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Ch 2: Sacraments of Baptism

(A.K.A -- Baptism in Scripture)

Overview

The Sacrament of Baptism is the foundation of the sacramental 
life of all Christians. It is so important in God’s plan of 
salvation that He designed many events to prefigure it 
throughout the Old Testament. From Noah’s flood to Israel’s 
crossing of the Red Sea, salvation through water has been a 
recurring theme in salvation history. This sign of salvation 
reaches its climax in the Old Testament when Joshua leads 
Israel across the waters of the Jordan, dry-shod, and then into 
the Promised Land. The experience of Israel is repeated in the 
life of Jesus, in yet a greater way, when Jesus comes to the 
Jordan River to be baptized with water and the Holy Spirit. 
Jesus is the new Joshua (Joshua is the Hebrew form of the 
name Jesus) who leads His people to the ultimate promised 
land, heaven.

Baptism in the Old Testament

At the very beginning of creation, “the Spirit of God was 
moving over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2). The Spirit 
overshadows the waters that will be the source of life (cf. 
Catechism, no. 1218). The waters are soon parted to allow for 
the land, a scene which will tragically be reversed when God 
withdraws His blessing in the time of the great flood. Water as 
a symbol is like a two-edged sword: on the one hand it is life-

giving and fruitful; on the other hand, it is a destructive force 
that can drown out all life.

In the time of Noah, God sends a flood to wash away all 
sinners. Noah and his family, eight persons in all, are spared 
during the flood through the ark that God commanded Noah 
to build. The flood waters cover the land, thereby reversing 
God’s act of creation when He had separated the waters from 
the land. Sin had undone God’s good creation. The waters in 
turn wash away all those who had sinned and abandoned 
God. After the flood, God re-creates as the waters recede, and 
the land once again reappears (cf. Gen. 8:1-12). God then 
restores His blessing upon creation and man, and a new 
beginning is made (cf. Gen. 9:1).

“The Church has seen in Noah’s ark a prefiguring of salvation 
by Baptism,” (Catechism, no. 1219). Saint Peter describes this 
prefiguring in 1 Peter 3:20, and then explains in the following 
verse:
Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal 
of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a clear conscience, 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 3:21).
 
Saint Peter sees that just as wickedness was wiped out in the 
flood, so is sin washed away in Baptism. The water of the flood 
destroyed sinners and yet saved Noah’s family.

“But above all, the crossing of the Red Sea, literally the 
liberation of Israel from the slavery of Egypt, announces the 
liberation wrought by Baptism” (Catechism, no. 1221). As 
Israel made her exodus out of Egypt, the armies of Pharaoh 
pursued her. Trapped at the Red Sea, Moses stretched out his 
hand over the sea and the Lord drove the sea back, and “the 



waters were divided” (Ex. 14:21). Just as with creation and 
Noah, the waters part and the land appears; God’s people are 
saved.

When Pharaoh’s army follows after Israel, the waters return 
and wipe them out. The water that washes away the army of 
Egypt, which had enslaved Israel, represents the waters of 
Baptism that wash away the sin that enslaves God’s people. 
Thus, following the teaching of the Church Fathers on Saint 
Paul’s text in 1 Corinthians 10:1-4, the crossing of the Red Sea 
represents Baptism. This means that we make our own exodus 
through the waters of Baptism, and like the Israelites who were 
freed from the bondage of Pharaoh and his army, we are freed 
from the bondage of Satan and sin. The waters of the Red Sea 
have a twofold effect: They wash away Pharaoh’s army and 
they part to save the Israelites. The water brings both death 
and life.

Finally, Baptism is prefigured in the crossing of the Jordan 
River by which the People of God received the gift of the land 
promised to Abraham’s descendants, an image of eternal life 
(Catechism, no. 1222).

Just as Moses leads the people across the Red Sea, so too 
Joshua leads them through the Jordan River. The waters of the 
Jordan part, and the Israelites cross the Jordan on a dry river 
bed, just as they had crossed through the Red Sea dry-shod. In 
the account of the crossing of the Jordan (see Joshua 4), the 
term repeatedly used to describe Israel’s crossing is “pass 
over.” When Israel passes over the Jordan and into the 
Promised Land, the Exodus is complete. Right after the 
Israelites cross over the Jordan, they enter the plains of Jericho 
and prepare for battle. Once again, just as the Egyptians were 

defeated at the Red Sea, so too the Canaanites who dwell in 
Jericho will be wiped out shortly after Israel crosses the 
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Baptism in the New Testament

As Jesus is baptized in the waters of the Jordan by John the 
Baptist, the Holy Spirit rests upon Him. Just as the Spirit of 
God hovered over the waters at the outset of creation, so too 
God’s spirit now hovers over the waters of the Jordan and 
anoints Jesus, thereby ushering in the start of the new creation 
in Christ (cf. Catechism, no. 1224). Thus Saint Paul can say, 
“Therefore, if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 
has passed away, behold, the new has come” (2 Cor. 5:17).

Saint Mark tells us that the heavens are torn open when Jesus 
comes up from the waters of the Jordan and the Spirit comes 
down upon Him (Mk. 1:10). The word that Mark uses to 
describe the heavens being opened is schidzo, which is the 
Greek word from which we get the term “schism.” The word 
literally means to “tear asunder,” a strong verb that points to 
the fact that heaven is dramatically opened up and the Spirit 
set loose at Jesus’ Baptism.

This word is found in only one other place in the Gospel of 
Mark. At the end of the Gospel, at the Crucifixion, as Jesus 
utters a loud cry and breaths His last, the curtain of the Temple 
is torn (schidzo) from top to bottom (cf. Mk. 15:37-38). The 



Temple curtain was in the inner sanctum; it blocked off entry 
into the Holy of Holies where the Spirit of God dwelt in the 
Temple. It is unlikely that the parallel between the heavens and 
the Temple curtain being torn open is a coincidence. Why has 
Mark juxtaposed the opening scene of Jesus’ Baptism with the 
closing scene of the Crucifixion, linking them together by the 
tearing of the heavens and the Temple curtain?

Mark is highlighting the intimate mystery of the connection 
between Jesus’ Baptism and Crucifixion. Baptism is inherently 
connected to the Cross of Christ. This is made evident in Jesus’ 
words to the sons of Zebedee on the way to Jerusalem. The 
sons of Zebedee, James and John, ask Jesus if they can sit at His 
right and left hand. They are thinking in earthly terms, that 
Jesus is the son of David and that when He comes to the 
capital, Jerusalem, He will begin His reign. The irony is that 
Jesus will be enthroned on the Cross, and those on His left and 
right will also be hanging on crosses. Jesus tells them they do 
not know what they are asking for! He then speaks of His 
upcoming suffering and death as a Baptism: “Are you able to 
drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism 
with which I am baptized?” (Mk. 10:38). Jesus understood 
there to be a profound relationship between the Cross and 
Baptism.

The Catechism notes that Christian Baptism finds its origin 
and source in the Cross:
In his Passover Christ opened to all men the fountain of 
Baptism. He had already spoken of his Passion, which he was 
about to suffer in Jerusalem, as a “Baptism” with which he had 
to be baptized. The blood and water that flowed from the 
pierced side of the crucified Jesus are types of Baptism and the 
Eucharist, the sacraments of new life (no. 1225).

The Cross is the key to understanding the meaning of Baptism. 
Saint Paul explains that Baptism is an incorporation into the 
death of Christ: “Do you not know that all of us who have 
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 
death?” (Rom. 6:3). How does Baptism signify our 
incorporation into Jesus’ death on the Cross? By the fact that 
immersion signifies death, just as the immersion in the flood in 
the time of Noah or the immersion of Pharaoh’s army in the 
Red Sea; both are types of the death that water can bring. 
Baptism then, is a sign of death, and of Jesus’ death in 
particular (cf. Catechism, no. 1220). Thus Saint Paul explains:

We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, so 
that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, we too might walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:4).

This is what Jesus had in mind when He answered the sons of 
Zebedee. Although they were not crucified with Jesus, through 
Baptism they were to partake of His death on the Cross, “the 
baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized” (Mk. 
10:39).

Application

The Sacrament of Baptism, according to Saint Paul, signifies 
our dying and rising with Christ (cf. Catechism, no. 1214). 
Saint Paul tells the Colossians that “you were buried with him 
in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through 
faith in the working of God, who raised him from the 
dead” (Col. 2:12). Saint Paul then exhorts the Colossians to live 
out the dying and rising with Christ, which they experienced 
in Baptism, in their daily lives, saying, “If with Christ you died 



. . . why do you live as if you still belonged to the world?” (Col. 
2:20). He reminds them that they should have a supernatural 
outlook on life now that they have been baptized into Christ. 
He commands them to “[p]ut to death therefore what is earthly 
in you: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). Saint Paul reminds 
them that the works of the flesh are part of the old nature 
which they have put aside in their Baptism, when they died to 
sin. Now, because of Baptism, they “have put on the new 
nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image 
of its creator” (Col. 3:10).

The new nature gives a supernatural direction to our lives, 
thus Saint Paul says:

If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that 
are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set 
your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on 
earth. For you have died, and your life is hid with Christ in 
God (Col. 3:1-3).

In Baptism we not only die to the old nature, but we put on the 
new nature, adorned with the graces of Christ and with the 
Holy Spirit, which empowers us to live as sons and daughters 
of God the Father, in imitation of the eternal Son, Jesus Christ.

The waters of Baptism signify a death. We die, or as Saint Paul 
says, we are buried with Christ. The Old Testament 
prefigurement of this aspect of Baptism is clearly the 
destructive force of water in the flood and the Red Sea. 
Baptism washes away our sins as the Red Sea washed away 
Pharaoh’s army. From thenceforth we are to put to death the 
works of the flesh and all sin.

The waters of Baptism also signify new life. Just as the Spirit 
was present at the creation of the world and at Jesus’ Baptism, 
so too at our Baptism the Holy Spirit comes upon us and we 
are given, as Saint Paul says, the “new nature” (Eph. 4:24; cf. 
Catechism, nos. 1262, 1265).

Questions

1. How do the flood waters at the time of Noah signify the 
reversal of creation?

2. In what way is Jesus’ Baptism the beginning of the new 
creation? (See Genesis 9:1-17 and Mark 1:1-14.)

3. Give an example of how water can be both a positive and 
negative sign in the Old Testament.

4. What is the connection between Jesus’ Baptism and 
Crucifixion in the Gospel of Mark?

5. Read Romans 6:1-11. What is the relationship, according to 
Saint Paul, between Baptism and the Cross?

6. How does Baptism signify our burial with Jesus?
7. Read Colossians 1:21-23; 2:12-14; 3:1-4. How should our 

lives be modeled on the twofold structure of Baptism, that 
is, on the death and Resurrection of Christ?


