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 How would the Jews have understood Peter’s 
command “…be baptized..”? Was this something entirely 
foreign to them? Or does Jewish practice historically 
reveal that they knew exactly what Peter was talking 
about and had “baptistries” at the ready? 

Let’s begin our efforts at answering these questions by 
first (in this article) seeing if the OT has any similar 
practice. In the second article, we’ll look  at 
archaeological evidence and finally, in the third article, 
put these together to form a conclusion that either the 
NT Jews knew exactly what Peter was commanding or 
Peter’s command to be baptized incorporated something 
that was out of the ordinary. 

The OT’s Record of Baptism 

 Because baptism literally means “immersion,” 
we will isolate the OT’s record to exclude being 
sprinkled with water or water thrown on someone 
(Num. 19:13, ESV). What we are left with is usually 
translated “wash” or “bathe.” “Wash” may not give us as 
much confidence that it meant immersion. “Bathe”, on 
the other hand gives us a more synonymous picture to 
immersion; but for both English words, wash and bathe, 
the Hebrew word is the same (Strong’s #7364). Therefore 
we will let context be our guide. Let’s dig into two 
passages in Leviticus to begin. 

Leviticus 14 

 Verse 8 says, “And he who is to be cleansed 
shall…bathe himself in water, and he shall be clean.” 
After seven days he would again “…bathe his body in 
water, and he shall be clean” (v. 9). As Leviticus 13 
identifies, leprosy can break out anywhere from head to 
foot. A question we might ask at this point concerning 
“bathe his body in water” is: Does bathe his body in 
water mean immersion (body and head under the water)  
or not? To that question we might ask a second question: 
If “bathe himself in water” was commanded for a leper 
who had leprosy on his feet only, why wouldn’t he just 
bathe his feet in water instead of his body? The same 

argument can be made for leprosy on the head. Context 
reveals that any leprosy to be cleansed required the 
entire body to bathe in water.  

Would it seem odd for a person with leprosy on his head 
to bathe his body and not bathe his head where which is 
the location of his uncleanness? 

Leviticus 15 

 This passage uses the Hebrew word 12 times, 
each with or in water (in almost every translation, one 
exception is the NIV).  

From this particular scripture in Leviticus 15 we can find 
an interesting verse that leads us to uncover a direct 
answer to our question from Lev. 14: (v. 16b) “…he shall 
bathe his whole body in water and be unclean until the 
evening.”  

“But how do we know that these bathings didn’t just 
mean rubbing water on one’s body?” At this point, we 
really don’t know the answer to that question. We don’t 
know exactly if bathing in water meant rubbing or 
splashing water over oneself and thus not immersion. 

 Let’s be reasonable, when we think about 
taking a bath, we think about a tub of water (which may 
or may not be filled to the point of immersion). We also 
wash/bathe our entire body, head to toe and are often 
reminded to not forget any place, e.g. “Don’t forget to 
wash behind your ears.” 

At both instances (Lev. 14 and 15), they are describing an 
uncleanness and a bathing of the body in water to make 
clean.  

 We’ll stop here at these two passages to reflect if 
NT Jews would have understood “Repent and be 
immersed every one of you…” as something normal or 
out of the ordinary.  

What do you think? - dg.
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OT BAPTISM(?) 
“Repent and be baptized every one of you…” — Acts 2:38 
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