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     In last year's paper on Lumen Gentium the Messianic Jewish participants in this 

dialogue argued that the Jewish people are "in a certain way" already the people of the 

Renewed Covenant, and already connected to the Body of Messiah. 

      Likewise, the new covenant of Jeremiah 31 is promised, not to the Church as a 

 distinct new reality, but to Israel according to the flesh…To this point, only a 

 small portion of Israel according to the flesh has entered fully into this renewed 

 covenant, but the promise remains for Israel as a whole, and the promise will be 

 fulfilled. In this sense, Israel according to the flesh is itself the people of the New 

 or Renewed Covenant – the people to whom that covenant uniquely and 

 particularly belongs as a heritage.  

 

        Yeshua becomes the head of the People of Israel through his death and 

 resurrection, and – in a certain way – all those who are part of that people receive 

 a new status as members of his Body. Those Jews who receive the Good News 

 affirm that status, and enter into the eschatologically renewed and expanded 

 Israel. Those who do not receive the Good News are put in an anomalous and 

 precarious situation – yet Yeshua remains their King and Head, whether they 

 acknowledge the fact or not…Thus, for Jews participation in the life of the People 

 leads to membership in the Body of their appointed Messianic King. For Gentiles, 

 on the other hand, the situation is reversed. All Gentiles who are joined to the 

 Body of Christ through faith and baptism thereby become part of an expanded 

 People of Israel. For them, membership in the Body leads to citizenship in the 

 commonwealth of Israel.  

 

From a Catholic perspective, these claims must raise a host of questions. One of the most 

important of those questions concerns the meaning and significance of baptism for 

Messianic Jews. The Catechism teaches that "Through Baptism we are freed from sin and 

reborn as sons of God; we become members of Christ, are incorporated into the Church 

and made sharers in her mission" (CCC 1213). If the Jewish people already possess the 

gift of divine adoption (Romans 9:4), and if membership in the Jewish people itself 

involves some form of connection to the Body of Christ, and if the Church itself is but an 



 2 

eschatological expansion and renewal of Israel, what then does baptism mean when it is 

administered to a Jew?    

     I will address this question first by reflecting on the baptism of Yeshua by John, and 

on what this event reveals about Yeshua's mission and the rite of baptism when seen 

against the backdrop of Israel's exilic prophecies of restoration. I will then examine the 

meaning of regeneration when seen against the same backdrop. The results of our study 

will confirm the ecclesiological thesis presented last year, and demonstrate its capacity to 

shed fresh light on the wider theological landscape. 

 

The Baptism of Yeshua 

 

     Thomas Torrance has underlined the importance of Yeshua's baptism at the hands of 

John for our understanding of the later rite of baptism.
1
 A close reading of Matthew 3 

supports Torrance, and yields dividends that go beyond his keen insights. 

     Matthew 3 begins by describing the emergence of John as a first-century Jewish 

prophet: 

 (1) In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, 

 proclaiming, (2) "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near."  

 (3) This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, "The voice of 

 one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 

 straight.'" (4) Now John wore clothing of camel's hair with a leather belt around 

 his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. (5) Then the people of 

 Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the 

 Jordan, (6) and they were immersed by him in the river Jordan, confessing their 

 sins. 

 

John's clothing resembles that of the prophet Elijah (2 Kings 1:8), which suggests his 

dual role as zealous agent of Israel's purification and as messianic precursor (Malachi 

4:5-6). His message of God's reign (Isaiah 52:7) and the desert setting of his vocation 

                                                 
1
 Thomas F. Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation (Wipf & Stock: Eugene OR, 1996), 82-105. 
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evoke Isaiah's exilic prophecies of comfort and restoration (which begin with Isaiah 40). 

     Matthew then recounts John's message of repentance:      

 (7) But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for immersion, he 

 said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

 come? (8) Bear fruit worthy of repentance. (9) Do not presume to say to 

 yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor'; for I tell you, God is able from 

 these stones to raise up children to Abraham. (10) Even now the ax is lying at the 

 root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 

 thrown into the fire.  

  

Here emphasis falls on the purification and judgment that precedes Israel's restoration. 

John announces a coming day of "wrath" – the fearsome "day of the Lord" anticipated by 

Israel's biblical prophets. Fiery judgment awaits not only the enemies of Israel, but also 

the wicked among the people of God – and especially among its leaders.  

     John's words conclude with a contrast between his own mission and that of the one 

whose way he prepares. 

 (11) "I immerse you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful 

 than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will immerse 

 you with the Holy Spirit and fire. (12) His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he 

 will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the 

 chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." 

 

John speaks of three baptisms: a baptism with water (which he administers), and the 

baptisms with the Holy Spirit and with fire (to be administered by his successor). His 

own baptism in water fulfills a preparatory function, focusing on repentance, ritual 

purification, and the forgiveness of sins (see Mark 1:4). His successor's baptism with the 

Holy Spirit involves divine empowerment, sanctification, and transformation. The 

imagery of verses 10 and 12 suggests that the baptism with fire consists of divine 

judgment. Thus, John seeks to prepare Israel for the restoration and judgment which the 

more powerful "Coming One" will accomplish.  
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     How are we to understand the mission and message of John, as presented by 

Matthew? The text resounds with allusions to and echoes of the biblical prophets, and the 

context and content of the prophetic sources enables us to see what might otherwise 

remain unnoticed. First, John's linkage of purifying water and empowering Spirit echoes 

Ezekiel 36:24-28: 

  (24) I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and 

 bring you into your own land. (25) I will sprinkle clean water upon  you, and you 

 shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse 

 you. (26) A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I 

 will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. (27) I 

 will put my Spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to 

 observe my ordinances. (28) Then you shall live in the land that I gave to your 

 ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be your God. 

 

Ezekiel addresses Israel during the Babylonian exile, and proclaims what God will do for 

and among the people of Israel. God will bring Israel out of exile, and restore the people 

to its own land. This will vindicate the holiness of God's Name, by demonstrating God's 

power and covenant fidelity. But external restoration is insufficient, if unaccompanied by 

internal, relational, and behavioral transformation. So, God will sprinkle water of 

purification over his people (alluding to the Levitical rite of purification employing the 

ashes of the red heifer), to purify them from the defilement deriving from the sins that 

drove them into exile. Such ritual purification is essential, but it likewise is insufficient in 

itself. Consequently God will perfect the purification process by placing the divine Spirit 

within the people of Israel, which will empower them to live in covenant fidelity 

according to the statutes and ordinances of the Torah.  

     As recent commentators have noted, many first-century Jews believed that the 

Babylonian exile had never really ended, and that the prophecies of restoration still 

awaited fulfillment. This was true even for many Jews living in the land of Israel. John 
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appears to be among them, and he anticipates that the combined baptismal missions of 

the forerunner and his greater successor will achieve the full reality which Ezekiel 

prophesied.      

     This helps explain the baptisms of water and Spirit. But what about the baptism of 

fire? For this, we turn to the prophet Malachi.   

 (3:1) See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord 

 whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant 

 in whom you delight--indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts. (3:2) But 

 who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For 

 he is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; (3:3) he will sit as a refiner and 

 purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like 

 gold and silver, until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness.  

 (3:4) Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in 

 the days of old and as in former years. 

 

Elsewhere the synoptic gospels interpret Malachi 3:1 as referring to John the Baptist 

(Matthew 11:10; Mark 1:2). The "messenger" prepares the way for the coming of "the 

Lord" to "his temple." That coming will bring a fiery purification that will refine the 

temple leadership and renew Israel's sacrificial worship. The final verses of Malachi 

speak again of a forerunner – this time designated "the prophet Elijah" – and of fire.    

 (4:1) See, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all 

 evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says the LORD 

 of hosts, so that it will leave them neither root nor branch.  
 

 (4:5) Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the 

 LORD  comes. (4:6) He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the 

 hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with 

 a curse. (Hebrew text: 3:19; 23-24) 

 

The fire of Malachi 3:2-3 brings purification; here, the fire consumes. In both cases, the 

fire involves suffering and judgment. The Apostolic Writings see Malachi's prophecy 

regarding Elijah, like his prophecy of the "messenger," as realized or exemplified in the 

mission of John (Matthew 11:14; Luke 1:17).    
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     Interpreted in the light of Malachi, the baptism of fire announced by John refers to the 

eschatological distress that will purify the righteous and destroy the wicked. It points not 

just to a post-mortem judgment that all human beings must endure, but specifically to the 

tribulation – centered in the holy city of Jerusalem – that accompanies the "day of the 

Lord" and constitutes the "birth-pangs of the Messiah." Like the baptism with the Holy 

Spirit, this baptism of fire has as its object the restoration of Israel – in this case, the 

restoration of Israel's worship. 

     John's words make clear that he expects much from his successor, and sees his own 

role as insignificant in comparison. This sets the stage for the appearance of Yeshua, and 

for a momentous dialogue between these two prophetic figures.   

 (13) Then Yeshua came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be immersed by 

 him. (14) John would have prevented him, saying, "I need to be immersed by you, 

 and do you come to me?" (15) But Yeshua answered him, "Let it be so now; for it 

 is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness." Then he consented.  

 

John's words express more than the acknowledgement of a superior by a subordinate. 

John knows that he needs to baptized by Yeshua because he knows that all Israel needs 

to be baptized by Yeshua – because Yeshua is the Coming one who baptizes with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire. He is the one who will bring Israel's purification, sanctification, 

and national restoration. John desires to be baptized in water by Yeshua in order to 

inaugurate the national and cosmic renewal that Yeshua's baptismal work will 

accomplish.         

     Yet, Yeshua surprises John by refusing to assume the function that John assigns him. 

Yeshua will not baptize John, but instead insists on receiving baptism at his hands. Why 

does he do this? What does it signify? Yeshua's response to John does not answer these 

questions. He indicates that it must be so "to fulfill all righteousness." Thus, the divine 
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purpose, unfolded in Israel's scripture, requires that at this time Yeshua must receive 

John's baptism rather than administer his own. But why is this the case? 

     The beginning of an answer may be found in words that Yeshua later speaks about his 

mission and about his inner orientation towards its fulfillment:       

 "I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! I have 

 an immersion with which to be immersed, and what stress I am under until it is 

 completed!" (Luke 12:49-50) 

 

John proclaimed that his successor would administer a baptism of fire. Yeshua here 

asserts that he must undergo such a baptism! In the context of the gospels, these words 

obviously refer to Yeshua's suffering and death. As John anticipated, Yeshua will indeed 

administer a baptism of Spirit and fire. But contrary to John's expectation, Yeshua must 

first experience that baptism himself. Yeshua's submission to John's baptism 

demonstrates from the very beginning that his way of fulfilling Ezekiel 36 and Malachi 3 

will not conform to popular assumptions of the day.    

     In order to grasp the full implications of this, let us continue reading the narrative of 

Yeshua's baptism.   

 (16) And when Yeshua had been immersed, just as he came up from the water, 

 suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God 

 descending like a dove and alighting on him. (17) And a voice from heaven said, 

 "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased."  

 

Just as Yeshua must submit to a baptism of fire before administering such a baptism, so 

he must also receive the visible manifestation of the Spirit before immersing others in the 

Spirit's power. Yeshua's submission to John's baptism anticipates the obedience that will 

lead him to the cross; the descent of the Spirit anticipates God's powerful act in raising 

Yeshua from the dead (Romans 8:11) and enthroning him at God’s right hand (Acts 

2:33).  
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     The voice from heaven addresses Yeshua as the one "with whom I am well pleased." 

This alludes to Isaiah 42:1: "Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my 

soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations." 

Yeshua is the servant of the Lord, upon whom the Spirit rests. In Isaiah 53, this servant 

suffers on behalf of "many" – just as Yeshua will suffer on the cross, in his own baptism 

of fire. But Isaiah's servant of the Lord is also presented as the people of Israel (Isaiah 

41:8; 49:3), upon whom God will pour out the Spirit (44:1-3). Yeshua is the servant 

whose humility and obedience please God, but in this role he represents and embodies the 

people of Israel as a whole. This is why he must first be baptized before baptizing: if he is 

to identify with and represent this sinful people destined for judgment and for restoration, 

if he is to become the agent of their purification and renewal, he must first taste that 

judgment and restoration himself. 

     Yeshua's role as Israel's representative is also implicit in the opening words of the 

voice from heaven: "This is my Son, the Beloved." These words allude to Genesis 22 – 

the story of the binding of Isaac: "Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, 

and go the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering upon one of the 

mountains of which I shall tell you" (Genesis 22:2). Yeshua is God's beloved Son, whom 

God will give up for the sake of Israel and the world. But he is also the descendant of 

Abraham and Isaac whose self-offering on the cross completes Israel's sacrificial and 

atoning vocation implicit in the Akedah and rendered explicit in Isaiah 53. He is Israel, 

God's Son (Exodus 4:22-23). He must identify fully with the people of Israel, even in its 

sin, and endure the judgment that Israel deserves, in order to purify and renew Israel, and 
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render Israel's offerings acceptable – that Israel as a whole might fulfill its vocation on 

behalf of all the nations of the earth.  

     This reading of Matthew 3 is confirmed by its context. Matthew 2 presents the story of 

Yeshua's infancy in terms of Israel's exodus from Egypt, and applies Hosea 11:1 – "Out 

of Egypt have I called my Son" – to the return of Yeshua (with Joseph and Mary) from 

Egypt. Similarly, Matthew 4 recounts Yeshua's forty days of testing in the wilderness, in 

which he relives Israel's 40 years of wandering before entering the land of promise. The 

Adversary challenges Yeshua to prove that he is "the Son of God."  The biblical texts 

cited by Yeshua in response all derive from Deuteronomy, and speak of the covenantal 

requirements incumbent on the people of Israel. Thus, Yeshua demonstrates that he is the 

Son of God – the true representative of Israel – not by working signs and wonders, but by 

obeying the Torah as Israel was called to do.  

      What are the consequences of this intertextual interpretation for our understanding of 

the baptism that Yeshua received? (1) Yeshua's baptism at the hands of John 

demonstrates his radical identification with the people of Israel, even in their sins, and 

expresses his calling to represent Israel in its encounter with the fire of eschatological 

judgment and the resurrection power of the Holy Spirit. (2) Yeshua's baptism in water is 

a prophetic sign-act that points to the definitive baptism he will undergo in his suffering, 

death, and resurrection. As such, it offers insight into the meaning of those redemptive 

events: in them Yeshua embodies and represents Israel, and he undergoes eschatological 

judgment and renewal on Israel's behalf. (3) The baptism which Yeshua receives in his 

cross and resurrection – to which his baptism in water points – enables him to become the 

one who administers baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire. In other words, by virtue of 
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first experiencing Israel's purifying judgment and renewal, Yeshua becomes the agent 

through whom Israel's eschatological purification and renewal will be accomplished.     

     What does this imply about the baptism which the Apostles later administer? On the 

one hand, it supports the Apostolic interpretation of baptism as an eschatological rite by 

which Yeshua-believers identify with and participate in Messiah's death and resurrection 

(Romans 6:3-4; Colossians 2:12), and are empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; 

10:47;1 Corinthians 12:13; Titus 3:5). Yeshua's baptism in water points forward to his 

death and resurrection as a prophetic sign-act. Our baptism in water points backward to 

his death and resurrection, and binds us to those definitive acts of divine intervention.  

      On the other hand, this understanding of Yeshua's baptism also adds a level of 

meaning to the baptismal rite that has remained largely hidden from the Church. When 

Yeshua-believers are baptized into Messiah, they are being baptized into the one who in 

his suffering and death represented the people of Israel, and who in his resurrection life 

still represents that people. As such, baptism signifies and requires the same sort of 

radical identification with the Jewish people that Yeshua himself displayed. This 

understanding of Yeshua's baptism also implies that the baptism of Yeshua-believers is 

itself a prophetic sign-act that points forward and not only backward: it anticipates the 

day when the one who received purification and renewal on Israel's behalf acts 

definitively as the agent of Israel's – and, through Israel, the world's – eschatological 

rebirth.  

     The Apostolic Writings and the tradition of the Church emphasize that baptism 

involves incorporation into the Body of the Messiah. As last year's paper on Lumen 

Gentium suggests, and our exposition above confirms, such incorporation also brings 
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Gentile believers in Yeshua into a relationship with the Jewish people. For Gentiles, 

membership in the Body of Christ leads to participation in the commonwealth of Israel. 

For Jews, in contrast, baptism signifies and accomplishes the realization and renewal of 

their already existing identity as members of the People of God. As for Yeshua, baptism 

for Messianic Jews should constitute a radical act of identification with Israel, even in its 

sin, in prophetic anticipation of the day when Yeshua will purify and renew the people he 

represents and loves.  

     In historical perspective, this view of baptism is nothing less than shocking. For as 

long as anyone can remember, Christian baptism has been for Jews the official exit from 

Jewish communal life and identity. The Church insisted on it, and the Jewish community 

ratified the decision. Yet, our study of Yeshua's baptism suggests that this was not only a 

tragic error, but an inversion of an important aspect of the rite's meaning. For Messianic 

Jews, baptism should function not as a door out of Jewish life, but instead as a summons 

to radical identification with the people of Israel, and as a gateway through which Israel 

as a whole finds eschatological renewal in Yeshua. 

 

"The Washing of Regeneration" 

 

     In Catholic thought, baptism is the sacrament of regeneration. Through the waters of 

baptism one is "born anew." This Catholic emphasis derives from the baptismal imagery 

of the Apostolic Writings: 

 He saved us…by the washing of regeneration (paligenessia) and renewal in the 

 Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly through Yeshua the Messiah our 

 Savior.  (Titus 3:5-6) 

 

According to the gospel of John, one must be reborn in order to enter the eschatological 

kingdom (John 3:3, 5). This requirement of regeneration appears to nullify the 
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significance of Israel's election and heritage by denying the spiritual significance of 

fleshly birth and familial descent. All must be born again through faith in Yeshua and 

through the waters of baptism. If this view of regeneration is correct, then our 

conclusions regarding Yeshua's baptism must be mistaken. 

      In fact, a closer examination of the meaning of regeneration in the Apostolic Writings 

actually supports the conclusions we have reached. The only other use of paligenessia in 

the Apostolic Writings is in Matthew 19:28:          

 "Truly, I say to you, in the regeneration (paligenessia), when the Son of man shall 

 sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve 

 thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel." (Matthew 19:28) 

 

English translations render paligenessia in this text with such expressions as "the new 

world" (RSV), "the renewal of all things" (NIV), or "the New Age" (TEV). While these 

translations have merit, the context more readily justifies the rendering, "when Israel is 

renewed/reborn." Israel's rebirth will lead to "the renewal of all things," but Matthew 19 

focuses less on the universality of "all things" and more on the eschatological 

particularity of the people of Israel.  

     The other key text dealing with regeneration points in the same direction. John 3 

describes the visit of Nicodemus to Yeshua. Nicodemus addresses Yeshua as "Rabbi," 

and acknowledges that he is a teacher who has come from God. Yeshua responds to 

Nicodemus with these famous words:  

 "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew [or, from above], he cannot see 

 the kingdom of God…Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and 

 the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is 

 flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit." (John 3:3, 5) 

 

This teaching of Yeshua puzzles and bewilders Nicodemus. "How can this be?" (John 

3:9). Yet, Yeshua does not consider his words to be mysterious: "Are you a teacher of 



 13 

Israel, and yet you do not understand this?" (John 3:10). Yeshua will reveal heavenly 

mysteries, but this teaching is not among them: "If I have told you earthly things and you 

do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things?" (John 3:12). 

     Why does Yeshua think that Nicodemus, as a "teacher of Israel," should understand 

his words? What must every "teacher of Israel" know? The answer is clear: Scripture, of 

course! Yeshua likely sees his words as a prophetic commentary on Scripture. But what 

text is he commenting upon? The biblical unit that fits best with this dialogue is Ezekiel 

36-37. We already looked at Ezekiel 36:24-28, and proposed it as a key to understanding 

Yeshua's baptism. These verses bring together water and Spirit, and speak of the gift of a 

new heart. Ezekiel 37 continues the theme of national restoration signaled by Ezekiel 36, 

but employs a new image: Israel in exile is like a collection of dry bones, and Israel's 

national restoration will be like a resurrection from the dead. The two chapters are linked 

by the words "I will put my Spirit within you" (Ezekiel 36:27; 37:14). The same Spirit 

who raises Israel from the dead also gives Israel a new heart, and enables the people to 

live in covenantal fidelity. When seen together, these two chapters from Ezekiel provide 

all the background required for understanding Yeshua's otherwise enigmatic sayings in 

John 3.  

     Seen in this light, to be "born of the Spirit" is to receive the first-fruits of the 

eschatological redemption promised in Ezekiel 36-37. It is the fulfillment of the words, "I 

will put my Spirit within you" found in those two chapters, and as such it will lead to the 

realization of all that is promised there: purification from defilement, resurrection from 

the dead, inheritance of the land, a renewed heart, and a life of covenantal fidelity – not 

just for individuals, but for the corporate reality of the people of Israel. Yeshua calls 
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Nicodemus, and all Jews (and, through the Apostles, also Gentiles), to receive the Spirit 

now, to experience the initial stage of Israel's national and cosmic rebirth. They do so 

through turning to Yeshua in faith and through attachment to him in baptism. 

     Why does attachment to Yeshua bring an experience of the first stage of Ezekiel 36-

37's realization? The answer is the same as that found in our study of Yeshua's baptism: 

because Yeshua's death and resurrection constitute the beginning of the Age to Come:        

 "And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be 

 lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life." (John 3:14-15) 

 

Yeshua must first experience our death – Israel's death. He will then become "the first-

born from the dead." Only then can he assume his appointed role as source of rebirth for 

all those who are joined to him and who thereby receive his resurrection life.  

     Regeneration is rooted in Yeshua's resurrection life. It is oriented to Israel's – and the 

world's – future rebirth (paligenessia). Standing between these two eschatological events, 

we enter even now into the world regenerated in Yeshua by putting our faith in him and 

being baptized. 

     Thus, the promise of regeneration does not negate Israel's election any more that does 

the promise of the Renewed Covenant. Both promises belong to Israel according to the 

flesh, and point to the eschatological goal of Israel's election. For Gentiles, rebirth 

involves a radical break with an old life and an old world, and a new connection to the 

covenant community of Israel, the heirs of the Messianic promises. For Jews, rebirth 

involves a proleptic appropriation of those promises, and thus the fulfillment rather than 

the negation of Jewish communal identity. For Gentiles, rebirth signifies rupture; for 

Jews, rebirth signifies eschatological self-realization. 
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Conclusion 

 

     In this paper I have not addressed many of the questions that are usually raised in 

discussions about baptism: Does baptism effect regeneration, or merely symbolize it? Is 

infant baptism valid and appropriate, or should "believer's baptism" be the norm? Is 

sprinkling an acceptable means of administering the rite, or is immersion required? 

Instead, I have concentrated on the root question that is before us: what does baptism 

mean for a Jew, and is it any different in significance than the baptism of a Gentile? 

     Our study reinforces the thesis of last year's paper on Lumen Gentium, that the Jewish 

people are still the people of God (and not simply "related to" the people of God). 

However, the life of the Jewish people is inherently ordered by God in relation to its 

eschatological destiny, and that destiny will be fulfilled only in and through Messiah 

Yeshua. That is why membership in the Jewish people is eschatologically oriented to 

ultimate membership in the Body of Christ – and why the Body of Christ is itself the 

eschatological form of the commonwealth of Israel.  

     To understand the spiritual status of the Jewish people who are not yet fully 

incorporated in the Body of the Messiah, we may employ an analogy from the baptismal 

practice of the Catholic Church. In a sense, faithful Jews who "through no fault of their 

own" (LG 16) do not yet confess Yeshua as Messiah are like catechumens who are being 

prepared for baptism. That baptism may only be administered eschatologically, when 

Ezekiel 36-37 is realized at the resurrection of the dead. But all faithful Jews live in 

anticipation of the fulfillment of Ezekiel 36-37. They put their hope in the messianic 

redemption of Israel – and, in doing so, they put their hope in the Coming One, whom we 

know to be Messiah Yeshua, "King of the Jews." 
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     In light of these truths, the Church should reflect on its baptismal teaching and 

practice, both for Gentiles and for Jews. Baptism summons Gentiles to solidarity with the 

Jewish people, and obligates Jews to a radical commitment to Jewish life – a Jewish life 

renewed in Yeshua. The tragic history of baptismal teaching and practice will make it 

difficult for the rest of the Jewish community to accept the authenticity of that 

commitment. But our living out of that commitment is not dependent on such acceptance. 

The Lamb of God, who suffered and died on the cross as Israel's representative, calls us 

to follow him. If we embrace the purifying baptism of fire along with him, we may 

become with him not only recipients but also instruments of Israel's eschatological 

restoration and renewal – its "baptism with the Spirit."     

 


