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Gospel of John 
Week 32 – John 3:22-36 

The Background to Baptism 

 
1. God Forgives Sins -   
 

• John the Baptist’s “baptism of repentance” (Luke 3:3) has often led to confusion about 
what baptism actually accomplishes. Does the act of immersion itself forgive sins? 
 

• Baptism is not a magical formula that automatically brings forgiveness. Though it is a 
powerful and sacred ritual, it is ultimately God who forgives sins, not the water itself. 
 

• John’s baptism involved more than immersion—it was a baptism of repentance. This implies a 
process: confession of sin, sincere repentance, and then ritual immersion as a symbolic act. 
 

• In this context, immersion serves as a visible sign of an inward transformation: it dissolves 
the past, marks the abandonment of sin, and offers the participant a new status—a rebirth into 
renewed covenant faithfulness. 

 
1. Confess your sin to God, which indicates your conscious awareness and opening up to 

God’s spirit.  
2. Repent and return to the path you have strayed from.   

a. God is faithful to forgive (Leviticus 5:5; 2 Chronicles 7:14)  
3. Participate in a water immersion to symbolize your new beginnings.  

 
Reaching John’s baptism site required effort and intention. It wasn’t a casual stop—those who 
traveled to the wilderness to be baptized demonstrated a serious commitment to repentance and a 
desire to align themselves with God. 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

2. Immersion, Renewal, and Rebirth: The Universal Symbolism of Water1 
 

• Ritual immersion is not unique to Israel or Christianity—it's a universal human practice across 
cultures and ages. 
 

• Why has water, and the act of immersion in water, held such powerful symbolic meaning for 
so many cultures throughout history? 

 
3. Symbolism of Water:   
 

• Mircea Eliade: “Water symbolizes the whole of potentiality – the source of all existence.” 
 

• Water is the source of all life and brings it forth—witness how dry land blooms after rain.  
 

• Water is the primordial substance (Gen. 1:2) – out of which comes all creation.    
 

 
 1 Eliade, Mircea (1958), Patterns In Comparative Religion, New York, Sheed & Ward Inc., pp. 188-215.    
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• Immersion symbolizes a return to the formless (Gen. 1:2), a dissolving of old identities.  
 

• Emergence from water – cosmic womb - enacts a new creation and a new status of ‘born 
again.’  

 
4. Biblical Parallels:  
 

• Genesis 1:2 – “The spirit of God fluttered over the waters (mayim –  מַיִם).  
 

• Water as the womb of creation and the agent for new life 
 

“Seen in this light, we see that the Mikvah represents the womb. When an individual enters the 
Mikvah, he is reentering the womb, and when he emerges, he is as if born anew. Thus, he 
attains a completely new status.” 
 
The identification of the Mikvah with the womb becomes somewhat clearer in view of the fact 
that the Torah describes the world’s most primitive state as water...In a sense, therefore, water 
represents the womb of creation. When a person immerses in the Mikvah, he is placing 
himself in the state of the world yet unborn, subjecting himself totally to God’s creative 
power.”  

 
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Waters of Eden: The Mystery of the Mikvah, pp. 33-34.  

 
5. Living Water - 
 

• Living water is water moved by God—a gift, a grace.  
 

• In Eden (Genesis 2) and the New Jerusalem (Revelation 22), water flows from the heart of 
God’s presence, nourishing the Tree of Life.   
 

• Water is tied to eternal life, spiritual nourishment, and divine blessing.  
 

6. Symbolism of Immersion:  
 

• Water dissolves and purifies. Immersion dissolves the forms of the past.   
 

• Immersion is the equivalent, in human terms, of death.  
 

Eiade: “Breaking up all forms, doing away with the past, water possesses this power of 
purifying, of regenerating, of giving new birth: for what is immersed in it ‘dies’, and 
rising again from the water, is like a child without any sin or any past.’ (p. 194).  

 
Or do you not know that as many as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into his death? Therefore, we have been buried with him through baptism into 
death, in order that just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the 
Father, so we too may live a new life. 

Romans 6:3-4 
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• Ritual Immersion in Ephesus: In the ancient world, statues of the gods and goddesses were 
regularly immersed for washing, ensuring their ability to provide fertility.  
 

• The Washing of Artemis: Each spring in Ephesus, adherents to Artemis gathered for the 
Artemisian festival. The procession carried the sacred statue of Artemis from her temple to the 
harbor for ritual immersion and cleansing, ensuring she remained a perpetual virgin and 
regenerating her strength to offer blessings of fertility.  
 

“Husbands, love your wives just as Christ loved the church and gave himself for her to 
sanctify her by cleansing her with the washing of the water by the word” 

Ephesians 5:25-27 
 

• Naaman (2 Kings 5:14)—Although the Rabbis theologically understood that God healed 
Naaman, this ritual cleansing would have been culturally understood in that ancient world.  

 
 
7. Archetypal and Cosmic Symbolism:  
 

• Water as Archetype:  
 

o Immersion reflects man’s place in the universe – a return to the source, a passage 

into new being.  

 

o Eliade: “The symbolism of water is the product of intuition of the cosmos as a 

unity.” 

 

• Baptism as a Cosmic Drama: 

 

o Each baptism repeats the creation story: chaos to order, death to life, impurity to 

holiness.  

 

o Baptism declares not just personal change, but alignment with God’s cosmic renewal.  

 


