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Questions 
 
Matthew 3:1-12 
 

1. What is John’s ministry and why does repentance and baptism play such a 
significant role in his ministry?  (vv. 1-3) 

2. What is the significance of John’s dress? (v. 4) 
3. Why is the idea of good fruit significant in Matthew’s Gospel? (v. 8) 
4. Why does John address the idea of Abraham as one’s father not sufficient for future 

judgment? (v. 9) 
5. Notice the shadow element of John’s ministry when contrasted with the substance of 

the one who is to come (vv. 11, 12).  How do we address the idea of future 
judgment?  What does this look like for the unbelieving and what does this look like 
for the believing?  John assumes his readers know what he is speaking of.  What is 
the idea of future judgment in the Bible? 

6. Why is John so hard on the Pharisees and Sadducees? (cf. Matthew 2:4) 
 
Matthew 3:13-17 
 

7. Why does John resist Jesus being baptized by him? (vv. 13, 14) 
8. What does Jesus mean by what He says? (v. 15).  Our Lord kept the Law perfectly.  

He brought the sacrifices even though He did not need forgiveness.  Jesus is 
baptized by John even though He did not need repentance.  Jesus is the fulfillment 
of every shadow. 

9. What is the significance of the dove descending and the voice from heaven (vv. 16, 
17)? 

 
Verses 1-12 give the theological significance of John’s baptism.  Verses 13-17 put Jesus in that 
theological context.  
 
Matthew 4:1-11 
 

1. What is the significance of movement from His baptism to His wilderness 
temptation? (vv. 1ff) 

2. Why 40? (v. 2) 
3. Who is the tempter? (v. 3) 
4. Why and what is the significance of the three temptations (vv. 3-11)? 
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Matthew 4:12-17 
 

5. Notice the shift from John’s role in chapter 3 to being taken into custody in 4:12. 
6. What is the relationship between John’s ministry and that of Jesus (vv. 12-17)? 
7. Why is the prophecy’s fulfillment significant?  What does this tell us about our 

Lord’s work?   
 
Matthew 18-22 
 

8. We now find Jesus calling followers.  What are we assuming about those who are 
responding to His invitation to follow Him? 

9. What might we imply from the response of those who followed Him?  The picture 
we have is of those who left everything to follow Him.  Is this picture normative?  
Are we to do the same?  What are we to conclude about those today who make this 
normative? 

 
Matthew 23-25 
 

10. What are verses 23-25? 
11. What are they telling us about our Lord’s ministry? 
12. Why is this significant? 
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The Gospel of Matthew 
 

 

Read 

Matthew 3, 4 

 
 

“The Text” 

Matthew 3, 4 

 

JEWISH BAPTISM 

•John’s baptism is JEWISH in origin.  
 
•Ceremonial 
–Purification 
–Consecration 
–Preparedness 
–Repeated 

•Converting – POINT IN TIME 
 

JEWISH BAPTISM 

•What was John’s Baptism? 
–CEREMONIAL 

•What is Christian Baptism? 
–CONVERSION 

 

CONVERSION 

 http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2456-baptism 

•“The Baptism of the proselyte has for its purpose his cleansing from the impurity of 
idolatry, and the restoration to the purity of a new-born man. 

•The real significance of the rite of Baptism can not be derived from the Levitical law; 
but it appears to have had its origin in Babylonian or ancient Semitic practice.” 

 

CONVERSION 

 http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2456-baptism 

•“It is quite possible that, like the initiates in the Orphic mysteries, the proselytes were, 
by way of symbolism, suddenly brought from darkness into light. For the rites of 
immersion, anointing, and the like, which the proselyte has or had to undergo.”  
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BAPTISM 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2456-baptism 

•Baptism, next to circumcision and sacrifice, was an absolutely necessary condition 
to be fulfilled by a proselyte to Judaism.  

 

BAPTISM 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2456-baptism 

•Circumcision, however, was much more important, and, like baptism, was called a 
"seal." 

 

BAPTISM 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2456-baptism 

•But as circumcision was discarded by Christianity, and the sacrifices had ceased, 
Baptism remained the sole condition for initiation into religious life.  

 

BAPTISM 

See the article 

What Is The Pre-Christian History Of The Baptismal Ceremony? 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/mar14.html 

 

PHARISEES 

See the article 

The Pharisees 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/455129/Pharisee 

 

TEMPTATION 

•Like Adam, Jesus is tempted by the serpent but refuses to yield. 
•Like Israel, Jesus is tempted in three distinct areas, but unlike Israel He succeeds 
where Israel failed. 

•Like Moses, Jesus intercedes for His people and leads them into the promised land. 
 

TEMPTATION 
1st temptation – bread – Deut. 8:1-4 

2nd temptation – grumbling/testing – Deut. 6:16 

3rd temptation – idolatry – Deut. 6:13-16 

 

TEMPTATION 

•1st sin - Red Sea/Exodus – they had no water or bread 

•2nd sin - Again they lacked food and grumbled and tested the Lord 
•3rd sin - After Mt. Sinai they built a golden calf 
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Jesus as Israel and Moses 

Posted by Peter J. Leithart on Saturday, August 04, 2007 at 02:05 PM 

http://www.leithart.com/archives/003181.php 

•Jesus is faced with precisely these three temptations in this order. And Jesus 
succeeds in overcoming these tests. He trusts God for His bread, He refuses to test 

God, He does not succumb to idolatry. He is the true Israel, reversing the sins of the first 

Israel. 

 

TEMPTATION 

•Israel wanted bread 
–Moses refused bread for 40 days 

•Israel wanted water 
–Moses drank nothing for 40 days 

•Israel made an idol 
–Moses destroyed the idol 

 

Jesus as Israel and Moses 

Posted by Peter J. Leithart on Saturday, August 04, 2007 at 02:05 PM 

http://www.leithart.com/archives/003181.php 

•Moses' intercession was appropriate to the situation. By fasting, he did the opposite 
of what Israel had been doing. Israel had complained they had no bread; Moses 

refused bread.  

 

Jesus as Israel and Moses 

Posted by Peter J. Leithart on Saturday, August 04, 2007 at 02:05 PM 

http://www.leithart.com/archives/003181.php 

•Israel murmured and put God to the test at the waters of Massah; Moses drank 
nothing for forty days. Israel set up an idol to lead them into the land; Moses destroyed 

the idol and threw himself before the Lord. 

 

Jesus as Israel and Moses 

Posted by Peter J. Leithart on Saturday, August 04, 2007 at 02:05 PM 

http://www.leithart.com/archives/003181.php 

•And so also Jesus: Jesus doesn't merely obey where Israel disobeyed. He is faithful 
where Israel was unfaithful. But because He is the new Moses, because He intercedes 

by His fasting and faithfulness, Israel as a whole is saved.  

 

Jesus as Israel and Moses 

Posted by Peter J. Leithart on Saturday, August 04, 2007 at 02:05 PM 

http://www.leithart.com/archives/003181.php 

•He keeps the fast, and therefore His people are brought through the wilderness into 
the land of promise. 
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DISCIPLESHIP 

See the article 

DISCIPLESHIP TO RABBI YESHUA 

By Rabbi Stan Farr http://rabbiyeshua.com/rabbi2.html 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•Long before the days of the Master, discipleship was already a well-established 
institution within Jewish culture. All the great sages, the rabbis, the sages among the 

Pharisees and the teachers of the Torah had disciples. 
 

FOLLOWERS 

•The Hebrew word for disciple is talmid. Talmid means student. We translate talmidim 
as disciples. A talmid was a student of one of the sages. A talmid's job was to learn 

everything that his Master had to teach. 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•The disciples of First Century Judaism learned everything from their teacher, and they 

learned to be just like their teacher.  

–They learned the stories that the teacher told. They learned the lessons that their 

teacher taught.  

–They learned to eat the foods that their teacher ate, the way their teacher ate them.  

–They learned to keep the Sabbath the way their teacher kept Sabbath and to give 

charity the way their teacher gave charity.  

–They learned to pray the way their teacher prayed and to fast the way their teacher 

fasted.  

–They learned how to keep God's commands the way their teacher kept them.  

•The disciples followed their teacher everywhere he went, and the teacher taught his 

disciples everything he could. 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•Then, after a disciple was fully trained, he would become a teacher and teach 
disciples of his own. A disciple's job was to become like his or her teacher. So it written 

for us in the Gospel: "Every disciple fully trained will be like his teacher." (Luke 6:40). 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP 

•The teacher-disciple relationship was a powerful bond. Disciples regarded their 
teachers higher than their own fathers. It was a relationship over and above any 

student-teacher relationship that exists in our culture. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP 

•It was expressed as a servant to master relationship. (See Matthew 10:24) Thus the 
disciples of the First Century referred to their teachers as Rabbi meaning "Revered 

One" or as Master. 

 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP 

•It was expressed as a son to father relationship. In Rabbinic literature, the Torah sage 
is the Father and his disciples are called his family, hence terms like Beit Hillel "The 

House of Hillel." The collected words of the Torah Masters are called "Sayings of the 

Fathers." The sages say that your Teacher is to be accorded higher honor than your 

birth father, because your birth father brought you into this world, but your teacher 

brings you into the next world. (Bava Metsi'a 2:11) 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•To memorize their teacher's words.  
•To learn their teacher's traditions and interpretations.  
•To imitate their teacher's actions.  
•To raise up disciples.  

 

FOLLOWERS 

•These functions describe the cultural context of the institution of discipleship in the 
gospels. When Yeshua called his disciples, these four tasks are the things they were 

called to do. This is how they understood their job. 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•He spent three years teaching them and training them. When he left them, he gave 
them this command, "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 

the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 

obey everything I have commanded you." (Matthew 18:19,20) The great commission is 

the normal job of a disciple, to raise up more disciples. 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•What is a Disciple? When Jesus said go and make disciples, it was a Jew speaking to 
other Jews in a Semitic dialect. As such, those words had a very specific meaning and 

embodied a well-known paradigm that first-century Jewish listeners well understood.  

•http://bible.org/article/being-first-century-disciple  
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FOLLOWERS 

•The Role of the Rabbi 
•Willing Submission to Authority 
•Wresting with the Word of God. 
•Real Life Questions 
•Transparency 
•Emulation 

 

FOLLOWERS 
•Believe is a Verb The Semitic understanding of “believe” was not based on an 

intellectual assent to a creed, doctrinal statement, or series of faith propositions. 

Rather, to a first-century disciple believe is a verb in which you willingly submitted to 
your rabbi’s interpretive authority regarding God’s Word in every area of your life. Thus, 

to say you were a disciple in the name of Gamaliel, meant that you totally 
surrendered your life to Gamaliel’s way of interpreting Scripture. As a result, you 

conformed all of your life’s behavior to his interpretations. 

 

FOLLOWERS 

•Summary The essential qualities of first-century disciples were desire and submission 

and assumed that emulation, biblical literacy, community, transparency and a 
willingness to wrestle with God’s word where a “given.” This included a passion 

together with zeal to give up any and all of their preconceived notions of how to live 
one’s life and then to embrace the behavior that their rabbi deemed best to honor 

God. It was a radical, willing, and totally conforming submission to the interpretive 

authority of their rabbi.http://bible.org/article/being-first-century-disciple  

 

MATTHEW 4 

•23 Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 

proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every 

kind of sickness among the people. 

•24 The news about Him spread throughout all Syria; and they brought to Him all who 

were ill, those suffering with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, 

paralytics; and He healed them. 

•25 Large crowds followed Him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and 

Judea and from beyond the Jordan. 
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 What Is The Pre-Christian History Of The 
Baptismal Ceremony? 

posted 8/08/2008 11:33AM 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/mar14.html 

 
Depending on which Reformer you agree with, most Christians view baptism either as the 
means of salvation and entry into the church or as a sign of Christ's redemptive work in the 
converted. In both cases, the new believer is considered wholly regenerated, and baptism seals 
this radical change. 
But in first-century Judaism, baptism had a different meaning. In the book of Leviticus, God 
instructs Jews to cleanse themselves from ritual impurities, contracted through such acts as 
touching a corpse or a leper. Washing primarily fulfilled the legal requirements of ritual purity 
so that Jews could sacrifice at the Temple. Later, as "God-fearers" or "righteous" Gentiles 
expressed their desire to convert to Judaism, priests broadened the rite's meaning, and along 
with circumcision, performed baptism as a sign of the covenant given to Abraham. 
 
While Christians may relate to baptism as a sign of covenant and purity before God, these still 
don't bridge the gap to John the Baptist's "baptism of repentance"-or to the messianic thrust of 
his message. While there's still room for speculation, one possible bridge is the community at 
Qumran-the ascetic desert sect best known for creating the Dead Sea scrolls. Like orthodox 
Jews, the Qumran sectarians baptized for reasons of ritual purity. But their Manual of 
Discipline, or the community rule, also stated that a person could not become clean if he failed 
to obey God's commandments. "For it is through the spirit of God's true counsel concerning 
the ways of man that all his sins be expiated," observes the Manual, "and when his flesh is 
sprinkled with purifying water, it shall be made clean by the humble submission of his soul to 
all the precepts of God." 
 
Members of the Qumran community also had a clear apocalyptic vision of the future. Having 
endured centuries of foreign rule, these Jews longed for freedom from oppression, and their 
writings pine for the arrival of Israel's messiah. The Manual requires that those wishing to 
enter Qumran "shall go into the wilderness to prepare there the way of Him; as it is written, 
Prepare in the wilderness the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a path for our God." John the 
Baptist quoted the same passage from Isaiah in his call to baptism in the Jordan River. 
 
Some scholars think John the Baptist may have been a member of the Qumran sect. His 
ministry did center in the same area. But even if he wasn't, John's message was compelling to 
those familiar with the desert ascetics: "I baptize you with water of repentance, but he who is 
coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandal I am not worthy to carry; he will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and with fire." 
 
*The New Catholic Encyclopedia, second edition, offers a succinct overview of the history of 
baptism in Judaism and Christianity. 
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*Published over 20 years ago, Leonard F. Badia's The Qumran Baptism and John the Baptist's 
Baptism (University Press of America, 1980), still succeeds as a fair and detailed treatment of 
Qumran's beliefs about and practice of baptism. J. Julius Scott Jr.'s Customs and Controversies 
(Baker Books, 1995) sets Qumran in its social and religious context. 
 
*For the complete text of the Manual of Discipline, see Geza Vermes' The Complete Dead Sea 
Scrolls in English (Allen Lane, 1997). 
Steven Gertz is editorial coordinator of Christian History. 
Copyright © 2003 by the author or Christianity Today/Christian History magazine. 
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The Pharisees 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/455129/Pharisee 

 
Pharisee, member of a Jewish religious party that flourished in Palestine during the latter part 
of the Second Temple period (515 bc–ad 70). Their insistence on the binding force of oral 
tradition (“the unwritten Torah”) still remains a basic tenet of Jewish theological thought. 
When the Mishna (the first constituent part of the Talmud) was compiled about ad 200, it 
incorporated the teachings of the Pharisees on Jewish law. 
 
The Pharisees (Hebrew: Perushim) emerged as a distinct group shortly after the Maccabaean 
revolt, around 165–160 bc; they were, it is generally believed, spiritual descendants of the 
Hasideans. The Pharisees emerged as a party of laymen and scribes in contradistinction to the 
Sadducees, i.e., the party of the high priesthood that had traditionally provided the sole 
leadership of the Jewish people. The basic difference that led to the split between the Pharisees 
and the Sadducees lay in their respective attitudes toward the Torah (the first five books of the 
Old Testament) and the problem of finding in it answers to questions and bases for decisions 
about contemporary legal and religious matters arising under circumstances far different from 
those of the time of Moses. In their response to this problem, the Sadducees, on the one hand, 
refused to accept any precept as binding unless it was based directly on the Torah, i.e., the 
Written Law. The Pharisees, on the other hand, believed that the Law that God gave to Moses 
was twofold, consisting of the Written Law and the Oral Law, i.e., the teachings of the 
prophets and the oral traditions of the Jewish people. Whereas the priestly Sadducees taught 
that the written Torah was the only source of revelation, the Pharisees admitted the principle 
of evolution in the Law; men must use their reason in interpreting the Torah and applying it to 
contemporary problems. Rather than blindly follow the letter of the Law even if it conflicted 
with reason or conscience, the Pharisees harmonized the teachings of the Torah with their own 
ideas or found their own ideas suggested or implied in it. They interpreted the Law according 
to its spirit; when in the course of time a law had been outgrown or superseded by changing 
conditions, they gave it a new and more acceptable meaning, seeking scriptural support for 
their actions through a ramified system of hermeneutics. It was due to this progressive 
tendency of the Pharisees that their interpretation of the Torah continued to develop and has 
remained a living force in Judaism. 
 
The Pharisees were not primarily a political party but a society of scholars and pietists. They 
enjoyed a large popular following, and in the New Testament they appear as spokesmen for 
the majority of the population. Around 100 bc a long struggle ensued as the Pharisees tried to 
democratize the Jewish religion and remove it from the control of the Temple priests. The 
Pharisees asserted that God could and should be worshiped even away from the Temple and 
outside Jerusalem. To the Pharisees, worship consisted not in bloody sacrifices—the practice of 
the Temple priests—but in prayer and in the study of God’s law. Hence the Pharisees fostered 
the synagogue as an institution of religious worship, outside and separate from the Temple. 
The synagogue may thus be considered a Pharasaic institution since the Pharisees developed 
it, raised it to high eminence, and gave it a central place in Jewish religious life. 
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The active period of Pharasaism, the most influential movement in the development of 
Orthodox Judaism, extended well into the 2nd and 3rd centuries ad. The Pharisees preserved 
and transmitted Judaism through the flexibility they gave to Jewish scriptural interpretation in 
the face of changing historical circumstances. The efforts they devoted to education also had a 
seminal importance in subsequent Jewish history; after the destruction of the Second Temple 
and the fall of Jerusalem in ad 70, it was the synagogue and the schools of the Pharisees that 
continued to function and to promote Judaism in the long centuries following the Diaspora. 
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Hillel and Shammai 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/hillel.html  

 
In the first century BCE, Babylonian born Hillel (later known as Hillel the Elder) migrated to 
the Land of Israel to study and worked as a woodcutter, eventually becoming the most 
influential force in Jewish life. Hillel is said to have lived in such great poverty that he was 
sometimes unable to pay the admission fee to study Torah, and because of him that fee was 
abolished. He was known for his kindness, gentleness, concern for humanity. One of his most 
famous sayings, recorded in Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers, a tractate of the Mishnah), is "If 
I am not for myself, then who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am I? 
And if not now, when?" The Hillel organization, a network of Jewish college student 
organizations, is named for him. Hillel and his descendants established academies of learning 
and were the leaders of the Jewish community in the Land of Israel for several centuries. The 
Hillel dynasty ended with the death of Hillel II in 365 CE. 
 
Hillel the Elder’s friendly adversary was Shammai, a native of the Land of Israel about whom 
little is known except that he was a builder, known for the strictness of his views. He was 
reputed to be dour, quick-tempered and impatient. Both lived during the reign of King Herod 
(37-4 BCE), an oppressive period in Jewish history because of the Roman occupation of the 
Land of Israel. Shammai was concerned that if Jews had too much contact with the Romans, 
the Jewish community would be weakened, and this attitude was reflected in his strict 
interpretation of Jewish law. Hillel did not share Shammai's fear and therefore was more 
liberal in his view of law. 
 
Hillel was the more popular of the two scholars, and he was chosen by the Sanhedrin, the 
supreme Jewish court, to serve as its president. While Hillel and Shammai themselves did not 
differ on a great many basic issues of Jewish law, their disciples were often in conflict. The 
Talmud records over 300 differences of opinion between Beit Hillel (the House of Hillel) and 
Beit Shammai (the House of Shammai). The Rabbis of the Talmud generally sided with the 
rulings of the School of Hillel, although the Sages believed that both views were valid. 
Sixteenth-century kabbalist Rabbi Isaac Luria (the “Ari”) said that not only are both the words 
of the House of Shammai and the House of Hillel enduring on the conceptual level, but each 
has its time and place on the pragmatic level as well. In our present world, we follow the 
rulings of the House of Hillel, but in the era of Messiah, the majority opinion will shift in favor 
of the House of Shammai, and their rulings will then be implemented. The Ari believed that in 
our present reality, where divine commandments must be imposed upon an imperfect world, 
the rulings of the House of Hillel represent the ultimate in conformity to the divine will, while 
the rulings of the House of Shammai represent an ideal that is too lofty for our present state 
(which is why we perceive them as “stricter” and more confining), and can only be realized on 
the conceptual level. In the era of Messiah, the situation will be reversed: a perfected world 
will embrace the more exacting application of Torah law expressed by the House of Shammai, 
while the Hillelian school of interpretation will endure only conceptually. 
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Hillel's rulings were often based on concern for the welfare of the individual. For example 
with regard to the remarriage of an aguna, whose husband is not known with certainty to be 
alive or dead, the view of Hillel (and most of his colleagues) was that she can remarry even on 
the basis of indirect evidence of the husband's death. Bet Shammai required that witnesses 
come forth with direct testimony before she was permitted to remarry. Another example of his 
leniency as compared with Shammai involves converts; Hillel favored the admission of 
proselytes into Judaism even when they made unreasonable demands, such as one did by 
demanding that the whole Torah be taught to him quickly "while standing on one foot." Hillel 
accepted this person as eligible for conversion, whereas Shammai dismissed him as not serious 
about Judaism. 
 
Sources: Judaism 101 
 
Kolatch, Alfred J. The Second Jewish Book of Why. Jonathan David Publishers, Inc.; Middle 
Village, New York, 1985. 
 
“The Nullification of the Commandments.” 
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Discipleship to Rabbi Yeshua 
By Rabbi Stan Farr http://rabbiyeshua.com/rabbi2.html 

 
Rabbi Yeshua calls each of us individually to a life of discipleship to him. But what is a 
disciple? What does it mean to be a disciple? 
 
Disciples in Judaism 
 
Our image of a disciple maybe of a bearded man in a robe and sandals. Or it may be simply an 
image of one of the Twelve that followed Yeshua. We tend to think of discipleship as a New 
Testament, Gospel phenomenon, perhaps something Yeshua introduced when he chose his 12 
disciples. This is wrong. 
 
Long before the days of the Master, discipleship was already a well-established institution 
within Jewish culture. All the great sages, the rabbis, the sages among the Pharisees and the 
teachers of the Torah had disciples. 
 
The Hebrew word for disciple is talmid. Talmid means student. The plural is talmidim: 
students. We translate talmidim as disciples. A talmid was a student of one of the sages. A 
talmid's job was to learn everything that his Master had to teach. 
 
The disciples of First Century Judaism learned everything from their teacher, and they learned 
to be just like their teacher. They learned the stories that the teacher told. They learned the 
lessons that their teacher taught. They learned to eat the foods that their teacher ate, the way 
their teacher ate them. They learned to keep the Sabbath the way their teacher kept Sabbath 
and to give charity the way their teacher gave charity. They learned to pray the way their 
teacher prayed and to fast the way their teacher fasted. They learned how to keep God's 
commands the way their teacher kept them. The disciples followed their teacher everywhere 
he went, and the teacher taught his disciples everything he could. 
 
Then, after a disciple was fully trained, he would become a teacher and teach disciples of his 
own. A disciple's job was to become like his or her teacher. So it written for us in the Gospel: 
 
"Every disciple fully trained will be like his teacher." (Luke 6:40). 
 
So when the disciple is fully trained, he becomes the teacher, and raises up disciples of his 
own, who in turn, when fully trained become teachers and raise up disciples of their own. 
 
The Three Charges to Disciples 
 
The process of handing on teaching from generation to generation stretches back in time, a 
long continuous chain, all the way back to Mount Sinai. Through the teacher-disciple chain, 
the teaching of the Torah was passed on from generation to generation. The Mishna in Pirkei 
Avot begins with a description of how this transmission process carried the Torah from Moses 
to Ezra's generation. 
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"Moses received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua (his disciple) Joshua to the elders; the 
elders to the prophets, the prophets to the men of the Great Assembly. The Men of the Great Assembly 
said three things, 'Be deliberate in judgement, raise up many disciples, and make a fence for the Torah." 
(Avot 1:1, 2) 
 
Ezra's generation, the Men of the Great Assembly, issued three charges to their disciples. 
 
1. Be deliberate in judgment: The Men of the Great Assembly warned the disciples to be 
careful when judging. They warned them to weigh all the evidence. When asked a question 
regarding scripture, when making a legal ruling, when hearing court cases as elders or as 
judges sitting on a court of law or even when simply making a small decision on a point of 
law, be careful and be deliberate. Disciples are to take the Scriptures seriously and study them 
diligently. 
 
2. Raise Up Many Disciples: The Men of the Great Assembly told the disciples to raise up 
many students. Disciples are to pass the teaching on to the next generation of students. If we 
do not, there will be no continuity of the faith. If disciples do not raise up disciples who in turn 
become teachers raising up disciples, the teaching is lost. 
 
3. Make a Fence for the Torah: : The Men of the Great Assembly told the disciples to protect 
the law. They were to protect the commandments by teaching their disciples to avoid even 
seemingly benign behaviors that might lead to sin. For example, the commandment not to look 
at a woman lustfully is a fence protecting the commandment not to commit adultery. If one 
does not look with lust, one will never come near committing adultery. 
 
The Disciple -Teacher Relationship 
 
The teacher-disciple relationship was a powerful bond. Disciples regarded their teachers 
higher than their own fathers. It was a relationship over and above any student-teacher 
relationship that exists in our culture. 
 
It was expressed as a servant to master relationship. (See Matthew 10:24) Thus the disciples of 
the First Century referred to their teachers as Rabbi meaning "Revered One" or as Master. 
 
It was expressed as a son to father relationship. In Rabbinic literature, the Torah sage is the Father and 
his disciples are called his family, hence terms like Beit Hillel "The House of Hillel." The collected words 
of the Torah Masters are called "Sayings of the Fathers." The sages say that your Teacher is to be 
accorded higher honor than your birth father, because your birth father brought you into this world, but 
your teacher brings you into the next world. (Bava Metsi'a 2:11) 
 
The Four Jobs of a Disciple 
 
In the first century, the disciples of the sages had four major tasks to perform. 
 
1. To memorize their teacher's words. It was the job of a disciple to memorize his teacher's 
words. The oral transmission process was the only method practiced among the sages. The 
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great rabbis and Torah scholars did not write scrolls or compose books for their students to 
read and study. Instead, they taught orally and their disciples studied by memorizing their 
words. Through constant repetition, disciples memorized their teacher's words verbatim and 
were able to repeat them to subsequent generations. 
 
2. To learn their teacher's traditions and interpretations. It was a disciple's job to learn the 
tradition of how his teacher kept the commands of God and interpreted the Scriptures. Every 
detail about the teacher was important to the disciple. The disciple needed to learn how the 
teacher washed his hands, how he kept the Sabbath, how he fasted, how he prayed, how he 
gave charity, how he affixed a mezuzah, how he said the blessings over food, etc. Furthermore, 
the way the teacher interpreted passages of scriptures, the meanings he drew out, the 
midrashim he told, the parables and stories he used to elucidate with, the way he explained a 
verse or understood a concept, each of these was of utmost importance to the disciple. Details 
of this sort were not just trivia. To a disciple, these were like gems and pearls meant to be 
gathered and treasured. 
 
3. To imitate their teacher's actions. It was the job of a disciple to be like his teacher. A 
disciple's highest calling was to be a reflection of his teacher. His goal was to one day be just 
like his Master. A disciple studied to learn to act and to speak and to respond the same why 
his Master would act and speak and respond. A disciple studied to do the things his Master 
did. The gospels express this concept with the words, "Every disciple, fully trained will be like 
his master." (Luke 6:40) 
 
4. To raise up disciples. It was the job of a disciple, when finally trained, to raise up his own 
disciples. He was to create a new generation of students and to transmit to them the 
memorized words of his Master, the traditions and the interpretations of his Master, the 
actions and behaviors of his Master. The goal was to pass the teaching and the torch of 
discipleship from generation to generation. So each disciple became the teacher, the rabbi, the 
master, and the father to a new generation of disciples. 
 
These functions describe the cultural context of the institution of discipleship in the gospels. 
When Yeshua called his disciples, these four tasks are the things they were called to do. This is 
how they understood their job. 
 
He spent three years teaching them and training them. When he left them, he gave them this 
command, "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I 
have commanded you." (Matthew 18:19,20) The great commission is the normal job of a 
disciple, to raise up more disciples. 
 
An Important Difference 
 
But there is an important distinction that needs to be made when we speak of discipleship and 
the disciples of Yeshua. It is a distinction that Yeshua himself drew for his disciples. We find it 
in Matthew 23:8-10 where he says to his disciples: 
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"But you are not to be called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. 
And do not call anyone on earth 'father,' for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are 
you to be called 'teacher,' for you have one Teacher, the Messiah." 
 
On the surface this would seem to contradict other parts of the NT in which we see that elders, 
fathers, teachers and leaders are ordained in the communities of faith. Are we to not have 
teachers or leaders? 
 
The context in which he is speaking is the teacher-disciple relationship of the first century. We 
have already seen that this teacher to student relationship is likened to a master to servant and 
father to son relationship. 
 
Yeshua says it is not to be like that for his disciples. He says that his disciples are not to be like 
other disciples in that regard. Other disciples, when they are trained go and raise disciples for 
themselves and then they become the teacher, the father, the rabbi, the master. Yeshua's 
disciples are instructed not to raise disciples for themselves. There was not to be a School of 
Peter, a House of Andrew, an Academy of James. There were not to be disciples of Beit 
Yochanon and disciples of Beit Nathaniael. 
 
The disciples of Yeshua were never to take the role of master, because unlike the master's of 
the Pharisees or the men of the Great Assembly or sages like Hillel or Shammai, Yeshua is still 
alive. Followers of Yeshua are forbidden to make their own disciples because their job is to 
raise up more disciples for Yeshua. 
 
For we have one teacher! The Messiah. 
 
Ultimately, it is not that we do not have teachers among us, or elders, fathers, rabbis or even 
leaders. Of course we do. But we must never let our elders, fathers, rabbis, leaders or teachers 
take the place of our Master. We must never be the disciples of men carrying on the traditions 
of men. Rather, we must be disciples of the Messiah. We must never raise up disciples for 
ourselves, for our own self-aggrandizement. Rather we must raise up more disciples for him! 
This is the peculiar distinctive of the Disciples of Yeshua. Our Master is still alive. 
 
Come and Follow Me 
 
The call to discipleship is an invitation to you, even today. The job of a disciple today is no 
different than the job of a disciple in the First Century. We are called to follow Rabbi Yeshua. It 
is our job to memorize his words. It is our job to learn his traditions and interpretations of 
scripture. It is our job to imitate his actions. It is our job to raise up more disciples for him. 
 
Rabbi Yeshua is calling you to follow him today. You can be his talmid, even today, just as 
Peter or John. The choice is yours. Come and join yourself to the company of the Talmidim of 
Beit Yeshua. 
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BAPTISM: PAGAN OR JEWISH? 
Written by: Ceil Rosen Thursday, June 30, 1983 

http://www.jewsforjesus.org/publications/issues/2_10/baptism 
 
Baptism is as Jewish as mikveh! The Hebrew word tevilah (translated "immersion") is used in 
the benediction recited during the mikveh ritual. Certainly no one would dispute that mikveh 
is a Jewish ceremony. The ritual washings and cleansings commanded in Torah and the other 
writings formed the basis for the rabbinical mikveh laws. Our ancient sages who formulated 
these rules agreed and emphasized that the purpose of mikveh was spiritual rather than 
physical cleansing. They taught that as the mikveh cleanses the unclean, so does the Holy One 
cleanse Israel (My 8:9). The roots of baptism rest deeply and permanently in the soil of these 
Jewish scriptures and traditions. That is, both baptism and mikveh depict by an outward act 
the inward transaction of faith; and both declare that only the Holy One has the power to 
cleanse men's hearts and lives.  

 
Ceremonial Washings Pre-date Mikveh 

 
In the Torah we read that before the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai, God commanded the 
people to wash their clothing as a symbolic act of purification (Exodus 19:10).  
 
Leviticus 8:6 records the washing of Aaron and his sons when they were ordained as priests to 
minister in the holy tabernacle. Again, in Leviticus 16:4, God commanded Aaron to wash 
himself before and after he ministered in the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement.  
 
Numbers 19 gives explicit instructions for purification after defilement by a dead body. After 
bathing and washing his clothes, the "unclean" person had to be sprinkled with fresh water 
combined with ashes from a sacrificed animal. The Israelites also used this "water of cleansing" 
to purify themselves and their plunder after they battled with the Midianites (Numbers 31:21-
24).  
 
The Torah also commanded ritual purification for both men and women who had been 
"defiled" by flows of various body fluids, or who had been healed of leprosy.  
 
All these water rituals formed the basis for the Jewish mikveh laws. While the Hebrew word 
mikveh means literally "a collection or gathering together," in this context it refers to a 
gathering or pool of water for the purpose of ritual cleansing. The earliest Biblical uses of the 
word "mikveh" occur in 1 Kings 7:23ff and its parallel passage in 2 Chronicles 4:2ff. These 
verses describe the huge, circular "Sea of Solomon," constructed along with the first Temple for 
the priests to carry out their ceremonial washing.  

 
Mikveh the Forerunner of Baptism 

 
Along with the purposes already mentioned in the Torah, another use of symbolic 
purification by water became part of early Jewish tradition. This was immersion or baptism 
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for Gentile converts to Judaism. Though the only Biblical requirement for entrance into the 
covenant was circumcision, baptism became an added requisite. No one knows exactly 
when or by whom the requirements were changed to include baptism, but it was before the 
time of Jesus. We know this, because debates on the subject of proselyte baptism are recorded 
between rabbinic schools of Shammai and Hillel, both contemporaries of Jesus. Whereas the 
school of Shammai stressed circumcision as the point of transition, the Hillelites considered 
baptism most important because it portrayed spiritual cleansing and the beginning of a new 
life. Ultimately the Hillelite view prevailed, as is reflected in the Talmudic writings. 
Maimonides, that greatly revered 12th century Jewish scholar, summed up all Talmudic 
tradition concerning converts to Judaism as follows.  
 

"By three things did Israel enter into the Covenant: by circumcision, and baptism and sacrifice. 
Circumcision was in Egypt, as it is written: 'No uncircumcised person shall eat thereof' (Exodus 12:48). 
Baptism was in the wilderness, just before giving of the Law, as it is written: 'Sanctify them today and 
tomorrow, and let them wash their clothes' (Exodus 19:10). And sacrifice, as it is said: 'And he sent young 
men of the children of Israel which offered burnt offerings' (Exodus 24:5)…When a gentile is willing to 
enter the covenant…He must be circumcised and be baptized and bring a sacrifice…And at this time 
when there is no sacrifice, they must be circumcised and be baptized; and when the Temple shall be built, 
they are to bring a sacrifice…The gentile that is made a proselyte and the slave that is made free, behold 
he is like a child new born."  

 
To this day, Gentiles who would embrace Judaism must undergo baptism in a mikveh ritual. 
The purpose of this ceremonial immersion is to portray spiritual cleansing, as Maimonides 
concluded in his codification of the laws of mikveh:  
 

"…uncleanness is not mud or filth which water can remove, but it is a matter of scriptural decree and 
dependent on the intention of the heart."  

 
A Jewish Prophet Who Baptized 

 
From all of the foregoing, we see that the use of water to symbolize cleansing and 
consecration is very much a Jewish concept, and a very ancient one at that. Because of this, 
when the Jewish prophet John (Yochanon ben Zechariah) came upon the scene, the Jews of his 
day saw nothing pagan or wrong in his demands that people repent of sin and be 
symbolically cleansed in the Jordan River. John's title, "Baptist" (literally baptizer), comes from 
the Greek verb baptidzo, which carries the same meaning as the Hebrew root taval: to wash by 
dipping or plunging in water. John's message, though not a popular one, was in keeping with 
what all the other Jewish prophets proclaimed. He preached God's impending judgment, 
warning that Israel must repent and be spiritually renewed because the coming of the Messiah 
was at hand. The self-righteous may have disagreed about their personal need for repentance, 
but they had no quarrel with John's method of symbolic cleansing. Otherwise, surely the 
religious leaders would have had him stoned as a false prophet.  
 
One day Jesus came to the Jordan to be baptized by John. Recognizing Jesus as the Messiah, 
John pointed him out to the crowd, saying, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 
the world!" (John 1:29b). Although Jesus was perfect and sinless, by being baptized with 
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penitent sinners he identified himself as the one who had been sent to suffer God's wrath and 
judgment, so that all who would believe in him might go free.  
 
In the days Messiah walked this earth, those who repented and were symbolically cleansed 
by John in the river still brought animal sacrifices to the Temple in order to receive God's 
forgiveness. But after the righteous Messiah gave his life as an atonement for sin, baptism took 
on a different and fuller meaning for those who believed. Now those who accepted Messiah's 
atonement on their behalf received a new and permanent cleansing through his sacrificial 
death. Then, after believing, they were baptized in obedience to his command (Matthew 28:19).  

 
New Covenant Baptism 

 
The New Covenant portion of the Bible (known as the New Testament) ascribes a multiple 
symbolism to the baptism of believers in Jesus the Messiah.  
 
Titus 3:5 teaches that baptism depicts the washing away of sin and uncleanness by Messiah's 
blood sacrifice, and the giving of new life by God's Holy Spirit to those who are cleansed in 
this way.  
 
Romans 6:3,4 further describes baptism as a picture of death and resurrection. That is, by his 
baptism the believer publicly announces that through faith in the Messiah, he has died to his 
old sinful ways and has been made alive to God. The New Covenant scriptures teach that 
those who believe in the Messiah are plunged or buried into his atoning death, so that God 
might raise them to a new life, even as the Messiah himself rose from the dead.  

 
Jewish Proselyte Baptism Compared with New Covenant Baptism 

 
While in many aspects the symbolism of New Covenant baptism coincides with the 
symbolism of proselyte baptism, there are some important differences, especially in their 
respective roles. Maimonides listed the three requirements for Gentile proselytes to Judaism as 
circumcision, baptism and sacrifice, presumably in that order. Both Jewish and Gentile 
believers in the Messiah fulfill their commitment of faith in all three of these requirements. But 
they do it in a different order, and in a different way.  
 
In New Covenant faith, sacrifice comes first. Because he recognized that the Jewish people 
have no place of sacrifice since the destruction of the Holy Temple, Maimonides temporarily 
waived this requirement until such time as the Temple should be rebuilt. But Maimonides 
failed to realize that God never waived that requirement for atonement through sacrifice. 
Indeed, that is why he sent the Messiah before the Temple was destroyed, so that Messiah 
could atone for sin once and for all—so that all who believed in him would not be left without 
an acceptable sacrifice for sin.  
 
This sacrifice of Messiah is the underlying reason and motivation for New Covenant baptism. 
Because of Messiah's sacrifice, believers are cleansed spiritually and forgiven for their sin. 
Their baptism then becomes the outward portrayal of that inward spiritual renewal brought 
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about by their faith in Israel's Messiah. Others see baptism as an initiatory rite similar to 
circumcision.  
 
In New Covenant faith the aspect of circumcision is also fulfilled by Messiah's atoning 
sacrifice. The Gentile who wants to serve God through Israel's Messiah no longer needs to 
submit to physical circumcision, as his ancestors would have needed to do before Messiah 
came. At the moment of that person's faith and commitment, he receives God's inward mark 
upon his heart that brings him under the New Covenant sealed in Messiah's blood. The rabbi 
and apostle Paul described it this way in his New Covenant letter to the Gentile believers in 
Colosse:  
 

"For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, 
who is the head over every power and authority. In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of 
the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by hands of men but with the circumcision done by 
Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of 
God, who raised him from the dead"  Colossians 2:9-12  

 
Whereas before Messiah died, Gentile proselytes had to be circumcised to be brought under 
God's covenant, the token of the New Covenant is inward and visible only to God. By his 
Spirit, he inscribes his law upon the hearts of all those who commit themselves to him through 
faith in Messiah's sacrifice (Jeremiah 31:33). The Scriptures teach that all people, Jews and 
Gentiles, need this inward circumcision of the heart in order to please God and to have an 
eternal relationship with him.  
 
There remains one more important difference between the proselyte baptism of Judaism and 
the New Covenant baptism that speaks of a relationship with the Creator through Messiah's 
sacrifice. In Jewish thought, proselyte baptism implies renunciation of one's past associations. 
Because in ancient times the proselyte to the God of Israel usually came from a background of 
idolatry, that person had to renounce his idols and be made ceremonially clean from their 
polluting influence. On the other hand, the Jewish believer in Messiah does not renounce 
Judaism or God's Law, or His physical covenant with Abraham. God's covenants were pure; 
only man polluted them.…  
 
Therefore there is no need to renounce them in order to place one's faith in the Messiah. The 
only thing that a New Covenant believer renounces and converts from is his propensity 
toward sin, his falling short of God's holy standards. It is the affirmation that no human can 
please God without the supernatural help he has provided through Messiah's atoning 
sacrifice. This difference —affirmation rather than renunciation—must be clearly defined. If 
not well understood, it is probably a major cause for negative reaction among our Jewish 
people against New Covenant baptism. And misunderstanding over this major difference is 
usually what prompts the often bitter accusation toward the Jewish believer in Messiah, 
"You've become a Gentile!"  
  
 
 


