
The Baptism of Jesus
Matthew 3:13-17

This first Sunday after Thanksgiving is often identified as the 
“First Sunday of Advent,” we are in the middle of an extended 
review of the early days of Jesus’ life and his preparation for the 
inauguration of his ministry.  Thus far, we have looked at two main 
things in the gospel of Luke, Jesus’ own birth and then the 
ministry of John the Baptist.  The preparation for all that Jesus 
would do in his ministry is completed with the message of John, 
“Repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand.”  And the outward 
symbol of that repentance is obvious, John’s baptism.

So tonight, as the preparation for Jesus’ ends and Jesus 
begins his own work, the transition is obvious.  Jesus himself is 
baptized by John.  It is a fascinating encounter full of meaning 
and significance for our understanding of Jesus and his work.  But 
let me begin with what John the Baptism says as it is recorded in 
the Gospel of John,

John 1:29  “The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him, 
and said, Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world! 30 This is He of whom I said, After me comes a Man who is 
preferred before me, for He was before me. 31 I did not know 
Him; but that He should be revealed to Israel, therefore I came 
baptizing with water.”

And just a little later John declares,
John 3:28  “You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, I am 

not the Christ, but, I have been sent before Him. 29 He who has 
the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who 
stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the 
bridegroom's voice. Therefore this joy of mine is fulfilled. 30 He 
must increase, but I must decrease.”

How, then, does it fit that John would baptize Jesus?  How 
would the one who is the Christ increase in stature by submitting 
himself John’s preparatory baptism of repentance?  John himself, 
of course, asks that very question.

v.13-14

John tried to stop it.  He tried to dissuade Jesus.  It didn’t 
seem right or proper.  John knew and understood who he was.  
And he knew who Jesus was “the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world.”  John understood a great deal of what that 
meant, for after he said, “He must increase, but I must decrease,” 
we read in,

John 3:31  “He who comes from above is above all; he who is 
of the earth is earthly and speaks of the earth. He who comes 
from heaven is above all. 32 And what He has seen and heard, 
that He testifies; and no one receives His testimony. 33 He who 
has received His testimony has certified that God is true. 34 For 
He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God does 
not give the Spirit by measure. 35 The Father loves the Son, and 
has given all things into His hand. 36 He who believes in the Son 
has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall 
not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.”

So it’s all about Jesus.  He who believes in Jesus has 
everlasting life.  That’s the gospel.  Jesus has come to earth from 
heaven, while John understands that his own origin is simply from 
the earth.  John is human, mortal and corruptible.  Jesus is 
eternal, for he comes from heaven.  So how, then, do these two 
very different men meet in what seems to be a complete reversal 
of rolls?  What is actually happening before us here when Jesus 
comes to be baptized by John?
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I believe there are two answers to that question.  Two things 
which are accomplished.  Two things which Jesus accomplished.  
The first deals with the baptism itself, and remember it is a 
baptism of repentance.  It is not Christian baptism.  It is not 
sufficient to serve as a sign of the new covenant after Jesus 
establishes the church.  Those who were baptized by John still 
needed the baptism that would be established in the New 
Covenant.  But how can we say that Jesus should receive a 
baptism of repentance?  How is that appropriate for Jesus, who 
needed no repentance because he had no sin?  How is it that 
Jesus proclaims the need for repentance by his own baptism?

Let me answer all of those questions this way.  This baptism 
was required.  Required by law.  The evidence of repentance was 
required by the law.  Therefore,

I. WITH HIS BAPTISM, JESUS SUBMITTED TO THE 
WHOLE OF THE LAW.
Why was Jesus baptized?  Because he submitted himself to 

every requirement of every law, and that is the sense in which it 
was, even for Jesus,

A. A baptism of repentance.
Did Jesus repent of sin?  No, he had no sin to repent of.  Did 

he proclaim repentance and the need for repentance by being 
baptized?  Absolutely.  Did he, in his own flesh, live out what was 
required of every sinner in their repentance?  Yes, absolutely.  Did 
he confess what every sinner must confess as he stands before 
God?  Yes, it was a baptism of repentance.  Jesus was our 
substitute.  He was our vicar, the one who stood in our place.

So Jesus’ baptism of repentance was declaration of 
repentance which he fulfilled as a substitute for you and for me.  I 

believe that is at least part of the meaning of what Paul describes 
in,  

2 Cor. 5:21 “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no 
sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

Jesus was “made to be sin.”  He was placed in the stead of 
sinners.  He occupied the position that you and I deserve, even 
submitting himself to the baptism of repentance.  He expressed 
his repentance as our representative.  Similarly we read,

Gal. 3:13  “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 
becoming a curse for us—for it is written, Cursed is everyone who 
is hanged on a tree.”

So he became a curse, beginning with his baptism of 
repentance.  As the covenant head of all mankind, Jesus 
confessed the repentance necessary for a fallen man to be 
justified by faith.  And this baptism is but the first step in the 
process that would culminate in the cursed death upon the cross.

So what was Jesus’ answer to John, who questioned whether 
Jesus needed to be baptized?

v.15

Surely it was fitting for Jesus to be baptized, for he is the only 
mediator between God and man.  He is the only one able to be 
our substitute.  And there was another reason for Jesus to be 
baptized, as he puts it, it was...

B. A fulfillment of righteousness.
v.15  “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all 

righteousness.”
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In the broadest sense, “righteousness” there means 
everything it always means.  That which is right and just, as well 
as the standing of being right with God.  To be justified.  
Righteousness also means integrity, justice or virtue.  And most 
broadly, it would have direct and specific reference to the 
righteous requirements of the law, the sum total of the 
requirements of God, that which conforms to the revealed will of 
God.

So righteousness in us refers to the extent of our own law-
keeping.  And the righteousness of God is his own nature and 
character, his own attribute that is the equivalent of his 
faithfulness and his truthfulness.

So what does it mean here, for Jesus “to fulfill all 
righteousness?”  All of the above, but to be the most clear, I would 
say it means to fulfill all the righteous requirements of the law.  
Jesus submitted to every duty, every obligation, every demand 
that the law placed upon him.  That was his righteousness, and 
we often speak of that in terms of his active obedience.  The 
distinction is made with his “passive obedience,” referring to the 
laying down of his life upon the cross.  Not that he was “passive” 
in doing that, but that he submitted to the curse of the law, taking 
upon himself the condemnation of that law.  A sacrifice for sin 
such that the very curse he endured might be removed from us.  
Indeed, as I read and we sang earlier in the worship service,

Rom. 8:1  “There is therefore now no condemnation for those 
who are in Christ Jesus.”

No condemnation.  The curse of the law is removed.  Jesus 
endured that for us.  He paid the penalty.  That’s what is labeled 
his “passive obedience.” But there is also his practice of 
righteousness–a personal, perfect practice.  And his obedience to 

the law, his righteousness, is then credited to us.  Imputed to us, 
and received by faith alone.

I believe that is the idea of those words here, “to fulfill all 
righteousness.”  Jesus obeyed the law perfectly.  Jesus submitted 
himself to all the demands of the law, perfectly.  And in order to do 
so, it was necessary for him to be baptized by John, “to fulfill all 
righteousness.”

All of this gets at the very heart of Jesus’ ministry, the very 
center of his purpose as he lived on earth.  Turn with me for a 
more theological explanation of this to,

Rom. 5:18  “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation 
for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and 
life for all men. 19 For as by the one man's disobedience the 
many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the 
many will be made righteous. 20 Now the law came in to increase 
the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the 
more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign 
through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.”

Note that phrase in verse, 19, “by the one man's obedience 
the many will be made righteous.”  That’s why Jesus had to be 
baptized, so that by his obedience we might be made righteous.  
You see, his righteousness, the fulfillment of all righteousness, is 
imputed to us and credited to our account.  “So one act of 
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.”  He was 
baptized so that you and I could be justified.  Not only that our 
sins would be forgiven, but that we might be accepted by God as 
righteous.  Having Jesus’ righteousness imputed to us.
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It is a gift, a gift to us.  Jesus’ righteousness is given to us as a 
gift, and we receive it by faith.  That’s  Christianity.  That’s the 
gospel.

Rom. 5:15  “For if many died through one man's trespass, 
much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace 
of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free 
gift is not like the result of that one man's sin. For the judgment 
following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift 
following many trespasses brought justification.”

The free gift of Jesus’ righteousness, the free gift of his 
obedience credited to us.  That’s why it was fitting, it was 
necessary, for Jesus to be baptized by John.  And so, we read 
very simply, that John “consented.”  And Jesus was baptized.  
Then what?

v.16-17

Wow!  We have just entered one of the three most powerful 
manifestations of the Trinity in all of Scripture.  In all of history!  At 
the creation of the world, we have God the Father speaking–
speaking his Word.  The word is the second person of the Trinity, 
who would in the fullness of time actually dwell upon the earth 
with a human nature joined to his divine sonship.  And we read in 
Genesis 1:2 “And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of 
the waters.”  All three persons of the Trinity at work, in perfect 
interrelationship to themselves.

There is also that great and glorious occasion of the 
transfiguration, recorded in Matthew 17.  Jesus “was transfigured 
before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes 
became white as light.”   We read that “a bright cloud 
overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, This is my 

beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.”  The 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

But perhaps most clearly of all, more explicit than both of 
those other examples, here we have the three persons of the 
Trinity on glorious display.  The occasion is appropriate, for it is 
the formal beginning of Jesus’ ministry.

II. WITH HIS BAPTISM, JESUS’ EARTHLY MINISTRY WAS 
INAUGURATED.
As Jesus went up from the water, leaving the bank of the River 

Jordan and heading back to the road, “the heavens were 
opened.”  Beloved, what a great privilege this is for us tonight, to 
be able to glimpse at what God reveals when “the heavens were 
opened.”  I hope you are interested.  I hope you are excited.  

This is far better than the new movie, “The Hobbit,” that has 
been setting records all weekend.  Some of you saw it at midnight 
on opening day, Friday, you were so excited.  Some of you saw it 
yesterday.  Some of you plan to see it in the near future.  Such a 
great allure has J.R. Tolkien established upon our minds, that so 
great an excitement would be so clearly generated.

It’s that sort of thrill I want to stimulate here.  This is far better 
than Tolkien’s fantasy novel masterpiece.  This is God’s 
masterpiece, and it is no fantasy.  You who marvel at the intricacy 
and power of Tolkien’s imagination and stand amazed at the 
worlds he can created with his imagination, look at this great epic 
adventure that is about to be begun by the second person of the 
Trinity.  Jesus’ earthly ministry is now inaugurated.  This is 
opening night.  “The heavens were opened to him, and he saw 
the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on 
him.”
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So stand back and observe that scene with stunned 
amazement!  We see the Holy Spirit in an appearance that can be 
observed, “descending like a dove.”  If you were there that day, 
you would have seen it too!  And that glorious Holy Spirit, the third 
person of the eternal trinity, acts so distinctly in his assigned role.  
The Spirit of God came to rest on Jesus.  What is being shown to 
us is,

A. The enabling and anointing power of the Holy Spirit.
This is the Holy Spirit shown to be enabling and anointing the 

Son, the third person of the Trinity working to empower the 
second person of the Trinity. This was the perfect priest 
being anointed.  The perfect king being inaugurated.  This is 
Jesus, of whom the prophet Isaiah had spoken,

Is. 11:1 “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of 
Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.  2 And the 
Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and 
understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of 
knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  3 And his delight shall be in 
the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or 
decide disputes by what his ears hear, 4 but with righteousness 
he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the 
earth; and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and 
with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked.  5 
Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist, and faithfulness the 
belt of his loins...10 In that day the root of Jesse, who shall stand 
as a signal for the peoples—of him shall the nations inquire, and 
his resting place shall be glorious. 11 In that day the Lord will 
extend his hand yet a second time to recover the remnant that 
remains of his people, from Assyria, from Egypt, from Pathros, 
from Cush, from Elam, from Shinar, from Hamath, and from the 
coastlands of the sea. 12 He will raise a signal for the nations and 

will assemble the banished of Israel, and gather the dispersed of 
Judah from the four corners of the earth.”

As we study the baptism of Jesus, that day has now come.  
God has raised a signal for the nations.  It is truly one of the most 
glorious days in all of human history since the creation of the 
world.  Jesus the King and Jesus the Priest is set apart by this 
glorious anointing of the Holy Spirit.  And the work he came to do 
as Mediator and Redeemer is now begun.  The Spirit of the Lord 
rests upon him.

Please, this Christmas season, don’t let your minds settle for 
the small and pitiful little Jesus so popularized in our secular and 
commercialized culture.  Don’t settle for that little, little Jesus that 
is nothing but a baby boy for parents and grandparents to dote all 
over.  People of God, the heavens were opened!  The Spirit of 
God descended in bodily form as a dove.  And God the Father 
himself spoke out loud so that we all could hear.

v.17  “...and behold, a voice from heaven said, This is my 
beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”

Thus Jesus receives,

B. The authoritative commission from God the Father.
Father, Son and Holy Spirit all at work, together.  As the Spirit 

descends upon the Son, as the Son receives that anointing, as 
his ministry is begun and his kingdom begun to be established, 
the Father speaks.  And what a word it is.  Such authority.  Such a 
glorious identity, “This is my beloved Son.”  And what a marvelous 
description of Jesus’ perfect obedience and submission to his 
father, when the Father says of Jesus, “with whom I am well 
pleased.”
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The Father is speaking those words for the first time, for they 
are clearly words that have come from the Old Testament 
prophets.  Thus, this authoritative commission given to Jesus is 
an obvious fulfillment of God’s purpose from the time of the Old 
Covenant.  In terms of God’s plan and purpose, there is nothing 
new here.  Just the fulfillment of what had been predicted before.  
Let’s look at a couple of those references.  First,

Is. 42:1-4  (p.765)

My servant, in whom my soul delights.  With whom I am well 
pleased!  That’s Jesus!

Then his identity as the son.
Ps. 2:1-9  (p.568)

The point of that Psalm is obvious, isn’t it?  God the Father 
makes his declaration, “I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.”  
I have installed my king!  And so when was that fulfilled?  When 
did that take place?  Right here at Jesus’ baptism.  Jesus was 
anointed.  Jesus was installed.  Jesus’ kingdom was inaugurated 
by this authoritative commission from his father.  And by the 
enabling power of the Holy Spirit.

That’s what happened when the heavens were opened.  
Jesus’ ministry is begun.

It’s almost Christmas, isn’t it?  Let me encourage you to keep 
these sorts of thoughts at the front of your mind however you 
celebrate the holiday.  Whatever your Christmas traditions might 
be, whatever your family traditions might be, don’t let your mind 
wander away from these thoughts regarding Jesus’ baptism.  And 
don’t get so focused upon the helplessness of a little baby boy 
that you forget what happened when the heavens were opened.

As you read this text tonight, let the heavens open again.  As 
you consider Jesus, make sure that all that you think about him 
and all that you believe about him is based upon this interaction 
between the three persons of the Trinity.

This isn’t just a simple or insignificant little baptism.  Rathe, 
this is the declaration of the triune God that the work Jesus came 
to do on earth has begun.  
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