The Waters of Destruction 
and the Vine of Redemption
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The 1989 Sperry Symposium on the Old Testament.
As recorded in the Gospel of John, the first public miracle performed by Jesus was the transmutation of water into wine at a marriage feast in Cana. (John 2:1-11.) The Lord did not perform miracles in a capricious manner. The act of producing wine from water must therefore have had some purpose beyond providing for the temporal entertainment of those who attended the marriage feast. According to John, the miracle "manifested forth his glory" and caused his disciples to "believe on him." (John 2:11.)
The significance of this miracle may be better appreciated if the unique symbolism of water and wine in Old Testament theology is recognized. Water appears in ancient scripture as a powerful symbol of universal death, particularly that which results from disobedience to God. The destruction of the earth by a flood of water is an important example of this tradition and figures prominently in the writings of most ancient cultures of the Old World. In contrast, wine represented divine mercy or atonement, a means whereby sin and grief might be forgotten. In light of the significance of water and wine within ancient scripture, the importance of the miracle at Cana as the inaugurating event of the Savior's ministry becomes apparent. The transmutation of water to wine foreshadowed the work of the Lord in overcoming death and providing the means whereby mankind might achieve redemption …

Within the tradition of the Old Testament, the most universal pronouncement of divine judgment to have been passed on the world was the Great Flood in the days of Noah … 

Early rabbinical scholars stressed that although God gave mankind ample opportunity to repent and save themselves, divine justice was meted out to the full measure when the floodwaters finally came. Noah is traditionally believed to have waited until the waves reached his ankles before entering the ark, hoping for God to show mercy on the world, but there was to be none. 

In Old Testament prophecy waters frequently symbolize death. Salvation was therefore described as being drawn "out of many waters." (Ps. 18:16.) Modern revelation continues to stress the potential destructive nature of water for those who are not faithful. In a revelation given to Joseph Smith, the Lord declared: "Behold, there are many dangers upon the waters, and more especially hereafter; for I, the Lord, have decreed in mine anger many destructions upon the waters. . . . Nevertheless, all flesh is in mine hand, and he that is faithful among you shall not perish by the waters." (D&C 61:4-6.)
When the waters of the Flood abated and all flesh had been destroyed, a bow was set in the heavens as a token that God would never again destroy mankind by flood. Immediately following the appearance of this sign, Noah planted a vineyard. From the fruit of this vine, Noah made wine and fell into a drunken stupor from its effects. (Gen. 9:20-21.)
The Genesis account of the drunkenness of Noah has greatly tarnished the reputation of the great prophet … Why would a prophet of Noah's stature plant the grapevine and prepare wine after the destruction of the Flood? It is because wine represented a symbol of redemption, a token of reconciliation with God. According to ancient Jewish tradition, the wine produced by Noah was first used to consecrate a burnt offering to the Lord so that he "might thereby seek atonement for himself and for his sons."  By divine commandment, wine was also offered by Aaron and his sons as atonement for the sins of the Israelites. Under the law of Moses this ritual continued to be carried out periodically. (Ex. 29:40; Lev. 23:13; Num. 15:5, 7, 10; 28:7, 14.)
The symbolic effect of wine is to restore goodwill between God and man. In ancient prophecy, the Lord often promised the bestowal of wine as a token of reconciliation and forgiveness. The prophet Joel prophesied: "So shall ye know that I am the Lord your God dwelling in Zion, my holy mountain: then shall Jerusalem be holy, and there shall no strangers pass through her any more. And it shall come to pass in that day, that the mountains shall drop down new wine. . . . For I will cleanse their blood that I have not cleansed: for the Lord dwelleth in Zion." (Joel 3:17-18, 21; see also Joel 2:19, 4; Micah 2:11; Zech. 8:12; 9:17.) Isaiah equated the mercy of God with wine, which is given "without price." (Isa. 55:1.) Solomon wrote that for those whose works are accepted by God, wine is to be drunk with a merry heart. (Eccl. 9:7.) Wine indeed was created by God to gladden man's heart. (Ps. 104:15.) Josephus wrote that "God bestows the fruit of the vine upon men for good; which wine is poured out to him, and is the pledge of fidelity and mutual confidence among men; and puts an end to their quarrels, takes away passion and grief out of the minds of them that use it, and makes them cheerful."  Jotham's parable of the trees in Judges 9 stresses that wine gives joy to God as well as to man. (Judges 9:11-13.)
Anciently, those undergoing the process of repentance or mourning were forbidden to drink wine lest they forget their sin or affliction before it was resolved. In the Testament of Reuben, the firstborn son of Jacob relates that he abstained from wine during his time of penance: "With determination of soul, for seven years I repented before the Lord: I did not drink wine or liquor … Rather, I was mourning over my sin, since it was so great." 

By tradition, all of Joseph's brethren abstained from wine after selling him into slavery out of regret for the evil they had done. Their abstention from wine was ended twenty-two years later when they were reunited with Joseph in Egypt. Joseph had also abstained from wine during this time out of grief for his father. 

Nazarites took a solemn vow to abstain from wine, grapes, and every product of the vine, so as to be in constant remembrance of the vow taken.  Upon completion of the vow, the Nazarite was brought to the door of the tabernacle to offer a burnt sacrifice, a sin offering and a peace offering, symbolic of his reconciliation with God.  Following this, he was then freed of his vow and could again partake of the fruit of the vine.

Writers of the early Christian period familiar with ancient Jewish tradition recognized Noah's vine as symbolic of redemption. In the Greek Apocalypse of Baruch, the fruit of the vine planted by Noah was equated with the atoning blood of the Savior, whereby man could be forgiven of sin and prepare to return to God …

In the days of Noah, the corruption of mankind had in effect broken the covenant with God and all flesh was therefore under condemnation. After the earth was violently cleansed by water, the covenant was renewed through Noah with the bow given as a sign of God's favor. (Gen. 9:11-17.) Noah planted the grapevine as a token of his reconciliation with God, to symbolize that the corruption of the earth had been forgotten and that the time for mourning was ended. That this wine was drunk in excess may reflect the terrible sadness the aged prophet felt for those who had been destroyed … 

The apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthians that their Israelite ancestors "all passed through the sea; and were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea." (1 Cor. 10:1-2.) Paul recognized that the passage of the Israelites through the Red Sea was a form of baptism, washing away that which was unclean, just as the Egyptians were drowned in its depths. In descending beneath the floodwaters, the Israelites trusted in the mercy of God to save them from what would otherwise have brought them certain death.

Having survived the floodwaters of the Red Sea, the Israelites were promised a fruitful land where they were to dwell as the people of God. The fruit of the vine again figures prominently in the account of their arrival in the promised land. When spies were first sent into Canaan they brought back a single cluster of grapes that was so great in size that it required two men to carry it. (Num. 13:20-24.) The grapes were a token of God's favor and the promise of redemption after their many trials in the Sinai wilderness.

It is significant in this regard that as part of the Passover meal, several cups of wine are drunk to symbolize the spiritual triumph of the Israelites that followed their suffering in Egypt. As the wine is blessed, Psalms 113 through 118 are read as hymns of thanksgiving for their delivery from death. Psalm 116 in particular stresses this redemption:

"The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of hell gat hold upon me: I found trouble and sorrow. Then called I upon the name of the Lord; O Lord, I beseech thee, deliver my soul. . . . Return unto thy rest, O my soul; for the Lord hath dwelt bountifully with thee. For thou hast delivered my soul from death, mine eyes from tears, and my feet from falling." (Palms. 116:3-4, 7-8.)
Modern Jewish families in celebrating the Passover unitedly lift a cup of wine and recite the words: "We shall then sing a new song of praise to You for our redemption and for the liberation of our souls. Blessed are You, Hashem [Lord], Who has redeemed Israel. Blessed are You, Hashem [Lord] Our God, King of the universe, Who creates the fruit of the vine." 

Jewish legend relates that floodwaters were also the means of punishment for the wicked among Israel. The Zohar relates that when the Israelites worshipped a golden calf in the wilderness, the oceans threatened to rise and flood the earth again. The waters were finally assuaged when Moses cast those who had committed idolatry, along with the dust of the destroyed calf, into the depths of the sea. He then poured out a great draught of water over the place of idolatry as if to drown it. Those who subsequently drank from that water brought a curse upon themselves.  In contrast, God provided a miraculous well to sustain the Israelites in the wilderness, a well that produced water that tasted like sweet wine. 

Another example of the use of wine as a symbol of reconciliation is the prophecy of the feast of wine to be held following the destruction of the wicked. This great banquet of the Lord was a common motif in messianic literature, symbolizing the ultimate triumph of God over the forces of death and evil. In Joel 3, the fury of God in the last days was seen to leave the nations of Egypt and Edom desolate, while the redeemed lands of Judah would become fruitful once more. Verse 18 declares that the mountains shall drop down new wine "when the Lord comes again to dwell in Zion." Amos also declared that in that day "the mountains shall drop sweet wine." (Amos 9:13.)
Isaiah prophesied that after the destruction of the wicked, a vintage feast will be given by the Lord as a token of his victory over death: "And in this mountain shall the Lord of hosts make unto all people a feast of fat things, a feast of wines on the lees, of fat things full of marrow, of wines on the lees well refined." (Isa. 25:6.)  …

Prior to his death, Jesus referred to this great messianic banquet when he declared that he would not drink of the fruit of the vine until he could do so with his elect in the kingdom of God. (Matt. 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:16-18.)
Doctrine and Covenants 27 also describes this banquet, given to Joseph Smith as he was procuring wine for the sacrament in August 1830: "The hour cometh that I will drink of the fruit of the vine with you on the earth, and with Moroni, . . . and also with Elias, to whom I have committed the keys of bringing to pass the restoration of all things spoken by the mouth of all the holy prophets since the world began, concerning the last days." (D&C 27:5-6.) The passage continues with a list of the major prophets of past dispensations who would meet together to partake of the banquet of the Lord ...

Recognition of the symbolic significance of water and wine in the ancient world sets the stage for a proper understanding of these elements in Jewish culture at the time of Christ. The ordinances of baptism and sacramental wine reflect this ancient tradition and are known to have been practiced by the Jewish inhabitants of Qumran just before the advent of the Savior.  The theme finds its ultimate expression in the ministry of Jesus Christ. The institution of Christian baptism by immersion in water followed by a sacrament of wine served as tokens of the purging of sin and the promise of redemption.

The apostle Peter likened baptism to the Flood and compared the escape of Noah and his family from death to the resurrection of all flesh through Jesus Christ:

"He [Jesus Christ] went and preached unto the spirits in prison; which sometime were disobedient, when once the long-suffering of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing, wherein few, that is, eight souls were saved by water. The like figure whereunto even baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God,) by the resurrection of Jesus Christ." (1 Peter 3:19-21)
Baptism by water was therefore equated with death, specifically the destruction of mankind in the days of Noah. It is only through symbolic death in a watery flood that sin can be washed away, making possible man's redemption to a new life in Christ. This was a favorite theme in the writings of Paul:

"Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection." (Rom. 6:3-5; see also Col. 2:12.)
Modern revelation also stresses the connection between the waters of baptism and death:

"The ordinance of baptism by water, to be immersed therein in order to answer to the likeness of the dead, that one principle might accord with the other; to be immersed in the water and come forth out of the water is in the likeness of the resurrection of the dead in coming forth out of their graves. . . . Consequently, the baptismal font was instituted as a similitude of the grave, and was commanded to be in a place underneath where the living are wont to assemble." (D&C 128:12-13; see also 76:51.)
In remembrance of the covenants made at baptism and as a symbol of the Lord's promise always to be with them, those who were baptized partook of a sacrament of wine, blessed as a token of the atoning blood of the Savior. Among ancient Christians, the sacramental bread and cup of wine were offered immediately after baptism to symbolize the initiate's reconciliation with God.  At least as early as the second century, Easter was set aside for baptism and the administration of the sacrament, so as to emphasize the initiate's spiritual death and resurrection in imitation of Jesus Christ.  According to Cyril, who was bishop of Jerusalem in the fourth century, baptisms were conducted in a special building with a font of water.  This ceremony took place at night to symbolize its association with death. Having been baptized, the initiate was led into another building, called the "Church of the Resurrection," where the individual was offered the sacrament. 

Most early Christian writers referred to the sacrament by the Greek word eucharistia, "thanksgiving."  This word exemplifies the attitude of the early Saints toward the sacrament as an expression of gratitude to God for their redemption from spiritual death. Ignatius thus refers to the sacrament as "the medicine of immortality, and the sovereign remedy by which we escape death and live in Jesus Christ for evermore." 

The symbolism of wine as a token of divine mercy and forgiveness was used by Jesus throughout his earthly ministry. The apostle John in particular emphasized this association, as is evident from the fifteenth chapter of his Gospel:

"I am the true vine, and my Father is the husbandman. Now ye are clean through the word which I have spoken unto you. . . . I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing." (John 15:1-3, 5)
The powerful symbol of God as a vine, offering salvation to those who partake of it, is very ancient. In explaining the vision of the tree of life, the prophet Nephi equated Jehovah with a vine: "And then at that day will they not rejoice and give praise unto their everlasting God, their rock and their salvation? Yea, at that day, will they not receive the strength and nourishment from the true vine? Yea, will they not come unto the true fold of God?" (1 Nephi 15:15) …

Wine was designated by Jesus at the Last Supper as the symbol of his atoning blood, shed for the sins of the world: "And he took the cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them: and they all drank of it. And he said unto them, This is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for many." (Mark 14:23-24.)
Having instituted the sacrament, Jesus declared that he would not partake of wine again until the great sacrifice was complete and reconciliation with God was possible for mankind: "Verily I say unto you, I will drink no more of the fruit of the vine, until that day that I drink it new in the kingdom of God." (Mark 14:25; see also Matt. 26:29; Luke 22:16-18.) In keeping with this promise, Jesus refused wine mixed with myrrh that was offered to him to ease his suffering on the cross. (Mark 15:23.) To have accepted wine on the cross would have represented the premature reconciliation of God to man before the atoning sacrifice was completed.

The use of wine as a sacrament in remembrance of the Atonement was also instituted by Christ among the ancient inhabitants of the New World. Jesus specifically commanded that this ordinance follow baptism as a symbol of God's presence with his elect. (3 Nephi 18:1-11) …

The ceremonies of baptism and the sacrament were often equated in early Christian literature with the marriage of Christ with the soul of the initiate. The marriage was consummated by partaking of the sacramental meal. Cyril of Jerusalem wrote: "[Jesus] once in Cana of Galilee, turned the water into wine, akin to blood, and is it incredible that He should have turned wine into blood? When called to a bodily marriage, He miraculously wrought that wonderful work; and on the children of the bridechamber, shall He not much rather be acknowledged to have bestowed the fruition of His Body and Blood?" 

In early Christian congregations, light for the ritual of the sacrament was provided by a series of lamps, which recalled the lights held by virgins going forth to meet the bridegroom in the parable of the wedding feast. Gregory Nazianzen recorded the instructions given to the new members prior to this ceremony: "The Station in which you shall presently stand after your Baptism before the Great Sanctuary is a foretype of the future glory. . . . The lamps which you will kindle are a Sacrament of the illumination there with which we shall meet the Bridegroom, shining and virgin souls, with the lamps of our faith shining."  As marriage feasts, the sacrament and the great messianic banquet spiritually unite the redeemed people of God with the Savior …

In the context of these ancient traditions, understood at the time of Jesus Christ, the significance of the miracle performed at the marriage feast at Cana becomes apparent. The conversion of water to wine by the power of the Messiah dramatically symbolized the Savior's mission in providing for mankind's reconciliation with God. As such, the miracle served to foreshadow the ministry of the Lord in overcoming death, offering himself as an atoning sacrifice, and in providing the means by which man might spiritually unite himself with God forever.

The Water Imagery in John's Gospel

By Fred E. Woods

Excerpts from his chapter in Lord of the Gospels: 
The 1990 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament
Spiritual truths are often conveyed through figurative language. The writings of John especially use imagery to unify the structure of the text. More than any other New Testament writer, John was sensitive to the symbolism of water. John's usage of water imagery is striking because other New Testament texts, particulary the Pauline epistles, rarely employ water symbolism. Various derivations of the Greek word hudr  (meaning water) appear a total of twenty-four times in his Gospel, while the synoptic Gospels contain only eighteen water references total. Only John included accounts of Christ turning water to wine, healing at the pools of Bethesda and Siloam, washing his disciples' feet, teaching the Samaritan woman at Jacob's well, and discoursing on water at the feast of Tabernacles  …

Power over Water

Water is the most significant element in the arid land of Israel, for it sustains life. Because of the importance of water in the desert, Jehovah parted the Red Sea and brought water out of a rock to teach Israel that he had power over water and life. Nevertheless, Israel began to forget Jehovah once she reached the land of promise.

Canaanite vegetation, particularly in the north, was rich and the soil fertile. Consequently many Israelites were tempted to ask their Canaanite neighbors, "How does your garden grow?" The Israelites were deceived into thinking the Canaanite storm god Baal regulated the water supply.  Thus, the question of who controlled the water became a critical issue, particularly in the northern kingdom. The allegiance of Israel vacillated among many idolatrous gods, but primarily between the two gods who claimed power over water: Baal, the Canaanite storm god, and the Lord Jehovah, who had delivered the Israelites. 

Jehovah promised Israel that if they kept his commandments, he would allow them permanent residence in the land of promise (Deuteronomy 11:8-9). He also promised them that he would provide the rain they needed in its proper season (Deut. 11:14). Yet he warned, "Take heed to yourselves, that your heart be not deceived, and ye turn aside, and serve other gods, and worship them; and then the Lord's wrath be kindled against you, and he shut up the heaven, that there be no rain" (Deut. 11:16-17). "The Lord shall bring a nation against thee . . . whose tongue thou shalt not understand" (Deut. 28:49) …

These words of Jeremiah must have penetrated the souls of the returning exilic Jews: "Are there any among the vanities [false gods] of the Gentiles that can cause rain? or can the heavens give showers? art not thou he, O Lord our God? therefore we will wait upon thee: for thou hast made all these things" (Jeremiah 14:22) …

Jehovah created the sea, turned the Nile to blood, and parted the Red Sea. Examples from the Apocrypha  demonstrate that these miraculous events were remembered during the intertestamental period.  The Book of Judith calls God the "creator of waters" (Judith 9:13). The Wisdom of Solomon recalls the Nile river narrative: "Instead of . . . an ever flowing river [the Egyptians received a river], stirred up with filthy blood" (Wisdom of Solomon 11:6). Also in this book God's power over the Red Sea is acclaimed: God's wisdom/power, "brought them over the Red Sea, and led them through deep waters" (Wisdom of Solomon 10:18).

Ecclesiasticus, written by Ben Sirach, connects these examples: "At his [the Lord's] command the waters stood in a heap, and the reservoirs of water at the word he uttered. At his order all that he pleases is done, and there is no one who can interfere with his saving power" (Ecclesiasticus 39:16-18).

Water to Wine

After this long history of miracles, Israel was generally convinced that Jehovah had dominion over all aspects of water. Thus, power to control water became a clear sign of his divine power …

The first public miracle  of Jesus occurs in the next chapter, where we witness Jesus turning water to wine at a marriage in Cana (John 2:1-11) … Interestingly, the first plague the Lord brought against Egypt to demonstrate his saving power to the Israelite slaves was turning the Nile water to blood (Exodus 7:19-25) … If we read the Exodus account very carefully we find that only "the Egyptians could not drink of the water of the river" (Exodus 7:21). In fact, Josephus informs us that the water "was sweet and fit for drinking to the Hebrews, and no way different from what it naturally used to be."  Thus to the Israelites the water served as a dual symbol of death to Egypt and life to Israel.

Some attending the wedding feast believed in Jesus through his first public miracle (John 2:11). John, the only Gospel writer to record this miracle, desired to indicate early that Jesus is indeed Jehovah, or the God of Israel. The question was not which God controls water but rather, is the man Jesus actually Jehovah, who has the power to govern water and thus life? John enlisted the imagery of water and specific water miracles such as the marriage at Cana to reveal that Jesus was indeed the Lord Jehovah who once turned water to blood and who was now come in the flesh as the mortal Messiah, possessing the divine power to turn water into the "blood of the grape" (Deut. 32:14). 

Pool of Bethesda

John 5:2-9 is the account of Jesus healing a man at the pool of Bethesda:

"Now there is at Jerusalem by the sheep market a pool, which is called in the Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having five porches. In these lay a great multitude of impotent folk, of blind, halt, withered, waiting for the moving of the water. For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the water: whosoever then first after the troubling of the water stepped in was made whole of whatsoever disease he had. And a certain man was there, which had an infirmity thirty and eight years. When Jesus saw him lie, and knew that he had been now a long time in that case, he saith unto him, Wilt thou be made whole? The impotent man answered him, Sir, I have no man, when the water is troubled, to put me into the pool: but while I am coming, another steppeth down before me. Jesus saith unto him, Rise, take up thy bed, and walk. And immediately the man was made whole, and took up his bed and walked" …

The focus of this story is neither the infirm man nor the water. The focal point of this story is that Jesus has far greater power than a mineral spring or any of his other creations. He is the creator of heaven and earth, of land and sea, the source of living water and the force behind all life-giving elements. Jesus exclaimed unequivocally, "I am the . . . life" (John 14:6).

Walking on the Sea

Through [the Melchizedek Priesthood, i.e. “the Holy Priesthood after the Order of the Son of God" (D&C 107:3-4)] Moses was able to walk through the parted Red Sea and Joshua, Elijah, and Elisha passed through the River Jordan on dry ground; but was there ever a prophet who walked successfully on water? Peter tried but sank and would have drowned were it not for Jesus who "stretched forth his hand, and caught him" (Matthew 14:31). Yet in the Gospel of John (John 6:16-21) we have the account of Jesus walking twenty-five furlongs on the Sea of Galilee ... 

At the time of this miraculous phenomenon, perhaps the disciples recalled the words of Job: "[God] . . . treadeth upon the waves of the sea" (Job 9:8). Or maybe they asked the same question that Agur, the son of Jakeh, asked: "Who hath gathered the wind in his fists? who hath bound the waters in a garment?" (Proverbs 30:4). The psalmist also acknowledged, "Thy way is on the sea, and thy path is on the great waters, and thy footsteps are not known" (Psalm 77:19) ... 

The image of chaotic waters and the unruly sea serpent are often used in scripture to represent the battle against the powers of Satan that must be brought under control by the power of Jehovah.  By walking on the water, Jesus demonstrated that he possessed the power to conquer the Adversary; at the same time he illustrated the way whereby he and his disciples might subdue all enemies under their feet and conquer death and hell. From the Psalmist we read, "Thou madest him [man] to have dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet" (Psalm 8:6).

Purification through Water

We have thus witnessed how water provides us with a dual symbol of both life and death. In the realm of ritual, water is used in ordinances such as baptism and the washing of feet to bring order to chaos or to purify and spiritually renew life. Brigham Young made the following statement about purification through water:

"In the beginning God cursed the earth; but did he curse all things pertaining to it? No, he did not curse the water, but he blessed it.  Pure water is cleansing—it serves to purify; and you are aware that the ancient Saints were very tenacious with regard to their purification by water. From the beginning the Lord instituted water for that purpose among others. I do not mean from the beginning of this earth alone . . . water has been the means of purification in every world that has been organized out of the immensity of matter" …

Baptism in the Gospel of John

John discussed baptism in the powerful introductory chapter of his Gospel. He recorded the event of the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the River Jordan. In Joseph Smith's translation of John 1:29-34 we read as follows:

"Behold the Lamb of God, who taketh away the sin of the world . . . This is he of whom I said; After me cometh a man who is preferred before me; for he was before me, and I knew him, and that he should be manifest to Israel; therefore am I come baptizing with water. And John bare record, saying; When he was baptized of me, I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it abode upon him. . . . And I saw and bear record that it was the Son of God. These things were done in Bethabara,  beyond Jordan where John was baptizing."

Concerning this location, Elder Russell M. Nelson asks,

"Is it significant that this sacred ordinance was performed in virtually the lowest body of fresh water on the planet? Could He have selected a better place to symbolize the humble depths to which He went and from which He rose? By example, He taught us that He literally descended beneath all things to rise above all things. Surely, being baptized after the manner of His baptism signifies that through our obedience and effort we, too, can come from the depths to ascend to lofty heights of our own destiny." 

Elder Nelson also asks, "Could it be that Christ chose this location for His baptism in the River Jordan as a silent commemoration of the crossing of those faithful Israelites under Joshua's direction so many years before, as well as a symbol that baptism is a spiritual crossing into the kingdom of God?" …

Israel's crossing through the River Jordan should also be viewed as a symbol of the need for baptism to journey to the promised land, or celestial kingdom. Joshua 3:13 and 16 says that the waters were "cut off." The Hebrew verbal root in these passages is k-r-t, the same root meaning to "cut a covenant." Also, we read in Joshua 4:1 that the people were, "clean passed over Jordan." Joshua 5:1 informs us that the children of Israel were circumcised. The concepts of baptism, covenant, and circumcision are very closely connected within the covenant of Abraham.  Paul even viewed the Israelite crossing of the Red Sea as a symbol for the ordinance of baptism (1 Corinthians 10:1-2) ...

Brigham Young once asked this rhetorical question, "Has water, in itself, any virtue to wash away sin? Certainly not; but the Lord says, 'If the sinner will repent of his sins, and go down into the waters of baptism, and there be buried in the likeness of being put into the earth and buried, and again be delivered from the water, in the likeness of being born—if in the sincerity of his heart he will do this, his sins shall be washed away.' "  Thus baptism without repentance avails nothing.

The Gospel of John tells of a man born blind who was sincere in heart and thus was able to see the kingdom of God on earth. In John 9 we read that Jesus anointed the eyes of a blind man with clay and then told him, "Go, wash in the pool of Siloam. . . . He went . . . and washed, and came away seeing" (John 9:7). Because the hearts of the Pharisees were unchanged, they remained spiritually blind, while the blind man went away seeing both temporally and spiritually. This story not only teaches the importance of faith and obedience but also alludes to baptism and the importance of being washed clean through ordinances.  Water clearly plays a crucial symbolic role as a representation of new life. And because the Lord demonstrated his power over water, he showed us that he has power to cleanse us and give us new life.

Jacob's Well

The Greek words hudr zn, meaning "living water," are contained twice in the Gospel of John (John 4:10; 7:38). In the Joseph Smith Translation of John, Jesus journeyed to a city of Sychar, where he offered a woman living water:

"Now Jacob's well was there. Jesus therefore being wearied with his journey, sat thus on the well: and it was about the sixth hour. There cometh a woman of Samaria to draw water: Jesus saith unto her, Give me to drink. The woman of Samaria saith unto him, How is it that thou being a Jew, asketh drink of me, which am a woman of Samaria? for the Jews have no dealings with the Samaritans. Jesus answered and said unto her, if thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith unto thee, Give me to drink; thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water. Whosoever shall drink of this well shall thirst again: But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst;  but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life" (JST John 4:6-7, 9-10, 13-14).
This account shows us another facet of John's water imagery. The living water that Jesus referred to here is divine revelation that flows from him and leads to eternal life. At the conclusion of this encounter, "The woman then left her waterpot, and went her way into the city, and saith to the men, Come, see a man, which told me all things that ever I did: is not this the Christ?" (John 4:28-29). The woman left her stagnant, apostate teachings at the well, like her water pot, and went forth with a well of living water within.

The use of water symbolism for instruction is attested to throughout John's writings  as well as in other roughly contemporary Jewish literature. For example, in the Babylonian Talmud, the Rabbis refer to water as "Torah," which means "divine instruction." In 'Abodah Zarah R. (Rabbi) Johanan said on behalf of R. (Rabbi) Bana'h: "what is meant by 'water' is Torah, as it is said, Oh ye who are thirsty come to the water."  The Mishnah's instruction to "drink in their [Sages'] words with thirst" (Aboth 1:4).  From the apocryphal literature dated near to the time of the writings of John, we also have God's instruction to Ezra the Scribe: "Ezra, open your mouth and drink what I give, what I give you to drink. And I opened my mouth, and behold a full cup was offered me. It was full of what looked like water . . . And I took it, and drank, and when I had drank it my heart gushed forth understanding and wisdom grew in my breast" (2 Esdras 14:38-40).

The Feast of Tabernacles

In Joseph Smith's translation of John 7:37-39, we encounter another water narrative, the second reference to "living water" in the Gospel of John:

"In the great last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried saying, If any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink. He that believeth on me, as the scripture hath said,  out of his belly  shall flow rivers of living water. (But this he spake of the Spirit, which they that believe on him should receive; for the Holy Ghost was promised unto them who believe, after that Jesus was glorified.)"

The feast referred to here is the feast of Booths, which recalled Israel's sojourn in the wilderness and celebrated the gathering of all the fruits of the annual Israelite harvest at the close of the agricultural year. It is also known in the Bible as the feast of Tabernacles or the feast of Ingathering (Ex. 23:16; Leviticus 27:34).  The feast symbolizes the gathering of the human harvest of souls in the millennial day. Elder Bruce R. McConkie writes, "Above all other occasions it was one for rejoicing, bearing testimony, and praising the Lord. In the full sense, it is the Feast of Jehovah, the one Mosaic celebration which . . . shall be restored when Jehovah comes to reign personally upon the earth for a thousand years." 

Ceremonial rituals were said to be added to the feast of Tabernacles in the post-Exilic period.  Such additions included the illumination of the temple and the pouring out of the water of Siloam on the temple altar. According to Elder McConkie, if that is so, "it is an indication of continuing revelation to the Lord's people; or, it may be that the rites, though not mentioned in Holy Writ, were part of the ceremonies from the beginning.  In any event they were a vital part of valid and approved performances in the day of Jesus. He was acquainted with them and used them for his own purposes."

When the priest poured water on the altar, Jesus was at the appropriate place and time to declare these penetrating words: "If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink. He that believeth on me . . . out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water" (John 7:37-38). "It was as though he said: 'This feast is designed to point your attention to me and the salvation which I bring. Now I have come; if ye will believe in me, ye shall be saved; and then from you, by the power of the Spirit, shall also go forth living water.' "  "According to Rabbi bar-Kahana (c. a.d. 130) the feast [of Tabernacles] holds within itself the promise of the Messiah. . . . Again, the tractate on this feast in the Jerusalem Talmud explains the name of the [water] ceremony by referring to the Isaian te[x]t . . . explaining the name 'Place of Drawing' from the fact that it was 'from there that they drew the Holy Spirit.' "  Most Jews, however, rejected the message of Jesus to "draw water out of the wells of salvation" (Isaiah 12:3). Instead they forsook "the fountain of living waters, and hewed them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that [could] hold no water" (Jeremiah 2:13).
Conclusion

Through the imagery of water, the apostle John revealed the power and purposes of the great Jehovah, even Jesus Christ. Today this same Jesus promises that "unto him that keepeth my commandments I will give the mysteries of my kingdom, and the same shall be in him a well of living water, springing up unto everlasting life" (D&C 63:23). These mysteries are made known to the righteous, who absorb and apply the written and oral words of God's servants and partake of the sacred truths within the House of the Lord. In these latter days, the Lord has once again blessed thirsting Saints with those mysteries. 

A common feature of many temples is a beautiful fountain of water at its doors. The flowing of water seems to symbolize the knowledge available within, the personal purity necessary to obtain it, and the heavenly power associated with it. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, we are told that the teachers of lies withhold the drink of knowledge from the thirsty. (IQH 4:25-26.) Yet the Spirit testifies today as it did in John's day that the teacher of truth, even Jesus Christ, who once thirsted like no other (John 19:28), has made it possible for us to drink and never thirst again.
(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

