Words Matter
Understanding biblical language


Words are important. They shape and form the way we view the biblical narrative, which then extends into how we view God and ourselves. The difficulty with understanding biblical language is that it was written in a different time and in a different language(s). Therefore, we often have to check the way we understand these concepts to ensure we comprehend what the biblical writers intended to communicate.

In this series, we will take different words and study what they truly meant to the biblical writers and the biblical audience. In understanding these things, we will get a clearer picture of who God is, who we are, and the story we’re meant to live out.


Week 2

Baptism


In the Greek (the original language of the New Testament):
· baptisma (or baptismos)
· baptizo

Our English words are directly correlated because they are transliterated from the Greek language. Meaning, there was no English equivalent for the biblical idea of baptism, so they created new words utilizing the Greek letters. This shows that the concept of baptism to the ancient people was more complex than we might expect on the surface.

By definition, these words mean:
· To immerse, dip, plunge or submerge.


In our culture, think of the idea of a “fully immersive experience”. When we use that phrase, we’re envisioning something that is fully encompassing and engaging. It’s as if our whole being is wrapped up into an idea or experience, almost to an overwhelming degree. This concept has many parallels to the ancient understanding of baptism:
· Early in the gospel accounts it is prophesied that Jesus will baptize his followers with the Holy Spirit (fulfilled in Acts 2 and beyond). What they have in mind is being fully immersed into the life and power and love of God. It’s almost as if one is overflowing with the life of God through the Spirit of God. (Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16)
· During Jesus’ ministry he describes his upcoming crucifixion by using the descriptive word baptizo. In other words, he knows that he is about to endure a fully immersive experience of suffering, violence, hatred, and sacrifice.
· In Paul’s letter to Ephesus, he likens baptism to putting on clothes. Again, he envisions an experience that is fully encompassing.


While this was the high-level understanding of this concept, the full biblical meaning was loaded with power and significance. As it relates to water baptism, in particular, the concept was deeply entrenched in the story of the Bible and the history of God’s people. It held great significance and impact, much of which we need to recover today. Let’s begin that journey.


Washing and Cleansing

Throughout the history of the people of Israel, washing and cleansing was deeply significant to them. We see this clearly with the people who worked the Temple (priests and Levites). Ceremonial washings and ritual purifications were essential to their service to God. We see this all over the story:
· Numbers 19
· Exodus 29:4
· Leviticus 8:6
· Leviticus 14:8-9
· Leviticus 15:13
· Exodus 30:17-21


As the history of Israel moved forward, washings and ritual baths became part of the rhythm for the community. Beyond the washings that were required within the Mosaic Law, ritual baths called mikvehs became important for life as a whole.

There were two primary purposes for these washings and cleansings.

1. For communion with God
a. We see this clearly from the priests and Levites, washing before they would enter the Holy Place. 
b. We also see this from the whole community, understanding that in order to live in deep communion with God, purification was important.
2. For holiness
a. In order to be the people of God... to reflect him, represent him, and “image” him... it was clear that cleansing was essential. To reflect God, who is perfect and blameless, washing was appropriate.


This idea was clearly in the mind of John the Baptizer as he began baptizing people. 

Mark 1:4
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness and began preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

He understood that washing and cleansing was wrapped up into this beautiful idea. We need to be cleansed from our sins and wrongdoings, once again, in order to enter the inner life of God and reflect him.


Likewise, the Apostles carried this understanding forward as baptism came alive in the way of Jesus.


Acts 22:16
“And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.”


1 Peter 3:21
...and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also – not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a clear conscience toward God.


1 Corinthians 6:11
And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.



A New Identity/Family

Throughout the history of the family of Israel, there were always opportunities for people to be grafted into the family (aka converted). While they were an ethnic family, they were also the people of Yahweh and to be grafted into that people group, steps were given for entry.

By the time of the Second Temple Period (roughly 538 BC – 70 AD), to enter the family, they would baptize people. It was called proselyte baptisms.

This symbolized a complete break from their past idolatrous life and full acceptance into the Jewish covenant family. 


Yet again, this beautiful idea is held in the imagination of John the Baptizer as he ushers in the way of Jesus. This is part of why his baptism was considered a baptism of “repentance”. What this idea means is to turn from your old life and enter a new one. 

All throughout the history of the Church, this has been a sacred part of baptism. It’s a celebration of a new family member.

This is part of the reason we baptize “in the name of...”
· It’s a proclamation that the person or persons being baptized has a new family name. They have a new reputation, a new purpose, a new destiny, and a new community. 



Death to Life

All throughout the biblical narrative, we see a repeated theme of God saving his people through water. What we miss through our modern lens is that this was deeply significant through the eyes of the ancient people.

In the Ancient Near Eastern world, they viewed “the waters” as a place of chaos, destruction, disorder, and death.
· It’s abounding with terrifying, deadly creatures.
· It’s rife with storms that are massively destructive.
· It’s not a place that can sustain human life.

Therefore, when scripture opens with the picture of the Spirit of God hovering over the waters to bring about order, peace, and life, it was evidence that this was the true God of the universe. And this concept began a long, scriptural theme with massive implications.

· Genesis 6-9: Noah’s family is saved from the chaotic waters (the flood) and lead into new life together (Genesis 9:1).
· Exodus 2: Moses passes through the waters (the Nile) and miraculously comes out on the other side alive and well, with a new future ahead.
· Exodus 13-14: The people of Israel walk through the waters (the Red Sea or Sea of Reeds) and come out on the other side safe and set free.
· Joshua 3-4: The people of Israel go through the waters (the Jordan River) and into a new life and destiny within the Promised Land.
· Jonah 3-4: Jonah is rescued through the waters and brought onto the other side with a new purpose.


This even carries into the New Testament as Jesus overcomes the waters:
· Mark 4:35-41: Jesus overcomes the chaotic, stormy waters (Sea of Galilee) leading him and the disciples safely to life on the other side.
· John 6:16-21: Jesus walks on the chaotic waters (Sea of Galilee) showing power over them, then quiets the waters and leads the disciples into safety.

The act of baptism picks up on all these themes throughout the whole narrative and carries them out in the life of the believer. Therefore, baptism represents:
· Freedom
· New life
· A new future
· A new destiny

It ultimately represents what we see on page one of scripture; the Spirit of God hovering over us (just as in Jesus’ baptism), nurturing us back to life. He quiets the chaotic waters and storms within us, bringing about life, peace, and purpose. 



Baptism is not simply a “symbolic gesture” to show God that we love him. It’s a real act of faith that carries with it grace and transformation. Through baptism we are washed clean, we enter a new family, and we pass through death and into true, abundant life. 



Scripture Reading this Week

Romans 6
