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The Old Testament Background relating to New Testament Baptism 

New Testament baptism as a redemptive and cleansing act has roots in 

the Old Testament story of Israel. 

 

Relevant Texts: 

1 Corinthians 10:1-4 

• What does Paul mean that Israel was ‘baptized into Moses’? 

o The Exodus was seen as a divine act of redemption—as Israel 

followed Moses into the Red Sea (as it parted) God acted to save 

them by his own hand. 

o The Exodus served as an identity marker for Israel.  The Passover 

celebration was to remind Israel every year of God’s act of 

salvation in the Exodus event. 

• New Testament correlation—How does this relate to NT baptism? 

o N.T. baptism becomes a divine act of redemption—as believers 

follow Jesus into the water, God acts to save them by his own 

hand. 

o NT baptism becomes a new identity marker for believers.  At 

baptism a person identifies himself with Christ, puts on a new 

identity, becomes a new creation. 

 

Genesis 6-9   The Story of the Flood 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

• God used water to symbolize cleansing and judgment in the OT.  It was 

both a judgment against sin and a means of salvation for Noah & his 

family. 

• Peter says that the water of the flood symbolizes baptism.   

 

Israel was familiar with ritual washings (cf. Leviticus 15) 

• Mark 7:4 tells us of these ceremonial washings 

• Luke 11:38 alludes to the practice of habitual and repeated immersions. 

• In Jesus’ day, there were hundreds of baptismal pools used for these 

purposes in and around Jerusalem, in people’s homes.  They were called 

mikva’ot. 

 

Jesus expanded on these OT washings and filled it with greater meaning in New 

Testament baptism. 
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Jesus on Baptism in the Gospels 

Jesus doesn’t ask us to do anything he hasn’t done himself.  Behind every 

baptism of a believer is Jesus’ own baptism in the Jordan.  If we are 

serious about being disciples… ‘followers’ of Jesus, then we will be serious 

about following him into the water of baptism.   

 

Jesus’ Example 

Matthew 3:1-17; Mark 1:4-13; Luke 3:1-22; John 1:23-34 

• What was John’s (the Baptist) message? 

• How will Jesus’ baptism be different from John’s according to John 

himself?  (Matt. 3:11) 

• Why didn’t John want to baptize Jesus at first? 

• Why would Jesus, the sinless Son of God, submit to baptism?  Surely he 

had no sin to be forgiven of?  (emphasize Matt. 3:15) 

• What happened when Jesus was baptized that had not happened prior 

to this? 

• What did Jesus immediately do after his baptism? 

• According to Mark, what are the people doing as they come to John for 

baptism?  (Mk 1:5—confessing their sins!) 

• How is God’s voice reassuring to Jesus at his baptism?  What does he say? 

• How does Luke characterize John’s message… particularly in Luke 3:11-

14?  Notice the emphasis on a change not only of heart, but of behavior.  

• How is John’s account different from all the rest?  What does he 

emphasize differently? 

• What does John the Baptist call Jesus when he sees him (in JN)?  What is 

the Lamb of God going to do? 

• Why has John come baptizing with water according to John 1:31? 

 

 

Jesus’ Teaching Regarding Baptism 

Matthew 28:19 

• What tasks are involved in Jesus’ final instructions for his disciples?  What 

marching orders did he leave for us? 

• What does it mean to be baptized “into the name of the Father, the Son 

and the Holy Spirit”?  How is this different from OT ritual washings or John’s 

baptism? 

 

Mark 16:15-19 

• According to Jesus, who will be saved? 

• Is baptism valid without belief/ faith?  Could faith, then be valid without 

baptism? 

 

Conclusions… 

• Was John eager or reluctant to baptize Jesus?  Why do you think so…? 

• Why would the perfect Lamb of God submit to baptism by John? 

• How important would you say it is to follow the example of Jesus? 

• What was different in Jesus’ baptism from all of the other baptisms that 

John had performed?  (the Holy Spirit!) 
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• If Jesus was baptized and he instructed his disciples to go out and 

baptize… what does that say about its importance for us?  Can anyone 

argue that it is not necessary? 

• If we are serious about following Jesus then shouldn’t we follow him into 

the water of baptism? 

 

 

Other Important New Testament texts relating to Baptism 

The other NT writers had much to say about baptism.  This is demonstrated 

in the fact that every person who came to belief in the book of Acts 

responded to good news by being baptized.  But does an emphasis on 

baptism as being necessary for salvation negate the doctrine of salvation 

by grace through faith? 

 

Acts 2:38-ff 

• What question has the crowd asked? 

• How does Peter answer it?  Which do you think is more important… 

repentance or baptism?  Can you have one without the other? 

• How is baptism an expression of repentance? 

• What promise is given for those who obey? 

• How is this like the experience of Jesus’ baptism?  (reception of the Holy 

Spirit) 

 

What other examples of baptism are there in Acts? 

• Ethiopian official- 8:26-40 

• Saul—9:1-19 

• Cornelius—10:1-48 

• Lydia—16:11-15 

• Jailer—16:16-34 

 

Discuss the role of baptism in each of the stories mentioned above. 

 

How many unbaptized Christians are mentioned in Acts?   

(answer: there is no such thing as an ‘unbaptized Christian’ in the New 

Testament… it would have been a foreign concept to the NT writers.) 

 

What was the natural response to hearing the good news of Jesus for these 

believers in Acts?  (baptism) 

 

Romans 6:1-14 

• How does baptism depict the death/ burial & resurrection of Christ? 

• What does it mean that baptism is a death?  A burial?  A resurrection? 

• What does it mean to be united to Christ?  How does this give us a new 

identity? 

• How does this verse reinforce the mode of baptism as immersion rather 

than sprinkling or pouring?  Do you think this is an important distinction to 

make?  Why wouldn’t sprinkling or pouring be okay? 
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• What is Paul’s main point in mentioning baptism here?  (He’s trying to 

emphasize that those who have been baptized LIVE differently!  To 

continue in our sin would be contrary to the significance of our baptism.) 

• In baptism we are confessing that we have a new master… who? 

• What do you say to those who would say that baptism is “merely a 

symbol” and not necessary for salvation? 

 

1 Corinthians 1:18-17 

• Does Paul minimize the significance of baptism in these verses?  Why do 

you think he is embarrassed by what is happening at the Corinth church? 

• What is Paul speaking out against?  Baptism or denominationalism (i.e. 

dividing over names)? 

• Whose name is the ONLY one worthy of being baptized in to? 

• In the act of baptism, who is the person performing the action?  (Jesus)  

Who is the person being acted upon?  (believer)   

• Does it matter WHO is performing the baptism (i.e. the preacher)?   

• Does it matter where the baptism occurs if it is done in the right spirit? 

 

1 Corinthians 6:11; 12:13 

• What is the goal of baptism?  (What is sanctification?) 

• What does it mean to be baptized by water AND the Spirit? 

• How well do you think we understand the Spirit’s role at baptism and in 

sanctification?  Why? 

• What was the promise of Acts 2:38?  “And you will receive…. “ 

 

Galatians 3:26-4:7 

• According to 3:27… what are we doing when we are baptized into 

Christ? 

• How should baptism be a unifying experience for Christians?   

• How have we (some Christians) turned baptism into a cause of division?  

Do you think this was God’s intention? 

• Here Paul emphasizes baptism… but does he view it as a work by which 

we are saved?  What saves us… look closely at this text.  (3:26; 4:4) 

 

Ephesians 4:1-5 

• How was baptism supposed to be a unity-building act in the church? 

• How many different kinds of baptisms did early Christians know of? 

• Baptism was something that EVERY Christian would have had in common 

in the early days of the church.  Is this true today? 

 

Colossians 2:9-12 

• How is baptism the ‘new circumcision’?  Reflect back on the meaning of 

circumcision as an identifying mark for Israel. 

• How is baptism a putting off (i.e. shedding) of the old fleshly nature? 

• Do you think it is reasonable for God to ask us to demonstrate our faith if it 

is real?  Is this the same thing as saying that we are DOING something to 

achieve our salvation? 
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Titus 3:4-8 

• Does Paul view our salvation as being brought about by anything we 

have done?  (NO!)  Yet, how does he view baptism… as a work or as an 

expression of faith? 

• What is Paul referring to by “the washing of rebirth and renewal by the 

Holy Spirit”… baptism?  How is baptism a “washing of rebirth and renewal 

by the Holy Spirit”? 

• How are we ‘justified’?  (cf. Eph. 2:8-10) 

 

1 Peter 3:18-21 

• Does Peter believe that the water saves us? 

• For Peter’s illustration… what did the Flood of Noah’s day symbolize?  How 

was the water both judgment AND salvation? 

• How is the water of NT baptism both judgment against sin AND salvation? 

• What does it mean that baptism is a “pledge of a good conscience 

toward God”? 

 

 

 

 

Questions to explore further… 

• Why were believers baptized in the New Testament? 

o To become members of the church 

o To identify with Christ 

o For forgiveness of sins 

o For reception of the Holy Spirit 

o To follow Jesus’ example 

o To re-enact the death, burial & resurrection of Jesus 

 

• Who adds members to the church?  Ministers?  Elders?  The members?   

The Church Secretary?  The Lord? 

• Can we affirm the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith AND at the 

same time emphasize the necessity of baptism?  Or are these two ideas 

contradictory? 

• What about re-baptism?  Is there ever a reason to be baptized again?  

Why or why not?  How might it be a subtle form of “works-righteousness”? 

• What age is appropriate for a person to be baptized?   

• How much do you need to know in order to be baptized? 

• How do you know if you are ready to be baptized? 

• Why should I be baptized? 

 

 

Thank you for prayerfully studying through this important subject together with us!  

May God be glorified through our baptism! 


