
-1To what extent did the earliest Christians initiate new forms and approaches to 
worship? Discuss in relation to Jewish religious background with reference to the 
major developments up to 300AD in Baptism 
--------------------------

Method

The writing of history, including the history of Christian worship, is not simply the 

collection and presentation of data by the neutral historian into an objective narrative. 

Nor, in disagreement with post-modern historiography, are we left to swim in a sea of 

subjectivity. In light of this I intend to proceed, in this essay on baptism, by a critical-

realist method of hypothesis and verification, recognising that although their was a 

‘historical reality’ to Christian worship all that can be offered by the modern historian 

is ‘hypothetical reconstructions’ of this reality, which may or may not find verification 

from the texts.1

Hypothesis

In answer to the above essay question, and with a disclosed methodology, I want to 

offer, tentatively, the following two point hypothesis:-

 (1)Christianity, functioned with a modified Jewish worldview in its early 

baptismal theology and  praxis.

(2) The baptism offered by John, and undertaken by Jesus, influenced 

Christian baptism more than ceremonial washing, Essene ‘baptism’ or 

proselyte conversion.  

This rest of this essay will seek to verify,  from primary sources where possible, the 

‘reconstruction’ which is being offered.

Verification

(1)Christianity, functioned with a modified Jewish worldview in its early 

1 For a critical-realist epistemology of hypothesis and verification see Wright (1992, 31-44), also 
Swales Postmodernity and New Testament History



baptismal theology and  praxis. 

Judaism and  the early Christian movement, cannot be understood historically without 

reference to the meta-narrative of the Hebrew scriptures. The Judaic worldview, as 

N.T Wright has passionately argued, is the story of the creator God (monotheism) who 

called to himself a people (covenant) who were to be a blessing to the nations 

(eschatology)2. This story, within the first century Judaic worldview, is a story in 

search of an ending, for the covenant people were living, in some sense, in exile under 

Roman occupation and were still awaiting the fulfilment of the eschatological promise 

Some Jews sought the arrival of the ha-‘olam haba’ (age to come) through zealous 

resistance to Rome, whereas others claimed that this time of restoration had begun in 

the work and ministry of the Messiah, Jesus. This early group of Jesus followers, in 

believing that the ‘age to come’ had in some sense already arrived, were theological 

creative with the basic tenants of Judaism. Monotheism, Covenant, and Eschatology 

were redefined3, and with it the basis of worship. 

An example of this is seen in the early church as they moved away  from the temple 

cult as Jesus, and those who are joined to him, are seen  as the fulfilment of temple 

practise, for in him dwelt the presence of YHWH, and in him the role of Priest and 

sacrifice finds fulfilment.4

It is within this context that we need to understand the beginnings of the 1st century 

baptismal theology and praxis. 

Covenant  Baptism, functioning as the Christian equivalent to circumcision, was the 

initiation rite by which someone entered the covenant family. 

 In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, 
by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, 12 having 
been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him 
through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead

This family no longer consisted of an ethnic group but now, in fulfilment of the plan 

to be  ‘blessing to the nations’, was open to Jew and Gentile alike. This ‘welcoming of 

2 Wright (2005, Monotheism 83-107, Covenant 108-128, Eschatology 130-153)
3 ibid. Wright. Although Wright does not, as far as I am aware, develop, as this essay does, the 
implications that this has for early Christian worship.
4 Eph 2:21, Rev 21:22, 1 Cor 3:16, Heb. 8,9 



gentiles’ is a major development from the Judaic ‘ethnocentric’ worship, although, in 

my hypothesis and with a close reading of Paul, the concept of covenant and 

fulfilment, can only be understood when it is seen in close  relationship with 

Judaism.5  This view of baptism as membership to God’s family continued through 

early Church being assumed in Didache (1:1) and the Apostolic Tradition. Justin 

Martyr shows that circumcision and baptism are linked, although it also demonstrates 

the early stages of a hyper-successionist theology which became the bedrock of anti- 

Semiticism. 

And we, who have approached God through Him, have received not carnal, 
but spiritual circumcision, which Enoch and those like him observed. And we 
have received it through baptism, since we were sinners, by God’s mercy; and 
all men may equally obtain it.6

Circumcision brought with it the obligation, as a covenant child, to adhere to Torah. 

Baptism brings with it certain obligations to live life by the ethics of Christ (Romans 

6:1-14, Col 2:20-3:-13).  The ethical demands of baptism continues throughout early 

church practise as illustrated by questioning the before baptism which appears in 

Hippolytus The Apostolic Tradition7. 

Monotheism Early Christian worship, with the arrival of the Spirit and with the high 

regard given to Jesus, redefined monotheism. This modified monotheism develops 

within ’New Testament’   baptismal practise as baptism is either in the name of 

Jesus8 , or in the name of the triune God.9 As the church developed liturgical forms, 

and increased in the confidence of its Trinitarian identity, baptism in the triune name 

seems to have become the norm10.  

In Judaism the ‘presence of YHWH’ was to be found in the temple, whereas the early 

church often associated baptism with the arrival of the spirit.11. By the 2nd century 

‘Oil’ was used during the baptismal rite, functioning as an appropriate symbol of the 

5 Gal 3:26-27 and Gal 5:1-6  In disagreement with Longenecker (2002) “Paul is not simply replacing 
one external rite (circumcision) by another external rite (baptism)”.
6  Justin Martyr  (The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol.I, 216 XKIII)
7  Apostolic Tradition  20:3 and Justin Martyr First Apology LXI
8 Acts 2:28,3:6,10:48, also Paul seems to have seen baptism as being in Jesus’ name (1 Cor 1:12) 
9 Matt 28:19
10 Didache 7:1 and Apostolic Tradition 21:7
11 Rom 6:1-11, Gal 3:26-27, Col 2:11-12, Eph 5:26, Titus 3:5-7 



arrival of the Holy Spirit12 with the exorcism of evil spirits, especially within 

Apostolic Tradition, becoming a major part of the ceremony.13

Eschatology

Within Judaism a part of worship was to remember the past acts of YHWH  and look 

with hope to the fulfilment of his promises in the future. In a similar way Christian 

worship looks back and looks forward, except, and in this the Jewish worldview has 

been modified,  a major part of Christian worship is that the future has, in one sense, 

already come into the present. As already mentioned the arrival of the spirit is closely 

related with the act of baptism which, according to Is 32:15 and Joel 2:28–29, is a 

sign of the arrival of the eschaton. The Christian act of initiation, that is baptism, is 

offered as a picture of redemption and reconciliation in which the future resurrection 

life is in some sense already present14. The arrival of eternal life, as Tertullian writes, 

occurs in the event of Baptism. 

HAPPY is our sacrament Of water, in that, by washing away the sins of our early 
blindness, we are set free and admitted into eternal life!15

 Baptism involves the imagery of taking off the old life and accepting the new. This 

imagery which has a basis in the Old Testament16 is used by Paul either symbolically 

or with Wayne Meeks literally17 and is made explicit in what appears to be the naked 

baptisms in Hippolytus18

(2)  The baptism offered by John, and undertaken by Jesus, influenced Christian 

baptism more than ceremonial washing, Essene ‘baptism’ or proselyte 

conversion.  

Ceremonial Washing

12 Apostolic Tradition 21:7,
13 Apostolic Tradition 20:1, 21:6
14 Col 2:12, Rom 6:4
15 Tertullian (The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. III  :. 669)
16 Is 52:1, 61:10, Zech 1:1-5
17 Gal 3:27, Meeks (1983, 151)
18 Apostolic Tradition 21:1 although the actuality of nakedness is disputed by Guy (2003) who argues 
that the word  gymnos (Eng. Trans.  ’naked’)  used by Hippolytus have a semantic domain which is far 
more flexible than the  English word ‘naked’. It could then , he argues, refer to the removal of outer 
garments.



Second Temple Judaism attached great value to the use of water within religious life 

(Mark 7:4). Water, due to its practical use for cleaning, was used, as in all major 

religions, as a symbol for the purification which is needed before God. This 

ceremonial washing would take place, finding a basis in the Torah (Lev 13-17, Num 

19),  after a person had become defiled by being in contact with something unclean 

such as a person with skin diseases, a corpse , after intercourse, menstruations or 

birth. (Lev 12,15) 19. Ceremonial washing was no doubt varied within 1st century 

Judaic practise, however it is possible to draw out the following.

● Some  groups practised ritual washing prior to eating, no doubt to keep 

themselves cleansed  in the case of some unknown contact with a 

person who was unclean.  

● The Qumran community, and some Pharisees practised daily washing 
20which involved full immersion. 21

 

The early church, from Pauline Christianity through to Hippolytus are unified in their 

witness to baptism as offering a cleansing from sin22. However in contrast to Judaism 

the cleansing of baptism is a ‘once for all time’ act which is not repeated.  The early 

Church, as with Tertullian, at times sought to contrast entering of the ‘font once’ with 

‘Jewish Israel [who] bathes daily’.23  

Proselyte Baptism

Some scholars24  suggest that within 1st century Judaism a ‘once for all baptism’ was 

required for proselytes-that is Gentiles who seek to join the covenant community 

would be required to be baptised. However, those who argue for proselyte baptism 

19  Mark 7:4
20  Josephus (War, 2.8.9 )
21  Archaeological evidence has revealed has revealed the presence of Mikvah (Baptismal Pools). See 
Rousseau and Arav (1996,82)
22 1 Peter 3:21 
23 “And therefore their baptism is not one with ours either, because it is not the same; a baptism 
which, since they have it not duly, doubtless they have not at all; nor is that capable of being counted 
which is not had. Thus they cannot receive it either, because they have it not. But this point has already 
received a fuller discussion from us in Greek. We enter, then, the font once: once are sins washed away,  
because they ought never to be repeated. But the Jewish Israel bathes daily,because he is daily being 
defiled: and, for fear that defilement should be practised among us also, therefore was the definition 
touching the one bathing made. Happy water, which once washes away; which does not mock sinners  
(with vain hopes); which does not, by being infected with the repetition of impurities, again defile them 
whom it has washed!“ Tertullian (The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. III  , 676)
24  See the discussion in Beasley-Murray (1972,19-44)



occurring prior to Christian baptism are arguing from silence as intertestamental 

literature, Josephus and Philo are silent on this issue25. It seems that the rise of 

proselyte baptism, which gains textual support by the end of the 1st century, developed 

alongside Christian baptism. 

Baptism of/by John

It seems, at least according to my reading of the texts, that Christian baptism finds its 

historical precedent in the baptism of John the Baptist26. The following table shows, in 

a sketched out form, a verification of my hypothesis that Johns’ baptism influenced 

Christian baptism.

John the Baptist New Testament Early Church
Full Immersion √ √ Practiced by some, although 

pouring was practised by some 
by end of first century.

 Didache 7:3 Immersion is the 
norm, pouring if immersion is 
not possible.
Apostolic Tradition 21:12 

Once for All time √ √

In a River √ Flowing water is ideal. 
Didache 7:1
Apostolic Tradition  21:2

Forgiveness of Sins √ √

Exodus Typology √ 1 Cor 10:1-4 √ .The defeat of the Demonic 
was  linked with defeat of 
Pharaoh.  

Apostolic Tradition 20:3,8; 21:7

Arrival of the Holy Spirit
John’s ministry is set in context 
of the realisation of the eschaton.
Covenant Renewal, Open to All.

√ Previously Discussed √ Previously Discussed

Conclusion

In this brief essay I have sought to offer verification, using primary sources, for my 

two-fold hypothesis.  Christian worship, in particular baptism, only makes sense  as a 

25   This argument from silence becomes more persuasive when  we note Josephus detailed discussion 
of proselyte conversion which does not include Baptism. Jos Ant 20:2:4
26 Jos Ant 18:5:2 , Mark 1:4-9, Luke 3:3-18,  Matthew 3:1-12



development within the Judaic worldview. This worldview, I have suggested, as 

illustrated through baptismal practise, has undergone modification in regard to 

covenant, monotheism and eschatology. Christian baptism, in my reconstruction, finds 

its roots in the ministry of John and not in ‘proselyte baptism’ or ‘ceremonial 

washing’.  Baptism is to be seen as a creative development from within Judaism 

Possible future research of this topic would seek to explore the possible distortion of 

the Judaic worldview, using baptism as a focus point,  throughout early church 

history, as the rise of Greek modes of thought became more dominant.

(1719 Words)
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