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“If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:
everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor 5:17)

Whether we approach the font as a small child or much later in life, Baptism
stands at the beginning of the Christian life. Through water, prayer, and the
gift of the Holy Spirit, we are united to the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, drawn into the life of God, and welcomed into the body of Christ
— the Church.

The New Testament speaks about Baptism in many overlapping ways: as a
participation in the Paschal Mystery — the death and resurrection of Jesus,
becoming a “new creation”, receiving a new identity as children of God, and
sharing in the very life of Christ through the Holy Spirit.

The Church therefore speaks about Baptism not merely as a symbol, but
as a sacrament of grace: an outward and visible sign (washing with water)

through which God acts inwardly in the life of the believer (new life in
Christ).

If then, this sacrament begins this journey of faith, what does it mean to be
Baptised? What difference does it make (or should it make!) in the we live?



Lectio Divina: Matthew 3:13-17

Read the whole passage slowly a few times, keeping one or two minutes of silence between each
time. As you listen, notice if a word or phrase stands out to you. Stay with it.

*3 Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized

by him.
' John would have prevented him, saying, I need to be baptized

by you, and do you come to me?”

> But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for
us in this way to fulfil all righteousness.” Then he consented.

' And when Jesus had been baptized, 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.

'” And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with
whom | am well pleased.”



Broader Picture:

Jesus comes to John the Baptist at the River Jordan not because he is sinful
or in need of repentance, but because he chooses to stand in complete
solidarity with humanity in its estrangement from God. The sinless one
enters the waters alongside sinners, so as to meet us where we are and to
point the way for us.

As Jesus rises from the waters: the heavens are opened, the Spirit descends
like a dove, and the Father declares: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom
| am well pleased.” Matthew’s Gospel presents this moment as a revelation
of Jesus’ identity — an epiphany.

From the earliest times, Christians came to see in this passage not only the
beginning of Jesus’ ministry and the manifestation of his true identity, but
also a pattern for Christian Baptism itself — something for every new
member of the Church. At Baptism we have similar elements: water, the
Holy Spirit and Christ’s divine sonship bestowed on the believer, and new
life.

Very early in the Church, Baptism was understood as participation in
Christ’s own death and resurrection. Entering the waters symbolised dying
to the old life of sin; emerging from them symbolised rising into new life
with Christ.
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This is why Baptism became known as “illumination,” “rebirth,” and “new

creation.”

The New Testament speaks about this new life in several interconnected
ways. In this session we will look at four of them.



1) A New Creation in Christ

“If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has
passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor 5:17)

Many people often think that Baptism is meant to set us on our way to be
“better people” — individuals called to live by higher standards. However,
Saint Paul, instructing the Early Church, speaks about Christian life not
simply in moral terms, but in reference to something much more
fundamental than just be better behaved. According to him, Baptism calls
us to be something new altogether.

To be “in Christ” means to participate in the life, death, and resurrection
of the Lord. Through Baptism, Christians believe that the old life dominated
by sin, alienation from God and from one-another, fear, and death begins
to pass away, and a new life begins in communion with God.

This does not mean Christians instantly become perfect and morally upright
— Church history alone tells us that this is not the case. Rather, Baptism
marks the beginning of a lifelong process of conversion and transformation
which will be fully manifested at the appearing of the “new heaven and a new
earth” (Rev/Apo 21:1).

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Irenaeus of Lyons writes that in Christ humanity is
“recapitulated/summarised” and renewed (Against Heresies 11l.18.1).

= Saint Cyril of Jerusalem describes Baptism as both tomb and womb:
through the waters the old self dies and a new life is born.
(Catechetical Lectures 20.2).

= Saint Athanasius famously writes: “The Son of God became man so
that we might become god.” (On the Incarnation 54).

® Baptism is the beginning of a new existence in Christ as part of the “new
creation” ushered in by Jesus.



The First Letter of John also points forwards to the final revelation of Christ
in the new creation as the moment when the baptised will be truly seen as

“children of God”.

2) Children of God

“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called
children of God; and that is what we are ... Beloved, we are God's
children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do
know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see
him as he is”. (IJohn 3:1)

Christian faith teaches not only that God created us, but that through Christ
we are adopted by the Father as beloved. Through this mystery the Father’s
voice also speaks about each one of us saying, “This is my Son, the Beloved”
(Matt 3:17).

At our Baptism, we are drawn into Christ’'s own relationship with the
Father — grafter into his own divine sonship. Therefore, when we pray to
the God we turn to him as “Our Father” with the confidence and trust of
children.

This gift of a new identity as God’s children is the generous, immeasurable
gift from God, that precedes any possible achievement or merit from our
part.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Augustine of Hyppo teaches that through grace believers
become sons and daughters “in the Son”. (Tractates on the Gospel of
John 2.13).

= Saint Gregory Nazianzen calls Baptism: “God’s most beautiful and
magnificent gift” (Oration 40.3).

® Christian identity is found in Christ himself and it begins not with what
we accomplish, but with being loved and received by God.
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3) Putting on the New Self

You... “have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being
renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator”. (Col
3:10)

From the times of the Early Church, newly baptised Christians have clothed
in white garments. This custom is a sign of restored purity and of new life
in Christ, and it is still carried on in many churches — even as simply as
dressing children in “Christening gowns” and the giving of token white
clothes as keepsakes.

This idea of new garments is also found in the writings of Saint Paul who
often uses the language of “putting on Christ”, “clothing” or “putting on the
new self”’ for new Christians. This is because Baptism calls us into a new way
of living shaped by holiness, compassion, forgiveness, truthfulness, and love
— something that we must daily strive to grow into (like new clothes for
children) and to model, according to the pattern of life we have in the Lord

Jesus.

The Christian life becomes a gradual learning to live outwardly what has
already been given inwardly through water and the Spirit.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Ambrose of Milan connects the baptismal white garment with
purity and resurrection life (On the Mysteries 7.34).

= Saint John Chrysostom teaches that Baptism calls believers into
continual moral and spiritual renewal (Homilies on Colossians 8).

= Saint Basil the Great describes Christian life as cooperation with the
grace already received in Baptism (On the Holy Spirit 15.35).

®» We must remember that Baptism is both a gift received once and a life
to be lived every day. The “new garment” must be put on daily; the sonship
and the new creation in which we are grafted are relational and in constant
need of nurturing.




4) Christ Living in Us

“It is no longer | who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life
I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me
and gave himself for me.” (Gal 2:20)

Through Baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit, we believe that the divine
life of the Lord Jesus has been implanted in us. To put it simply, Jesus lives
in us and we are called to let his likeness shine through us. The Christian
life therefore becomes a life of participation with:

o Christ praying in us,

o loving in us,

o healing in us,

o and transforming us from within.

This life is continually nourished through prayer, Scripture, worship, and
especially through participating in the Eucharist, until we can say with Saint
Paul, “It is no longer | who live, but it is Christ who lives in me”.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Cyril of Alexandria teaches that believers become united with
Christ through the Holy Spirit and the Eucharist (Commentary on
John Book 10).

= Also by St Cyril: “As two pieces of wax fused together make one, so he
who receives Holy Communion is so united with Christ that Christ is in
him and he is in Christ” (paraphrase from Commentary on the Gospel
of John, Book IV).

= Saint Ignatius of Antioch describes the Eucharist as: “the medicine of
immortality” (Letter to the Ephesians 20.2).

= Living the Christian life is not only about believing things about Jesus, but
about bearing the likeness of Christ within ourselves and being drawn into
the life of the Trinity. Christianity is ultimately about communion: Christ
sharing his life with us so that we may share our life with him.



What does this mean for me?

Much of human life is shaped by highs and lows; by fear, shame, achievement,
failure, comparison, or the desire to prove ourselves in order to succeed.

Yet, the Christian faith begins from a different place: “See what love the Father
has given us, that we should be called children of God.”

Baptism, therefore, reminds us that our true identity is not found in success,
status, or failure, but in Jesus, and in continually being renewed in his
likeness. Essentially, for Christians everything else should be secondary. As
Jesus teaches to his followers:

“Do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or
‘What will we wear?’ For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things;
and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.
But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all
these things will be given to you as well” (Matt 6:31-33).

Baptism begins our life anew and begins it as rooted in the Father’s
unconditional love for each one of us. Of course, that love invites us to
grow into the likeness of Jesus (and to repent when we sin), but it is always
there for us.



Questions for reflection:

If you can, write down your answer in a notebook or a prayer journal, for your own use only.
Writing can help you reflect more deeply on the questions.

©)

Why do you think Jesus chooses to be baptised alongside ordinary
people?

How does the idea of being a “child of God” make you feel?
Are there parts of your life that long for renewal or healing?
What might it mean in ordinary life to “put on the new self”?

If Baptism is the beginning of a new life, what kind of life might God
be calling you into?



Devotions:
o Remembering our Baptism

Christians often bless themselves with holy water when entering a church
as a reminder of Baptism, a sometimes the Church invites all believers to
join corporate moments of renewal of baptismal promises.

Using holy water to bless ourselves in this way recalls:

e cleansing,

e renewal,

e belonging to Christ,

¢ and the gift of the Holy Spirit

e recommitment to living the life of Jesus.

o Look for your Baptismal Candle

In many Christian traditions, a candle is given at Baptism as a sign of the
light of Christ. Other candles are given at Confirmation (and sometimes
when first receiving Holy Communion) with similar meanings.

As Christians we are called to carry the light of Christ who lives in us into
the world through acts of faith, hope, and love. Thus, the Baptismal Candle
can work as a reminder of where it all started and as a visual aid for our
vocation.

However, these precious tokens of faith are often relegated to a memory
box or the loft.

Why not spend some time looking for it?
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