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A fascinating study in the interplay between Jewish and patristic exegesis is 
found in a Passover sermon of Melito, bishop of Sardis (Eusebius, E.H. 4.26.1), 
which dates to around 160-170 AD. The sermon, known as Peri Pascha (“On the 
Passover”), was published only sixty five years ago by Campbell Bonner,1 and 
was hailed by Frank Cross as the “most important addition to patristic literature in 
the present century.”2  The standard critical edition was published in 1979 by 
Stuart Hall.3  The first ten sections of Melito‟s sermon present a rather 
sophisticated Christ-centered approach to the typological interpretation of the 
OT. 

 
In this paper I hope to show two things:  
 
First, that Melito interpreted Exod 12 not just christologically, but 

sacramentally—that the smearing of lamb‟s blood on the doorpost foreshadowed 
the smearing of oil on the forehead in the act of baptismal anointing, a liturgical 
practice very familiar to second century Christians.4  Just as the Passover lamb 
typifies Christ, so also Passover rite typifies the baptismal rite.   

 
Second, I hope to show that Jewish exegetical traditions on Exod 12, to which 

Melito probably had access, made up the “interpretive milieu” surrounding this 
text and that it was these traditions that made possible the typological connection 
with baptismal anointing in Melito‟s mind.   
 

                                                 
1
 Campbell Bonner, Melito of Sardis: Homily on the Passion with Some Fragments from 

the Apocryphal Ezekiel (Studies and Documents 12; London: Christophers; Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1940). Melito is identified with a second century movement in 
Asia Minor called Quartodecimanism.  The Quartodecimans believed that the passion and 
resurrection of Christ should be celebrated annually on the same day as Passover, the fourteenth 
day of the month of Nisan, not on Easter Sunday as the church of Rome observed.  The ancient 
sources speak of a vigil the Quartodecimans held on Passover night, which was most likely the 
setting for Peri Pascha. 

 
2
 F. L. Cross, Early Christian Fathers (London: Duckworth, 1960), 104. 

 
3
 Stuart G. Hall, Melito of Sardis, On Pascha and Fragments (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1979). 
 
4
 It is not entirely clear from our sources whether the Quartodeciman vigil included a 

baptism.  See Frank Chan, “Baptismal Typology in Meltio of Sardis‟ Peri Pascha: A Study in the 
Interpretation of Exodus 12 in the Second Century” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Westminster 
Theological Serminary, 2001), 55-77.  The question of whether Melito is alluding to baptism must 
rest on internal considerations alone.   
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I.  Patristic Exegesis: The Smearing of Blood on the Doorpost “Typifies”  
Christian Baptismal Anointing 
 
I label this section “patristic exegesis” because the baptismal interpretation of 

the blood-smearing in Exod 12 is not limited to Melito, but extends as a 
consistent line of interpretation all throughout the church fathers.5  Still, Melito, 
along with Justin Martyr, would be the earliest representatives of this tradition.  
We focus on two sections: PP 14-16 and PP 30, which I produce below from 
Hall‟s edition.6   

 
But take the blood of the lamb 
and smear the front of the doors of your houses, 
putting on the posts of the entrance 
the sign of the blood to win the angelôs respect.  (PP 14) 

 

Then Moses, when he had slain the sheep, 
and at night performed the mystery with the sons of Israel, 
marked the doors of the houses 
to protect the people and to win the angelôs respect. (PP 15) 
 
But while the sheep is being slain 
and the Pascha is being eaten 
and the mystery is being performed 
and the people is making merry 
and Israel is being marked, 
then came the angel to strike Egypt, 
the uninitiated in the mystery, 
the non-participating in the Pascha, 
the unmarked with the blood, 
the unguarded by the Spirit, 

                                                 
5
 The typological identification between the blood-smearing in Exod 12 and Christian 

baptismal anointing may be found in the following patristic writers: (1) Justin Dialogue 40.1; 
111.3,4 (based on disputations in Ephesus, 132-135 AD; see Eusebius, E.H. 4.18.6); (2) Ps-
Chrysostom In Sanctum Pascha (IP) 2.2; 15.1-2; 25.1-2; 37-38 (2

nd
 cent Asia Minor); (3) 

Hippolytus Apostolic Tradition 37.1-4 (Rome, 215 AD); (4) Origen Peri Pascha 25 (Caesarea, 
244-249 AD); (5) Cyprian Letter to Demetrius 22 (Carthage 252 AD); (6) Methodius Symposium 
9.1 (Olympus, 300 AD); (7) Lactantius Divine Institutes 4.26 (Nicomedia, 311 AD); (8) Eusebius 
De Solemnitate Paschali 1-3 (Caesarea, 335 AD); (9) Cyril Mystagogical Catechesis 1.2 
(Jerusalem, 348 AD);  (10) Hilary De Mysteriis 2.9 (Poitiers, mid 4

th
 cent AD); (11) Basil Homily 

13.4; On the Holy Spirit 13.41(Caesarea, late 4
th
 cent AD); (12) Gregory First Oration on Easter 

1.3-4 (Nanzianus, 362 AD); Second Easter Sermon 45.15 (383 AD); (13) Jerome Commentary on 
Matthew (Palestine, early 5

th
 cent AD); (14) Augustine Catechizing the Uninstructed 20.34.1-4 

(Hippo, 400 AD).  For references in critical editions and English translations, see Chan, Melito, 
403-22. 

 
6
 Often added to this list is a fifth allusion in PP 103: “Come . . . receive forgiveness for 

your sins.”  By the second century, “forgiveness of sins” had taken on baptismal overtones.  We 
will forego the discussion of PP 103 in this paper. 
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the hostile, 
the faithless; 
in one night he struck and made her childless.  (PP 16) 

 

Such was the calamity that encompassed Egypt, 
and suddenly made her childless. 
But Israel was guarded by the slaughter of the sheep, 
and was even illuminated together by the shed blood, 
and the death of the sheep became a wall for the people. (PP 30) 
 

Melito‟s Passover-baptism typology is not obvious, since he never mentions 
“baptism,” “water,” “washing,” or the like.7  Rather, the typology it is carried more 
subtly by four baptismal allusions as marked above in boldfaced print.  They are 
as follows: 
 

(1) In PP 14 Melito rewords material from Exod 12:7,13 (LXX).  The LXX 
reads “they shall take of the blood” (lempsontai, v. 7); “they shall put it on the two 
doorposts” (thesousin, v. 7); “the blood shall be for a sign for you” (semeio, v. 
13).  Melito combines these ideas in one line and has “smear” or “anoint 
(chrisate) the front door,” “placing on the posts . . . the sign (semeion) of the 
blood” (PP 14).   
 

So, for Melito, the blood-smearing was an “anointing.”  One could argue that 
Melito‟s word chrio meant nothing more than to “daub liquid.”  But in light of the 
fact that by the second century, anointing with oil had become a regular part of 
the baptismal liturgy, it is reasonable that Melito chose chrisate to invoke 
specifically the image of this rite.8  No doubt contributing to this typological 
identification was the thought that Moses‟ arm motion, beginning at the lintel and 
then “crossing” from the left post to the right, resembled the shape of a cross, the 
“sign” (semeion) made whenever a bishop anointed a baptismal candidate‟s 
forehead.9 

                                                 
7
 At PP 103, a lacuna in the Chester Beatty papyrus (ego to l . . . ) forced Bonner to 

reconstruct the text as ego to l[ytron humon] (“I am your ransom”), based on the word redemptio 
in the Latin version and of a similar word in the Georgian version.  In 1960, Michael Testuz 
published the Bodmer manuscript which read ego to loutron humon (“I am your washing”), which 
is supported by the Coptic version.  A loutron reading would be an unambiguous reference to 
baptism.   Again, until more evidence emerges for this reading, we will follow Hall‟s translation, 
“ransom.” 

 
8
 See Tertullian On Baptism 7 (198-200 AD); Hippolytus Apostolic Tradition mentions 

three anointings: the pre-baptismal “oil of exorcism” (21.7,9-10), the post-baptismal “oil of 
thanksgiving” (21.6,19) and imposition of hands, which was accompanied by a final anointing and 
sealing (22.1-3).  On the link between baptism and anointing; see Acts of Thomas 121, 131, 157; 
Didascalia Apostolorum 16.   

 
9
 This visual picture goes back as far as In Sanctum Pascha 15.2 (2

nd
 cent AD), which 

interprets the “sign of the blood” in Exod 12:13 as a prefiguration of the “outstretched arms of 
Jesus,” a common phrase for the cross (John 21:18; Barn 12.2; Justin Dialogue 90, 91, 111, 112; 
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(2) While there is no narrative in the LXX of the people carrying out the blood-

smearing directive, in PP 15, Melito says Moses “sealed” (esphragisen) or 
“marked” the doors of their houses.  He follows in PP16 by describing Israel itself 
as “sealed” (ho Israel sphragizetai) or “marked.”10  By contrast, the Egyptians are 
called “unsealed,” or “unmarked” (asphragiston) by the blood in PP 16.   
 

So, for Melito, the blood-smearing was also a “sealing” act.  One could argue 
that Melito viewed the sealing merely as a branding (identifying the people of 
Israel, as Christ identifies his own) or as a shielding (protecting Israel from harm, 
as Christ protects his own).  But in light of the fact that the words “seal” and 
“baptism” became equated or closely linked in several second century writings,11 
it is likely that Melito viewed the blood-smearing typologically, foreshadowing 
Christian baptism. 
 

(3) Again while narrating the people‟s compliance, Melito twice uses the word 
“mystery.”  In PP 15 he says Moses “sacrificed the sheep and performed the 
mystery” (diatelesas to mysterion).  In PP 16, he says “the mystery is being 
performed ” (to mysterion teleitai).  By contrast, Egypt is called “uninitiated 
(amueton) into the mystery” (PP 16). 
 

So, for Melito, the entire Passover event, the slaying and eating of the lamb, 
was the performance of, and an initiation into, a mystery.  It is possible, given the 
way he uses mysterion synonymously with typos, that Melito believes Christ to 
be the sole fulfillment of the OT “mystery.”  But we should not be quick to ignore 
the cultic connotations of Melito‟s mystery terminology.  The words mysterion, 
mueo, teleo and their derivatives were all frequently used for the initiation rites of 
the mystery cults, which we know were active in Sardis.12   Did Melito see the 
sacred rites of Passover fulfilled also in the sacred rites of the church?  If so, he 

                                                                                                                                                 
Tertullian Adversus Judaeos 10, 13; Against Marcion 3.18.6; Irenaeus Demonstration 79).  Other 
interpreters of Exod 12 have identified the blood-smearing with “anointing oneself” (Justin 
Dialogue 40.1), “belief in Christ” (Origen Treatise on Passover 25) and “sealing on the forehead” 
(Hippolytus Apostolic Tradition 37.4).  

 
10

 Further, while commenting on the fulfillment of these events later in the sermon, Melito 
says Christ “sealed our souls” (esphragisen hymon tas psychas) with his own Spirit” (PP 67).   

 
11

 The term “baptism” in 2 Clement 6.9 seems to be equated with the “seal” in 7.6 and 8.6 
(120-140 AD).  See the equation of baptism and sealing also in (1) Hermas Similitude  9.16.3-4 
(early 2

nd
 cent AD); (2) Acts of Paul and Thecla 25 (late 2

nd
 cent AD); (3) Irenaeus Demonstration 

3 (late 2
nd

 cent AD).  The two concepts are closely linked in (1) Acts of Peter 5 (late 2
nd

 cent AD); 
(2) Epistula Apostolorum 41 (mid 2

nd
 cent AD); (3) Clement of Alexandria Quis dives salvetur 

39.1; Stromata 5.11.73.2 (early 3
rd

 cent AD); (4) Tertullian On Baptism 13.2 (late 2
nd

 cent AD). 
 
12

 There was in Sardis a large marble temple dedicated to Cybele, a native Phrygian 
deity, whose worship took on many of the marks of institutionalized mystery cults.  Many literary 
and non-literary sources describe the worship of Cybele with the mystery terminology reflected in 
Melito‟s Peri Pascha.  See Chan, Melito 190-97. 
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would be in step with other second century apologists who used mystery 
language to invite comparison and commend Christianity,13 and with Clement of 
Alexandria, who used mystery language for the Christian initiation rite—
baptism.14  
 

(4) In PP 30, while expounding Israel‟s salvation, Melito says Israel was 
“illuminated together (sunephotizeto) with the shed blood.”  So, for Melito, the 
lamb‟s blood experience was also an “illumination.”  While it is possible that 
Melito believed the blood of Passover lamb merely “brought to light” (made 
known) who the people to be saved were, we should, once more, be open to the 
possibility that Melito is invoking some salvation-historical fulfillment in baptism.  
This reading would align Melito with Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria, 
who both use the Greek word photizo and its derivatives in reference to 
baptism.15  It would also explain the sun-prefix before ephotizeto, since baptism 
is depicted in the NT as a uniting and corporate experience (Rom 6:3-4; 1 Cor 
12:13; Eph 4:5).   
 
To summarize, for Melito, the smearing of the Passover lamb‟s blood on the 

doorpost was an anointing, a sealing, a mystery and an illumination.  While a few 
Melito scholars have denied that these four terms are baptismal allusions,16 the 
majority of scholars have assumed it,17 as we do here.  But many readers of 
Exod 12 today would not find this typological meaning obvious.  Our interest now 
lies in answering the question, From where did this interpretation come?   

 

                                                 
13

 See Justin Apology 29.2; Diognetus 7.1 
 
14

 See Protrepticus 12.118.4; 12.120.1; Paedagogus 3.11.80.1; Stromateis 5.4.19.1-2; 
Stromateis 4.22.140.2; Stromateis 7.4.27.6; 7; Stromateis 7.18.110.4.   By the fourth century, 
mysterion, teleo and mueo were regular baptismal terms.   

 
15

 Justin 1 Apology 61.13; 1 Apology 65.1; Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 10.94.1; 
Paedagogus 1.6.26.1; Paedagogus 1.6.27.3-1.6.28.1; Paedagogus 1.6.30.1. 

 
16

 See W. C. van Unnik, “An Unusual Formulation of the Redemption in the Sermon on 
the passion by Melito of Sardis,” in Sparsa Collecta, part 3 (Leiden: Brill, 1983), 159; Gerald F. 
Hawthorne, “Christian Baptism and the Contribution of Melito of Sardis Reconsidered,” in Studies 
ub the New Testament and Early Christian Literature, ed. by D. Aune (Leiden: brill, 1972) 241-
251, and Alistair Stewart-Sykes, The Lambôs High Feast.  (Supplement to Vigilae Christianae 72.  
Leiden, et. al.: Brill, 1998), 178. 

 
17

 See, for example, J. Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal typology: its Origins and Early 
Development (Nijmeen: Dekker & Van De Vegt, 1962), 347, 424; Josef Blank, Vom Passa: Die 
alteste christliche Osterpredigt (Freiburg: Lambertus, 1963), 57f, 75f, 93; Otto Perler, Meliton de 
Sardes, Sur la Paque et Fragments (Sources Chretiennes 123; Paris: Cerf, 1966),145-
46,151,173, 205; Geoffrey W. H. Lampe, The Seal of the Spirit, 2

nd
 ed. (London:SPCK, 1967), 

116; Raniero Cantalamessa, LôOmelia óIn S. Paschaô Dello Pseudo-Ippolito Di Roma: Recheche 
Sulla Teologia DellôAsia Minore Nelia Seconda meta Del II Secolo (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1967), 
321-22; Richard C. White, Melito of Sardis: Sermon on the Passover (Lexington: Lexington 
Theological Seminary Library, 1970), 59, 61, 69.  
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II. Jewish Exegesis: Rabbinic Interpretive Traditions on Exodus 12 That Gave 
Rise to Melito‟s Baptismal Typology 
 

My contention in this section is that Melito was privy to the world of Jewish 
exegesis, whose traditions suggested “baptism-like” qualities to the blood-
smearing.  As James Kugel has emphasized, the Hebrew Bible was an 
“interpreted” Bible.18  Over the generations, the story of Passover was amplified 
and embellished along certain lines that I believe would have predisposed a 
second century Christian interpreter exposed to these traditions to seeing a 
prefiguration in baptism.19   

 
That Melito was familiar with Jewish thought is suggested by the following 

considerations: (a) According to Polycrates (Eusebius, E. H. 5.24.6), Melito was 
a kinsman (syngeneis) to the apostles John and Philip and therefore was 
probably a converted Jew, (b) Sardis had a prominent Jewish community as 
evidenced by the famous Sardis synagogue,20 (c) His sermon Peri Pascha shows 
great familiarity with the Jewish Passover Haggadah.21   

 
We now turn to three lines of Jewish interpretation that might have made the 

first Passover look “baptism-like.”  I am claiming that the Jews depicted the 
blood-smearing rite in Exod 12 as: (1) an act of expiation, i.e. the atoning of 
Israel‟s sins, (2) a symbol of Israel‟s initiation into her covenant with Yahweh, i.e. 
it was likened to circumcision, and (3) an amulet against harm.  Interestingly, 

                                                 
18

 By this we mean that Jewish exegetical traditions were so interwoven into the telling 
and retelling of the text that it is at times difficult to separate out what was Scripture and what was 
interpretation.  Hence, Kugel‟s phrase: “one man‟s interpreter is another‟s Scripture” (James 
Kugel, The Bible as it Was [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997], 35). 

 
19

 We include in this discussion only Jewish traditions that can be dated to the 2
nd

 century 
or earlier.  It is difficult to date with certainty traditions preserved in works that were not written 
down or compiled until much later (e.g. the targums, the Mekilta of Rabbi Ishmael, Exodus 
Rabbah).  According to scholarly consensus, the proper method for dating targumic and 
midrashic materials is to trace the trajectory of a given tradition across the widest possible range 
of Jewish literature, comparing undatable rabbinic sources synoptically with datable ones (e.g. 
LXX, Ezekiel the Tragedian, Jubilees, Wisdom of Solomon, Philo and Josephus). 

 
20

 The synagogue itself, which was discovered in 1962, suggests that Sardis Jews had an 
open relationship with Gentiles.  The synagogue sits in a public bath-gymnasium complex and the 
eighty or so inscriptions discovered there tell us the Sardis Jews held high positions in Gentile 
society.  The date of the synagogue is disputed—earlier excavators considered it second century 
AD, but later ones claim it was a civic building and converted into a synagogue no earlier than the 
3

rd
 century 

   
21

 For example, scholars have noted how Melito calls Jesus aphikomenos (“he who is 
coming”), which possibly alludes to the ephikoman (a hidden piece of unleavened bread for the 
children with messianic associations).  They have also noted similar phrases between PP 68 and 
the section of the Haggadah entitled “in every generation”; PP 87-98 and the section known as 
the Dayyenu; PP 103 and the Haggadah‟s midrash on Deut 26:5-8.  These parallels have led 
some scholars to conclude the Melito wrote some portions of Peri Pascha as something of a 
Christian Haggadah for the Christian festival of Passover. 
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these three Jewish themes line up well with second century Christianity‟s 
tendency to view baptism as (1) a conferral of forgiveness for sins, (2) the 
initiation rite of Christ‟s new covenant and (3) a prophylactic seal.  If we are 
correct, Melito‟s (patristic) exegesis of the OT finds its origin in the Jewish 
exegesis of the OT.  We now treat the three Jewish themes in more detail.   
 
(1) The Passover Sacrifice as an Act of Expiation 
 

While Exod 12 (MT, LXX) stresses the identifying and protecting function of 
the lamb‟s blood on the doorpost (v. 13,23), there is nothing in the text that 
suggests that it purified or atoned for sins.  And yet, in Jewish paraphrases and 
midrashic commentary, there are indications that in the time of Melito Jews 
viewed the Passover sacrifice as an act of expiation.  In the following five 
passages, Jewish retellings of Exod 12 suggest that the slaughter of the lamb 
and the application of its blood resembled, functioned like, and should be 
grouped with, Levitical sacrifices that provided cleansing for sin.   

 
(a) In two places Philo uses the verb hieratai to say that the entire nation who 

offered the first Passover “acted as priest,” foreshadowing the levitical priesthood 
that was still to come (Philo De Specialibus Legibus II 145; De Vita Mosis II 
224).22   

 
(b) Josephus also uses levitical language, the verb egnizon, to say that the 

Hebrews at Passover “purified” their houses with the blood (Jewish Antiquities, 
Bk 2, Ch 14, 312).23   

 
(c) Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Targum Onqelos and Targum Ha-Hodesh 

(Cairo Genizah AA) render the MT‟s command to “put” blood (ntn) as “sprinkle” 
blood (ndy),24 assimilating Exod 12:22 to three other texts describing sacrifices 
that required cleansing with a hyssop: Lev 14:6 (leprosy); Lev 14:51 (mildew) and 

                                                 
22

 For the Greek text and English translation, see F. H. Colson, Philo, vol. 7 (LCL; 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1937), 394-95; vol. 6 (LCL; Harvard University Press, 
1935), 560-61.  The concept of expiation helps carry Philo‟s well-known allegorization of 
Passover as a passing-over (diabasis) of the soul away from the passions (see Philo Quaes. In 
Ex 1.4).   

 
23

 For Greek text and English translation, see H. St. J. Thackeray, Josephus, vol. 4: 
Jewish Antiquities, Books I-IV (LCL; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1930), 300-301. 

 
24

 For Aramaic texts and translations, see Israel Drazin, Targum Onqelos to Exodus (New 
York: Ktav, 1990), 120-127; E.G. Clarke, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan of the Pentateuch (Hoboken: 
Ktav, 1984), 77-78; Martin McNamara, Robert Hayward and Michael Maher, Targum Neofiti 1: 
Exodus; Pseudo-Jonathan: Exodus (Aramaic Bible 2: Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1994), 190-92; 
Michael L. Klein, Genizah Manuscripts of the Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch, vol. 2 
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1986), 208-14. 
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Num 19:18 (defilement from a corpse).25  In other words, the targums import into 
their paraphrases the concept of ritual purification that normally accompanied the 
levitical sprinkling of blood. 
 

(d) Mekilta Pisha 11 on Exod 12:22 calls the lintel and doorposts “altars” 
(mzbhwt),26 further depicting the blood-smearing as a priestly act and echoing 
Philo, who called the houses “altars” (Spec. Leg II 148; Quaes. in Ex 1.12).   
 

(e) Exodus Rabbah Bo 15.12 on Exod 12:1 describes the effect of the 
Passover sacrifice with the language of atonement: “I will therein see the blood of 
the Passover and I will make atonement (kpr) for you.”27 

 
Even though there are a variety of expressions from different works, I believe 

all five texts represent one consistent exegetical tradition, the Passover as an act 
of expiation.  If it is, then the Philo and Josephus texts (1st cent AD) “anchor” the 
traditions that are not clearly datable (targums, Mekilta, Exodus Rabbah) and 
suggest that were in existence prior to Melito.  Given that second century 
Christianity began affirming that baptism directly conferred the forgiveness of 
sins,28 we should not be surprised that Melito would be drawn to baptism, not just 
Christ, as a NT fulfillment of OT Passover 
 
 
(2) The Blood-Smearing as Israel‟s Covenant Initiation 
 

Jewish interpreters of Exod 12 took up from an early date the “two bloods” 
motif,” the idea that the blood of the Passover (Exod 12:7) became “mixed” with 
the blood of circumcision (Exod 12:43-44).  By virtue of this connection, the 
Passover lamb‟s blood the “blood of the covenant” and took upon itself 
circumcision‟s character as a sign of initiation.29  In the text of Exod 12, the 
Passover blood-smearing signified merely deliverance from death; in later Jewish 

                                                 
25

 These three are the only other passages in the OT where the words “dip” and “hyssop” 
occur together.  Two of the passages, Lev 14:6 and Num 19:18, are linked with Exod 12:22 in 
Exodus Rabbah Bo 17.1-2 on Exod 12:22.   

 
26

 For Aramaic text and English translation, see Jacob Lauterbach, ed., Mekilta of Rabbi 
Ishmael, vol. 1(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1933-35), 45. 

 
27

 For Aramaic text, see Midrash Rabbah, vol 5, ed. by Moshe Mirkin (Tel Aviv: Yavneh 
Publishing House, 1959), 174-76.  For English translation, see Midrash Rabbah; Exodus, trans. 
By S. M. Lehman (London: Soncino, 1983), 174-75. 

 
28

 2 Clement 6.9; Hermas Vision 3.3.5; Mandate 4.3.1; Similitude 9.16.2-5; Justin 1 
Apology 61.10; 66.1; Dialogue 14.1; 44.4. 

 
29

 Israel‟s label as Yahweh‟s “firstborn son” (Exod 4:23; 13:15) reinforces this depiction, 
as does the reorganization of Israel‟s calendar (Exod 12:2), which plays into this “new birth” 
image.  For an allegorical interpretation of the reorganization of Israel‟s calendar in terms of 
baptism, see Robert J. Daly, Origen Treatise on the Passover (Mahwah: Paulist press, 1992), 29.   
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interpretation, it came to signify a new birth in the life of the nation.30  The “two 
bloods” motif, which was existent in the time of Melito, is found in the following 
three passages.31 

 
(a) The Targum Ps-Jonathan on Exod 12:13 says, “The blood of the Passover 

sacrifice and that of the cut of circumcision will be mixed (môrb) by you, so as to 
make it a sign on the houses in which you dwell.  When I see the merit (zkwt) of 
the blood, I will spare you.”32 

 
(b) The Targum of Ezekiel, which injects national events into the allegory of 

Yahweh‟s courtship with Israel in Ezek 16, expands the MT‟s twofold declaration 
In your blood, I said to you, „Live!” (Ezek 16:6) with two key events: “By the blood 
of the circumcision I will have pity on you; and I said to you, By the blood of the 
Passover lambs will I redeem you.”33  In context, the targum links the blood of 
Abraham‟s circumcision with the blood of the Passover and treats them both as 
the beginning of Yahweh‟s marriage-covenant with Israel (cf. Ezek 16:8).34 

   
(c) Mekilta Pisha 5 on Exod 12:6 follows the midrash in Targum Ezek 16, and 

adds, “Therefore, the Holy One, blessed be He, assigned them two duties 

                                                 
30

 Some ancient interpreters believe Passover inaugurated Israel‟s entrance into the Sinai 
covenant (cf. Wisdom of Solomon 18:8-9: “For by the same means by which you punished our 
enemies, you called us to yourself and glorified us”).  They see a connection between the 
sprinkling of blood in Exod 12:22 and either (a) the sprinkling of blood during the covenant 
ratification at Sinai in Exod 24:7 (so Exodus Rabbah, Shemoth 1.36 on Exod 2:25; Hilary of 
Poitiers De Mysteriis 2.9), or (b) the sprinkling of blood and oil for the consecration of priests in 
Exod 29:21 and Lev 8:30 (cf. Israel‟s entrance into the “covenant” as a “kingdom of priests” in 
Exod 19:5,6) (Pseudo-Clementine Recognitions 3.55.8).  In the latter case, the consecration of 
OT priests provides an interesting parallel to the consecration of Christians in baptismal 
anointing.  (See the talmudic tradition in b. Horayot 12a, which says that the priests in Lev 8:12 
were anointed in the shape of a „chi”). 

 
31

 See the discussion in footnotes below for indicators that date the tradition to the late 
first or early second century AD.  

 
32

 For the Aramaic text, see Clarke, Pseudo-Jonathan and for the English translation, see 
McNamara, Hayward and Maher, Pseudo-Jonathan.  Though this tradition is difficult to date, the 
reference to the “merit of the blood” is significant in that it points to early (2

nd
 generation) 

Tannaitic debates over whose merit brought the Exodus (the patriarchs‟ or the wilderness 
generation‟s?) 

 
33

 For English translation, see Samson Levey, The Targum of Ezekiel (Aramaic Bible 13; 
Wilmington: Glazier, 1987), 50.  Levey believes much of the Targum of Ezekiel was redacted by 
R. Johanan ben Zakai at Yavneh (p. 2). 

 
34

 Exodus Rabbah Bo 19.5 on Exod 12:44 calls the Exodus circumcision “the seal of 
Abraham.” 
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(mizwt), the duty of paschal sacrifice and the duty of circumcision, which they 
should perform so as to be worthy of redemption.”35   

 
If in Jewish interpretation the Passover blood-smearing functioned roughly 

like a “national circumcision,” it is not difficult to see why Melito might be led to 
view it like a baptism.  The early Christian tradition saw continuity between 
circumcision and baptism (Col 2:11-12; Odes of Solomon 11; Justin Dialogue 
43.2).  Both were called “seals” (circumcision in Rom 4:11; Barn 9.6; baptism in 2 
Clement 7.6; 8.6; Hermas Similitude 9.16.3-4) and both were necessary 
procedures for outsiders to enter the community of faith.36   
 
 
(3) The Blood-Smearing as an Amulet 

Although the Lord says in Exod 12:13 “I will pass (psh) over you” (MT) (cf. v. 
23: “the Lord will pass over”; v. 27: “for he passed over”),37 in the passages 
below, the emphasis is on the lamb‟s blood protection from something being 
other than God.  Jewish interpreters of Exod 12 were drawn to the notion that the 
Passover lamb‟s blood could function as an amulet and ward off evil from a 
distance. 

 
(a) The LXX of Exodus substitutes parerchomai (“pass over”) with skepazo (“I 

will protect you,” v. 13; “he defended,” v. 27).38  The effect of this reading is that 
God can be viewed as a protector against some “destroyer” (ton olothreuonta, v. 
23) other than himself.  

 
(b) This reading is reflected in the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, which reads 

substitutes “protect” (ngn) in v. 23.  (It uses “spare” [hws] in v. 13 and v. 27, 
which is close in thought to “pass over”).39 

                                                 
35

 For Aramaic text and English translation, see Lauterbach 33-34.  The emphasis on 
religious duties perhaps indicate a date close to the Bar Kochba Revolt (D 132-135), as the 
rabbis may have magnified the importance of circumcision in response to the Hadrian‟s edict 
prohibiting circumcision.   

 
36

 Some have argued that the early Christian practice of infant baptism arose out of the 
conviction that baptism was the new covenant continuation of the old covenant rite of 
circumcision. 

 
37

 For the Hebrew text, see R. Kittel, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 1966) 

 
38

 However, the substitution does not occur at v. 23.  For the Greek text, see Septuaginta: 
Vetus Testamentum Graecum auctoritate Societatis Litterarum Gottingensis editum, vol 2,1: 
Exodus, ed. John W. Wevers (Gottingen: Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991).  For the English 
translation, see Lancelot C. L. Brenton, The Septuagint with Apocrypha: Greek and English 
(reprint from 1851 London edition, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986). 

 
39

 For the English translation, see McNamara, Hayward and Maher, Pseudo-Jonathan.  
Targum Neofiti and Targum Ha-Hodesh have “pass over” and “protect” in v. 13 and 27, as if to 
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(c) Connected to this is the retelling of Passover by Ezekiel the Tragedian in 

Exagoge (2nd cent BC), who assumes the figure “passing over” is not God, but 
“the fearsome angel” (line 159) and “death” (line 187).40 

 
(d) Also relevant is Jubilees 49:2-3 (mid 2nd cent BC), which says, “all the 

powers of Mastema (= Satan) were sent to kill all of the firstborn” and that it was 
to them that the Lord gave the sign of the blood “so that they would pass over.”41 

 
(e) In its retelling of the Egypt‟s torment during the tenth plague, Wisdom of 

Solomon 18:17-19 (1st cent BC) describes “apparitions in dreadful dreams” that 
are haunting and demon-like.  It is from these that the lamb‟s blood spared 
Israel.42  

 
(f) Summing up this tradition is Mekilta Pisha 11 on Exod 12:23, which 

compares the Passover blood-smearing to the mezuzah, a piece of parchment 
containing biblical verses attached to one‟s doorpost that functioned like an 
amulet.43 

 
If we assume all these readings represent a single exegetical tradition 

(“Passover as amulet”), the four datable texts (LXX, Exagoge, Jubilees, Wisdom) 
suggest the traditions preserved in the two undatable texts (Tg. Ps-J and the 
Mekilta) existed prior to Melito.  Given second century Christianity‟s tendency to 
view baptism as a prophylactic seal,44 it is not surprising that an interpreter 
seeking typological fulfillment like Melito would drawn to a baptismal 
interpretation of the amulet-like blood in Exod 12. 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
define the first word in terms of the second (cf. Mekilta Pisha 7 on Exod 12:13: “Like birds 
hovering overhead, so the Lord Almighty will shield (ngn) Jerusalem; he will shield it (ngn) and 
deliver it, he will pass over it (psh) and rescue it”). 

 
40

 For the English translation, see that of R. G. Robertson in Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2, ed. by James H. Charlesworth (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 815-16. 

 
41

 For the English translation, see that of O. S. Wintermute in Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, vol. 1, 140. 

 
42

 For the English translation, see Bruce M. Metzger, The Oxford Annotated Apocrypha.  
Expanded edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 125.. 

 
43

 Lauterbach, Mekilta, 88-89. 
 
44

 See In Sanctum Pascha 2.2; 15.2; Clement of Alexandria Quis Dives Salvetur 42.4; 
Acts of Paul and Thecla 25; Theodotus Excerpts 80.3; Acts of Thomas 49; the pre-baptismal 
exorcistic rites in Hippolytus Apostolic Tradition 20.7-8 and 21.7-10 
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III. Final Reflection 
 

Perhaps it is helpful to offer a brief reflection on what this study implies 
about Jewish-Christian relations in Asia Minor in the middle of the second 
century.  Scholars of Christian origins have frequently taught that when 
Christianity emerged from its Jewish matrix, it had an essentially “love-hate” 
relationship with Judaism.  In everything, from the content of their prayers, to 
their method of initiating new converts, to their order of worship, to their 
leadership structures, the early Christians were unavoidably dependent on their 
Jewish roots as well as staunchly independent of them.45  Evidences abound of 
proximity and distance, of affirmation mixed with repulse.46  

 
Our study of Melito‟s relationship to the Jewish interpretive milieu 

surrounding Exod 12 fits in well with this picture.  Melito borrowed some 
elements of Jewish interpretation and discarded others.  

 
(1) The expiatory value Jewish interpretation ascribed to the blood-

smearing rite predisposed Melito to see “forgiveness of sins” in the story (PP 
103), but he preached baptism in Christ, not levitical sacrifices, as the means to 
this forgiveness.47 

 
(2) The covenant initiation aspect Jewish interpretation ascribed to the 

blood-smearing rite predisposed Melito to see “new life” and “inauguration of a 
new priesthood” and in the story (PP 68), but he preached baptism in Christ, not 
circumcision, as the means to this “new life” and “inauguration.”48 

 
(3) The protective value Jewish interpretation ascribed to the blood-

smearing rite predisposed Melito to see a “sealing” from evil angelic attack (PP 
15), but he preached baptism in Christ, not Jewish mezuzahs, as the means for 
this protection. 
 

                                                 
45

 For more on this see Stephen G. Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians, 70-
170 C.E. (Minneapolis; Fortress, 1995), 224-29. 

 
46

 Melito is often viewed as a pivotal figure in the “Parting of the Ways,” in particular, 
because of, one the one hand, his utter dependence on the Jewish Passover Haggadah for the 
language and structure of Peri Pascha, and, on the other, his virulent invective against Israel for 
their crucifixion of Jesus in PP 72-99.   In these ways, he is taken to represent early Christianity‟s 
“self-definition” away from Judaism 

 
47

 In this way, Melito resembles other early Christian writers who polemically proclaimed 
that Jewish sacrifice had been eclipsed by Christian baptism: Heb 10:22; Barn 5.1; 8.1-7. 

 
48

 In this way, Melito resembles other Christian writers who polemically proclaimed that 
Jewish circumcision had been eclipsed by Christian baptism: Justin Dialogue 18.2; 29.1; 114.4-5; 
Cyril of Jerusalem Catechetical Lectures 5.6. 


