2018:62). On the one hand, this
practice was familiar to the Jewish audience, resembling traditional ritual purification rites. On the
other hand, John expanded existing practices, incorporating not only cleansing from ritual impurity
but also purification from sins (Marcus 2018:78).

Furthermore, the uniqueness of his ritual can be understood only in the eschatological
context. John’s practice was a window for salvation for everyone who needed to be clean in God’s
age, which had already invaded the earth (Marcus 2018:79). James Dunn, however, emphasizes
that John’s ministry served as preparation for the coming messianic kingdom, which did not come
yet but is near, and that the ministry of John is the ministry of a messenger who can prepare people

for this new reality via his baptism (Dunn 1970:14). Thus, John’s baptismal practice and its

meaning were not separated from the eschatological vision of John and his disciples.

112



Long before Marcus and Dunn, Joseph Thomas pointed out that baptism was a necessary
preparatory rite that allowed people who went through this ritual to enter the Messianic Kingdom,
which was about to come (Thomas 2010 [1935]:275).

Some scholars, including Oscar Cullmann, have attempted to connect John’s baptismal
practice with proselyte baptism — an initiatory ritual for those seeking conversion to Judaism
(Cullmann 1950:62). Cullmann suggests that John the Baptist took the existing proselyte baptism
and adapted it into a new context. However, his argument lacks persuasive evidence that could
allow scholars to connect proselyte baptism to the practice of John. Nevertheless, he rightly argues
that John’s baptism, regardless of its origins, evolved as a distinct preparatory rite that can be
understood only within an eschatological framework, and this practice was central in his preaching.

John’s baptism was rich with symbolism. The Jordan River, where John performed his
ritual, was not just any random river but a location associated with significant historical memory.
In addition, during the time of John the Baptist’s ministry, the Jordan River served as a natural
borderline of Judea.

This geographical boundary held significant symbolic meaning by itself, and its association
with some events in the past made this place very symbolically loaded. According to the story from
the book of 2 Kings, chapter 5, when Naaman had lepra, the prophet Elisha instructed him to wash
seven times in the Jordan River (2 Kings 5:10):

MY T2 37 297 172 DpRTIRY YY) AT VaRD N7R VRN RN Moy
(2 Kings 5:10, BHS)
Elisha sent a messenger to him, saying, “Go, wash in the Jordan seven times, and your

flesh shall be restored and you shall be clean.’
(2 Kings 5:10, NRSV)

As aresult of following these instructions, Naaman was restored and cleansed of his lepra:
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(2 Kings 5:14, BHS)

So he went down and immersed himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word
of the man of God; his flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean.

(2 Kings 5:14, NRSV)

The Jordan River is technically a naturally flowing river suitable for purification purposes
according to Jewish law. Additionally, the river holds symbolic significance, being associated not
only with purification but also with healing. At the same time, serving as a natural border, the
Jordan River holds important cultural and historical significance. If we take into account that John
was a Jewish eschatological prophet, where symbolism traditionally played an important role, we
can better understand the significance of the river Jordan.

This river was symbolically perceived as a borderline between illness and recovery,
between the old and the new world; the new world that was accessible for pure people who went
through John’s baptism in the river Jordan. Crossan emphasizes the symbolic role of baptism as “a
popular repetition of ancient Israel’s coming out of the desert, crossing the Jordan, and entering
the Promised Land” (Crossan 2007:112). However, this repetition was not just a symbolic recalling
of events from the past. This recalling was connected with the context of anticipation of God’s
imminent intervention in the present, and baptism was a preparation for it. People confessed their
sins and were immersed in the river Jordan, receiving moral purification through the symbolic
physical washing (Crossan 2007:112). Crossan also points out the political significance of the
place. In the context of John’s message of God’s imminent apocalyptic intervention, which he
addressed to large crowds of people who gathered for baptism in this particular location, it could
be perceived by authorities as a political subversion (Crossan 1991:235). Using James Scott’s term,

behind the baptism as a symbolic act was a “hidden transcript.” This transcript represented a hope
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of Jews who were a subordinate group under Roman occupation, but they dreamed about another
reality, and baptism was a preparation for it. Scott argues that the inclusion of hidden transcripts
in ritual practices of subordinate groups is widely present in many societies, and they are not just
abstracts; they have had a powerful force that often has “provided the ideological basis of many
revolts” (Scott 1990:80).

The baptism of John was unique in many ways. Though the ritual originated from Jewish
ritual purifications, it was significantly transformed and became a practice with its own distinctive
characteristics. In contrast to traditional Jewish practices of purification, the person could not
perform this ritual alone but had to be baptized by another person (Barth 2002:31). John’s baptism
was not intended to be repeated; its goal was ritual and moral purification. The necessity of moral
purification in the eschatological context was obviously crucial, because it was a part of what was
necessary before God’s intervention. Oestreich emphasizes that, starting with John and continuing
with Jesus, baptism becomes an initiation rite that allows the baptized to escape the coming
judgment by entering into the eschatological people of God (Oestreich 2002:36). John’s baptism
was open to everybody; it was not closed to outsiders like the practices of the Qumran inhabitants,
but required repentance. The idea that John’s baptism was connected with repentance and
forgiveness of sins is present in all three Synoptic Gospels (Mark 1:4-5; Matt. 3:11; Luke 3:3):

gyévero Todvvng [0] Pantilov &v 1] EpNue Kai knpdocwv Pdnticuo petavoiag ig dpeotv
apopTIdV. Kol EEemopedeto mpog avtov aca 1 Tovdaia ydpa kai oi Tepocoivpiton Tavteg, Kai
éRantiCovro v’ avTod &v T@® Topddvr motapd EE0HOAOYOVLEVOL TAG ALOPTIOG QVTAV.

(Mark 1:4-5, NA28)

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem
were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.

(Mark 1:4-5, NRSV)
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‘Eyo pev dpoc Bartilm v Ddatt €ig petdvolay, 6 8¢ 0micm Hov EpYOUEVOGS ioyLPOTEPOG OV
goTtv, 00 OVK eipl ikavog o DrodfpoTa Paoctdoat adTdg VUG Pamticet &v mvedpoTt Gyim kol Topi-
(Matt. 3:11, NA28)

I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming
after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
(Matt. 3:11, NRSV)

NA0ev gic micav [tv] mepiympov 10D Topddvov knpvccmv Panticua petavoiog eig dpecty
apaptidv. (Luke 3:3, NA2S)

He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the

forgiveness of sins. (Luke 3:3, NRSV)

While the Gospel of John does not explicitly mention the forgiveness of sins through
baptism, it is important to consider John’s distinct theological perspective. The current consensus
in scholarship suggests that John’s Gospel is considered a later source compared to the Synoptic
Gospels, and John provides a unique viewpoint on the subject. Consider his description of John’s
baptism in John 1:26-31:

amekpiOn avtoic 6 Todvvne Aéyov: €ya Bortilom &v BoatL H€cOg LUV EoTNKEV OV VUEIC
ovk oidate, O Omico pov &pyduevoc, o ovk eiul [yd] dEog tva Moo adTod TOV indvta Tod
vmodnuortog. todta £v Bnlavia &yéveto mépav tod Topdavov, dmov v 6 Twdvvne Pomtilov. TH
gmavplov PAémel TOv Incodv Epydevov Tpog avtov kol Aéyer: 10 6 auvog tod Beod 6 aipwv v
auaptioy Tod KOGHOV. 0VTOG £6TIY DIEP 0V YO imov- Omicm Pov Epyeton viyp O¢ EUTPocdEy pov
yéyovev, 6T TpBTOG Lo fv. KAye ovk fdety adtdv, GAL’ tva pavepm0df 16 Topani S1d todto nAdov
&ym &v voatt Pantilov.

(John 1:26-31, NA2S)

John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know,
the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” This took place
in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.

The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God

who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks
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ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with
water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.”

(John 1:26-31, NRSV)

In the Gospel of John, John the Baptist is an important prophet who preaches and baptizes
people. However, his mission is not independent of his main goal, which is to prepare for Jesus’s
appearance, who has greater significance, and who will continue the job that John has started. The
Gospel’s text speaks for itself, and if we look at it, we see the obvious logic of the author that the
baptism of Jesus by John is the main purpose or the culmination of John’s mission. John identifies
Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), emphasizing Jesus’
role in forgiveness. This description is distinctive from the Synoptic Gospels, where repentance
and forgiveness of sins are inseparable from John’s baptism, regardless of Jesus.

In contrast to the Synoptics, John’s Gospel places greater emphasis on Jesus as the source
of forgiveness rather than on John’s baptism. In this context, we observe the incorporation of the
idea that repentance and complete baptism come through Jesus. The absence of this concept in the
synoptic Gospels shows that it is likely a later-developed theology rather than a real historical
memory. From a historical perspective, the Synoptic Gospels are considered more reliable due to
their earlier authorship and similar multiple attestation between them. However, this does not mean
that the Synoptic Gospels do not have their own theological perspective. Still, due to their earlier
origins and multiple attestation, Synoptic Gospels are more likely to contain earlier layers of
memory regarding John the Baptist and his ritual practice.

In the previous chapter, I examined the growing importance of ritual purification in
Judaism, which helps us understand the origins of baptism. However, a significant turning point

in the development of baptismal practice is the emergence of the baptism of John. His baptism was
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practiced within the context of his eschatological preaching, which provides a new understanding
of the practice of purification. It is not just a ritual purification; it is a new purification in
preparation for the expected new reality.

However, the Gospels do not provide many details about how exactly John officiated this
practice among ordinary Jews. The authors’ main concern is the baptism of Jesus, and they focus
their attention mostly on the theological meaning of this event rather than the ritual itself. Since
the very beginning, Gospel writers have tried not to show John’s possible superiority over Jesus,
but rather to elevate Jesus.

In the Gospel of Mark, we see that John makes a distinction between his baptism and the
baptism of Jesus: he is baptizing with water, and Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mark
1:8):

&ym épdmtica vuag Hoatt, avTog O¢ Pamticel DUAS £V TvELLATL Ayi®.

(Mark 1:8, NA28)

I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.
(Mark 1:8, NRSV)

If we abstain from implying Trinitarian interpretations and examine the text per se, we
must admit that the precise meaning of John’s reference to the Holy Spirit in this context remains
unclear. It is obvious that a subsequent theological interpretation tends to elevate Jesus’s baptism
in relation to John’s. The distinction between water as a material element and the Spirit, which has
nothing to do with the material world, suggests that with the advent of Jesus, a new era had
commenced, and Jesus opened a door for a new superior baptism. Nonetheless, it is difficult to say
what John really thought because in Matthew 11:2—3 we see that John and his disciples were not

sure about the role of Jesus as the Messiah:
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0 8¢ Twavvng dkodoog v Td deopmtnpim ta Epya Tod Xprotod mEpyag o1t TV pLadntdv
avTod EmEV 0OTH: GV &l O pYOUEVOG T} ETEPOV TPOGIOKDUEV;

(Matt. 11:2-3, NA28)

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and
said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

(Matt. 11:2-3, NRSV)

It is interesting that their uncertainty about Jesus as the Messiah arose practically at the end
of John’s ministry. It seems somewhat peculiar if we assume that John the Baptist was initially
confident in Jesus’ special role. Why did he later begin to doubt it? Was he really confident from
the very beginning? It is a serious historical question, but it is plausible that the passage from
Matthew represents some historical memory, while Mark provides a theological interpretation
rather than an accurate depiction of John’s thoughts on Jesus. It is evident that from early on,
Christian tradition shows the superiority of Jesus. However, from a historical-critical point of view,
it seems more likely that Jesus was actually a disciple of John, and the baptismal practice, which
later became crucial for the Christian tradition, represents the evolution and rethinking of John’s
previous practice.

Crossan suggests that the first serious rethinking likely happened after the execution of
John the Baptist. He calls two related movements by two different names — John's baptismal
movement and Jesus s movement of the kingdom of God. He suggests that John preached mostly
divine revenge while Jesus preached the divine justice of a nonviolent kingdom of God (Crossan
1998:287). Thus, when people were coming to receive the baptism of John, they mostly viewed it
through the perspective of the necessity to escape God’s revenge. Still, Jesus’ baptism offered
another vision; it was an act of nonviolent resistance to structural and individual evil (Crossan

1998:287).
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Unfortunately, the available sources do not describe John’s practice in detail, and he
undeservedly appears in the shadow of Jesus. However, the available information allows us to
outline the main contours of his practice.

Firstly, John was an eschatological prophet who called for repentance before God’s
imminent intervention in the world. His practice was a visual expression of repentance in the
context of the expectation of a new reality.

Secondly, his practice was conducted in the river Jordan, which met the requirements of
traditional Jewish ritual purification and included full immersion into the water. His baptism still
carries the symbolic Jewish significance of a purification ritual but began to be perceived in a new
eschatological context.

Thirdly, his baptism was unique in terms that it was a non-repeated act. While there is a
suggestion that John’s baptism could be repeated, the lack of clear evidence supporting this
assumption makes me doubt that it is a correct assumption. I think the traditional consensus
remains more persuasive, and it is more plausible that John’s baptism was unique and perceived
as a final preparation for the coming new reality.

I left aside a detailed biography of John the Baptist and the tragic end of his life, focusing
on his practice, which is crucial for my research. At the same time, his life and its ending, as well
as the life of Jesus, clearly demonstrate that it is impossible to look at their religious activity
without understanding the harsh political reality of that time. As Richard Horsley rightly points
out, a significant problem in past New Testament scholarship was the assumption that Jesus was
viewed solely as a religious figure, and scholars did not pay sufficient attention to the political
significance of Jesus. However, even the form of execution of Jesus was not intended for casual

troublemakers; it was used by the Romans specifically for people who were considered political
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agitators (Horsley 2014:26). This is the reason why at least two main leaders of baptismal
movements were executed.

John, who was not only a bright, charismatic preacher but also taught nonviolence, could
be seen by authorities as a source of unrest (McGrath 2024:109). Eschatological prophets who
preached justice in an unjust world always stood on the edge between politics and religion. Their
religious aspirations led them to expect a better world from God. In the case of John the Baptist,
people came to receive his baptism, believing it to be not only an act of personal spiritual change
but also a preparation for a global transformation of the world. This vision was what troubled
authorities, and understanding this context of baptism helps us better understand why John and
Jesus were put to death. Roman authorities believed that killing the leaders of these movements
could minimize the potential for a Jewish uprising. They were killed not only because of their
religious activities but also because such activities implied a political vision that troubled
authorities who wanted Jewish people to be loyal to Rome and accept the current status quo of
Roman domination. In this sense, baptism was seen not merely as a religious ritual but as a
religious—political action perceived by authorities as dangerous, and this is why the ending of John

and Jesus was the same.

3.7 Conclusion

This chapter showed the importance of knowing the Jewish context in order to understand
the origins of baptism. This context shows us the presence of water-based rituals in the Jewish
religion and the emergence of new movements within Judaism, which started to emphasize their
attention to such practices. These movements have some common characteristics that allow us to

designate them as Jewish baptismal movements. Their characteristics include specific attention to
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the water rituals, which tend to be substituted for Temple ritual practice. They also hold
eschatological views, and the emergence of Jewish baptismal movements is connected with an
apocalyptic mindset, which became popular among some Jewish groups in the intertestamental
period.

One of the most famous groups among such movements is the sect of the Essenes.
According to contemporary scholarly consensus, the Qumran community represents the Essenes
settlement. Evidence from their sectarian texts and material artifacts indicates a profound emphasis
on a diverse range of baptismal practices. These practices included daily rituals of purification,
with the highest level of observance, and initiation practices that included water immersion as an
important component of the initiation process.

The other important Jewish baptismal movement was the movement of John the Baptist,
who practiced his baptism for the repentance of sins in the context of the expectation of God’s
intervention into the world. On the one hand, his baptism was a continuation and rethinking of
previous purificatory rituals. On the other hand, his practice had its distinct features.

John’s baptism was a one-time ritual not intended to be repeated, and its significance was
inseparable from its eschatological meaning. The expectation of the coming end of the current
situation gave birth to the idea of the necessity of some kind of religious preparation for the new
coming reality. In such terms, John started to preach his baptism. The ritual itself was familiar to
Jewish people as a traditional form of purification. However, John’s baptism implied the idea of
repentance and forgiveness of sins, which can be traced through all the Synoptic Gospels. This
idea was unknown in the traditional Jewish understanding of purificatory rituals. We do not see
such an idea even in the late practice of the so-called proselyte baptism. Thus, John’s practice of

purification evolved under the influence of an eschatological perspective. In essence, John took
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the practice of purification that was known before and transformed it into a new way, putting it
into eschatological frameworks. In this way, his baptism did not look like an ordinary ritual, but
rather, the liminal ritual which represented a transitional stage between the current state and the
future expected state that would come after God’s intervention. This eschatological context is
crucial for our understanding of his baptism. John was an eschatological preacher who, within his
eschatological perspective, reshaped and transformed Jewish purification rituals. Jesus inherited
an existing tradition from John which underwent internal evolution and continued to develop over
time. The connection between Christian baptism, with its subsequent evolution, and its origins in
the practice of John the Baptist seems pretty clear.

In the following chapter, I will explore how and why baptism changed in the early Christian
communities. It is important to emphasize that baptismal practices not only were maintained but
also evolved within a variety of communities, including those labeled as heretical in some
Christian literature. For instance, groups such as the Elkesaites and Ebionites, mentioned in
Christian texts, were well known for their ritual bath practices (Thomas 2010:310).

In conclusion to the topic of Jewish baptismal movements, I would like to mention the
group that continues to represent an existing religion today, known as Mandaeism. The origins of
Mandaeism remain disputed. Some scholars argue that this movement could be considered an
offshoot of the John the Baptist movement. This assumption comes in part from the fact that the
Mandaeans revere John as a prophet and continue to practice the Masbuta, a repeated ritual of
purification. However, despite some parallels and the important role of John the Baptist in the
Mandaean tradition, scholars cannot prove this connection historically (Rudolph 1987:363; Barth
2002:30). Of course, it is impossible to be certain, but there are two important reasons to doubt the

direct connection of John the Baptist with Mandaeism.
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Firstly, while John the Baptist is highly revered in Mandaeism, he is not a central figure.
Secondly, the Mandean baptismal practice is a repeated rite, when John’s baptism appears to be
more of an initiatory practice (Marcus 2018:19). However, it is possible that Mandaeism emerged
as an offshoot of one of the previous Jewish baptismal movements, which underwent their own
evolution and eventually became a distinct religious tradition, existing independently from
Christianity and Judaism even today.

In this chapter, I wanted to illustrate how purification practices evolved over time under
socio-political circumstances. In many respects, the particular circumstances shaped John’s
baptism, which became a practice of purification with new eschatological significance. This
context was known and inherited by early Christian communities. Understanding this context
enables us to trace the evolution of baptism from its origins to its subsequent development within
Christian communities as a gradual process of evolution of ritual and the meaning that was attached

to it.
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Chapter 4

The Diversity of Views on Baptism in the New Testament

4.1 Introduction

In previous chapters, I explored the origins of baptism, looking at the traditional Jewish
purity rituals and the emergence of Jewish baptismal movements. In this chapter, I would like to
show how baptism was practiced and understood by early Christians. Having its roots in the Jewish
practice of purification and influenced by eschatological views of Jewish baptismal movements,
the early Christian approach to baptism very early became Christocentric. Christ was put at the
center of baptism, and it was something that made Christian baptism distinct from other similar
practices. However, it does not mean that the approach to baptism in different Christian
communities was exactly the same. Giving tribute to James Dunn’s approach that early Christians
were united and diverse at the same time, it is important to stress that diversity could cover not
only ritual practice but also understanding of the role of Christ. James Dunn sees a pattern of unity
among early Christian communities through the exaltation of Jesus, but the communities differ in
their emphasis. For example, Palestinian Jewish Christians stressed that “Jesus is the Messiah,”
Hellenistic Jewish Christians stressed that “Jesus is the Son of God,” and Gentile Christians
stressed that “Jesus is Lord.” These formulas represent the earliest faith, and their short form and
variations left a place for different interpretations (Dunn 1990:58-59).

Thus, the diversity in early Christian communities in the 1st century CE was a given norm.
It also had a growing diversity due to the fact that Christian communities consisted of people who
came from different religious backgrounds. It is not surprising that Jewish Christian groups and
those who were converted from paganism had different cultural heritages, which affected their

views. The culturally diverse people looked at the same acts from different perspectives, and those
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perspectives shaped their understanding of ritual practices. The earliest followers of Jesus were
Jews, and they looked at baptism from a Jewish point of view. Baptism was carried out by Jesus’s
disciples, who were aware of Jewish purification practices and the existence of Jewish baptismal
movements. Because the origins of the baptismal ritual were genetically connected with the
practice of John the Baptist, the early Christians looked at their baptism as a continuation of the
previous tradition.

However, during the 1st century, Christians gradually separated from Judaism, and we
observe trends toward the formation of distinctive Christian rituals with specific theology, which,
at the time, tended to be more united. The formation of early Christian theology is an inseparable
process from the formation of Christian identity, which becomes distinctive from previous Jewish
identity. Thus, this process of formation of a new identity in many ways shaped early Christian
communities, their understanding of ritual practices, and their theological meaning. It did not
happen suddenly, and the formation of Christian baptism did not stop in the 1st century CE; it was
an ongoing process that lasted for a long period of time. However, the purpose of this study is to
look at the evolution of baptism in the 1st century. This period is crucial in terms of understanding
how Christian baptism was initially formed and developed. The only challenge for the task of this
research is the limitation of textual sources.

The earliest texts that can provide us with any reliable information on baptism exist in the
New Testament. Fortunately for us, the New Testament consists of different testimonies on baptism
and different points of view on it. Regarding this research topic, it is crucial to understand that
Christian baptismal practices were not fixed at the time when New Testament texts were written.
If we imagine that we had the chance to visit the first century CE, we would likely observe different

types of baptismal ritual in different communities, and different understandings of the meaning of
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baptism. Thus, early Christian baptism was not a united ritual; there were different approaches to
baptism that were practiced in different communities, but at that time, baptism was in the process
of formation towards subsequent unification.

Therefore, baptism in the 1st century was widely diverse. This might seem odd today, when
Christian baptism looks like a largely unified practice. Distinctions between denominations
certainly remain, and the current diversity is real. At the same time, the essentials are broadly
shared, which was not necessarily the case during the first decades among different Christian
communities, when diversity in views on the ritual and its performance was much greater, even in
comparison with the diversity that we know today in modern churches.

It is no wonder, but rather evident, that any ritual can be changed over the years due to
different causes; it is commonly dependent on the evolution of theological thought and practical
reasons. I do not think that one would argue that modern baptismal practices are identical to
practices of early Christian communities. At the same time, I do not think that most modern
Christians are aware of how baptism looked and was understood in the 1st century CE.

Since Walter Bauer’s significant research, we know that early Christianity should not be
judged in terms of our time, and we should not look back from our biased perspective, which is a
product of developed tradition (Bauer 1971:XII). Bauer, in his book, showed quite well that terms
such as orthodoxy and heresy were not relevant for the early period of Christianity. The obvious
question 1is, if there was no normative Christianity, can we say anything with certainty about
normative baptism in the 1st century? This is the main question I want to address in this chapter.
What can we say about baptism at that time? If distinctive rituals existed, how did they differ, and

what did they have in common? Was there any tendency to unify the ritual in the first century? If
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so, on what basis? These questions could be answered from a historical perspective. However, the
evolution of Christian baptism in the 1st century is still a challenging scholarly issue.

On the one hand, it is easier to look at the evolution of baptism through a long-term
perspective when we get a chance to compare many sources. Still, when it comes to the 1st century
CE, we have to deal with the limited sources available in the New Testament. The later sources,
such as the writings of Ignatius of Antioch, Clement, Tertullian, and Justin Martyr, are important
because they show how baptism developed over time, but they do not work for our task, which is
the formation of baptism in early Christian communities.

The main problem is that for the first century, we have quite limited sources. Still, our
common knowledge of the history of the region can be helpful, but when it comes to texts, we
should admit that in order to understand the evolution of Christian baptism in the 1st century, we
should rely on different texts from the New Testament as main sources. New Testament texts are
not bad sources per se, but they are problematic for different reasons.

First of all, they cannot be considered as representations of the sheer history, but they reflect
constructed views (mythmaking) of particular communities, which involved dependence on earlier
meaningful texts (intertextuality) and the social contexts from which these texts emerged
(Cameron 1996:39). One may suggest that if we recognize that the New Testament is a collection
of different views, it is likely that among them could be found the original one. It is possible, but
if we want to be totally honest, we should not be afraid to state that we cannot be sure even about
that. All New Testament texts are products of later development and perceiving them simply as a
representation of original Christian views would be very uncritical and undermine the principle of
historical neutrality. Using the historical-critical approach in this work, I would like to stress that

Early Christian Studies and New Testament Studies are overlapping disciplines, but they are
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distinct. Van den Heever emphasizes that Early Christian Studies, as a discipline, has more research
tools than a much narrower field, such as New Testament Studies (van den Heever 2020:1-3). The
New Testament is an important source for historians, but in addition to it, a historian is able to use
other tools, including interaction with other relevant fields and subfields. It provides an opportunity
to examine the text through a broader perspective, which makes it possible to establish a more
probable understanding of the situation that occurred many years ago. The critical approach does
not exclude the fact that the New Testament is an important source. Still, I would like to stress that
even if we had the possibility of obtaining all original copies of New Testament texts, they still
could not be perceived as a clear representation of historical facts, but rather as a representation of
the views of the particular people who wrote these texts.

Secondly, the earliest New Testament texts are the epistles of Paul, who was not a direct
follower of Jesus, and he created his specific theology, which focused on Gentile converts. His
vision does not reflect the variety of other views that existed even in Paul’s time among more
conservative Jewish Christians.

Thirdly, the other sources, which in some places seem probably as a reflection of the early
views, were still written later than Paul’s epistles, and it is important to be cautious, because they
could include later theological development rather than the representation of the original view. At
the same time, the contemporary critical study of the New Testament texts developed critical tools
that allow a critical examination of later written texts in order to extract the original view and
establish historical facts with a high level of probability. That is what critical study does with
relative success in a quest for a Historical Jesus or in the study of early Christianity. My goal is

more modest; I want to show the formation and development of baptism in the 1st century, and,
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acknowledging all limitations, it is possible to establish a relatively close picture of baptism and
its development during this time.

The first century is the period of the formation of baptism as a practical ritual, and it is also
the formation of its theological understanding. The Christian meaning of baptism constantly
evolved; I am arguing that this evolution did not start in the 1st century but was a continuation of
along process; it was the evolution from repeated purity rituals intended for ritual cleansing toward
baptismal movements and, finally, the formation of baptism in the early Christian tradition. James
Dunn argues that Christian baptism comes out of the ritual act performed by John the Baptist, and
his practice can be understood as an adaptation of Jewish ritual washings (Dunn 1990:152). This
evolution and reinterpretation of water-based rituals was an ongoing process within Judaism during
this long period of time, and it was then reinterpreted again by Christian tradition (Marcus
2018:113). However, the final interpretation of the meaning of baptism is not what happened right
away after Jesus. The performance of baptism in the earliest Christian communities carried the
eschatological meaning, which was initially inherited from John’s baptism (Dunn 1990:171). The
moving of Christianity towards the Hellenistic audience diminished eschatological emphasis and
increased the emphasis on union with Christ in his death and resurrection (Dunn 1990:172). It is
no wonder that in early Christian communities, the previous religious background of their
members played an important role in affecting formation rituals and understanding of their
meanings.

The purpose of this research is to look at baptism from an evolutionary perspective as a
ritual that was developed over time. However, as I showed above, understanding this development
through a strict timeline perspective might be challenging because the same time period can give

us different perspectives on baptism depending on which communities the texts were created. So,
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if we have a particular textual testimony about baptism, it is also important to know to whom this
testimony was addressed and in which community it was written. Such knowledge allows us to
understand that baptism could vary; its understanding or emphasis on the meaning highly depends
on factors such as the previous background of a particular Christian community.

The good thing is that the historical perspective allows us to look at texts about baptism as
products that were written in different communities and represent different approaches. Our
contemporary knowledge makes it possible to unveil the variety of views on baptism in the 1st
century and look at how this variety was evolving towards the unification of the ritual. For this
reason, in this chapter, I examine our sources, which are the baptism descriptions in the texts of
the New Testament, as products of particular communities. Their content depends on the
background of the communities where they were created, and it affects the views on baptism,
which these texts represent. I prefer to look at these texts as cultural artifacts that are helpful
sources in addition to general knowledge of the historical and religious situations that took place
at the time when these texts were produced.

Acknowledging that even texts that were produced at the same period of time can have
different views on the problem, I still prefer to look at texts in the time sequence order. In this way,
we are able to see that despite the variety of initial approaches, the ritual was gradually moving
toward unification. Thanks to the contemporary research in the field of the New Testament, we are
able to look at texts from historical and time sequence perspectives. By this logic, it will be correct
to put the texts of the Apostle Paul first and then present other texts by using the right time sequence
perspective. However, I decided to put the Gospels first, despite their later origins. They describe
the events that happened during the life of Jesus, which could be considered as an introduction to

the following study of baptism in early Christian communities. At the same time, the Gospels
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themselves are the reflections of the views of the communities that created them. However, the
critical approach could help us to extract the historical memory presented in the Gospels from the
author’s interpretations.

The research on baptism is quite a narrow topic; it does not require a deep exegetical study
of the texts. I am using texts only as testimonies on baptism, which are helpful for our historical
understanding of the origins and the development of baptism. After the Gospels, I am moving to
the genuine texts of the Apostle Paul on baptism and then to other sources.

At the outset, I would like to say that I realize that the scholarly consensus in regard to the
sequence of the texts is not a universal truth. The consensus represents the common agreement
between the majority of scholars, but they could have slightly different opinions regarding some
books. Some contemporary scholars, such as Nina Livesey, challenge the traditional scholarly
consensus concerning the authenticity of the Pauline letters and, consequently, their traditional
dating (Livesey 2024). I do not intend to change the consensus or to enter the existing debates.
This is why, in this research, I am mostly relying on Marcus Borg’s work Evolution of the Word.
The New Testament in the Order the Books Were Written (Borg 2013). This is not the only work I
have consulted, and I will also reference others. However, for the sake of consistency, I find Borg’s
book particularly useful. This book represents the scholarly approach to the time sequence of the
New Testament texts and the main achievements of contemporary scholarship in this regard.
Applying a historical-critical perspective to the study of the origins and evolution of baptism is
crucial because it is the way to understand the formation of baptism and the causes that affected

that process.
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4.2 Baptism in the Gospels

Despite scholarly agreement that the Gospels were written much later than some of the
epistles, they describe the earliest events and may contain important layers of real historical
memory embedded in the author’s narrative. The value of the Gospels is important in terms of
providing historical information on the initial baptism of John and reflecting later understanding
among the early Christian community.

According to the scholarly consensus, the first Gospel to be written is Mark’s Gospel. This
Gospel is an important testimony of the early Christian community, dating to the time of the Jewish
War, likely around 70 CE, after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (Marcus 2000:38). The
events that happened during this period made an impact on the author’s understanding of the story.
He likely used the earliest available sources in written or maybe oral form and integrated them into
his complete narrative.

The Gospel of Mark also clearly shows the author’s knowledge of Hellenistic culture. At
the same time, the text itself was written in quite poor Greek, which includes Latin and Semitic
interference, which points out that this language was not native and likely was obtained as a result
of the cultural colonization of Palestine (Myers 1988:95). It seems likely that the tragic events of
the destruction of the city of Jerusalem and the Temple drove the author to write the comprehensive
story of Jesus. However, he frames this story as unfinished, and the story will be complete with
the second coming of Jesus. Such a vision of the future was especially emphasized in chapter
thirteen. Mark is unique in terms of looking at the second coming of Jesus, as previous Jewish
eschatologists looked at the imminent intervention of God into the world and the end of the current
age of injustice. As Marcus Borg puts it, “The Gospel of Mark is marked by imminent eschatology”

(Borg 2013:155). Thus, if we look at the Gospel of Mark and Mark’s expectation of the second
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coming of Jesus, we can see the same idea that we know from traditional Jewish eschatology about
divine intervention into the world, but in the case of Mark, this idea becomes Christocentric, Jesus
will come again into the world in order to fix it in the more appropriate direction.

Regarding our topic in the Gospel of Mark, we encounter the importance of the baptismal
mission of John and the baptism of Jesus by John (Mark 1:4—11). Unlike the leaders of other
baptismal movements, John did not establish a closed community like the one at Qumran; he
preached the necessity of baptism for everyone, and his mission was quite successful; people were
coming to him from different places to accept his baptism. Unfortunately, Mark did not provide
many details about how the ritual itself was conducted. However, we can be certain that he was
performing it in the Jordan River, and it included repentance and forgiveness of sins (see Mark
1:4-5 and my previous discussion in section 3.6).

The text of Mark 1:4-5 provides the most important information about John, who appeared
in the wilderness and preached the baptism of repentance. It also describes people who came to
John, confessed their sins, and were baptized. We do not know exactly how this confession of sins
happened; it is possible that it was some sort of public confession, but likely not in a standardized
form, but rather close to a spontaneous charismatic confession of sins, which were believed to be
removed through water baptism. This emphasis on the baptism of repentance is important because
historically, the connection between ritual impurity and moral impurity was not common in
Judaism. However, such a connection is noticeably present in Jewish eschatological movements,
and John, as an eschatological prophet, believed that baptism is necessary for repentance of sins
in the face of the coming new reality. Despite the Gospel’s image of a desert recluse, John was not
seen as an outsider of Jewish society; many people recognized the importance of his mission, and

even Jewish elites were afraid to question his authority due to his popularity (Mark 11:30-33).
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The important passage concerning baptism is found in Mark 10:38, where_Jesus speaks of
a baptism of suffering:

0 8¢ Incodc eimev adToic: ovKk oidate Ti aiteice. Hvache meiv 1O moTHPIOV O £Y0d Tve H
10 Banticpo O £yo Partilopan

(Mark 10:38, NA28)

But Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the
cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”

(Mark 10:38, NRSV)

The common explanation for this passage is that baptism, in this case, is the figurative
description of the immersion in troubles, and the mention of the cup is a common expression of
undeserved suffering and even martyrdom (Marcus 2009:747). Unfortunately, many commentators
gloss over this passage concerning baptism, but I suggest that this passage is a direct reflection of
the early Christian community’s views on the meaning of baptism. Baptism is not only a ritual of
forgiveness; it is a life-changing experience that can lead to martyrdom, and the acceptance of
baptism includes readiness for possible martyrdom. This theme is more explicit in Paul’s letters,
which I will discuss in detail below, but I suggest that both this passage and Mark 10:39 reflect the
experience of the early Christian community. They reflect that baptism is not just a religious ritual,
but a crucial life-changing act that represents readiness for possible martyrdom. It is not surprising
because, from the very beginning, we see that John was killed, Jesus was killed, and many of the
apostles were killed. If we take into account that the Gospel of Mark was likely written during the
Jewish War, it is understandable that reflection on the meaning of baptism from early on started to
include the real possibility of suffering and even death.

The other place in the Gospel of Mark that highlights the importance of baptism is the last

chapter (Mark 16:16):
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0 motevoag kol fonticdeic cwbnoetal, 0 8¢ AmoToag KatakplOnoeTat.

(Mark 16:16, NA28)

The one who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one who does not believe will
be condemned.

(Mark 16:16, NRSV)

On the one hand, these final words are important for this study because they point out
Jesus’s direction to baptize people and confirm the importance of baptism. On the other hand, this
passage is problematic. It is part of the so-called Longer Ending of Mark that includes the last 12
verses of Mark’s Gospel (16:9-20) but lacks support in the earliest manuscripts (Metzger and
Ehrman 2005:322). However, there is still no agreement on the origins of this passage; it could
exist as a parallel text that was included in Mark’s corpus later, there is a possibility that it was
presented in oral tradition before it was fixed as a text, or it could be a later reflection of the
Christian community of the events of the past. There are many different possibilities, but there is
no clear answer. Marcus believes that this question will probably never be certain (Marcus
2009:1092). I suggest that clear emphasis on the importance of baptism in the context of salvation,
which is clearly stated in Mark 16:16, is a result of a developed understanding of the crucial role
of baptism in a Christian community of the 2nd century, so the text has its importance regardless
of the exact date, but it should be understood as the representation of views on the importance of
baptism in the Christian community of the 2nd century rather than an original view. This text is
much more similar to the Apocalypse of John, with two possibilities of salvation and
condemnation. Such theological dualism was not a Christian innovation. The idea itself is quite
common in Jewish apocalyptic literature, but the connection of this idea with baptism, where some

people will be saved through baptism, and some will be condemned, seemed likely as a later
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development of the Christian community of the 2nd century rather than an original understanding
of baptism in the 1st century.

Matthew’s Gospel confirms many ideas that are already present in Mark, but this Gospel
is unique in the sense that it is the most Jewish Gospel. There is a paradox here: the most Jewish
Gospel can also be called the most anti-Jewish. The Gospel includes an interpretation of the
destruction of Jerusalem, which points out that it was written after 70 CE. Conservative dating
prior to 70 CE relies on the possibility that Matthew reflects Jesus’s predictive prophecy
(Kostenberger et al. 2009:186). However, such dating is a matter of theological interpretation that
lies beyond the historical-critical approach, and it is the reason why I do not use this possibility as
a default option, but I refer to it as part of a possible discussion.

This Gospel has a lot of parallels with the Gospel of Mark, and there is no doubt that
Matthew used the Gospel of Mark as one of his major sources by creating his own version of the
Gospel, which was likely written in the 80s or early 90s (Borg 2013:213). The structure of the
Gospel and many Jewish sentiments and cultural allusions to Jewish culture pointed out that this
Gospel was likely a product of the Jewish Christian community. The Gospel is divided into five
sections following the example of the Pentateuch, and Jesus is portrayed as the new Moses who is
superior to the original Moses (Gale 2011:2). The reasonable question is, why does this Gospel
also include many passages that are quite hostile toward the Jews? The most probable answer is
that this Gospel was written at a time of growing conflict between Christian Jews and non-
Christian Jews (Borg 2013:217). Before this time, Christians did not tend to separate themselves
from Judaism, but the tension between Jewish followers of Jesus and other Jewish groups that did

not accept Jesus created a tense atmosphere, and the Gospel of Matthew reflects this process.
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In contrast to the earliest New Testament texts, Matthew emphasizes Jesus’ negative
attitude toward synagogues and the negative role of Jewish leaders, which additionally supports
the claim that this Gospel was written no earlier than the 80s (Carter 2001:37). For the Jewish
Christian community, it was the time of searching for a new identity, but it was not an easy time.

The growing conflict between Jews who did not accept Jesus, together with the ongoing
negative attitude against Rome, and the reflection on events of the past, represent the background
behind the text, the text which was created as a reflection of these struggles of the Jewish Christian
community. The Gospel of Matthew likely tells us much less about the original historical events
during the time of Jesus and more about the situation in the early Christian community when this
text was written. At that time, we see the development of an eschatological view and the presence
of a dualistic scheme of the true Kingdom of the Son of Man and the Roman Empire, which
connects with Satan (Sim 2005:93). Such eschatological reflections were known among Jewish
eschatological movements before, and they are also clearly present and developed in the Gospel
of Matthew.

Matthew’s community, in some sense, was trapped because they had an unquestionable
negative attitude towards Rome, but they also had a negative attitude towards other Jews who did
not accept Jesus as the Messiah. This separation affected their identity and the necessity to show
boundaries in their ritual system. This is probably the reason why attention to baptism and the
Eucharist became crucial for the Matthean community (Stanton 1992:383). The Gospel does not
provide a detailed explanation of baptism, but it clearly situates the performance of baptism at the
Jordan River and connects it with the confession of sins (Matthew 3:6):

kai Efantilovto &v @ Topddvn motapud VI’ aToD EE0UOA0YOVUEVOL TAG AUOPTIOG ODTMV.

(Matthew 3:6, NA28)
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And they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.
(Matthew 3:6, NRSV)

Thus, baptism through immersion into water and forgiveness of sins were inseparable parts
of John’s ritual. John stresses that he was baptized for repentance, while Jesus’ baptism would be
with the Holy Spirit and fire.

‘Eyo pev dpoc Bartilm v Ddatt €ig petdvolay, 0 8¢ Omicm Lov £pYOUEVOGS ioyLPOTEPOS OV
goTtv, 00 0VK el ikavog Td Hrodnpate faotdoar: antdc VUG Banticet &v mvedpatt dyim kai Topi-

(Matthew 3:11, NA28)

I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming
after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
(Matthew 3:11, NRSV)

The Gospel’s writer intends to show the succession of baptism through John. At the same
time, the author is telling us that Jesus’s baptism will be superior to John’s because Jesus is going
to baptize not just with water but also with the Holy Spirit and fire.

There were different attempts to interpret the meaning of the words of John the Baptist, but
most likely, the meaning of Spirit and Fire should be understood in the eschatological context. If
John performs his baptism as a preparation ritual, the coming of Jesus refers to the coming of a
new eschatological reality, and baptism of Spirit and Fire means the new purgative baptism and
messianic judgment, which will burn all impurity (Dunn 1970:11, 13).

John’s baptism was initially understood in the eschatological context, but this context
intensified with the appearance of Jesus. For Matthew, the importance of the Second Coming of
the Messiah is crucial; it is especially expressed in chapter 24. The early Christian community still
anticipated this final messianic judgment, and baptism was connected to repentance, forgiveness
of sins, and acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah. At the same time, baptism was the way to prepare

for the final eschatological judgment, which was still expected in this community.
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The problem with the Gospel of Matthew in regard to our topic is that it does not consist
of much information on baptism and how it was practiced among Jesus’s disciples. It is possible
to speculate that calling the disciples in Matthew 4:19 in order to make them fishermen for people
could be an allusion to baptism, but we cannot say it with certainty. The really important part in
the Gospel of Matthew regarding baptism is the end of the Gospel, the text which is part of the so-
called Great Commission (Matthew 28:16—-20), which consists of an important passage regarding
baptism:

nopevdévteg obv padntevcate Tavta to E0vn, Pantilovteg avtovg £ic 1O dvopa Tod TaTpdg
Kai Tod viod Kol Tod dyiov TVELUATOG,

(Matthew 28:19, NA28)

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit

(Matthew 28:19, NRSV)

This passage was historically used not only as an important testimony regarding baptism
but also as evidence of the existence of the idea of the Trinity in the early church. The major
problem with this passage is that, according to many scholars, this text and the whole Great
Commission are likely to have been interpolated later. If we set aside the theory that this passage
was inserted later and it was part of the genuine part of the Gospel of Matthew, the Trinitarian form
of the baptismal words still suggests that it is a result of a developed theology (Barth 2002:11).
Everett Ferguson states that even if we assume this is a later interpolation, it is likely that this text
relied on early independent tradition (Ferguson 2009:133).

Despite the different scholarly approaches to Matthew 28:19, it is important to admit that
since the beginning of the spreading of Jesus’s teaching, baptism became a symbol of acceptance
of Jesus as the Lord. Started with the eschatological baptism of John, very soon baptism became a
Christocentric ritual, and the tradition which we see in Matthew 28:19 reflects the early Christian

message as the crucial role of baptism, which makes a person a disciple of Jesus through an
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unbroken succession through Jesus and his disciples to each new believer who accepts Jesus
through this ritual (Ferguson 2009:138). It is impossible to be certain if the triune formula was an
original expression of the faith of the early Christian community. Still, it is likely that very early,
the baptismal formula became Christocentric, reflecting a new identity of believers through Jesus.

Luke’s Gospel provides some information about baptism, but the question remains whether
this information is reliable. According to contemporary scholarly consensus, the Gospel of Luke
and the Acts of the Apostles, commonly known as Luke-Acts, were written by the same author and
dated to the late 80s or 90s (Borg 2013:424). Richard Pervo has proposed a later dating to the 2nd
century CE (Pervo 2006); however, his view has not been widely accepted. At the same time, it is
clear that the Gospel of Luke represents later reflections on the events by the early Christian
community rather than an eyewitness account of the historical events. The analysis of Luke-Acts
shows that the author had a sense of separation between Judaism and Christianity, and he tried to
formulate his own separate history through a clear perspective of the Christian community. This
view affected the full understanding and description of the events from the past, and it is what
makes his approach unique in many ways.

In the previous chapter, I partly discussed Luke’s description of the baptism of John. In
Luke 3:3-22 John the Baptist was described as a preacher of baptism for repentance (Luke 3:3).
He offered inclusive baptism, which was open to all people, including tax collectors who came to
him in order to be baptized (Luke 3:3). In Luke, John the Baptist recognized the superiority of
Jesus who will baptize with Holy Spirit and fire (Luke 3:16):

anekpivoto Aéyov miow O Todvvng: &yd pev Voatt Pomtilo Vudg Epyetor o0& O
ioyVpOTEPOS 1oV, 0L ovK sipl tkavog ADoat TOV wdvTa OV VTOdNUATOV odToD: aTOC VUGS
Barticetl év mvevpatt ayio Koi Topi-

(Luke 3:16, NA28)
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John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but one who is more
powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you
with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

(Luke 3:16, NRSV)

Despite Luke’s desire to show Jesus’ superiority, John was likely the actual teacher of Jesus,
and Jesus inherited baptismal practice from John. The passage from Luke 7:28, in which Jesus
elevates John, is likely the remaining historical memory of John and his personal influence on
Jesus:

Ay vuiv, peillomv év yevwnroig yovoik®v Todvvov obdeic éotiv: 0 08 pkpdtepog v Ti
Baocireig Tod Beod peilov avtod £oTiv.

(Luke 7:28, NA28)

I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John; yet the least in the
kingdom of God is greater than he.

(Luke 7:28, NRSV)

However, in Luke’s Gospel, we do not find any testimony that Jesus personally conducted
any form of baptism. I suppose that when Jesus called his disciples in Luke 5:10, it could be an
allusion to baptism, as in Matthew 4:19, but in both cases, there is no direct mention of'it. In Luke’s
Gospel, Jesus also talks about his baptism as a future event (Luke 12:50):

Banticpa 6¢ &y Panticfval, kol Tdg cuveEyopat Emg OTov TeEAEGOT.

(Luke 12:50, NA28)

I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress [ am under until it is completed!

(Luke 12:50, NRSV)

In this text, baptism means the future disturbing event. In the New Living Translation, this
part reads as baptism of suffering. The baptism here represents not a ritual but a metaphorical
allusion to the future suffering of Jesus. This connection between baptism and suffering is not
accidental but likely represents an experience of an early Christian community where baptism was

connected with possible suffering ahead. It seems to me that this text is the additional testimony
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that at the end of the 1st century, Christians clearly started to associate their acceptance of Jesus
and baptism as a dangerous act that could lead them to martyrdom,; this readiness for martyrdom
became an important part of early Christian identity and baptism as a ritual and understanding of
the meaning of it became very much related with such possibility.

The Gospel of John was traditionally considered the latest Gospel, dated around the 90s,
with the possible presence of earlier and later layers (Borg 2013:304). There is a possibility that
this Gospel is not the latest if we accept the later dating of Luke, which is theoretically possible,
but that theory still does not represent the consensus among the majority of scholars.

The Gospel of John is highly distinctive in comparison to the Synoptic Gospels; there are
many allegories, and this Gospel provides a theological perspective on the events rather than a real
historical memory. The Gospel was written in a community of Christian Jews who experienced
rejection from non-Christian Jews (Borg 2013:308). Such historical background explains the
presence of hostile language against Jewish authorities.

Scholars of the 19th and early 20th centuries often claimed that this Gospel was highly
Hellenistic due to its highly philosophical terminology, which, compared to the Synoptic Gospels,
is very distinct. It is true, but it is important to understand that the presence of Hellenistic thought
does not indicate that the Gospel was created by a non-Jew. The Gospel consists of detailed
knowledge of Jewish tradition, rituals, and Jewish symbolic language. The presence of Hellenistic
elements should not surprise us because Jewish society at that time was highly influenced by
Hellenistic thought, and Jewish eschatological groups were influenced by Hellenistic thought even
more than the majority of ordinary believers.

The Johannine community inherited the Jewish apocalyptic eschatology, and even the

usage of terminology in the Gospel of John points to this, including direct borrowings (Vermes
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2013:121). It is likely that the community where this Gospel was created had a genetic connection
with Jewish eschatological movements, which continued their existence in parallel after Jesus’s
life, and their ideas very much shaped their understanding of Jesus and his mission.

The distinctiveness of this Gospel looks appealing to readers, but for the task of this
research, it is important to get a sense of what exactly this Gospel can tell us about baptism. Are
there any historically reliable facts that can help us better understand the origins of baptism? And
if not, maybe we can at least understand the approach to the baptism of this particular community
at the end of the 1st century. There are only a few places where baptism was mentioned directly.
Firstly, in the description of John’s mission and Jesus’s baptism (1:19-34); secondly, in the
description of baptizing people by John and Jesus (3:22-26); and then in chapter 4 (4:1-2), which
states that Jesus’s disciples baptized more people than John. To say the obvious, these few mentions
of baptism give us little information about baptism as a ritual. In the previous chapter, I also
discussed the problem of John’s baptism and the possible competition between John and Jesus,
and I would like to focus now on a different question: is it possible to obtain at least some
information about baptism or an understanding of it in the Johannine community? I do think so;
since the Gospel is highly symbolic, it is possible to look at many events in this Gospel as allusions
to baptism, even in passages where baptism is not mentioned directly. For example, the story about
the wedding at Cana (2:1-12) describes the transformation of water into wine, which happens
inside six water jars that were used for Jewish rites of purification (2:6):

noov 82 éxel MOwvar vdpion £ kord TOV kabapiopodv tdv Tovdainv keipevar, xopodoat v
peTpnTog 000 N TPEis.

(John 2:6, NA28)

Now standing there were six stone water jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each
holding twenty or thirty gallons.

(John 2:6, NRSV)

144



It seems to me that the mention of jars for Jewish purification is not a coincidence but
rather an intentional allusion: the old jars for traditional Jewish rites, which were filled with
ordinary water, became vessels for the new wine, which symbolically means the joy that Jesus
brought to people. The new joy comes through new purification, which is baptism, and as a
continuation of this idea, we see in the next chapter the famous discussion between Jesus and
Nicodemus, where Jesus is talking about the necessity of being born of water and the Spirit:

amekpion ‘Incodg: auny auny ALy cot, £av un Tig yevvnof €€ Hoatog Kol TVELLLATOC, OV

dvvaron eloedBeiv gig TV Paciieiav Tod Bgod.
(John 3:5, NA2S)

Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being
born of water and Spirit.”

(John 3:5, NRSV)

The scholarly consensus looks at this text as a reference to baptism; however, due to a lack
of direct pointing to baptism, there are scholars who have different opinions on that passage
(Ferguson 2009:143). The allusion to baptism in the conversation with Nicodemus is unlikely to
rely on the real historical event; the author of the Gospel put words in the mouth of Jesus that were
important for an early Christian community at the end of the first century, and these words likely
became a reflection of the crucial importance of baptism by that time.

The text where Jesus promises Living water is likely an allusion to baptism:

‘Ev 8¢ 11j éoydtn nuépa i neyddn thg €optiig siotketl 6 Incodg kai Ekpalev Aéywv: €hv
T1g Swyd £pyécdm mPodg ne Kol mvETe. O ToTEVMV €ig g, KaddC elnev 1| Ypoen, Totapol &K THG
KolMag avtod pevcovety Bdatog (Hvtoc. TodTo 8¢ einev mepi oD Tvedpatog & Epedlov Aapfévety
01 TETEVGOVTEG Ei¢ OTOV: 0D YAp NV Tvedp, &TL Tncodg 0vdénm 50660,

(John 7:37-39, NA28)
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On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out,
“Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture
has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.”” Now he said this about the
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was
not yet glorified.

(John 7:37-39, NRSV)

It is more difficult to say if other similar places could be allusions to baptism in the Gospel
of John. Such as the Healing of a Lame Man in the Pool of Bethesda (5:1-9), the Healing of the
Blind Man (9:1-7), or the conversation with the Samaritan Woman (4:4—15), especially verses 13—
14:

dmekpidn Incodc kai eimev onthi- mog 6 mivav £k tod Bdatog TovToL dryhcel Ay dg &
av min &k 10D Hdarog o £yd Do avTd, ov T Styhoet gic TOV aidva, GALL TO BSwp O SHom aTd
yeviioeTat &V anT® YT ¥o0T0g AAAOUEVOD €1g Lonv aidviov.

(John 4:13-14, NA28)

Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who
drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become
in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

(John 4:13-14, NRSV)

This text and others that I mentioned above were likely perceived in the Christian
community at the end of the 1st century as allusions to baptism. The Gospel of John is beautiful in
its metaphors, but the other side of that is that this Gospel likely does not provide us with much
historically reliable information. However, we can see a variety of symbolic allusions to baptism,
which suggest that, at the end of the 1st century, baptism played a crucial role in the Christian

community and was rethought in a new way. Baptism became more Christocentric, and the “living
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water” started to be understood not as flowing water for purification but as living water because
of the living Christ who was put at the center of new Christian baptism.

Summing up the role of the Gospels in the understanding of baptism, I would like to stress
that the Gospels provide us with some information on baptism, which is mostly related to the
activity of John the Baptist and Jesus’s disciples, who also baptized people. We can relatively
closely depict the baptism of John in the Jordan River, even if we do not have much detail on how
the ritual itself proceeded. However, most likely, John’s baptism had been performed in the same
pattern as traditional Jewish rituals of purification. Despite the fact that the Gospels do not provide
us with information on baptism in the early Christian community, we are able to see how early
Christians saw the meaning of baptism because the Gospels are products of the early Christian
community. Their depiction of baptism is, in many ways, a reflection of their view on baptism
within the communities that produced the Gospels. In my judgment, the most important point that
can be seen in the Gospels regarding the meaning of baptism is the connection of baptism with
certain events. First of all, baptism became tightly connected with Jesus, and the ritual itself
became Christocentric. Secondly, baptism was connected with the power to purify sins, which is
the way to eternal life. Thirdly is the connection of baptism with possible martyrdom ahead. We
will see this tendency more explicitly in the writings of Paul, but some allusions to that are also
present in the Gospels. This is not surprising, since Christocentric baptism established a connection
with Jesus, who died on the cross, and baptism was perceived as a form of participation in his
suffering, at least symbolically. However, the possibility of real suffering ahead became an
important part of the understanding of baptism within the Christian community, likely in the early

stages of its development.
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4.3 Baptism in Acts

The Book of Acts contains many important passages regarding baptism. Considering the
historical sequence of written texts, it would be better to place the book between 1 John and 1
Peter. However, I placed it right after the Gospels in order to preserve integrity with the Gospel of
Luke, which was intended to write a complete story of the life of Jesus and the history of the early
church. The book of Acts has many occurrences of baptism, and this book might seem like an
exceptional source on this topic. In many regards, it is. However, it is also important to take into
account that this book describes the events of early Christian history through the perspective of
the author, who lived at the end of the 80s or in the 90s. Some scholars even propose a later dating,
up to 115 CE (Pervo 2009:5).

The distance between the actual written time and the described events likely affects the
author’s perception. The author probably used a handful of sources and was aware of events of the
past from oral tradition, but such sources were shaped by the perceptions of the Christian
community, where such information had circulated. This does not mean they are entirely
unhistorical; rather, they are better read as reflections of the views of a particular group of
Christians than as accurate descriptions of historical events. Thus, the critical examination is
important, and the goal of the current work is to look at the origins of baptism and its formation
and development using a non-biased perspective, which is crucial for honest scholarly work.

In my view, the Book of Acts consists of real historical events, but they are described
through the lens of the community that existed at the end of the 1st century. Thus, it seems likely
that many occurrences were real, but their description was not accurate in terms of modern history.
However, they are important because they witness the perception of the events of people who lived

at the end of the Ist century and have their vision of baptism. In this regard, I would like to
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emphasize some crucial events that are important for this research. One of the most crucial
testimonies on baptism is present in the second chapter of Acts (Acts 2:38—41). There is no detailed
description of baptism, but in 2:38, we can read about a minimum of belief that was necessary at
that time to be baptized:

[Tétpoc 6¢ mpog avtods: petavonoote, [enoiv,] kol Parnticbro Ekaotog DUV €ml T@
ovopatt Inocod Xpiotod &ig Gepeoty T@V Auoptidv DUV Kol Aqpyecte v dwpedv Tod Ayiov
TVELLLOTOG,.

(Acts 2:38, NA2S)

Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ

so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

(Acts 2:38, NRSV)

Peter’s words represent the minimum of faith that was required in the early Church in order
to be baptized. It consists of the repentance of sins and the willingness to be disciples of Jesus in
whose name people were baptized. This minimum was enough, and if people agreed with that,
there were no other obstacles to being baptized, as we see from Acts 2:41:

ol p&v odv amodeEdpevol tov Adyov avtod dBanticOncav kol tpoceTédncoy &v T Nuépa
gkelvn yuyal moet tproyilot.
(Acts 2:41, NA2S)
So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand

persons were added.
(Acts 2:41, NRSV)

The other important text is the baptism of the Ethiopian Eunuch. It is probably one of the
most memorable stories from Acts regarding baptism. The full story is described in Acts 8:26-39,

but the crucial verses are 36-39:
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0O¢ 8¢ dmopevovto katd TV 686V, RABoV &l TL Bdwp, Kol pnov O gdvodyog: idov Hdwp, Ti
KoAVEL P PanTicBijval;

Kol €ékédevoev oTiivat 10 Gppa Kol Katéfnoav apeotepot gig to Vowp, & 1e @ilmmog kai 0
gvvoly0g, Kol EBamTicey aOTOV.

dte 8¢ avéPnoav &k Tod Bdatog, Tvedpa Kupiov fpracey 1oV OiMmmov kai 00K 16V 0dTOV
OVKETL O EDVOVY0G, EMOPEVETO YOP TNV 0OV aDTOD YoipwVv.

(Acts 8:36-39, NA2S)

As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, “Look,
here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?” He commanded the chariot to stop,
and both of them, Philip and the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. When
they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no
more, and went on his way rejoicing.

(Acts 8:36-39, NRSV)

Philip baptized the Ethiopian Eunuch, who initially did not understand the Scripture, and
asked Philip to explain it. In response to his request, Philip told the story about Jesus.
Unfortunately, the direct speech of Philip is not presented in Acts, but it was likely not a long basic
message about Jesus. Most importantly, as soon as the eunuch was ready to be baptized, Philip
immediately baptized him by immersion into the water (8:38).

Acts 8:36-38 is a testimony that Christians conducted baptism in flowing water. Rudolph
refers to this example alongside other early and later writings that baptism in flowing water was
the original Christian practice (Rudolph 1999:496). Cullmann looks at Acts 8:37 as the short early
Christian confession (Cullmann 1950:71). He refers to the eunuch’s reply, which is absent in the
Nestle-Aland Greek text, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God,” the full verse in KJV
reads, “And Philip said, If thou believest with all thine heart, thou mayest. And he answered and
said, I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. ” However, the Nestle-Aland edition omits verse

37, and most modern translations, including NRSV, do not include this text because scholars
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unanimously recognize it as a later interpolation, which does not exist in many manuscripts.
Cullmann looks at this text in the context of the possibility of the existence of the ritual question
before baptism, and the answer was required from people who wanted to be baptized. The
Ethiopian eunuch in this passage gives the following answer: “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son
of God.” Despite the consensus that this text cannot be considered ancient, I still think that
Cullmann was right that verse 37 was an actual ritual question that was practically used in Christian
communities, but not at the time when the Acts was composed, but likely at the mid of the 2nd
century or even later.

The story of the Ethiopian Eunuch is important in terms of understanding the requirements
to be baptized in the early Christian community. This story also shows that the acceptance of the
Good News of Jesus and baptism are related things; people accept Jesus, and the next step is
baptism. Baptism in the early community was not a long ritual that required certain preparation or
long-term study in confirmation class; it was rather a situational procedure. One can accept Jesus
during a short conversation, and this acceptance could lead a person to baptism right away. In Acts
16:33, we even see baptism at night:

Kol TopoAafov adtovg v ékeivn T dpa THC VuKTOg Elovcev Amd TV TANY®V, Kol
éPamtiodn avtoc Kol ol adTod TAVTES

(Acts 16:33, NA28)

At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire
family were baptized without delay.

(Acts 16:33, NRSV)

The approach to baptism was quite simple: people accepted the good news and were
baptized; such immediate baptism was the common practice among early followers of Jesus. There

were no additional requirements, such as formal education; the only basic requirement was access
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to water for full immersion, and the ritual proceeded similarly to Jewish purification practices in
form but differed in the meaning attached to it.

Another piece of evidence that shows there was no such thing as long-term preparation for
baptism among early Christians is Peter’s sermon to the Gentiles in Acts 10:34-48. It was a short
message about Jesus, after which people were baptized in the name of Jesus:

npocétatev 6& avTovg &v T@ ovopatt Incod Xpiotod Pantichijvat. tote NpdTCOY aOTOV
Empeivar NUEPAS TVAGS.

(Acts 10:48, NA28)

So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited him to
stay for several days.

(Acts 10:48, NRSV)

The whole passage from Acts 10:34—48 shows us again that the requirements for baptism
were pretty simple: acceptance of the good news and baptism in the name of Jesus, which was the
earliest baptismal formula. The very debated question is the possibility of children’s baptism
among early Christians. We already encountered above in Acts 16:33 that the entire family was
baptized. A similar text is present in Acts 16:15:

o¢ 68 £PomticOn kol O oikoc avtiic, Tapekdiesey Aéyovoa: &l kekpikaté pe MOV T
Kupim givar, el6eA0OVTEG €ic TOV 01KV oV pévete: kol TapePfLacarto Hudc.

(Acts 16:15, NA28)

When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me
to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us.

(Acts 16:15, NRSV)

Such passages are often seen as testimonies that, in the early Christian communities,
baptism could be performed not only among adults but also among children. Such a claim rests on

the assumption that a household includes children. However, in the New Testament, we do not see
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any mentions of baptized children, and household could simply mean the adults in the family
because a family could consist of many adults. I am not going to go into the polemic on this matter;
there are different opinions, but in my view, the mention of household does not include infants.
Back in those days, women and children were part of the household, but they were counted
differently. In cases when an author wished to indicate their presence, he named them separately,
as in the passage from Matthew: “Those who had eaten were four thousand men, besides women
and children” (Matthew 15:38, NRSV). I expect the possible objection that the household codes
address children directly alongside their parents (Col 3:20; Eph 6:1). As Peter Balla notes, both
versions address children directly, before turning to the fathers (Balla 2005 [2003]:172). However,
both texts presuppose children capable of understanding and obeying instruction. What the codes
attest is the participation of children old enough to be addressed by ethical standards, not the
inclusion of infants. It is possible to discuss when a child becomes an adult, and it is true that our
current understanding of childhood is not the same as it was in the first century. However, the
suggestion that infants could be baptized cannot be supported directly by any available source from
the first century. Since there are no clear indications of'it, I do not see a reason to think that children
were directly included in baptism, which makes me think that pedobaptism was not practiced
among early Christians in the 1st century, but became practiced later.

As I mentioned above, in Acts, there are no difficulties for anyone willing to be baptized
and become a Christian. The only thing that was necessary was the presence of a minimum of faith
and acceptance of Jesus as the Lord (Acts 16:31). However, John the Baptist came to the stage as
a prophet a long time before the appearance of Jesus, and it would be reasonable to ask how early
Christians treated those people who were baptized during the life of John the Baptist? It is

intriguing because, despite the fact that John was regarded as a forerunner of Jesus, it seems that
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the baptism of John was not considered valid among Christians. At least that is what is evident in
the descriptions in the book of Acts, which are not necessarily accurate reflections of the views of
the disciples of Jesus, but rather a reflection of the Christian view at the end of the 1st century. We
see in Acts that the people who received John’s baptism are not considered as people who accept
the full baptism (Acts 18:25):

00TOg MV KoTYMUEVOG THV 680V Tod KVpiov Kol (éov ¢ Tvedpatt EhdAet kol £5idackey
axp1®dg ta mepi Tod Inood, émotapevog povov 1o Panticpa Todvvov:

(Acts 18:25, NA28)

He had been instructed in the Way of the Lord; and he spoke with burning enthusiasm and
taught accurately the things concerning Jesus, though he knew only the baptism of John.

(Acts 18:25, NRSV)

During Paul’s third missionary journey, he found believers who received the baptism of
John (19:2-7), and he rebaptized them in the name of Jesus (Acts 19:5-6):

gimév 1€ TPOC aVTONC: &l Tvedpa Bytov ELAPETE MOTEVGAVTES; 01 8& TPOC AVTOV: GAL™ 00’
el mvedpo dylov EoTv NKOVGOLEY.

gimév te- €ic i odv &PanticOnte; oi 8¢ eimav- €ic 10 Twdvvov Panticua.

gimev 8¢ Iodhog: Todvvng &anticey PAnTiopo peTovoiag T Aad Aéyav ig TOV &pyOUEVOV
HET’ avTOV tva motebomaty, TodT’ 6TV €ig TOV Incodv.

axovoavteg 0¢ EfanticOnoav ig 10 dvopa tod kvupiov Incod,

kai émBévroc avtoic tod IMavkov [tag] ysipag RAOev 1O mveduo o fylov £n’ adTovg,
EMGAOLV TE YADGGUIS KOl ETPOPNTEVOV.

noav 8¢ ol mavteg &vdpeg doel Shdeka.

(Acts 19:2-7, NA28):

He said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” They
replied, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” Then he said, “Into what then

were you baptized?” They answered, “Into John's baptism.” Paul said, “John baptized with the
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baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is,
in Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul had laid
his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied -
altogether there were about twelve of them.

(Acts 19:2-7, NRSV)

As we can see here, Paul is arguing about the superiority of the new baptism and claiming
that John’s baptism was only for repentance from sin. According to Paul, John himself believed
that with Jesus’s appearance, the situation would radically change, and the proclamation about it
was part of the mission of John the Baptist (Acts 19:4). However, I would like to add a historical-
critical note to this claim allegedly made by Paul. I do not think that Paul really thought that people
needed to be baptized in the name of Christ if they were baptized by John before. We do not find
such a claim in Paul’s genuine letters. It is likely that this story is another reflection of the view of
the Christian community at the end of the 1st century rather than Paul’s original view. This view
was likely demanded due to the necessity to make a clear separation between Christian baptism
and any other baptism or form of purification that existed before Jesus.

Thus, this story barely has a real historical memory about Paul, but the inclusion of this
story about the necessity of rebaptizing is important because it shows the problem that was
discussed at the end of the 1st century among Christians. This described event can be considered
a clear testimony of the separation of the Christian community from its initial roots and the
necessity to show that Christians had a distinct identity even from those groups from which
Christianity itself originated. The necessity of such separation was a natural process in a time when
there were different Jewish groups who still practiced different forms of baptism, and Christians
also had different views in regard to baptism, with no unanimity. This story was intended to end

debates regarding the acceptance of baptisms performed outside the Christian community. To
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achieve this, the author of the Book of Acts used Paul as an authoritative example to resolve
debates, which were a serious issue at the end of the 1st century.

The mention of the gift of the Holy Spirit in baptism is a recurring theme in various parts
of the New Testament, and it is another debated scholarly issue. There is no question that for early
Christians, receiving the Spirit was inseparably connected with baptism (Barth 2002:65). The
question is what exactly people meant by that. Barth points out that the Spirit is the divine power
that brings justification and renewal to a human, which is promised in baptism (Barth 2002:66).
James Dunn suggested that by the Holy Spirit, early Christians meant the receiving of Christ’s
presence. It was the marker of Christian identity and represented the uniqueness of Christian
baptism. Dunn emphasizes that Christians cannot be unbaptized, but baptism itself is not what
makes a person a Christian; instead, it is receiving the Spirit that makes a person a Christian (Dunn
1970:228). Thus, baptism should not be perceived as a mechanical ritual like ordinary Jewish
purification. It was a different form of purification, connected to the acceptance of Christ and
incorporation into the Christian community; it is the gift of the Holy Spirit, without which baptism
is just an ordinary ritual purification and not genuine Christian baptism.

The book of Acts, as a prolonged version of Luke’s Gospel, consists of important notions
on baptism, which help us understand how Christians saw baptism at the end of the Ist
century. First of all, baptism did not require a long time of preparation; it was quite a simple ritual
using flowing water and a simple formula like “In the name of Jesus.” The acceptance of Jesus
was crucial; the understanding that Jesus is the Lord who came to the world as the Messiah was
the minimum of faith that could be expressed during a short conversation while delivering the

good news. There were no requirements for a long-time education or acceptance of high theology;
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baptism could be performed situationally, during the day or at night, at any time whenever the
person who wants to be baptized is ready for that.

Secondly, baptism was inclusive; it could be accepted by anyone regardless of the nation
or ethnic identity. Gentiles and Jews who believed in Jesus were under the same ritual procedure.
Thus, at the end of the 1st century, and likely in the first decades of the 2nd century, baptism and
the requirements for it were still quite simple. It consisted of the necessity of clear recognition of
Christ, and after that, any person could be baptized in the name of Christ and take a new Christian
identity. The necessity of identification with Christ leads us to the third point, which is that baptism
at the end of the 1st century, with its origins in Jewish tradition and the practice of John the Baptist,
becomes a totally separate ritual. Any forms of baptism that were performed in non-Christian
communities were rejected. So, at the end of the Ist century, baptism became totally
Christocentric, and baptism in the name of Christ became the necessary condition in order to be

baptized, and only this type of baptism was recognized by other Christians.

4.4 Baptism in the Genuine Letters of Paul

The genuine letters of Paul the Apostle are important pieces of evidence that help clarify
the role of baptism in the early Christian community. First of all, historically speaking, these letters
are important because they were written before the gospels, and the reflection on baptism is a
witness to the importance of this ritual in the middle of the 1st century. The apostle Paul represents
a crucial view on baptism, which influenced the further development of baptism’s importance and
meaning. At the same time, it is important to consider that Paul’s understanding of baptism was

not necessarily the only option in the 1st century. Even from Paul’s letters, it is obvious that the
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division between different communities concerned different topics and that they were not
completely united.

Early Christian communities were diverse and could have not only a distinction between
rituals but also different understandings of the meaning of rituals, and it goes on the topic of
baptism as well. However, the Pauline letters are the only preserved source from the middle of the
Ist century. Due to the lack of other written texts of that time, the Pauline letters could be regarded
as the most trustworthy source.

Still, it is important to consider that this source is limited by Paul’s vision and does not
necessarily represent the variety of other approaches that could be presented at that time within
non-Pauline communities. However, considering that Paul’s view eventually became dominant
among Christians, it is crucial to understand what Paul himself thought about baptism. Paul
discusses baptism in several passages.

One of the earliest Pauline epistles is the letter to the Galatians, dated around 50 CE.
Galatian communities consisted mostly of a specific group of Gentiles known as God-fearers or
God-lovers (Borg 2013:46; Schnelle 2005:122). They had an initial sympathy for Judaism but were
not fully converted and did not obey complex Jewish laws; this raised debates among Christians
about their legitimacy as followers of Christ without acceptance of the full Jewish tradition. Paul’s
letter was a reaction to these debates. It shows his inclusive position towards former Gentiles who,
through Christ, receive the same privileges as Jews without the necessity to follow the full
complexity of Jewish laws, including circumcision and kosher rules. However, Paul’s position was
not universally accepted; it remained contested among Jewish followers of Jesus, even as it

appealed to Gentiles.
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To preserve new communities with a Gentile background and reconcile them with other
communities with a traditional Jewish background, Paul was trying to clarify his position among
Jewish Christians, who required Gentiles to follow the full complexity of Jewish laws and did not
accept Paul’s inclusive position. To explain his view to the Galatians and persuade his Jewish
opponents, Paul took an important step towards making a new Christocentric identity that, through
baptism, unites followers of Christ regardless of their ethnicity, gender or social background
(Galatians 3:26-29, 3:14):

[Tévteg yap vioi Ogod Eote d1a TG TioTemG v Xprotd Incod-

ocot yap gig Xprotov ERanticOnte, Xpiotov Evedvcacbe.

ovK &vi Tovdaioc 00d€ "EAANY, 00k &vi S0DA0g 00dE EAeBepOC, ovk vt dpoev kal OTjAv-
mévteg Yo VUETS £1¢ éote &v Xpiotd Incod.

€l 6& vueic Xprotod, dpa tod APpadp omépua £0TE, KOT™ EmaryyeAioy KANPOVOLOL.

(Galatians 3:26-29, NA28)

For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.
And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise.

(Galatians 3:26-29, NRSV)

iva gic T €0vn 1 €dAoyia ToD APpadp yévnton &v Xpiotd Incod, tva v éxayyeriov Tod
Tved patog AaPopey 81d ThG ToTEMC.

(Galatians 3:14, NA28)

In order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that
we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.

(Galatians 3:14, NRSV)

These two texts represent Paul’s belief that all distinctiveness among people should be
erased in Christ through baptism; using Paul’s symbolical language, in baptism, believers are put

on Christ, and through Christ, they become the true children of Abraham. Believers put on Christ
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through baptismal immersion in Christ, which transforms and unites them to such an extent that
all previous distinctions become relative and invisible (Beyer 2024:147—149). In Christ, people
become one through their faith and shared baptismal experience. There is no doubt that baptism at
Paul’s time was a common practice among different communities.

Considering the facts that we know from Jewish purificatory practices and Jewish
baptismal movements, it is likely that the early Christian communities in the 50s looked at baptism
as an important practice connected with repentance and forgiveness because such a vision was
already presented during the life of Jesus. However, Paul was taking an important step toward a
new understanding of baptism; he made baptism Christocentric.

Baptism becomes the way to become a part of Christ and, through it, become an heir of
Abraham (Galatians 3:29). Here is not just an equality of men and women in Christ; Paul
challenges the patriarchal view on ancestral genealogy via the paternal line; any baptized woman
becomes an heir of Abraham on the same basis as men. Brigitte Kahl argues that such destruction
of patriarchal norms sounded pretty radical even for Galatians, and decades after Paul, pastoral
letters worked hard to reduce Paul’s radicalism and bring back patriarchal normativity (Kahl
2000:49). However, any attempt to suppress Paul’s radicalism could not suppress the general line
of Paul’s inclusive theology.

Philip Esler pointed out that the connection with Abraham was an important part of the
collective memory of Jews, but Paul simply attached this collective memory to the Christ
movement and paved the way for changing the importance of Jewish ethnic identity toward a more
universal social-religious identity (Esler 2006:33). In this way, Paul’s baptismal theology helps to

form a specific Christian identity that ultimately replaces the Jewish identity. This approach was,
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in itself, quite radical and was hardly welcomed by all the communities of Paul’s time. However,
it was its inclusiveness that ultimately ensured the success of the spread of Christianity.

1 Corinthians is the other important epistle. This epistle was written approximately during
the same period as Galatians around the 50s CE (Borg 2013:57; Schnelle 2005:75). In Corinthians,
Paul provides a new perspective on the problem of Temple purity. Yulin Liu conducted an
important study on this topic in the book Temple Purity in 1-2 Corinthians (Liu 2013). The author
of this book traces the Jewish and Greco-Roman origins of the concept of purity and argues that
Paul’s message on purity was accessible to both Jews and Gentiles, because it was part of their
mutual concern. (Liu 2013:234). Knowing this, Paul uses the image of Temple purity but gives it
a metaphorical interpretation.

The Temple in his vision is not a physical building but an individual and communal body
of believers (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:16; 6:19; 12:12—14). Paul understands Temple purity not in terms
of formal ritual purification, but as a purification from moral defilement. From this vision comes
his understanding of baptism as a power that purifies an individual (the individual Temple) and
incorporates them into the community of believers — the body of Christ (the communal Temple).
This is why Paul’s concern goes beyond the initial purification: he emphasizes the importance of
maintaining purity in the community and exposes the sins of its members because an individual
who falls defiles not only their body (the individual Temple) but also the communal Temple. This
is why Paul calls on each believer to make an effort to live by high ethical standards out of a sense
of responsibility to the community (Liu 2013:238; Beyer 2024:127). This reinterpretation affects
the understanding of baptism, which is seen as initiation into a long Christian journey through the
first complete purification that provides a new way of living according to new standards within

the community of believers. Paul recognizes that believers do not meet high ethical standards after
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their baptism, and he reminds people of their responsibility to the community, which comes
through entering the community through baptism. However, he still uses the language of
purification, which was likely not his distinctive feature, but a part of a common lexicon among
early Christian communities. As Petersen puts it in his characterization of early Christian ritual
practice: “we find an amalgamation of elements pertaining to rituals of purification as well as
rituals of initiation” (Petersen 2011:4). Thus, for Paul, the language and practical elements of
purification were not alien; they were part of his natural understanding of things, and he thought
that baptism was not merely a rethinking of the Jewish understanding of purity but also a
continuation of it.

1 Corinthians also expresses many similar ideas that can be found in Galatians. However,
this epistle was written within the specific context of internal division in the church in Corinth,
which Paul initially established, and he addressed the direct issues of this church. In 1 Corinthians
1:12—17, Paul refers to baptism in the context of the problem of people starting to claim their
discipleship from the person who baptizes them instead of having identification with Christ only.
He criticizes such people and says that people are not baptized in the name of Paul but in the name
of Christ (1 Corinthians 1:12-13):

Ayw 6& todT0 0T EKoioTog VUMY Aéyel: €yd pév e TTaviov, €y 8¢ ATOAAD, £Yd O
Knod, éym 6& Xpiotod.

pepépiotal 0 Xpiotog;, un Iadrog éotavpmdn vmep vudv, 1| &ig T0 dvopa IMaviov
éPamtiotnts;

(1 Corinthians 1:12—-13, NA28):

What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I
belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.” Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you?
Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

(1 Corinthians 1:12—-13, NRSV)
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Everett Ferguson sees here a clear allusion to the early baptismal formula “into the name
of Christ” in Paul’s paraphrase, “into the name of Paul” (Ferguson 2009:149). Paul states that
people should not identify themselves with the Apostles who taught them but with Christ. His
statement makes us suggest that baptism in the name of Christ was already a common practice at
that time, and this simple formula was probably the main feature of Christian baptism, which
created a sense of belonging to Christ and a specific common identity among followers of Christ.
In 1 Corinthians 12:12—13, Paul, like in Galatians 3:26-29, emphasized that all baptized share the
same Spirit regardless of their ethnic or social background:

KobBdamep yap 10 odpa €v oty kol péAT moAld €xet, TavTa 0 To LEAT TOD GMOUOTOG TOAAN
6vta v EoTv od o, oVTmG Kol 6 XploTtog:

Kol yap €v €vi mvedpott Mueilg mavteg €ig &v odua EPamticdnuev, eite Tovdaiotl gite
"EAMveg gite dodAoL glte EAe00gpOL, Kol TAVTEG EV TVED MO EMOTICONUEY.

(1 Corinthians 12:12—13, NA28)

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body

— Jews or Greeks, slaves or free — and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

(1 Corinthians 12:12—13, NRSV)

In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul likely uses baptismal terminology:

kai TodTé Tveg NTe: AL dmehovcacBs, GAL’ TyldoOnTe, GAL £5tkardOnTe v 16 dvopaTL
100 kvpiov Incod Xpiotod Kai &v T@ Tvedpatt Tod Bod HUdV.

(1 Corinthians 6:11, NA28)

And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you
were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.

(1 Corinthians 6:11, NRSV)

The form “in the name of” directly or with minimal distinction also occurs in Acts 8:16;

19:5; 10:48; 2:38. According to scholarly consensus, this phrase is very old and likely was not
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invented by Paul but taken over by him from a previous tradition (Hartman 2011:399). Gerhard
Barth suggests that in this passage Paul combines the early Christian terminology of baptismal
purification of sins, which is also attested in Acts 22:16, with his idea of justification (Barth
2002:37). The connection between baptism and forgiveness of sins is widely attested in early
Christian writings, which should not surprise us, because it was already present in John’s baptism.
Paul follows and enriches the baptismal tradition that existed before. Barth emphasized that basic
characteristics of John’s baptism also constituted Christian baptism, which can be considered as
an expanded form and further interpretation of John’s baptism (Barth 2002:37, 87). Hartman
stresses that the idea of forgiveness of sins through baptism was not new and was already presented
in John’s baptism. At the same time, Paul takes an important step towards making forgiveness
dependent on the death of Jesus (Hartman 1997:81).

Thus, the initial understanding of forgiveness of sins was independent of Jesus. However,
Paul changes the previous theology and makes Jesus a crucial factor in the forgiveness of sins. In
Paul’s theology, believers receive purification from their sins through Jesus’ death and
resurrection, to which they participate via baptism. Thus, although the idea of forgiveness of sins
through baptism was not new, Paul’s theological approach was different and represented a
significant development.

The other important epistle, which contains one of the crucial expressions of baptism, is
the letter to the Romans. The letter was written around 58 CE and was addressed to communities
in Rome with the prevalent Christian Gentiles (Borg 2013:119-120). In the passage in Romans
6:1-11, especially in verses 3—4, we see the equating of baptism with joining Christ’s death:

| ayvoeite Oti, O6cotr EPamticOnuev eig Xpiotov Incodv, €ig tOv Bdvatov oavtod

éPamticOnpev;
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GUVETAQNUEY 0LV anTd S Tod Pomticpatog ig OV Odvatov, tva domep Myépdn XpioTog
€K VEKPAV d10 T 60ENG ToD TTaTpdC, 0VTMG Kol NUELS &V KavdT Tl (®T|G TEPTATCWMEV.

(Romans 6:3—4, NA28)

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into
his death? Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ
was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.

(Romans 6:3—4, NRSV)

For the Jewish tradition, the idea of baptism into death was uncommon, but it was natural
for Gentile audiences. A similar conception of joining the death of God was very common in
Greco-Roman mysteries. Paul uses the language from the Greco-Roman cults and attaches
Christian meaning to it. This language was familiar to Gentiles who accepted Jesus.

James Dunn looks at Paul as someone who actually changed the direction of baptism
toward the death of Christ (Dunn 1990:160). It is unlikely that such a meaning was implied in
baptism before Paul and was probably initially known only among communities that consisted
primarily of Gentile Christians. At the same time, it is likely that the association with the death of
Christ through baptism and the forgiveness of sins presented in the communities that were
dependent on Paul (Ferguson 2009:158). However, considering the crucial role of Paul in
spreading Christianity and the influence of his particular views on Christian communities, it is
likely that his ideas were spread quite rapidly among different communities, even among those
that initially were not dependent on Paul but also became influenced by his theology.

Paul’s demanding idea that each individual, through baptism, participates in the death and
resurrection of Jesus creates a specific identity of believers who identify themselves with Christ as
part of Jesus’s body. In this one body of Christ, there are no social distinctions; they are no longer

relevant because all believers represent one body and are bound together (Sanders 1983:2009).
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Cross-culturally, the theme of death and life is so common in initiation rituals that it can
be regarded as their default characteristic (Beyer 2024:129). However, early Christians did not
look at death with Christ as just a symbolic act; any baptized person realized the possibility of
martyrdom, so the unknown future was part of one’s emotional experience. This experience was
new and completely distinct from any previous ritual purifications practiced among Jews. That is
what made Christian baptism unique and unforgettable. It is unlikely that a similar approach
existed before Paul, but it seems obvious that after Paul, this understanding of baptism spread to
different communities, and as we observed above, even Gospels written after Paul allude to the

connection of baptism with the possibility of future suffering.

4.5 Diverse Views on Baptism in New Testament Texts

Early Christianity was very diverse, and this diversity included different views and forms
of worship, including baptism. The variety of texts from the New Testament represents different
approaches to baptism. We have already looked at the Gospels, Acts, and the epistles of Paul, and
even there, we were able to see some differences. In this section, I examine the remaining New
Testament texts relevant to the study of baptism. When it comes to New Testament texts, the
diversity of views on baptism across communities is evident. However, this diversity in each case
has its own roots, and without knowing the actual background behind each text, it is not easy to
understand the real causes of such diversity.

If we look at the New Testament texts in their chronological progression, we can see a
tendency toward unity. However, I do not think that it is possible to discuss a full unity of views
and traditions during the period of the 1st and 2nd centuries. There was a tendency toward further

unity, yet this period was still a time of ongoing development in the baptismal ritual and its

166



understanding. The common form of baptism had taken shape, but it had not yet been fully unified,
which is why we can see different approaches to baptism in different texts.

One of the important texts regarding baptism is the letter to Colossians. This letter is
formally attributed to Paul but likely represents one of the earliest pseudepigrapha, dated around
the eighties (Borg 2013:203). The purpose of this letter was likely to provide an authoritative
explanation for the problems that arose in communities established or influenced by Paul after his
death (Schnelle 2005:347). Colossians contains an important passage about baptism in 2:11-12:

'Ev @ Koi mepletpiOnte mepttopd] dyelpomomte &v T dnekdHoel Tod chuotog Tfig capkoc,
&v M) meprropfi Tod XpiotoD,

GUVTAQPEVTES 0T® £V T6) POTTIGU, £V O Kol cuvnyépOnTe S1dt Thig MioTemC THig £vepyeiog
10D 00D TOD &yelpavTog aTOV €K VEKPOV:

(Colossians 2:11-12, NA28)

In him also you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of
the flesh in the circumcision of Christ; when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also
raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.

(Colossians 2:11-12, NRSV)

This passage repeats general ideas that were written by Paul before in Galatians and
Romans; the author emphasizes spiritual circumcision, which cuts away the sinful nature, against
physical circumcision, which is a physical procedure (Col. 2:11). Everett Ferguson points out that
this passage was the basis of the view on baptism as a Christian circumcision (Ferguson 2009:159).
The implementation of this idea was very important for early Christians due to the ongoing debate
about the necessity of circumcision for Gentiles. The common perception that the possibility of
abstaining from physical circumcision was merely a Christian issue is a simplified view. Jewish
tradition includes a metaphorical understanding of circumcision as the circumcision of the heart

(Leviticus 26:41; Deuteronomy 10:16; Jeremiah 4:4). Of course, this ethical understanding does
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not necessarily exclude the physical procedure. However, in the context of Jewish Hellenization,
the situation significantly changed; some Jews did not think that circumcision was necessary any
longer, and some even considered it acceptable to restore their foreskin through a surgical
procedure known as epispasm. This practice already took place in the middle of the 2nd century
BCE, and flourished in the 1st century CE, continuing to be practiced for the next several centuries
onward (Hall 1988:82). Philo even needed to emphasize that the ethical understanding of
circumcision does not abolish the physical one (Schweizer 1976:110). Thus, historical reality
shows that Paul and his followers were not pioneering in questioning physical circumcision. They
simply took a particular side in the debate that had already taken place before their appearance.
We may argue that such a vision did not represent the mainstream of Judaism, but it was not new.

At the same time, many Christian Jews thought that the necessity of circumcision for
Gentiles was undoubtedly necessary because they believed it was the way to become the true child
of Abraham. Initially, they did not look at baptism as a substitute for circumcision; they considered
them as separate rituals. The idea that baptism could be substituted for circumcision was not very
popular among other Christian Jews except Paul and his followers. However, this very idea was
appealing to Gentiles, for whom circumcision was the main obstacle on their way to the Christian
community. Thus, the author emphasizes the idea that baptism is a substitute for circumcision.
Such a vision is not new and initially appears in Paul’s epistles, which means that it was known
among his followers. If we accept the consensus that Paul did not write the letter to Colossians, it
is still evident that the author of this epistle inherited Paul’s main ideas and was likely his follower.
At the same time, he goes even further than Paul. He emphasizes that baptism is not only a
substitution for circumcision but rather a superior act to circumcision. This emphasis was intended

to put an end to debates on the necessity of circumcision, which made Jewish-Christian claims

168



regarding the necessity of circumcision less solid in the context of the superiority of baptism.
Logically speaking, if baptism is superior to circumcision, there is no necessity to be circumcised.
In addition to the issue of circumcision, the author emphasizes that a recipient of baptism
participates in Christ’s sufferings. The ideas of renovation in Christ and participation in his
sufferings are not new; they were already presented in Paul’s genuine epistles, and the repetition
of them in the context of baptism clearly shows that they became commonly accepted in the
eighties, at least among Gentile Christian communities. Considering the fact that Colossians, as a
text, was produced at a time when Paul’s mission among Gentiles had already succeeded, it is
likely that Colossians represents the first text that in some way reflects the established baptismal
liturgy. Some scholars suggest that it is likely that texts present in Col. 2:9—-15 and in Col. 1:12—
20 were used in baptismal liturgy and could be considered as early baptismal hymns (Dunn
1990:143). Therefore, it is likely that at that time, baptism had shifted its way from the spontaneous
and charismatic rite towards a tendency to be an established ritual tradition with inherited meaning
and symbolic language, which Paul previously used and proclaimed in his baptismal preaching.

The author of this epistle also mimics the general inclusiveness of Paul, which was
described in Galatians 3:26-29, and presents its essence in the context of renovation in Christ in
Colossians 3:11:

6mov ovk &vi "EAANV kai Tovdaiog, mepitoun kai dkpoPuotia, BapPapog, TkvOne, SodAog,
ghevBepog, aALA [Ta] mavTa Kol &v mdoty XpLoToc.

(Colossians 3:11, NA28)

In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised,
barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!

(Colossians 3:11, NRSV)

Colossians emphasizes the equality of believers, but this equality comes through Christ,

who suffered, died, and resurrected. Participation in these events unites people and makes them
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equal. Colossians is quite clear that this participation is achieved through baptism, and the
baptismal theology, together with the affirmation of equality, logically follows from one another.
Therefore, Colossians follows Paul’s established baptismal theology, which becomes a norm for
the theological understanding of baptism.

One of the really fascinating books regarding baptism is the book of Hebrews. Compared
with other epistles, the distinctiveness of this book is obvious. There is not much debate about the
authorship of this book due to the fact that contemporary scholars unanimously accept that the
author of this book is unknown. The more difficult question is about the dating of this text. The
text is not only distinctive from other epistles but also has quite a developed theological view. The
author also mentions persecutions, which allows us to look at this text as probably written at the
end of the 80s or very early 90s (Borg 2013:278).

The letter was written for Christians, but it consists of rich Jewish references and an
explanation of Jewish tradition in a new Christian way, which probably suggests that this text was
created among a group of Jewish Christians and likely was intended for those who are very familiar
with Jewish tradition. The mention of rejection of temple worship in Hebrews could be explained
by the fact that at the time of the creation of this text, the Temple did not exist anymore. However,
it is also entirely possible that such mention was not developed theology in new circumstances but
was part of a continuation of previous Jewish theology that existed before the destruction of the
Temple, when certain Jewish groups already looked at the Temple as a corrupted place (Weiss and
Zellentin 2016:200). The familiarity with Jewish sectarianism could help us understand the origins
of such rejection, which I discussed previously. It is therefore possible to suggest that, although
Hebrews, as a text, was written after the destruction of the Temple, it likely represents not a fully

reformulated Jewish theology but the continuation of a previous tradition that existed among
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Jewish baptismal movements. Thus, it is likely that the Letter to the Hebrews addressed the Jewish
Christian community of people who, in the recent past, were part of one of the Jewish baptismal
movements.

Let us begin with chapter six, where the author points out the main rudiments of the
Christian faith, and he also mentions baptisms in plural form (Hebrews 6:2):

Boartiop®dv d1dayig Embécemg 1€ XEPDV, AVaoTAGEDG TE VEKPDV Kol KPILaTog aimviov.

(Hebrews 6:2, NA28)

Instruction about baptisms, laying on of hands, resurrection of the dead, and eternal
judgment.

(Hebrews 6:2, NRSV)

The use of the plural form “baptisms” instead of the singular “baptism” is not common in
New Testament writings. The singular form was commonly used for baptism in other letters. The
baptism of John in the Gospels also refers to “baptism,” not to “baptisms.” Therefore, it is likely
that in this place, the author, who wrote his letter for a Jewish audience, meant not only “baptism”
as a singular ritual but also a variety of Jewish purification rituals, which were likely still practiced
at that time in Jewish-oriented communities. Accepting this view, it becomes more understandable
that this text was addressed to Christianized people who, in the recent past, belonged to some
Jewish baptismal movement since such streams continued to observe their previous traditions.
Their Jewishness was not an obstacle, but a perspective through which they were looking at Christ
and his teaching. They certainly had a distinction between “baptism” and “baptisms.” The author
of this text makes such a distinction, and despite the origins of singular baptism from Jewish
purification practices, which could be called “baptisms,” the singular baptism was a separate ritual

that was used in conversion to Christianity.
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The new form of baptism becomes a non-repeatable Christological and eschatological
event (Byrskog 2011:598-600). At the same time, “baptism” is regarded as a part of a broad
tradition of baptisms, which are immersion rituals. These rituals were familiar to the audience who
were supposed to read this text, and they continued to practice them on a regular basis even after
their conversion to Christianity. Thus, even in Hebrews 9:10-11, the author uses the term
“baptisms” regarding Jewish practices of purification; he emphasizes that since a better system
was established now, there is no real necessity for various cleansing ceremonies:

puévov €mt Bpodpoacty Kol mOpacty Kol Sapopols PAmTiGHOIc, SIKOIMUATO GOPKOG HEYPL
Kapod dopbdcems Emkeipeva.

Xp1ot0g ¢ TapayevOUEVOS APYlEPELS TMV YeVOuEvwv ayoddv O thg peilovog kol
TELELOTEPOS GKNVIG OV XEPOTOMTOV, TOVT  EGTLV OV TOVTNG THS KTIGEWC,

(Hebrews 9:10-11, NA28)

But deal only with food and drink and various baptisms, regulations for the body imposed
until the time comes to set things right. But when Christ came as a high priest of the good things
that have come, then through the greater and perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this
creation)

(Hebrews 9:10-11, NRSV)

Throughout the letter, the author connects Christian rituals, including baptism, with Jewish
roots. He is trying to justify Christian practices, showing them as a new covenant, which is a natural
continuation of the old covenant. At the same time, the author clearly states that a new covenant
supersedes the old, and there is no real necessity to hold the complexity of the old Jewish ritual
system in the new context. Thus, the author is trying to slightly change the existing tradition of
this particular Jewish-Christian community, providing arguments that some of the previous
traditions are obsolete.

At the end of the 1st century, there were a variety of Jewish-Christian communities that
still held many Jewish traditions, including purificatory practices, but the text of Hebrews shows

the gradual change in this situation through an emphasis on the superiority of new practices and
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the optional character of the old ones. Hebrews is unlikely to be the final text to raise this issue, as
parallels can be observed with Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840. This manuscript is dated around the
fourth century, but it was likely composed between 150-200 CE (Zelyck 2014:178). The crucial
scene in this fragment is the dispute between Jesus and the high priest, who criticizes Jesus and his
disciples for entering the Temple without proper purification. Jesus argues that the high priest used
defiled water for his purification when:

“My disciples and I, whom you say have not bathed, have been dipped in waters of eternal

life, which come from . . .” (Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840, translated by Ehrman and Plese 2011:273).

Although various explanations exist for this fragment, the text appears to reflect the
historical debates of that era regarding the necessity of ritual purifications in relation to the
superiority of baptism.

In contrast to Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840, Hebrews is a unique source because it is a part of
the canonical New Testament. Still, it clearly shows how Jewish-Christian communities viewed
baptism through Jewish lenses and how they were changing their views via new theological
arguments, ultimately leading to the unification of existing traditions.

There are only a few mentions of baptism in the letter to Ephesians; the focus of this text
is on the unity of Christian Jews and Christian Gentiles (Borg 2013:352). However, there is a
famous and important expression of the belief of the early church, which can be found in Ephesians
4:4-6:

"Ev o®po kai £v mvedpa, Kabang kai EkAnOnte év g Anidt thg kKinoewg DU®V:

glc KOp1og, pia mioTic, &v Panticua,

glc 0e0¢ Kol TaThp TAVTOV,

0 €mi ThvTeV Kol 01 TAVT®V Kol &V TAGLY.

(Ephesians 4:4—-6, NA28)
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There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling,
one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and
in all.

(Ephesians 4:4—-6, NRSV)

The reference to one baptism here occurs in a series of “ones”, indicating the unity of
believers. This text is also an important testimony of developing baptismal theology, which frames
baptism as a non-repeated ritual — one baptism. The necessity of this emphasis could be the
reflection of existing debates about the possibility of repetition of baptism. It is important to note
that throughout the whole New Testament, we cannot find any other view on this issue because
other views were suppressed very early. The letter to Hebrews is not an exception because it
differentiates “baptisms” as purificatory practices and “baptism” as a ritual of initiation. Thus, the
New Testament shows us that from early on, baptism as a ritual of conversion, in contrast with
purificatory rites, was regarded as a one-time ritual, and the possible different opinions on this
issue were rejected. The letter to Ephesians also clearly states that baptism could be performed
only once.

Everett Ferguson also sees a reference to baptism in Ephesians 5:26 (Ferguson 2009:161).
However, looking at the context of this text, it does not seem to be a direct reference to baptism,
but likely a metaphorical allusion to general baptism as the global purification that comes with
Christ, and the baptism of each individual is a part of this global process:

Ot &vopec, ayamdte TG yuvaikos, Kabng Kol 6 Xpiotdg Nydnncev v EkkAnciov koi
EQVTOV TOPESMKEY VTEP OOTIG,

tva avtnv ayrdon kabapicag t@ Aovtp®d tod VOATOG &V PrjLaTL,

tva Topactiorn avtog Eavtd EvooLov TV EkkAnciay, un &xovcsav omidov fj putida 1 TL TGOV
To100T®V, GAN Tva 7 drylo ko dpopoc.

(Ephesians 5:25-27, NA28)
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Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, in
order to make her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water by the word, so as to present
the church to himself in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind — yes, so that
she may be holy and without blemish.

(Ephesians 5:25-27, NRSV)

Metaphorical allusions to baptism are not unusual in the New Testament; in some places,
we see baptism as an individual ritual. In some, baptism could be seen as a global purification,
which we can observe in the Book of Revelation. This book does not contain direct information
on baptism as a Christian ritual, but the symbolism behind the book likely alludes several times to
baptism. James Dunn argues that in the text Revelation 1:5, the author uses established baptismal
terminology (Dunn 1990:143).

Kai o Tncod Xpiotod, 0 paptug, 6 motdc, 0 TpOTdTOKOg TV VEKPDY Kol 0 dpywv Tdv
Bacihéwv TG yiic. T® dyomdvti fpdg Koi AVGavTL UAG €K TOV AUOPTIOV LAV €V T@ aipatt adToD,

(Revelation 1:5, NA28)

And from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the
kings of the earth. To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood.

(Revelation 1:5, NRSV)

Such indirect allusions to baptism also could be found in Revelation 7:14 and 22:1 and in
other places. However, these passages do not add anything new to our understanding of baptism,
except the fact that baptismal terminology was used not only in regard to individual baptism but
also metaphorically; the cleansing effect of baptismal water was transferred to global cleansing of
the world, which will finally be cleansed.

The First Letter of John does not give us much information on baptism, but it provides
us with some important statements on Christian belief. These statements were likely used in

Christian baptismal rituals; Everett Ferguson sees such a possibility in the text 1 John 5:5-8
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(Ferguson 2009:193). I also suggest that the following verses 1 John 5:9—13, especially 11-12,
could represent the early pre-baptismal testimony of faith:

Tig 8¢ éoTv 0 VIK®V TOV KOGHOV £l U1} 6 TiotevmVv &t ITncods 6TV 0 LVIOG TOD BeoD;

001dg dotv O €MV S’ Bdartog kai aiuotog, Incodg Xpiotdc, ovk &v T Bdatt povov, GAN’
&v 1@ DooTL Kol &V TQ aipoTl: Kol TO TVedId £0TV TO LapTLPODV, &TL TO TVEDUA £0TIV 1] AANO<L0.
Ot Tpeig giov ol poptopodvreg,

70 Tvedpo kol TO BSp kai O aipa, Kol ol Tpgi eic T &V glow.

Ei v paprtopiav tdv dvBpdnwov Aappdvouev, 1 paptopio tod Oeod peilwv éotiv: dti adt
€otiv 1) poptupio 10D B0, Ot pepoptTopnKey TPt ToD LIOD AV TOD.

0 MoTEVOV €ic TOV VIOV ToD Bgod Exel TV papTLpiay &V ADT®, O U TOTELOV TH Od
YeHoTNV TEMOINKEY ATOV, OTL 0V TEMIOTEVKEV €1g TNV papTupiav v pepaptopnkev 6 Bedg mepi
70D VoD ATOD.

Koai adtn €otiv 1 paptopio, 611 {onv aidviov Edwkev UiV 0 0e0g, kai adt 1 (o1 &v 1®
VI® aOTOD EOTLY.

0 &yv OV VIOV Eyel TV Conv: 0 pn Exov TOV VIOV ToDd Be0d TNV {WNV 00K ExeL.

Tadta Eypoya Uiy, tva €idfite 611 LonVv EreTe AiOVIOV, TOIC TIOTELOLGLY €iC TO GVopLa TOD
viod tod Oeod.

(1 John, 5:5-13, NA28)

Who is it that conquers the world but the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the water only but
with the water and the blood. And the Spirit is the one that testifies, for the Spirit is the truth. There
are three that testify: the Spirit and the water and the blood, and these three agree. If we receive
human testimony, the testimony of God is greater; for this is the testimony of God that he has
testified to his Son. Those who believe in the Son of God have the testimony in their hearts. Those
who do not believe in God have made him a liar by not believing in the testimony that God has
given concerning his Son. And this is the testimony: God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his
Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. I
write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that
you have eternal life.

(1 John, 5:5-13, NRSV)
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The other important text in regard to baptism is the First Letter of Peter. This text is
addressed to new converts; it consists of some fundamentals, such as an early catechism or
baptismal sermon and possibly a form of early liturgy (Dunn 1990:142). In this letter, we see that
the author makes a comparison of baptism with the story of Noah, who saved people from
drowning and did not let humanity become extinct (1 Peter 3:20-21):

anginocaciv mote, Ote ameledéyero 1 tod Beod pokpobopio v Muépaig Node
KaTaokeLALOUEVIC KIB®TOD €ig Tjv OAiyol, ToDT’ EoTiv OKT® Yuyai, dteombncav dt” Hoatog

0 kol VAg avrtitvmov viv o@let BanTicua, 00 Gopkog AmdBectg POTOV AALL GLVEONGEWS
ayadt|g Enepotnpa €ig Bedv, Ot dvactdoemg Tncod Xpiotod

(1 Peter 3:20-21, NA28)

Who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during
the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water. And
baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you — not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an

appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

(1 Peter 3:20-21, NRSV)

According to this text, baptism is a new Noah’s Ark that saves people from spiritual
drowning; it cleanses people, and this cleansing is made possible through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. Norbert Brox, in his commentary, points out that the use of a biblical story emphasizing
“saved through water” is likely already aimed at baptism (Brox:1979:176). This short but
important text emphasizes the connection between the old biblical story of the flood and Jesus’s
resurrection, which makes possible the new cleansing through baptism. Here is an attempt to
reconcile different events through a new theological construct that connects different types of

water — the cleansing but destructive water from the flood and the living water of baptism, which
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comes to believers through the resurrection of Jesus, who overcame death and opened this door of
life for other people who can become his disciples through baptism.

This text represents a more developed view, likely formulated at the end of the 1st century
among Christian communities made up predominantly of Gentiles who had sympathy with
Judaism before they turned to Christ, so-called “God—lovers” (Borg 2013:552—554). For them, it
was important to emphasize the connection between Jewish history and their new faith in Jesus.

In this text, we see one of the examples of rethinking the meaning of baptism through the
perspective of ongoing Jewish history, which was not ended but continues in a new way, and
baptism is like a new door, similar to a door into Noah’s Ark to the new Ark of salvation through
baptism. Peter’s letter also reflects the identity problem among believers. The author solved it by
emphasizing the crucial metaphor “in Christ,” which binds a group of believers through shared
memory in one community, and most importantly gives a new perspective for stigmatized
believers who felt outside of society, through an opportunity to establish a secure basis, and to find
a new location for identity (Moxnes 2011:621).

I want to end my observation of New Testament texts in baptism with a short passage from
Titus 3:5:

0VK €€ Epymv T®V &V d1KaloovVn

0 émomoapey NUELG

AL Kot TO 00TOD EAEOG

gomoev NMUAC 610 AoVTPOoDd oAy yEVEGTOGC

Kol AVOKOVOOEMS TVEVUATOG (1yiov

(Titus 3:5, NA2S)

He saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to
his mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.

(Titus 3:5, NRSV)
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Although baptism is not explicitly mentioned in Titus 3:5, this verse has traditionally been
interpreted as a reference to baptism (Leske 1966:191). Reformed theologians highly regarded this
text because it contains key ideas, including salvation by God’s mercy rather than by human works,
and renewal by the Holy Spirit through the water. This verse is part of the epistle, which combines
elaborate theology with practical instructions; this suggests that it was likely the product of a
developed community, possibly half a century after Paul’s death (Borg 2013:583). In comparison
with earlier passages on baptism, we see that the understanding of baptism acquires a clearer and
more developed theological form. Without directly mentioning baptism, the author presupposes
that readers are already familiar with the topic and provides the theological significance of baptism.

The development of baptismal theology is one of the important aspects of the evolution of
baptism. By evolution, I mean three essential processes: first, the theological understanding of
baptism gradually developed. Second, the ritual itself took on a clearer form, with the baptismal
formula as its key component. And third, the development of a creedal formula, that is, a
declaration of faith, which was becoming an inseparable part of Christian baptism.

Jaroslav Pelikan emphasizes that proclamation and the administration of baptism went
together, and this is the reason why, from the very beginning, creeds became necessary for
Christian baptism (Pelikan 2003:379). Initially, candidates for baptism declared their faith before
baptism using the short formula of belief that, over the course of Christian history, has grown into
a symbol of faith (Pelikan 2003:383). Pelikan points out that the Christian tradition is known for
its variety of Creeds. Still, before Creeds, even the primitive formulas of belief were varied and
emphasized different points of faith. We are not able to know all the varieties of these short

formulas; many of them likely existed only in oral form, but some can be found directly in the
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New Testament. I analyzed various texts above and pointed out that some of them contain clear
statements of faith that likely represent creedal formulas that were part of early Christian baptism.

There is no question that, to be baptized, the recipient of baptism had to confess their faith,
but what exactly did people proclaim in the first century? First of all, they accepted Jesus as their
Messiah, which is widely attested in the New Testament (Mark 8:29; Matt 16:16; Luke 9:20; Acts
11:26). Such recognition was likely the earliest necessary part of the proclamation that
distinguished followers of Jesus, “messianists,” from other Jewish groups (Johnson 2004:13).
They also recognized Jesus as their Lord (1 Cor 6:11, 12:3; Romans 10:9; Phil 2:11), a statement
that was not safe during the time of Roman dominance. The recognition of Jesus as Messiah and
Lord could be perceived as challenging Roman authority, since the Emperor was regarded as the
Lord. Therefore, these earliest confessions, which were part of baptism, were not just statements
of faith; their proclamation was a condition for baptism, but by accepting this condition, people
took a risk because it could have led to practical consequences, including possible martyrdom.

The development of creedal formulas in the 1st century naturally affected baptism. The
British scholar Kelly referred to the necessity of confessing faith before baptism as the baptismal
interrogations. He points out that the initial form of confession was a simple interrogatory
question, which much later developed into declaratory creeds (Kelly 2014:49). The development
of formulas does not necessarily mean that they were trinitarian. Wolfram Kinzig notes that
trinitarian formulas were rare in the beginning but became quite common by the middle of the 3rd
century (Kinzig 2024:120).

Initially, people probably simply confessed their faith in Jesus as the Messiah and the Lord;
over time, their responses became more formalized and theologically loaded. As Pelikan states,

“primitive formulas were binitarian rather than trinitarian in their verbal form, linking God the
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Father with Jesus Christ the Son, but not explicitly with the Holy Spirit” (Pelikan 2003:380).
Eventually, trinitarian formulas prevailed, and examples of these formulas can already be seen in
the New Testament; however, it is important to understand that these examples reflect the
evolution of theological thought rather than its initial stage.

In this chapter, I examined various texts from the New Testament related to baptism, but it
is evident that they do not represent a uniform view on the topic. It is not surprising because the
texts were produced at different times, by different people, and addressed to various communities.
If the community consisted primarily of Jews, the approach to baptism differed from that of a
mainly Gentile community. However, from the early stage, we see that baptism was performed in
the name of Christ. This feature is repeated in different texts, allowing us to think that an initiation
baptism becomes Christocentric from early on. I purposely used the word initiation in order to
stress that I mean the initial baptism, which allows a person to enter into a Christian community.
In some communities, the term baptism could be expanded to different types of purifications, but
only the initial baptism was Christocentric. In this way, we see that despite the variety of practices
in early Christian communities, likely in the middle of the 1st century, a certain basis for unity was
established.

Baptism, similar to traditional Jewish purifications, included immersion into the water, but
this immersion became Christocentric; it was the immersion in the name of Jesus. The additional
requirements for baptism, such as the correct belief in Jesus as a Triune God, did not exist in early
texts and did not explicitly appear in later texts, which can be dated to the beginning of the 2nd
century. However, when different texts are observed through a time sequence perspective, in the

later texts there are more shaped statements of belief in Jesus. These statements likely established
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some foundation that later affects Christian theology in general and baptismal theology in

particular.

4.6 Conclusion.

In conclusion to this chapter, I would like to acknowledge that New Testament texts
provide us with important information regarding baptism and its understanding in the early
Christian community. The texts differ from each other and, in many cases, can be considered as
independent sources. The Gospels primarily give information about eschatological baptism,
performed by John the Baptist and then inherited by Jesus and his disciples. Thus, the baptism that
had been performed during Jesus’s life should not be separated from its eschatological context,
because it was the context of John’s baptism, and Jesus was part of the same Jewish circle as John
the Baptist and inherited the same tradition.

There is no evidence to suggest that Jesus preached a different type of baptism than John.
However, after Jesus’s life, baptism became a Christocentric initiation ritual, which allows a
person to become a disciple of Jesus by entering the Christian community through it. The earliest
evidence of that could be found in Paul’s genuine letters. The variety of other New Testament texts
does not always coincide fully with the perspective found in Paul’s writings. Still, they consist of
the same Christocentric perspective, which enables us to be certain that this was a common feature
of baptism since the middle of the 1st century.

Paul’s vision of baptism, as death and resurrection with Jesus, is reminiscent of the
language of Greco-Roman mystery cults. This language was likely simply borrowed and adapted
by Paul and existed in communities established by him; it is unlikely that such language was used

in non-Pauline communities. However, due to Paul’s very strong influence on other communities,

182



it seems plausible that at the beginning of the 2nd century, his vision became prevalent even among
those communities he had not founded.

The other thing that is noticeable from the texts is that early Christian baptism was a
spontaneous ritual and did not require much preparation. The available examples show that
baptism could be performed after a short conversation; the only requirement was to believe in
Jesus, and if the person was ready, the baptism was performed in the water. The initial
requirements for the water were the same as for traditional Jewish purification rituals; the typical
place for spontaneous baptism was any accessible river, and a person would be baptized “in the
name of Jesus.”

This Christocentrism is the main distinction between Christian baptism and traditional
Jewish purification rituals. However, before the total separation of the Christian community from
Judaism, Christian Jews continued to practice traditional purification rituals, which in some cases
were called baptisms. At the same time, in Jewish Christian communities, people had a distinction
between regular traditional purification and baptism in the name of Jesus, which was an initiation
ritual. However, as we see from Hebrews, at the end of the 1st century, there was a tendency to
look at other forms of purification as less important or not important at all. At least we see the
attempts to convince people that the observance of old Jewish traditions, including regular
purifications, is not important in the new reality. The attempt to persuade people that it is not
important is a clear testimony that by the end of the 1st century, the simultaneous presence of
baptism and purification rituals was not uncommon. The situation likely changed by the 2nd
century, and the communities that still practiced purification rituals existed only as minorities.
Baptism was still seen as the continuation of previous purification rituals. Still, in the context of

the view of the superiority of baptism, there was no longer a need to continue practicing other
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rituals. Thus, this process of changing attitudes towards previous rituals was connected with
forming a Christian identity.

Initially, among Christian Jews, there was no tendency to strictly separate themselves from
their tradition, but as soon as Christianity developed, the tendency for such separation gradually
grew. As soon as Christianity primarily became the religion of Gentile converts, the tendency to
observe and even remember the origins of baptism was no longer necessary; baptism became quite
a self-sufficient ritual, and its following development was conditioned only by inner processes of
development within Christian communities.

The continuation of the evolution of baptism was related to the issues of the right baptismal
formulas. The initial simple formula of baptism, “In the name of Jesus,” became more complex,
and the previous spontaneous baptismal ritual turned into a planned ritual with additional
requirements, such as a long time of preparation and correct belief. These processes could be
observed in more detail in the following stages of the development of baptism from the 2nd century
onwards. However, the foundation for such development is already seen in the New Testament
writings, specifically among later written texts.

My attempt to look at texts from the New Testament as a source for research on baptism
and its evolution during the 1st century showed that if we look at texts sequentially, we can already
see the progression of views that established the foundation for the following evolution, which

continued after the 2nd century as well.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion: The Evolution of Baptism Through a Contemporary

Perspective

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I would like to summarize the results of the current study and apply
contemporary theories that can help better understand the formation and evolution of baptism.

In the previous chapters, I mainly focused on the historical evolution of baptism and
analyzed predominantly textual sources. At the same time, for the study of baptism, it is not only
useful but, in my judgment, even necessary to consider the achievements of sociology and related
disciplines by applying contemporary data and theories that can significantly enrich our
understanding of this topic.

Baptism is a ritual, and like any ritual, it shares common patterns with others. Baptism
evolved in a specific historical and social situation, and the established practice of baptism
represents not only the memory of the origins of baptism but also manifests trauma, hope, and the
identity of the early Christian communities. These aforementioned topics have been separately and
extensively researched in the social disciplines, and their achievements might help to have a better
sense of the evolution of baptism and the causes that affected this process.

In previous chapters, I showed how baptism evolved, and it is time to recapitulate the main
stages of its evolution, which will be helpful in our understanding of the changes that happened
within the early Christian community.

In the first chapter, I demonstrated that the initial basis for water-based rituals is the concept

of purity — a cross-cultural phenomenon, especially widely known across the Mediterranean world.

185



Chapter two revealed how this concept worked and evolved within Judaism, and the third chapter
was devoted to Jewish baptismal movements and the practice of John the Baptist. The appearance
of such movements was an important turning point, not only because the concept of purity evolved
in general but because the necessity of purification started to be seen in eschatological terms.

Early followers of Jesus inherited this eschatological perspective. However, the views
across a range of early Christian groups were quite dynamic. In the fourth chapter, I observed the
Christian perspective on baptism during the 1st century. This observation showed two things. On
the one hand, the Christian community cannot be seen as a single group; there were a variety of
views among early Christians. On the other hand, it is fair to say that from the middle of the 1st
century, we have seen unifying tendencies that have progressed. It contributed to the formation of
a distinct Christian identity, and the formation of baptism played an important role in this process.
I would like to specifically stress this issue in this chapter because the four previous chapters were
mostly devoted to the origins of baptism and its historical progression.

Historical perspective is crucial, and it is the way to see how baptism has changed over
time, but [ want to point out that baptism is not a ritual that should be studied through a purely
historical perspective. I see the practical necessity of applying some anthropological insights
because the changes that happened in baptism during its formation and evolution reflect the
formation of early Christian identity. An important role in this process was the desire to fix the
memory of crucial events from the recent past. The role of memory fixation in ritual practices is
an issue that is part of a contemporary discussion among scholars who study rituals. They usually
do not limit their research to only religious rituals from the past; they use modern examples from
religious and non-religious rituals, analyzing the role of social memory and the necessity of

transmitting memory through rituals. This broad socio-anthropological approach and the
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achievements that have been pursued lately can be helpful for this research and open the door for
the inclusion of this topic in a broad cross-cultural discussion.

This perspective is especially important if we want to have a correct understanding of the
formation of Christian baptism in the middle of the 1st century. The significant shift in baptism
happened as a result of the reflections of Jesus’s followers on historical events concerning Jesus’s
life. The most traumatic event for followers of Jesus was his death on the cross. Years after this
event, it was described in detail in Christian writings and reflected in ritual practices. This shows
the extreme significance of Jesus’s death to his followers. Thus, the reflections on recent history
that took place among early Christians affected their understanding of the meaning of baptism and
influenced the identity of followers of Jesus. Contemporary achievements from interdisciplinary
fields such as memory studies, trauma studies, and identity studies can provide additional insights
for our understanding of the shifting of baptism in the early Christian community and give us a

better sense of the causes that affected the formation of baptism.

5.2 Baptism as a Ritual

In this research, in most cases, I am using the term rifual in regard to baptism. In the first
chapter of my work (see section 1.5.1), I explained that I am not using the word sacrament in order
to maintain a neutral position. The term rife could be a good alternative, but some Christian
denominations have been using this term as opposed to sacrament due to theological reasons; |
prefer not to create any ambiguity and use the term rifual as a technical term for baptism.

The term ritual is a relatively modern analytical concept that entered scholarly discourse
in religious studies around 1900 (Stollberg-Rilinger 2013:15). However, there are different

perspectives on how to define ritual, and the precise definition may depend on the particular
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research school that is using this term. Ronald Grimes shows that even among the top scholars in
the field, the definition of ritual could differ (Grimes 2014:189). Therefore, the history of ritual
research includes a history of different definitions of ritual (Matthes 2017:22). This situation can
puzzle people and give the impression that the term is problematic. However, many terms are
problematic in this sense; the term religion is even more difficult to define, and many attempts to
provide a clear definition have failed to gain widespread acceptance (Smith 1963:21). Risto Uro
emphasizes that, because the ritual is a scholarly construction, it is always good practice to provide
a working definition of the term before its theoretical analysis (Uro 2019:5).

However, if we leave aside scholarly debates and extract the basic consensus about the
term, I think it makes perfect sense to define the ritual as a concrete set of actions that have their
own symbolic language and represent an important meaning for the community. It is clear that not
only Christian baptism but also traditional Jewish purifications that preceded baptism and from
which baptism originated fit this definition. Jewish cleansing rituals also represent a specific set
of actions that have their own meaning. The meaning was usually not clear to outsiders, but it
could easily be decoded by any person who was living within Jewish tradition. In both cases,
whether baptism or Jewish purifications, we see some commonality. However, despite the
similarities, during its formation, the symbolic meaning of Christian baptism has shifted. Catherine
Bell views baptism as a ritual that illustrates both gradual and sudden shifts in emphasis and
theological meaning that can be observed historically (Bell 2009 [1997]:212).

Barbara Beyer argues that, despite different definitions of ritual, there is no doubt that
baptism should be considered a ritual (Beyer 2024:128) and classified as an initiation ritual (Beyer

2024:127).
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Defining baptism as a ritual allows us to apply the research methodologies that have been
established to study rituals. The theoretical frames for this were suggested by Arnold van Gennep.
He proposed to look at structural elements of rituals that can be cross-culturally observed. In his
book The Rites of Passage (Van Gennep 1960 [1909]), Van Gennep focuses on rituals that mark
social transitions. He identified three separate stages that represent the structural elements of ritual
— separation, transition, and incorporation. Each stage has its own importance, and together, they
constitute the ritual. Separation indicates the partial or full break with the past, the transition or
liminal stage is the time of transformation from one stage to another, and the final stage is
incorporation. At this stage, a person becomes renewed and acquires a new status. Van Gennep
shows this basic structure, which can be easily applied to a variety of rituals — religious or secular.

Victor Turner, in his book The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Turner 1991
[1969]), developed Van Gennep’s theory by focusing specifically on the liminal (transitional) stage
of rites of passage. The research on the issue shows that the liminal stage is considered a time of
uncertainty and danger. It is the time when people lose their previous state but have not acquired
anew one yet. A person overcomes this stage through initiation, and after it, one gets incorporated
into the new state and acquires a new identity. The patterns in the ritual process that Van Gennep
and Turner described can be applied to different rituals, and baptism is one of them.

In baptism, a person is separated from the previous way of life, symbolically dies and is
buried with Christ, and then is incorporated with Christ and acquires a shared identity with other
members of the Christian community. As I showed in the previous chapter, for early Christians,
baptism was a situational ritual and did not require a long time of preparation, and all of these
stages were experienced during a baptism. Later, baptism became a more elaborate procedure

requiring sufficient preparation, which extended the liminal stage. For example, by the 4th century
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in Jerusalem, baptism was no longer performed on any day but was linked to the annual Easter
worship, which included a developed baptismal liturgy (Van den Heever 2005:265). This
complication of the procedure led to the fact that a person who wanted to be baptized had been in
a long-term transition before acquiring a new identity. Thus, Van Gennep’s and Turner’s structure
of ritual can be applied to baptism, and in such a framework, we can examine the initial form of
baptism and its development.

I noted above that different scholars might have different definitions of ritual; Turner
defined ritual as a “prescribed formal behavior for occasions” that has reference to belief (Turner
1992 [1982]:79). However, he does not think that the formal behavior in ritual should always fit
into a defined framework of particular actions. Ritual is a meaningful performance, and as a
performance, it includes the possibility of improvisation, which is not strictly framed (Turner 1992:
79). Turner objects to the vision of ritual as totally unchangeable behavior. Cross-cultural and
historical-critical observation shows that if we look at the origins and development of any ritual,
regardless of tradition, we are able to face non-fixed ritual behavior. The initial form of ritual tends
to be spontaneous, but over time, the shape of the ritual becomes more strictly defined. Following
Turner’s example, we can compare rituals with theater. In theater plays, a director determines
actors’ roles according to the scenario, but within the script, actors have a possibility for
improvisation.

If we look historically at early Christian worship, not only in regard to baptism but also to
the Eucharist, it becomes evident that these liturgies were not strictly fixed but rather charismatic.
It is not specifically a Christian feature; across different cultures, rituals tend to be charismatic in
their initial stages before they become formalized. A ritual has a purpose, and the actions performed

during the ritual reflect the purpose and the meaning of the ritual. At the same time, the ritual
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performance is not a static system with strict requirements for the necessity of a particular sequence
of actions. A charismatic approach characterizes the initial stage of the ritual, but over time, there
is a tendency for a stricter approach to the ritual in all its aspects — a clearer definition of its
meaning and a more fixed external form. I would say that at this very moment, ritual becomes
ritualized. The ritualization of the ritual is not its initial form but the result of the evolution or
regression, depending on how you look at this process.

Thus, by defining baptism as a ritual and incorporating this topic as a part of the ritual
studies discussion, we have the opportunity to expand our understanding of the evolution of
baptism by putting it into a wider context. Contemporary ritual studies provide additional data that
allow us to look at baptism as one among many rituals that follow the same pattern of evolution.
It does not exclude the unique history of baptism; on the contrary, it helps us understand the causes
of the changes in this ritual and enables us to get a sense of the process of evolution of baptism at

a more proficient level.

5.3 The Transformations of the Ritual

In previous chapters, I pointed out the historical connection between Christian baptism and
existing Jewish practices. The analysis, which was done in chapter two, showed that Jewish
purification practices were under inner development. The important turning point happened during
the Second Temple period. It is evident that in the 1st century BCE, among some Jews, we see the
appearance of a new tendency to connect ritual impurity with moral impurity; such a connection
was unknown before. At the same time, there was growing attention to regular purification

practices, sometimes observed on a daily basis and regardless of Temple visits.
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It is not unusual that understanding the meaning of the ritual and the approach to it can
change over time. In fact, it is cross-culturally observed, and Jewish purification practices are not
unique in this sense. However, the history of such changes and the shifting of the meaning of any
given ritual usually has reasonable social and historical explanations. As I stated before, the
increased attention to purificatory practices among Jews was not just the inner development of
such ritual practices but the process that occurred in response to social and cultural changes that
came with Hellenization. This process had at least two results: the penetration of Hellenistic
thought into the Jewish mind on the one hand, and the tendency to define distinct Jewish identity
on the other. However, it was a gradual and, therefore, less noticeable process. The changes that
happened in the ritual sphere were not seen in Jewish society as something new but rather as a
natural development and enhancement of an earlier existing ritual practice.

By the 1st century, we can see a desire to maintain a high level of ritual purity among
ordinary Jewish individuals. In addition, we also see the appearance of movements that put
purification practices at the center of their religious activity. The most well-known case in terms
of historical and archeological evidence is the so-called Qumran Community — the ritual practices
of this community I discussed in chapter three.

The other movement that is crucially important for this research is the movement of John
the Baptist. Christian baptismal practice has a historical connection with the practice of John the
Baptist, and it is crucial to understand this practice from a ritual studies perspective in order to get
a better sense of what exactly Christian baptism inherited from this previously existing tradition
and what was developed later within the Christian community.

The key difference between regular Jewish purification and the practice of John the Baptist

lies in the eschatological ground. The eschatological sentiments were a characteristic feature of
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Jewish baptismal movements, and John, as a leader of one of these movements, was perceived as
an eschatological prophet.

However, in both cases, whether it was an individual Jewish purification or purification in
the context of Jewish baptismal movements, it was all about the necessity of being purified.
Regular purification was intended to remove ritual impurity whereas John’s baptism was
connected with the necessity of repentance and forgiveness of sins, which was a necessary
purification in the context of preparation for God’s intervention. Thus, John’s baptismal
purification cannot be separated from the eschatological context; his baptism was a part of the
preparation for God’s intervention.

From Turner’s perspective, John and his followers can be seen as people who have been in
a liminal state. It was a time of hope and uncertainty for them, but it was not the state experienced
by most Jews. Many Jews were not satisfied with their situation and likely held some form of
passive expectation that God would help their people, but they did not know when or how this
would happen. They adapted their religious practices to the current situation and lived with just
this passive hope. John’s preaching was different; he believed that God could intervene at any
moment, and his baptism was an act of preparation for this intervention. This preparation included
repentance and forgiveness of sins, which was an important part of John’s baptism.

The idea that people need to repent is related to some thoughts that can be found in the
apocalyptic literature of the Second Temple period. This literature reflects thoughts that existed in
some streams within Judaism of that time, which consisted of the idea that God’s wrath could soon
fall on sinners and that justice would be restored.

The expectation of divine punishment for oppressors and sinners is natural for humans who

want justice, but the unknown results of this justice can also be fearful. It is obvious that when
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people think about divine revenge, they would like to be spectators of this act and not the victims
of God’s wrath. However, who can be sure that they are really pure in the face of God? Probably
because of that fear and the desire to be on the side of God, we see the appearance of the necessity
of repentance. Repentance purifies individuals and makes them clean before God.

Despite the presence of such a view among some groups of Jews, this does not mean that
it was shared by the majority; people could have different perspectives. However, it was the view
that John the Baptist had, and precisely because of this view, he called for repentance. The
necessity of repentance was crucial, but John’s practice included not just inner or verbal repentance
but a physical immersion in the Jordan River. This act was seen as part of repentance, some sort
of confirmation of spiritual cleansing through ritual immersion. There is no question that Jews
were used to similar ritual immersion, and John’s baptism seemed familiar; at the same time, his
baptism presented a different meaning.

The purification in the Jordan River was unique because it was not a repeated ritual; it was
an act that was perceived as the final purification in the face of a new reality. Just as the ancient
Hebrews, freed from bondage in Egypt, crossed the Jordan River to enter the promised land, their
descendants came to the same river to become free again. People got purified by the water from
the Jordan River and expected God’s imminent intervention. In Van Gennep’s terminology, John’s
baptism can be described as a liminal ritual that was received by people who were in a liminal
stage.

John’s baptism had two important features that constituted his practice. On the one hand,
it is a familiar practice of purification. On the other hand, this practice was inseparable from the
view that the present moment was a time of uncertainty in the face of coming changes. The

meaning of John’s baptism cannot be understood without getting a sense of Jewish eschatological
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views. Thus, the baptism of John was a type of purification that was the product of Jewish
eschatology. This connection between the familiar Jewish practice and the eschatological
perspective made John’s baptism unique in comparison with other similar practices.

Given the fact that John baptized Jesus, I do not see any reason to doubt that Jesus’s initial
view of baptism, as well as a view of his disciples, presupposed that this act was carried out in the
eschatological context as the preparation for the new coming reality. Over time, baptism shifted
its focus from eschatology to Christology (Marcus 1995:521). The question that needs to be asked
is: at what point did the meaning of baptism shift? It is possible that partial shifting already
happened during Jesus’s life, supposedly after the tragic death of John the Baptist, which was the
first significant trauma for all people who were more or less related to John and believed in his
prophetic mission regarding the imminent and near end of the current world.

God’s intervention did not happen during John’s life, and it is quite natural that people
started to correct their views accordingly. It is also not surprising that after Jesus’s death, his
disciples experienced a more significant trauma, which affected their understanding of Jesus’s
mission and his role in history. However, it was not a spontaneous but rather a gradual process of
reflection. During the first decades, the followers of Jesus were part of the movement, which still
fit into the general frames of Jewish eschatological movements, and at this stage, baptism still
carried an eschatological meaning combined with acceptance of Christ’s discipleship. These two
components were crucial from the very beginning. At the same time, the united view on baptism
has not yet been formulated, and it is not surprising that during the 1st century, we can see different
approaches to the same ritual in different communities. In the previous chapter, I showed that
baptism could be distinct from community to community at the earliest period. Still, the question

for this chapter is different: what can we say about factors that paved the way to eventual unity for
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baptism, and what eventually made baptism distinct from other Jewish rituals? In the next section,
I will present suggestions that rely not only on historical facts but also on the achievements of
contemporary sociology, cultural anthropology, and related disciplines, and I am pretty sure that

their helpful insights can shed additional light on this problem.

5.4 Baptism and the formation of Christian Identity

I propose to look at the process of evolution of Christian baptism as a reflection of the
formation of Christian identity. In the Ist century, Jesus’ disciples did not separate themselves
from Judaism. Jesus himself operated in the Jewish system of values, and even if he opposed some
rules, his opposition was part of internal debates that existed in Judaism at that time. However, if
we agree that Jesus and his disciples continued to maintain their Jewish identity, the next question
we should ask is this: what exactly is Jewish identity?

By the end of the Second Temple period, Jews did not have a common territory; the
majority of them lived in the Diaspora, did not speak Hebrew, and were culturally and socially
diverse (Herr 2009:212). However, despite all differences among Jews, they had a sense of shared
identity and distinctiveness from non-Jews (Gruen 2009:101). The images that solidified this
identity are present in the Torah, which describes Jews as people who have a special bond with
God through the covenant, which served as a starting point for Jewish collective identity. Other
biblical texts describe the great past and the challenges of the Israelite nation. In such a context,
the oppression of Jews by Rome was seen through the lens of historical memory about the great
past, and the current situation was not considered fair and did not represent the true will of God to
his people. Thus, the religious identity of Jews in the 1st century was bound up with their political

identity as a separate nation under oppression. This was the basic vision within which different
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approaches were developed. People could have different perspectives on how to look at the current
situation in terms of politics and religion. The existence of different Jewish sects is the result of
this diversity. Jesus’s movement had its own features, but it was one group among others. The
actual separation of this group from Judaism happened as soon as followers of Christ started to
perceive Jews who did not recognize Christ as the Messiah as “others” and made a claim that only
followers of Christ were the true children of Abraham who had the correct interpretation of the
Bible (Lieu 2016:188). The growing exclusivism of followers of Christ led to total separation from
Judaism. At the same time, it was a gradual process and was not connected to one particular event.

Initially, the recognition of Jesus as the Messiah was a part of an internal discussion within
Judaism, similar to those that we can observe in modern churches in regard to the challenges of
our time. Sometimes, church discussions may be heated, but they do not necessarily lead to a total
breakup of two different groups within one church. Daniel Boyarin argues that it is impossible to
point to any particular date that could indicate the separation of Judaism and Christianity, and until
very late antiquity, there were no different entities such as Judaism and Christianity (Boyarin
2004:21). He recognizes the existence of different social groups, such as non-Jewish Christian,
Jewish Christian, and non-Christian Jewish, but the interlapping between them was so deep that it
is very questionable if we can put any clear boundaries between them (Boyarin 2004:21). Clear
boundaries did not exist for a long time; in some communities, boundaries seemed clearer, but in
others, they were blurred. Defining boundaries was not a goal of early Christians; it was the result
of the construction of orthodoxy when some Christians tried to unify other Christians according to
their understanding of the correct belief. Many people who allegedly did not have the correct belief
disagreed with such frames and started to resist. At the same time, some isolated communities even

had no idea that there was any necessity for the normalization of their faith. The formation of
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Christian orthodoxy can be seen as the continuation of the construction of Christian identity, but it
is a separate and more complex topic. The reality is that in the 1st century, there was no normative
Christianity, but a variety of groups. As Lieu suggests, it would be more appropriate to view them
within their own intercommunal traditions, such as Matthaean, Johannine, or Pauline Christianity,
without using generalized terms (Lieu 2004:4).

However, I would like to focus on a different issue, which is the specific identity of
followers of Christ. They could have multiple identities, both as Jews and as followers of Christ.
There was no contradiction here; people who believed in Christ as the Messiah existed within a
larger Jewish identity. They considered themselves descendants of Abraham, and each identity was
important in its own sense, so followers of Christ did not sacrifice one identity at the expense of
another. Historically, one identity superseded the other, which was a result of the growing gap
between followers of Christ and other Jews. However, this would not have happened if, in its initial
state, followers of Christ had not developed a strong sense of inner identity based on shared beliefs
and a sense of communal fellowship. The prominent scholar in the field of identity, Rogers
Brubaker, in his definition of collective identities, states:

“This is the emotionally laden sense of belonging to a distinctive, bounded group,
involving both a felt solidarity or oneness with fellow group members and a felt difference from
or even antipathy to specified outsiders” (Brubaker 2004:46).

This definition fits the situation that we are able to observe among early followers of Christ,
even at the time when they did not separate themselves from Judaism. The question that is
reasonable to ask is, to whom could early Christians have antipathy? In its initial state, they could
not have had an antipathy to other Jews because they were Jews themselves, and as Jews, they still

had more in common with those Jews who did not believe that Christ was the Messiah than with
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pagan society. Messianic and non-messianic Jews shared the same tradition and political solidarity
in the thought that the Roman Empire was a force that oppressed their nation.

However, the Christian community gradually evolved, and during this process, they
acquired more unique characteristics, such as ritual practices and rich narrative materials, which
were distinctive from other Jewish groups. Due to a growing gap between these groups, it is not
surprising that over time, we see a tendency among Christians to look at Jews, who did not accept
Jesus as Messiah, as “others.” In the previous chapter, I analyzed how some texts from the New
Testament had already reflected this distance. Some passages even make Jews responsible for
Jesus's death, such as the well-known passage from Matthew 27:25 and a variety of other passages
from different Gospels and Acts that contain anti-Jewish sentiments. Despite the existence of such
passages, I do not think that they reflect the author’s anti-Jewish or antisemitic trope. I prefer to
look at such passages as the reflection of family discord when, due to frustration, people from the
same family try to create psychological distance, and not necessarily the form of total separation.

It is worth noticing that the association of people as descendants of Abraham was important
not only for those who were Jews by birth but also for Gentiles who became Christians. The
question is not whether early Christians considered themselves Jewish or not; I am quite positive
that they had a Jewish identity. However, in addition to that, they also had an identity as followers
of Christ. The construction of this identity at a time when Christians did not separate themselves
from Judaism is related to the problem of the construction of Christian baptism because the
evolution of baptism is a reflection of this process.

From the very beginning, for followers of Christ, it was important to spread the word that
Jesus is the Messiah. The messianic message was spreading among people by sharing stories and

describing personal experiences. Besides the external message, which was intended to convert
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people, there was also a life within the Christian community that delivered messages to newcomers
and converted members. The messages consisted of meaningful oral stories and actions that were
intended to enhance people’s experience as followers of Christ. The stories that were told in
communities and ritual practices played a role in the formation of a specific identity, and baptism
in such a context was a crucial ritual that served as a way to reinforce this identity.

In the early Christian community, baptism became not just a necessary ritual but a tool that
created a specific memory and identity among new members. Kirk, in his analysis, shows that
early Christian communities as genuine communities were communities of memory. They
incorporated new individuals into the group through participation in the shared memory by telling
and retelling meaningful stories, and rituals are a vital part of this process (Kirk 2005:4). In
baptism, an individual’s experience becomes part of an encompassing story that is not limited by
time. The boundaries between time and place become barely visible or not visible at all, as personal
experience is integrated into a broader story, and individual memory becomes part of the memory
of the community. Baptism and Eucharist played a crucial role in the construction of the collective
memory of early Christians. Keightley points out that the Christian church could be seen as a body
of shared memories. It was a memory of the past, which was distinctive from history in the modern
secular sense. The Christian understanding of the past was formed through meaningful stories that
were transmitted through participation in early Christian rituals (Keightley 2005:136).

Eucharist and baptism were the central rituals of the early church. They allowed people to
have bodily involvement in timeless events that created a unique connection between past and
present, destroyed any time framing, and produced the unique shared identity of the Christian
community. Over time, Christians solidified both their identity and their theological understanding

of baptism. Cyril of Jerusalem, in his Mystagogical Lectures (Katecheseis Mystagogikai),
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explicitly says that baptism is sharing Jesus’s death and resurrection: “sharing His sufferings in a
symbolic enactment we may really and truly gain salvation” (Cyril of Jerusalem 2000:164).
However, I would like to emphasize that Cyril repeated a meaning that represented an established
understanding of baptism already known among early Christian communities, specifically after
Paul, who first introduced this view. His understanding became very influential, especially as it
helped to make a clear distinction of baptism as an initiation ritual, as Barbara Beyer puts it, “The
death-life-motif is a default characteristic of initiation rituals. It blends together the aspects of
termination, transformation, and initiation” (Beyer 2024:129).

Among early followers of Jesus, baptism was not perceived as a Christian innovation but
as a familiar Jewish ritual that was enriched by new meaning and grasped the meaningful memory
of the recent past. In this regard, I would like to refer to Yosef Yerushalmi, who proposed to look
at the Jewish understanding of history as the memory of a series of meaningful events. This
memory is distinct from the modern understanding of history, where history is subordinated to its
sequence. As against our modern history, Jewish historical memory is selective; it discards
unnecessary historical events and leaves those events that are essential for the purpose of
community, an approach which later was inherited by Christianity and Islam (Yerushalmi 1989:8).
In this sense, Jewish rituals and festivals represent the evocation of a meaningful historical past
rather than just a description of the past. This evocation enables people to feel a connection with
the past and have a sense of personal involvement in it (Yerushalmi 1989:9). Early Christian
communities followed the same pattern, but the focus of meaningful events was shifted to the
recent past instead of the distant past. This focus allowed the construction of a specific Christian
identity, which initially was not different from Jewish identity but had its own features that were

the result of a reflection of recent experience. The key rituals that evoke the experience of the
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recent past were baptism and Eucharist; they represent meaningful events that were important for
the community.

Both baptism and Eucharist represent the trauma of the community as well as hope. [ would
like to stress that the element of trauma is important in terms of collective memory. Baptism is
associated with dying and resurrection with Christ, which is simultaneously trauma and hope. The
Eucharist is the remembrance of tragic events as well as a participation in the supper with Christ,
who is still present within his community. The focus of the early Christian community on two
rituals that reflect traumatic experiences created a specific sense of belonging to a recent traumatic
past. The traumatic past, which members of the community were not witnessing directly, still
affected them. The modern scholars of trauma distinguish the traumatic event from the trauma
itself. The actual event belongs to the past, but trauma is the result of the past; it is a wound that
could exist and develop in the human psyche after the event. For the Christian community, one of
the most important events from the past was the Golgotha experience. The horrific death of Jesus
was not just a matter of the past; it was a collective experience that affected the identity of each
follower of Christ. Such a phenomenon is not unique and has been explored in the social sciences.
Sociologist Jeffrey Alexander uses the term cultural trauma for groups that were subjected to a
horrific event in the past, but this event still affects group consciousness in the present and
constitutes their identity (Alexander 2004:1). Cultural trauma, as opposed to individual trauma, is
something that constitutes the identity of the group with a fixation on the past event, and in the
case of the early Christian community, this event was the experience of Jesus’s death. Not all
believers could witness this event, but they could be involved in it through stories and ritual

practices. As John Dominic Crossan demonstrates in The Birth of Christianity, early Christianity
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was shaped by oral stories and ritual practices (Crossan 1998). Rituals not only preserved the
stories; they also helped believers shape a sense of participation in events of the past.

Baptism, in this sense, was the first introduction for new believers to the Christian mystery
of death with Jesus and resurrection with him. There is no doubt that from early on, the shared
memory about Jesus’s death and resurrection becomes a distinctive feature of the identity of early
followers of Jesus. Cathy Caruth, one of the leading scholars in Trauma Studies, proposed to look
at traumatic experiences as events that can go beyond an individual experience but could be
transmitted into society through meaningful stories and images (Caruth 1996). The traumatic
images from the past can become an important part of societal identity; in such terms, we can look
at early Christians as a traumatized society.

The death of Jesus was a significant trauma for his followers, and its subsequent centrality
in the Christian community represents a deep trauma that continues to be reflected among new
followers of Jesus. They did not experience this event in real time but could experience it through
ritual action, intended to produce the same experience as the direct disciples of Jesus. Baptism as
a ritual was subordinated to this goal. It was not a story about the past; it was the personal
involvement of each baptized person in this story. Christian believers were not separated from the
past — they were part of it.

Overcoming the boundaries of time, which is obtained through a ritual, is a feature that
could also be observed in Greco-Roman mysteries. The initiation into mystery was not just a
repeated drama of the past; it was the way to become a part of a big story. Everything in mysteries
was directed to create this sense of participation — meaningful stories, bodily involvement, and the
use of special agents. The goal was to create an unforgettable psychological impact that would

give a person a sense of new belonging.
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In my research, I tried to show the complexity of the formation of baptism; I do not accept
the idea that Christian baptism was the result of solely one tradition, whether Jewish or Greco-
Roman. Historically, Christian baptism was formed as a result of different influences. It would be
incorrect to say that baptism is just an evolved Jewish practice, and it is also a mistake to look at
baptism as a practice that has nothing to do with Jewish tradition but rather as a variation of existing
practices that came from Greco-Roman mystery cults. The reality is that we have to recognize the
complexity of baptism’s formation, and I would like to stress that its origins have two main sources
— Jewish and Greco-Roman. The formation of baptism was a result of this hybridity, which became
possible because of a political situation and mutual cultural influences, which, of course, affected
religion. I am emphasizing this because, in the previous scholarship, there was a tendency to take
one side or the other in terms of underestimating the influences. Some scholars held the view that
baptism was solely of Jewish origin and that the Greco-Roman component was insignificant and
not worthy of attention, while others believed that the Greco-Roman component was crucial. In
my view, it is important to reject these extremes and recognize that baptism could not be formed
without both of these components that have equal value in the process of formation of Christian
baptism.

The historical connection between Christian baptism and Jewish purification practices was
examined in detail in chapters two and three. For the Christian community, the connection of
baptism with previous Jewish practices was not just a matter of the past; it was crucial for their
identity to have a sense that this ritual practice was a continuation of a Jewish tradition and not an
invention of a new one. The continuation does not mean unchanging, and I showed previously that
Jewish practices of purification were changing under the influence of Greco-Roman culture even

before Jesus was born. Thus, the appearance of new elements, and even the shifting of meaning,
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was not necessarily understood by people as something new, but it was considered a useful change
in the current situation. This approach allowed people to add new meaning to the ritual and change
the practice without the sense that they were constructing a new ritual apart from the old one. The
changes were seen as a new emphasis, which was considered a natural and actual development.

Thus, Judaism, in its variety of streams, including the early Christian community, could
accept elements from other religious practices when they were considered useful. Knowing this
context, it seems unlikely that the Hellenistic element that infused Christianity was crucial in its
subsequent separation from Judaism, simply because this Hellenistic influence on the Christian
community was not isolated from a more global influence on Judaism as a whole. The question is
not whether Christianity eventually became a separate entity because of Hellenistic influence or
not, but what exactly shaped Christian identity. It seems quite evident to me that the shift in the
understanding of baptism in the middle of the 1st century is a great example of the construction of
Christian identity. This is why this research contributes not only to the research of baptism but also
to Christian identity.

Baptism as a ritual gave access to a community of believers, where each person at some
point went through the same initiation and acquired a sense of involvement in such crucial events
as the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. The ritual created a specific sense of unity with Christ
and each member of the Christian community. The community represented a mystical fellowship
where people had a special bond of spiritual belonging to each other. I suppose that this sense of
communal identity eventually produced the separation of the Christian community from Judaism,
but in its earliest stage, it was mostly a matter of belonging to the messianic community within

Judaism, not a separate one.
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At the same time, the community challenged previous social boundaries. It was open to
everybody regardless of ethnicity, age, or gender. People entered the community with no
hierarchical distinction and even with no time limitations. New members could feel that they had
experienced past events as if they had been real witnesses and even participants. These aspects are
expressed in Christian writings, and they are reflected in ritual practices. Christian baptism is the
best example of that; this ritual represents the faith and vision of the early Christian community
through symbolic actions. Actions during baptism are a specific and unique language that goes
beyond ordinary words. Our modern understanding of the necessity of verbal or textual
explanation of religion and ritual is quite far from what early Christians thought about it. For them,
the personal experience and involvement in ritual create a sense of profound understanding of
events from the past and belonging to them. This sense was invaluable and superior to our modern
attempts to explain past events logically. There was no need for additional explanation for things
that were experienced personally. The ritual is some sort of visual icon that represents the view of
the community on events from the past, not through text but through a set of actions. These actions
serve as instruments that help to explain crucial events that were meaningful for the Christian
community, and they experienced them on a deeply personal level. All ritual actions that constitute

baptism are intended to create a sense of involvement with crucial events of the past.

5.5 The Role of Baptismal Symbolism

The profound symbolism that characterized baptism is not something that was very
common in Jewish ritual practices. There is no ground to doubt that baptism had its origins in
traditional Jewish purification, but it also absorbed features that were typical of Greco-Roman

mysteries, and it made Christian baptism unique. Early Christians, as well as other Jews in the late
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Second Temple period, did not regard such borrowings as the inclusion of alien elements into their
tradition but looked at them as tools taken from their common cultural repertoires that served to
transfer symbolic meaning in the best possible way. The way baptism was eventually formed is
nothing but a reflection of crucial beliefs of the early Christian community, including three main
points. Firstly, for the Christian community, it was important to testify to the importance of Jesus’s
sufferings, and each new member had a sense of participation in them through symbolic actions
that were performed during baptism. Accepting baptism also meant accepting the possibility of
personal suffering in the name of Christ in the future. Secondly, the belief in Jesus’s resurrection
was a source of hope. The resurrection was not perceived as an event from the past; it was
perceived that, in a mystical way, Jesus was still present in the community, which was open to each
believer through baptism. Thirdly, baptism has opened the door to an egalitarian community of
people who are mystically united with each other, and where traditional social boundaries no
longer exist.

All three of these points can be found in Paul’s genuine writings regarding baptism. Paul
expressed his vision clearly, but most Christians had not read Paul for centuries and had a similar
view. Why? Simply because baptism as a ritual basically reflected the same view through ritual
actions. They were highly symbolically loaded, and each believer who went into baptismal waters
could easily understand their symbolic meaning without supporting written text. The performance
of baptism was a visual, non-written testimony that spoke for itself.

The mystical unity of all believers that was acquired through baptism challenged the
traditional social order. Christian egalitarianism appeals to modern society, but it was not the
situation in the 1st century, when equality was unusual, and inequality was the norm of society.

The equality of people and the challenge of a socio-hierarchical society represent the vision that
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went back to Jesus, whose movement implied the direction toward an egalitarian community.
Richard Horsley describes the early Christian society as the communities that were constituted in
“nonpatriarchal familial terms” (Horsley 1987:240). At the same time, the rapid spread of
Christianity brought new people who became believers, but even for them, the egalitarian Christian
ideas seemed radical, and they perceived them with a sense of unease because they contradicted
the traditional social norms to which they were accustomed. The unwillingness to accept Christian
egalitarianism in its full initial form drove some authors to deradicalize the early Christian
approach towards more acceptable social norms, and this is why we see such radical contradictions
between the genuine letters of Paul and the letters that were ascribed to him but belonged to later
authors. However, the integration of these more conservative elements into the Christian mindset
affected the subsequent understandings of social norms. These norms were taken for granted by
later authoritative authors, who in the Christian tradition came to be known as the Fathers of the
Church. They accepted texts claiming to be written by Paul and believed him to be the author of a
broad corpus of writings, including 1 Timothy, which effectively deradicalized Paul’s egalitarian
views and promoted a less radical approach to societal norms by appealing to the apostolic
authority (Clark 1983:16). This approach became dominant in Christianity for centuries and
affected patristic literature, which was left quite a little from an initial radical egalitarian vision
that was dominant in the early community. At the same time, baptism, through its symbolism and
ritual actions, has kept the memory of early Christian egalitarianism.

As an egalitarian ritual, baptism was inclusive. Any person could be baptized, and the ritual
did not differ for Jew or Gentile, for a person who held a burden of slavery or was free, for women
or men. The ritual itself eliminated sexual differences and erased the boundaries between genders.

Victor Turner points out that the erasing of sexual differences in the initiation context is not
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surprising; it is a very common cross-cultural feature, but this is conditioned by liminal situations
(Turner 1974:247). In the case of baptism, it goes beyond the liminal stage; through baptism,
believers enter the egalitarian Christian community where “there is no longer male and female”
(Galatians 3:28). At the same time, baptism as an initiation to this community consists of rich and
unique symbolism.

One of the most evident features is that baptism requires the person being baptized to be
nude, regardless of gender. It was not unusual in Judaism because nudity was required in traditional
Jewish purification rituals. However, the traditional Jewish purifications were not initiation rituals,
whereas Christian baptism became an initiation ritual. The ritual nudity was customary in the
initiations into the Greco-Roman mysteries. So, it is unlikely that nudity was any obstacle for
Jewish or Gentile audiences; people with different backgrounds were accustomed to nudity in the
ritual context.

There is a tendency among some evangelical scholars to argue that the mention of nudity
in a baptismal context does not necessarily imply total nudity and could include basic covering of
the body (Guy 2003:140). The author is rightly cautious in recognizing that there could be some
cases with total disrobing but still arguing that it was not very common, especially in cases when
an adult cleric was dealing with an adult female (Guy 2003:140). Guy’s argument does not
represent the consensus on this issue, but it is worth mentioning as an alternative view. However,
knowing the facts that nudity was a part of Jewish practices of purification, presented in Greco-
Roman mysteries, and cross-culturally observed among different initiation rituals, I do not think
that Christian baptism should be seen in totally different frames. It seems to me that Guy’s
approach is an attempt to remove embarrassment towards early Christian baptism, where nudity

was part of it, through the presentation of an accustomed version that would be a better fit for
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modern presuppositions about what an early version of baptism should look like. I do not think
that he did it consciously, but it is likely the result of an embarrassment towards nudity, which is
still present in modern Western society, and it affects the perception of the situation that took place
centuries ago.

At the same time, I am not arguing that early Christians were unashamed of nudity. They
were likely more modest about public nudity in comparison with Gentile society, but ritual nudity
was normalized because it was seen in a different category. Jonathan Z. Smith pointed out that it
is true that there was the presence of shaming towards nakedness in Judaism and then in
Christianity; at the same time, nudity played an important symbolic role in the baptismal context
(Smith 1966:220). It is connected to the idea of transformation through baptism, in which a person
is reborn in baptism and, as an innocent baby, naked and without shame, symbolically returns to
Eden (Smith 1966:234).

Jensen identifies at least five symbolic functions of baptismal nudity: 1. Stripping off an
old identity; 2. The symbolism of the newborn child; 3. The return to the initial innocence of Adam
and Eve; 4. The innocence and genderlessness of post-baptismal society; 5. The initial
vulnerability of the body and the protection that a baptized person acquires through baptism
(Jensen 2011:166—168).

Roy Rappaport emphasizes the important role of bodies in the ritual; they become
instruments that transmit those meta-messages that are difficult to convey by ordinary language
(Rappaport 1999:252). The involvement of the body in the process of the baptismal ritual is a
different symbolic language that was unknown to outsiders. As soon as participants in the ritual go
through baptism, they acquire a new experience that is inexpressible by ordinary language and can

only be grasped on an emotional level. The stories that accompanied baptism and the involvement
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of the body were intended to create a very strong emotional response. The bare body of the baptized
serves as a tool that connects the events from the past with the present — starting with the blissful
life of ancestors, the human fall and suffering, the crucifixion of Jesus, and his resurrection.
Baptism is the reality where the lines between the present and the past become blurred. An
individual who receives baptism is not just a person who lives here and now but represents a part
of a larger story. A person acquires a unique sense of unity not with the state, common society, or
even the present time but with people who are part of the community and have received the same
experience. In such terms, the ritual not only erases gender differences during its performance, but
it also changes the life of a baptized person through access to a community where social norms are
different in comparison to ordinary society. Baptism helped believers acquire a sense of unity with
a community in which all members were equal. Through baptism, they were integrated into this
egalitarian society, where each person was seen as a part of the mystical body of Christ, as the
apostle Paul puts it (1 Cor. 12:12-27). This sense of belonging to one body, which had been
connected in a mystical way with both the past and the present, was an important part of early
Christian identity. However, this sense of belonging could only be acquired through baptism. Thus,
baptism was a turning point for each believer, changing their life and perception of reality.

I would like to indicate that baptism was not only a ritual that allowed one to enter into a
Christian community; it also affected each person’s identity on multiple levels. The immersion into
the waters of baptism meant that each baptized person experienced, on an emotional and even
physical level, participation in a drama of Jesus’ suffering, crucifixion, and resurrection. The
resurrection part was no less important than the others. The resurrection was understood as a
victory, and each member of the community was part of it. It was also a source of individual hope

because nobody could be certain about the future. Each Christian could be martyred, but the
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readiness for martyrdom was connected with the belief in the resurrection, which was seen as a
victory over death. Victory comes through participation in the whole story, the story that has not
yet been finished because each baptized person has been a part of this story as a member of the
mystical body of Christ. It means that the story continues, and each believer is part of it, and the
whole community from the past, present, and future is a big mega-family of one body. The
integration into this body comes through baptism. All baptismal symbolism was intended to create

these feelings, and as a result, allows each person to feel that they are part of a big and meaningful

story.

5.6 Conclusion

In this final chapter, my intention was to show how contemporary interdisciplinary research
can enrich our understanding of the evolution of baptism from a broad, cross-cultural perspective.
From chapter one to chapter four, I showed the historical development of Jewish purification rituals
and how they changed and transformed due to different circumstances. For some unfortunate
reason, many scholars in the past looked at baptism as some sort of innovation rather than a
transformation. Throughout this work, I have been showing, and I hope to have persuaded the
reader, that baptism developed out of the Jewish practice of purification. The word “offshoot”
indicates an origin, but it is not synonymous with an initial practice. The practice was transformed
and rethought in a new way due to political, social, and cultural circumstances. One of the crucial
points is the appearance of the Jewish baptismal movements and the practice of John the Baptist,
who was one of the most prominent leaders of such movements. These movements had their roots
in Jewish purification, but their practices were developed and transformed. The famously known

practice of Jewish proselyte baptism, which is often mistakenly attributed as the predecessor of
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Christian baptism, also had the same root but was transformed and rethought. These practices,
including Christian baptism, are different but share the same origin; this makes them related but
not identical.

It is hard to know exactly within which frameworks early Christians looked at baptism. It
seems likely that clearly defined frames did not exist until the emergence of Paul. Paul himself
indicates that divisions had existed among believers. Thus, Paul’s writings should not be
considered as a united view of all Christians but as one of many expressions that likely reflect
some tendencies that previously existed. Paul’s contribution was crucial because he set clearer
frames, and they became the basis for the following understanding of baptism. Thus, Paul certainly
did not invent baptism, but he was someone who clearly articulated frameworks. What is important
is that these frames allowed the creation of a specific sense of belonging among all baptized people
as a united fellowship. Initially, it was just a specific sectarian identity within Judaism, but this
sense of common identity paved the way for the future separation from Judaism. Paul’s vision
eventually prevailed, and the alternatives that existed before him were pushed to the margins of
Christian history. I do not think that Paul could realize it, but through Paul’s framing, baptism
became a door through which a new Christian identity began to take a clear shape. It was a crucial
turning point that affected the following development of the Christian church as a separate entity
and not as a part of Judaism.

Due to the division between Christianity and Judaism, people rarely reflect on the origins
of Christian baptism. They are usually unable to see Christian baptism as a practice that originated
in Judaism and had several turning points before it was defined as a Christian practice. However,
the historical approach I have used in presenting the origins of baptism allows us to see the

complexity of its origins and formation. The goal of my research, as presented in the title, is to

213



research the origins and the development of Christian baptism. This goal has been achieved
through historical observation of the evolution of Jewish purification rituals and an indication of
crucial points that accompanied this evolution. The results of this research show that the origins of
baptism go back to the practice of Jewish purification, a practice that itself was under internal
development and was affected by different influences in different periods. I specifically
emphasized the importance of Greco-Roman influence, which occurred during the Second Temple
Period and was highly influential not only on the Jewish practice of purification but on Judaism in
general. The appearance of so-called Jewish baptismal movements, which first emerged in the 2nd
century BCE and existed in various forms at least up to the 1st century CE (Thomas 2010:435), is
another turning point. It indicates that, at that time in Judaism, the problem of ritual purity went
beyond ordinary observance and became a practice that created unique movements that saw this
practice as one of the most important in their religious life and even as a substitute for worship in
the Temple. The prominent leader of one of these movements was John the Baptist. Historically,
Jesus and his followers had a direct connection with the movement of John the Baptist, and John
influenced Jesus. At the same time, Jesus’s movement was not the same as the movement of John,
but baptismal practice was very likely similar. The key turning point of this practice happened in
the early Christian community after Jesus’s life when baptism became a Christocentric ritual. The
tendency to see baptism as a Christocentric ritual likely began before Paul. However, because
Paul’s writings are the first textual documents, we can be sure that a Christocentric understanding
of baptism existed by the middle of the 1st century because Paul’s writings undoubtedly express
such a vision. However, it does not prove that it was the only possible understanding of baptism.
Still, it likely was widely spread, especially after Paul’s missionary activity and the spreading of

his letters. I do not want to argue that Paul invented Christocentric baptism, but he successfully
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promoted this idea. He also played a role in developing Christian self-consciousness through the
symbolic baptismal language he offered. It is quite clear that Paul’s impact on Christian history
was crucial, and Paul’s baptismal language became part of the baptismal ritual. His understanding
of baptism very soon became a common norm, and baptism itself became a manifestation of
Christian identity. The evolution of Christian baptism did not stop in the 1st century. However, at
that time, its main meaning had already been formed and clearly articulated.

There are several texts that reflect the later development of baptism, including Justin
Martyr’s First Apology, Tertullian’s treatise On Baptism, and the Apostolic Tradition, among
others, but this subsequent evolution lies beyond the scope of this particular research. The only
non-biblical text that could fit into the time frame of this research is the text called Didache. The
current scholarly consensus has not established the exact date, and any dating remains
hypothetical; however, it generally places Didache in the range of the late 1st century to 110 or
120 CE (Niederwimmer 1988:52-53). I did not discuss the Didache in chapter four because I
wanted to demonstrate the diversity of approaches to baptism within the canonical New Testament.
The Didache is a text outside the New Testament and therefore falls outside the scope of that
chapter. Furthermore, even if the dating of the Didache overlaps with that of some New Testament
writings, it is unlikely to coincide with the earliest written texts; rather, it is more likely to coincide
with the later ones. A comparison between the earliest New Testament texts and the Didache shows
that the Didache represents a more instrumental and less charismatic approach to baptism, which
indicates a later origin of the text.

Thus, baptism was evolving and, due to the course of history, became more instrumental
than charismatic ritual; the consideration of later sources regarding baptism shows this clearly.

However, the most important process happened in the 1st century when baptism was under its
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initial formation. In comparison with regular Jewish purification practices, baptism became a
distinct initiation ritual, which was connected with the recent past and experience of the early
Christian community. It transmitted the memory of the Christian community into the personal
experience of every believer who received baptism. The important part of baptism was the
psychological impact that created the sense that each believer had participated in the suffering,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It was not just a symbolic language; it was the experience
that each recipient of baptism felt through the body, the body that was mystically involved in the
events of the past. As soon as a person goes through baptism, they acquire a specific memory that
cannot be erased; it becomes a part of personal and communal identity. Each follower of Jesus,
through baptism, felt that they were part of a mystical fellowship where each person is equal and
has the same experience and the same values.

Thus, baptism was not an ordinary ritual; it was a life-changing experience that transformed
each baptized person into a participant in a larger story that was an essential part of the early
Christian community’s memory. A baptized person acquired the Gospel not through a written text,
but through explanation within the community and personal experience through baptism. The
community itself was seen as a part of the Gospel and perceived as a continuation of the Gospel.
Each individual who went through baptism felt that they had become involved in the Gospel story.
This was a unique feature of baptism: it was not an ordinary ritual but part of a living memory of
the past into which any person could be incorporated.

It will be useful to continue the conversation about the evolution of baptism by using a
broader time frame, which will help us understand the long process of baptism’s evolution. I plan
to continue this work in the near future. However, the task of this particular research is to show the

origins of baptism and its evolution in the 1st century. The challenge I experienced included the
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reality that we do not have many written documents from that time. Any scholar would agree that
it is generally better to have more documents than fewer. Still, even those pieces of evidence allow
us to see a common picture of the situation that took place in the 1st century. They allow us to
track the evolution of baptism and look at different approaches initially presented in the early
Christian community.

In addition to textual documents, which should always be considered crucial evidence for
any historical research, I hope that I have persuaded my readers that the achievements of other
disciplines, such as sociology and anthropology, could help us understand the current topic better.
I insist on the importance of this because history cannot be separated from people, and
contemporary achievements from subfields such as ritual studies, memory studies, and identity
studies can help get a sense of cross-cultural patterns that can be useful for understanding the
situation regarding baptism in the 1st century. I am not the first person who found the interaction
of historical research with social disciplines useful, but I am a strong believer that the study of the
development of rituals cannot be complete without referring to the achievements of social
disciplines. At the same time, a large group of conservative historians and theologians still do not
think that engaging with social disciplines makes a big difference, and their conclusions mostly
rely on written and archaeological sources. This narrow approach impoverishes the research’s
possibilities and makes it less connected with the broader context of the issue. I do not think that
repetition of common historical knowledge about the topic can push the research to the next level,
but I do believe that interaction with other disciplines can significantly enrich understanding of the
context and enable better results for the research in general. I held this approach during my
research, and it helped not only to understand the historical development of baptism but also to

make sense of the causes of changes that had happened during its evolution.
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Like any finite thing, this work should have its end. At the end of this work, I have to admit
that the limitations of this research forced me to leave aside many things that, in the initial stage
of this work, I wished to include, but in order to be more precise and stick to the established time
frames, I had to abandon a number of initial plans. It does not mean that I completely refused to
work on them. However, the task of this work has been completed, and I believe that this particular
research will make an important contribution to contemporary scholarship on baptism in the first
century. At the same time, [ want to continue this work from a broader time frame, and I am certain

that this topic has potential in contemporary scholarship and is worth further attention.
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