Water, a Symbol of Cleansing in John’s Gospel

John 3:3-9; 13:1-16; 19:34

           John refers to water as a cleansing agent in several passages of his gospel.1 The cleansing water washes away sin; sin often results in a physical malady. When sin is washed away through faith in Christ and repentance, the outcome is a life forgiven of sins and cleansed of defilement. 

           A few usages of water in John’s gospel show a cleansing aspect of water 2:  The lame man by the pool was waiting for the waters to be stirred up by the visiting angel. Only the first one to step into the pool when the angel came was cleansed of his affliction. The stirred waters produced a supernatural cleansing. However, the lame man did not need the aid of a man to put him into the pool nor did he need the cleansing waters of the pool. Instead he needed the words of the Healer, Jesus to cure his ailment: “Rise, take up your bed and walk” 3 

           Another incident of water for cleansing was at the pool of Siloam where the blind man regained his sight after washing there, subsequent to Jesus applying clay to his eyes. “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam,” 4 Jesus ordered the blind man for restoration of his eyesight. Though his infirmity was not the result of his sin (John 9:1-3), nevertheless he needed spiritual cleansing through exercising his faith in “The Son Man” (9:35-38). 

           The Johannine principle of purifying water is also seen at the wedding in Cana. Six stone water pots were present for the custom of purification (John 2:6 kaqarismo/n). 

          Finally, John the Baptist’s baptism symbolized inward spiritual cleansing with outward evidence of repentance. 5 His baptism was similar to Christian baptism Jesus gave to the church in one aspect of cleansing from sin symbolically (see Acts 22:16).   

        John sets forth three passages where water is a symbol of spiritual cleansing: at conversion and during the Christian walk. Two of the three passages have incited debate as to the meaning of water are in connection with water and the Spirit in John 3, and with footwashing in John 13. Before addressing those two contexts, the third reference in John 19:34 shows water as a cleansing symbol in the water and blood that flowed from Jesus’ side when the soldier pierced Him with a spear. John, the writer of the gospel, referred to this incident in his epistle—1 John 5:6-8:

“This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the water only, but with the water and blood. And it is the Spirit who bears witness, because the Spirit is truth. For there are three that bear witness, the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement.” 

Blood, shed in a sacrifice to God (since in it is the life of man and living creatures), makes atonement for sins (cf. Hebr. 9:11-22). Blood symbolically cleanses like water (cf. Rev. 7:13-14).

          Jesus associates water with the Spirit when He tells Nicodemus that these two are necessary for one to be born again (John 3:3, 5). The New Birth is a spiritual one in antithesis to man’s physical birth. Nicodemus did not comprehend Jesus’ affirmation, “Unless one is born of water and Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” Most commentators understand Jesus as referring to conversion in the phrase, “Born of … Spirit.” However, coupling water with Spirit raises controversy to its meaning. Both elements, water and Spirit combined, was the answer Jesus gave Nicodemus as the meaning of  “born again.” Baptismal regenerationists see baptism in “water” as essential for salvation. Jesus did not institute baptism until after His resurrection (Matt. 28:19-20). He would not make water baptism a part of salvation before instituting the ordinance of Christian baptism. Besides, salvation is not by any work, even baptism. Another view of water in John 3:5 is that it refers to physical birth (a woman’s water breaking when she gives birth).6 This would need to be part of Jesus’ explanation of what “born again” meant. Such interpretation necessitates background information in order to interpret the Scripture. Finding parallels of the birth sac in the Bible is difficult.7 Though Nicodemus confused the “second birth” with a physical one--“A man cannot be born when he is old can he? He cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born can he?”—Jesus stresses not the physical birth (v. 5) but a spiritual one. Following this Jesus contrasts the physical birth with spiritual birth: “that which is born of flesh is flesh, that which is born of Spirit is Spirit” (v. 6).  Part of the key to understanding any passage is its immediate and mediate context. The mediate (broader) context is John’s use of water symbolically in his gospel. The immediate use is the context of John 3:1-21 (especially vv. 1-10). 

          Grammarians note the Greek construction in v. 5: a preposition governing two anarthrous nouns: e1c u#datoj kai\ pneu/matoj. Hoyt says, “’Water and Spirit’ are to be regarded as one thing, and not as two separate things. Both of these things joined together as one are absolutely essential to bring about the new birth.” 8  Hoyt qualifies kai/ as a coordinate conjunction. He then interprets water and Spirit, 

“…this one thing has two sides to it. As you look at one side you see water, and as you look at the other side you see Spirit. In other words, these two aspects work together. They do not work separately in relation to the new birth.” 9  

          Kent concurs with Hoyt’s interpretation and adds, “To be a part of God’s kingdom, one must be born ‘of water and of the Spirit.’ The similarity [emphasis added] of this passage to Ezekiel 36:25-26 10 is striking… The water symbolized the cleansing aspect of this experience…” McClain views spiritual cleansing of water and Spirit as more than a “similarity” but rather a derivation from the Old Testament teaching on regeneration:  ”…Nicodemus, learned teacher in Israel, could be rebuked for not understanding the new birth for a comparison of John 3:5 with Ezekiel 36:25-27 demonstrates beyond dispute the Old Testament derivation [emphasis added] of our Lord’s doctrine on regeneration.11 Robertson includes John Calvin’s interpretation of “water and Spirit” as a viable: “Calvin makes water and Spirit refer to the one act (the cleansing work of the Spirit).”12
           The last passage in John’s gospel where water is a symbol of cleansing is John 13. Whereas the water in John 3 is symbolic of cleansing at conversion, in John 13 the cleansing water happens after conversion.  Both passages depict purification from sin, the former a salvation cleansing, the latter a regular sanctifying work in the life of a believer. Many commentators view John 13 as an example of humility and service demonstrated by our Lord. The disciples disputed among themselves who was the greatest at the communion table after Jesus disclosed that one of them would betray Him. Jesus, washing their feet, was supposedly to teach them humility toward one another. John 13 does not record the dispute. Luke 22:22-24 records the dispute but not the footwashing. Each gospel writer follows his own schematic, selecting material that coordinates with his scheme. 

          A careful analysis of John 13 reveals that Jesus was not washing the disciples’ feet to teach them humility or service. The interchange between Jesus and Peter while Jesus is attempting to wash Peter’s feet shows that humility was not the purpose for Jesus washing the disciples’ feet.  Peter objected to Jesus washing his feet: “Lord do You wash my feet!?” (Ku/rie, su/ mou ni/pteij tou\j po/daj;). 13 Note the emphasis on “You” as Peter is astonished that the Lord would stoop to wash feet; it was too humble a thing for the Lord to do.  Jesus patiently replied that Peter did not understand what He was doing by washing feet, but that he would understand later. If Peter was thinking that it was a humble thing for Jesus to wash feet, then Jesus is telling him that humility was not the reason He was washing feet. Peter’s thinking was off base. He persisted with more resistance: “Never ever shall You wash my feet unto eternity” (Ou0 mh\ ni/yh|j mou tou\j po/daj ei0j to\n ai0w~na) to which Jesus answered, “if I do not wash you, you have not part with Me.” 14 That sounded serious! Peter loved his Lord and would do nothing to fall short of having a part with Him. Still misunderstanding the meaning of footwashing, Peter jumped in with all fours: “not my feet only but also my hands and my head!”  15 Verses 10-11 are critical for understanding the meaning of footwashing. Jesus distinguished two different words for “wash.”16  Peter was suggesting virtually a bath, but Jesus was only washing feet. 

         The symbolic and spiritual implication of “wash” (lou/w) is a salvation cleansing resulting in purification (kaqaro/j). John the Baptist’s baptism “cleansed” a life--a symbol of salvation washing in John 3:25-26 (kaqarismo/j). Jesus told His remaining eleven disciples in John 15:3, “You are already clean (kaqaroi/) on account of the word which I have spoken to you.” Judas Iscariot was not saved; he had not had a “bath of salvation.” He was the one to whom Jesus was referring in the statement, “and you are clean, but not all of you,” as John then comments, “for He knew the one who was betraying Him; on account of this He said, ‘not all of you are clean’” (kaqaroi/). 17 

          I understand footwashing to be a symbol of cleansing in the life of believers. Jesus gave symbols to picture unseen (yet also seen in the lives of those who believe) spiritual truths. There is a tangible element in the symbol with action accompanying the symbol. The Eucharist bread represents Christ’s body given over to death. The church proclaims His death in eating the bread. The wine symbolizes His blood violently shed on the cross to inaugurate the New Covenant. When we partake of the cup we remember His death on our behalf. We baptize to signify our identity with Triune God (Matt 28:19-20) and in the waters of baptism symbolize our union with Him and our cleansing from sin. These are physical symbols with an action with them. Jesus washing the disciples feet to illustrate the on-going sanctifying work of God in His own.

Application: Initially all who are born again are washed of sin’s filth. “But you washed (lou/w), you were sanctified, you are justified in the name of Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.” 18  Also “not by works of righteousness which we have done but according to the mercy, He saved us, through the washing (lou/w) of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit.”19 God did not save us to leave us wallowing in our sin “…such were some of you”). 20 We were as grotesque as Israel squirming in her afterbirth before God came to rescue her from her filth (Ezek. 16). For those who have been saved later in life, who had been polluted by the world, but have been transformed through spiritual regeneration, we love Him much because we have been forgiven much. The Spirit regenerates us with the washing of His word. He continues to cleanse us daily from the sins of this world, from our own sin nature and from the deception of sin that Satan propagates. I have witness the tears of many Christians who have grieved over their sin. The guilt and sorrow cuts deep. But the forgiveness in Christ overwhelms the soul. The tears of sorrow change to tears of joy by the cleansing power of God the Spirit. There is no greater powerful witness of the working of God than the transformed life of a sinner. “He rescued us out of power of darkness and transferred [us] to the kingdom of His beloved Son.” 21
My testimony regarding the practice of John 13 is, I was saved at age 20. Following the example of my mentor, I began memorizing Scripture in order to know God well and to cleanse my life of my former manner of life. When I memorized through John’s gospel and reviewed John 13 daily until I had it down, I came to believe that the Lord and Teacher, Jesus, told His disciples (me too) to wash one another’s feet just as He did theirs. Jesus commanded His disciples to do exactly (kaqw/j) His “type” (u(po/deigma) He showed them. This is our obligation. My conviction came before the Lord led me to a Grace Brethren church. So I had no hesitation to washing my brothers’ feet. I know I’m blessed when doing both the act of washing feet and letting its symbol of purification take affect in my life (John 13:17). I thank the Lord for restoring me back into the image He created me to be. I went far astray before He drew me to Himself. For this I am eternally grateful.

Prayer: O Lord, You know my sin and guilt. Only when I look intently at the word of God do I see myself as You see me. In the word I get a good gander of who I really am. It is tempting, in pride, to justify my actions, to make excuses, to blame-shift. These are all a cover-up of the reality I try to ignore. But if I allow Your Spirit to do His good work in me, there is hope. May I beat our beasts as the tax-gather did who could not bring himself raise his eyes toward heaven in shame of his sin: “God, be propitious to me, THE SINNER!” 22  Jesus said that that man went down to his house justified. I want relief from my guilt and shame, O Lord. I want Your approve on my life every day. I know this will not come until I am reconciled to You in peace, letting the old things pass away and the new things to come; to put off the old man and put on the new. If am called a child of God, then my ways must be holy just as You are holy. Lord, Your word says that I can use my body to be an instrument of unrighteousness or an instrument of righteousness; a slave to sin or a slave to righteousness resulting in holiness. Lord, help me to be sensitive to sin, to flee from it when it rears its ugly head, to think on good things and cling to You and love You with all my heart, soul, mind and muchness. I know that a holy life unshackled from sins clutches finds favor with You, and that is what I want. I have nothing to offer You, except my obedience and service for You. So that is what I give. Bless the Lord, O my soul!

Endnotes:

1 John employs u3dwr twenty-three times while the Synoptics combined use it nineteen times (Moulton & Geden, p. 965).

2  In John 4 the conversation between Jesus and the woman at the well centers on water both in the physical (water in Jacob’s well) and the spiritual realm. The “living water” Jesus offered her would become an inward source of eternal life. The woman could not have this “living water” until she repented of her sins that Jesus pointed out (she had had five husbands plus currently one non-husband) and truly believed that He was the Messiah she anticipated. Then she could worship Him in Spirit and in Truth (vv. 17-26). Water then in John 4 indirectly relates to cleansing of the immorality the woman practiced. Closely related to the inward living water was Jesus’ declaration in John 7:37-39 in reference to the Holy Spirit’s indwelling believer; or empowering them as on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2). John 7:37-39 relates to John 3 in the connection between water and the Holy Spirit.  

3 John 5:8.

4 John 9:7.

5 John’s gospel does not state “repentance” in the narrative and scenes of John the Baptist. However, the concept of purification is stated regarding John’s baptism when a controversy arose between a Jew and John’s disciples over purification, i.e. baptism (John 3:25 kaqarismo/n). 

6 A.T. Robertson mentions that some commentators believe “water” is the birth sac: ”Some insist on the language in verse 6 as meaning the birth in the flesh coming in a sac of water in contrast to the birth of the Spirit” but he himself does not agree or disagree of such interpretation (Word Pictures of the NT, vol. 5, p. 46). Kent confronts yet another interpretation of the meaning of “water”: “Another view interprets ‘water’ as referring to procreation, either as natural birth, or figuratively in close connection with ‘Spirit’ so as to yield so as to yield the sense of ‘spiritual seed’ [C.K. Barrett, The Gospels According to St. John, p. 174].  Holders of this view usually point to non-Biblical instances where the male semen is called ‘water,’ ‘rain,’ or ‘dew.’ However, interpreting ‘water’ as natural birth results in a truism that seems unlikely in this instance. I was hardly necessary for Jesus to tell Nicodemus that in order to be born again he first needed to be born physically. If the term is interpreted as ‘spiritual seed,’ any distinctive sense of ‘water’ virtually disappears.

7   Ezekiel 16 depicts Israel squirming in its afterbirth blood from which God cleanses her. A generation that is arrogant God despises as “not washed from his filthiness (lit. “going forth” or afterbirth) in Proverbs 30:12. Leviticus 12 addresses a period of cleansing for a woman who has given birth.
8 Herman Hoyt, The New Birth. p. 45.

9 Ibid, Hoyt, p. 45 For full comments on Hoyt’s interpretation of John 3 see his book, “The New Birth.”

10 Ezekiel 36:25-26 “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, an ye shall be clean; form all your filthiness… and a new spirit will put within you.”  Kent sees the same correlation between water cleansing and the Holy Spirit in Isaiah 44:3. Jesus was surprised Nicodemus was unaware of the spiritual birth, though he was the teacher in Israel. Kent notes, “Nicodemus was expected to know something about the new birth (3:10), the conclusion seems inescapable that it must have been revealed to some extent in the Old Testament.” (Kent, 58-59).

11  Alva J. McClain The Greatness of the Kingdom. p. 287.

12   A.T.Robertson, Word Pictures. pp 45-46. Thomas and Gundry only see some resemblance between the new birth connecting to the OT:  “Being born again is not specifically mentioned in the Old Testament. The ideas closest to it are those of a new heart and a special activity of the Sprit in conjunction with the inauguration of the new Covenant and Israel’s kingdom--Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:26-27: Joel 2:28-32. (Thomas, p. 42).  For McClain the connection between the OT and NT for regeneration is not just close.  McClain says, “In John 3:5 there are three things: a new birth, and the two indispensable factors which produce it: i.e. ‘water’ and ‘spirit.’  In Ezekiel’s prophecy we find the same three ideas; the ‘new heart’ which then is related to ‘clean water’ and God’s ‘spirit.’ That this water it not material in nature should be apparent from the context. Such water can never cleanse the human heart from sin and idolatry. But the Word of God speaks of another kind of water (cf. Isa. 55:1; Eph. 5:26), which is able to accomplish the great thing.” (McClain, p. 287)

13  John 13:6.

14 John 13:8.

15  John 13:9.

16  KJV renders both ni/ptw and lou/w as “wash.” NAS differentiates ni/ptw as “wash” (feet) but louw as “bath” (whole body).

17  John 13:10
18 1 Corinthians 6:11b.

19  Titus 3:5.

20 1 Corinthians 6:11a.

21  Colossians 1:13.

22  Luke 18:13
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