
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2011 Andrew T. League 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

The Baptism of Jesus 

 

No. 5 Matthew 3:13-17 May 29, 2011 

Series: Matthew  Andy League 

 

Text 
Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 

14
 But John tried to deter him, saying, 

"I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" 
15

 Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for 

us to do this to fulfill all righteousness." Then John consented. 
16

 As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up 

out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove 

and lighting on him. 
17

 And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well 

pleased." 

 

Introduction 
Personally, I find it very difficule to introduce someone you really like?  Whether 

it be introducing a new girlfriend or fiancée, or even a good close friend to your family,  

for me, it’s hard not to oversell them.  I want people to like them, to see all their good 

qualities, but sometimes I try to say too much, to be too effusive with my praise, to 

oversell, rather than allowing the person I’m introducing to impress of their own accord. 

I’ve been thinking about this this week because in our passage today, Matthew 

narrates God’s introduction of His Son!  Jesus is introduced perfectly in royal fashion by 

his Father.  The point that we will see today, the point that Matthew is making here, the 

point that God is making here (these come together quite, quite clearly in this passage) is 

that Jesus is God’s Son who pleases God.  This may seem to be an obvious statement to 

make from this passage, but I think the implications of this statement are huge!  And this 

raises the questions for us: “How does Jesus please God?” and “What does that mean for 

us? / What significance does that have for us?”  These are the issues that will occupy us 

in our time together this morning. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

How Does Jesus Please God? 

Last week we met John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, Luke tells us.  John was a 

prophet extraordinaire, the first prophet in over 400 years.  He came preaching in the 

prophet’s garb, with a prophet’s strange behavior, and with a prophet’s message – 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near!!”  Now, the prophets before John had 

pointed ahead to the kingdom, But John was very different from all other prophets.  John 

didn’t just say that the kingdom was going to come, but that it had already drawn near!  
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And Matthew tells us that John came as a forerunner, a herald tasked with preparing 

(warning) the people that a greater personage still was coming, and soon.  After 400 years 

of silence from God without a prophet, the people were in great expectation from John.  

They wanted him to be the messiah, the anointed one, the ‘Christ’ who would come and 

redeem Israel from all her troubles, to save Israel from the oppression of the Romans.  

But John was very clear, “I am not the Christ.”  Like any good prophet, he made a 

prediction, we saw last week in v. 11, “I baptize you with water for repentance.  But after 

me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry.  He 

will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”  There is a BIG difference/distinction 

here between John and the one who was coming after him.  What a promise! – the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit.   

 And so we come to our passage today, and Jesus, as John promised, comes onto 

the scene in Matthew’s Gospel as a man to begin his ministry.  Just like John the 

Baptist’s ministry is present in all four of the Gospels, so too Jesus’ baptism is recorded 

in all four Gospels as well, which speaks of its significance in early Christian thought 

(and for ours too).  There is something here that was so important that all four Gospel 

writers were led to include it in their accounts of Jesus. 

Matthew introduces Jesus in a similar fashion as he introduced John and says that 

Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to where John was.  But, Jesus did not come 

aimlessly or out of curiosity, like the people or like the Pharisees and Sadduccees, but he 

came with a purpose:  the Scripture says, He came in order to be baptized by John. 

Now, those of you who have been paying attention to your theology will 

immediately recognize a problem here, the first problem of our passage.  John is 

baptizing for the repentance of sins.  Jesus is the Son of God and, in the testimony of 

Scripture, is without sin.  And so Jesus is coming to be baptized by John?  But why 

would the sinless Son of God come to be baptized as a sign of repentance for sins – sins 

that he didn’t commit or need to repent of? 

John also immediately recognizes this problem.  Matthew does not tell us how 

John recognized Jesus (the other Gospels do give us hints of that).  But John knew who 

Jesus was and that this was the One of whom he had just recently spoken in v. 11.  This 

was the greater One that is to come, the One who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and 

fire.  And John recognizes that this is a problem.  Verse 14 – “But John tried to deter him, 

saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’”  John knows his own 

sinfulness and he recognizes Jesus’ lack of sin.  As the Pharisees and Sadducees were 

unworthy of John’s baptism because of their lack of repentance, so Jesus was unworthy 

of John’s baptism for the opposite reason – for his lack of sin.  The Pharisees would not 

acknowledge their sin; Jesus didn’t have any sin to acknowledge!  For John to baptize 

Jesus for repentance of sins would be a category mistake. 

This is not a new problem.  Many, many theologians and commentators have 

struggled with the problem in this text for many years.  Why would a sinless Jesus 

submit, and not just submit, but insist on, being baptized with a baptism of repentance for 

sins?  There is a whole history of interpretation of this passage where commentators and 

theologians go to great lengths to try to explain this away.  Some will say that Jesus either 

wasn’t God/perfect or that he was misguided about who he was, but these explanations 

are ultimately unsatisfactory in the context of the rest of Scripture and its testimony of 

Jesus – that he was God and that he was without sin. 
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So what are we do to with this passage?  Why was Jesus baptized?  What does 

Jesus himself say?  Matthew tells us that (v. 15) Jesus answered John and said, “‘Let it be 

so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.’  Then John consented.”  

This statement is fairly ambiguous as to what exactly Jesus meant.  But John seemed to 

understand him.  Jesus wanted to please God, he wanted to “fulfill all righteousness”.  I 

think there are two clues in Jesus’ statement that give us some idea as to what he meant. 

 The first is Jesus’ use of the word ‘fulfill’ and the second is Matthew’s pairing 

fulfillment with ‘righteousness’.  Now, if you think back, Matthew has used the term 

“fulfill” multiple times already throughout the book as we have seen in chs. 1 and 2 and 

he will use it several more times before the book is done.  Matthew uses the term to 

indicate that Jesus is fulfilling Scripture or completing themes from the Old Testament.   

Now, there is no explicit prophecy that Jesus is fulfilling here that indicates that 

the messiah would be baptized for sins, so what is Jesus fulfilling?  I think that we can 

see (and Nathan has alluded to this before) how the life of Jesus already has begun to 

mirror the history of Israel.  We saw in ch. 1 how Jesus is placed at the culmination of the 

history of Israel, “the son of David, the son of Abraham.”  Abraham led to David, led to 

Christ.  In Matthew 1:23, Jesus is seen as the fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah (which 

had a fulfillment in Isaiah’s time) about the virgin bearing a child who will be called 

Emmanuel, God with us.  In ch. 2 Jesus is identified as the coming king, the messiah who 

would both represent and save Israel.  Most pointedly, Matthew applies to Jesus the 

description of Israel in the book of Hosea.  Hosea is writing about the nation of Israel and 

says “When Israel was a child, I loved him and Out of Egypt I called my son.”  God 

called his son Israel out of Egypt in the exodus and Matthew applies the same passage to 

the man Jesus.  So Matthew is beginning to set up a parallel here that Jesus stands as the 

representative of Israel. 

 To go a little farther, as Nathan explicated in chapter 2, Jesus is representing just 

in his birth and childhood the whole sweep of Israelite history, from the kingship to the 

Exodus to the Babylonian captivity.   Remember, these were the four quotations upon 

which we understood chapter 2.  Jesus was the king/leader, the redeemer/the one who 

brought about the Exodus, the restorer/the one who brought about the return from exile, 

and Nazarene/the suffering servant.  Jesus embodies in his life the history of Israel; he’s 

their representative.   

There are also several literary markers in Matthew that parallel the Pentateuch, 

the first five books of the Old Testament.  This is significant because it shows how 

Israel’s scriptures are mirrored in the New Testament – in Jesus’ story.  The opening 

words to Matthew’s gospel are literally “book of the Genesis of Jesus Christ.”  Jesus then 

travels to Egypt to escape Herod and has an ‘exodus’ – “Out of Egypt I called my son”.  

Then Jesus is baptized in water and we see in Matthew 4 he is led into the wilderness for 

40 days, a clear allusion to the 40 years of wilderness wanderings that followed the 

Israelites’ exodus from Egypt.  So again, Matthew is clearly showing Jesus as 

representing Israel and Israel’s history.   

So, this is where we come back to Jesus’ purpose in being baptized.  “It is proper 

for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  This is where the “fulfillment of 

righteousness” comes in.  What Jesus is doing here in his baptism is not just imitating 

Israel’s history (like a remake of a famous movie for a new generation).  But what Jesus 

is doing is righteously living through Israel’s history as a representative Israel and instead 
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of repeating the sins and failures of Israel, Jesus is obeying God and pleasing God.  In his 

baptism, Jesus is identifying with Israel and representatively taking their sin upon himself 

in repentance.   

The theological term for what is happening here is a “type” or maybe really an 

‘antitype’.  We get examples of this throughout the whole Bible.  The most obvious 

pattern is one that Paul identifies in the book of Romans.  He says in Romans 5 that sin 

entered the world through one man and “in this way death came to all men, because all 

sinned” (Rom. 5:12).  This is the doctrine of ‘Original sin’.  The Bible teaches that people 

die, not because they get old, but because they are inherently sinful.  And this is because 

our representative, Adam, the “one man” sinned and we inherit this sin from him when 

we are born.  And Paul calls Adam, “a pattern [type] of the one to come” (Rom. 5:14) – 

Jesus.  This is why Jesus is often called the ‘Second Adam’ (although Jesus is greater 

than Adam).  And Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15, “As in Adam all die [all sin], so in 

Christ all will be made alive” (1Cor. 15:22).  Just like Adam represented all humanity (all 

Israel), so too Jesus represents God’s people Israel and is succeeding where they failed.  

He is fulfilling God’s righteous law by “repenting” of sins as a representative of the 

people and living righteously thereafter, as a representative of the people.  He does this in 

the wilderness temptation in 4:1-11 and onward as he “becomes obedient unto death, 

even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8).  He is faithful and obedient.  Jesus is the Servant that 

God promised (back in the time of Isaiah) would come to redeem and restore Israel.  But 

more on this in a moment.   

Let’s go back to verse 16 – Jesus is representing Israel and “fulfilling all 

righteousness” and then Matthew continues the narrative.  Once Jesus was baptized, “he 

went up out of the water.  At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of 

God descending like a dove and coming upon him.”  Now this is NOT, as the ancient 

heresy taught, the moment that Jesus becomes the Son of God (where he was not 

beforehand)  [the ancient heresy of adoptionism].  Nor is this the moment that Jesus first 

received the Holy Spirit (which ignores the fact that the Spirit was active in his birth and 

since his birth). 

This God is announcing/introducing Jesus as His Son.  And what an introduction!  

The Heavens are opened (OT/NT signature for God’s revelation), the Spirit comes down 

bodily (OT preparation for the work of God), and God himself speaks in an audible voice 

(not since Sinai?).  All of these are markers throughout Scripture of the work of God.  

Several commentators have noted that the opening of the heavens is a common marker 

for visions where God speaks, in the OT with Ezekiel and in Isaiah 63 and in the NT with 

Stephen in Acts and with John in Revelation.  And the Spirit, in the OT, often before 

God’s servants did great deeds, the Scripture records that “the Spirit of the Lord” came 

upon Samson, Saul, Gideon, David, and they would go out and do great deeds for the 

Lord. 

 But here we have more even these Old Testamet markers.  We have the word of 

God the Father stating his approval of Jesus.  “And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my 

beloved Son; with him I am well pleased’” (v. 17).  R. T. France indicates that this is not 

a judgment that was made in the moment, but a settled approval from long before. 

 It is also worth noting here that this is one of the few places in all of Scripture that 

we have a very, very clear picture of the Trinity, with all three persons in one place 

working together for the same purpose.  We have the Son being baptized, the Holy Spirit 
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coming down upon him like a dove, and we have the Father speaking from heaven.  Now, 

as Christians, we believe and know that this is what is happening anytime the Father, 

Son, or Spirit is at work, but here we see them together explicitly. 

And so we have multiple witnesses to Jesus’ divine approval.  Craig Keener notes 

that here we have three voices: Scripture, John the Baptist, and God the Father all 

attesting to Jesus’ identity.  This is what Isaiah prophesied many years before.  Isaiah 

42:1 – “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put 

my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations.”  In Christ, this scripture is 

fulfilled.  (Matthew will quote this passage again in Chapter 12).  Christ is identified here 

as that Servant upon whom the Spirit would rest.  Malachi declares that a prophet will 

come to prepare the way of the Messiah.  John the Baptist points to the one who will 

come after him.  And now we have the voice of God speaking. 

And this is the point that Matthew intends for his audience to see and take hold of 

(for Matthew is the only Gospel that has the voice of God addressed to the public 

standing there and not just to Jesus).  “This is my beloved son.”  (Also point in here about 

Matthew 17).  Matthew’s point is clear: Jesus is God’s Son who God approves of!  

Who pleases God!  In other words, Jesus is the One who does something we have never 

been able to do and never can do – He “fulfills all righteousness” and thus He pleases 

God! 

 Nathan talked two weeks ago about how Christ recapitulates all of Israel’s history 

in the king, the redeemer (exodus-er), and the restorer (un-exile-er) and more (the 

Nazarene/Suffering Servant).  But throughout Israel’s history, Israel had consistently 

failed miserably to live up to God’s law, despite chance after chance afer chance.  When 

was Israel ever said to have “pleased God”?  Which of all of the great leaders in Israel’s 

history were said to have ‘pleased God’?  Did Moses?  Did David?  No!!  Even Israel’s 

greatest historical leaders were not said to have pleased God.   

But, Jesus is different.  Jesus is not just another leader (Moses) to redeem the 

people from the power of a pagan king; he is not just another king, even a great king 

(David) who (hopefully) will do good in God’s sight and not sin (too much); he is not just 

another restorer (Nehemiah/Ezra) who will lead the people out of exile back into the 

Promised Land.  Because that is not what Israel needs, and they know it.  Moses was 

unable to save them.  Remember the Golden Calf?  God would not accept Moses’ 

offering himself as a substitute.  He wasn’t even able to go himself into the Promised 

Land because of his own sin.  David wasn’t able to save them.  Bathsheba?  Uriah the 

Hittite?  Census?  Even Israel’s greatest king who presided over the golden age of 

Israelite history was forbidden to build God’s temple in Jerusalem and sinned greatly in 

God’s sight.  Ezra and Nehemiah, the great leaders in the time of the return from Exile, 

were both unable to save Israel after the exile.  The exiles who returned wept when the 

temple was rebuilt because of its lack of glory compared to the former temple.  The 

people’s continued sin against God after the return from exile provoked 400 years of 

divine silence and caused the Romans to occupy the land and oppress God’s people and 

deny them possession of the land God had promised to them.  But Jesus is said to be 

pleasing to God.   

 Israel had a terrible history of pleasing God, or rather NOT pleasing God.  And 

they did not need just another chance.  The didn’t need a clean slate or a fresh start with a 

new leader.  They needed something totally new/totally different, something with power, 
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someone to actually fix things for them.  They needed a representative who would be 

pleasing to God on their behalf.  They needed a true Redeemer.  They needed Jesus, the 

Son of God, the Messiah.  They needed someone who would be pleasing to God, to fulfill 

the righteous demands of the law of God (which they were unable to fulfill), to serve as a 

holy, righteous and humble king (which they had never had), and someone to pay the 

penalty of their sins and take away their sinfulness and change them into a people who 

can and will live for God (which they could never do for themselves).  They needed 

Jesus.  Isaiah prophesies of the Messiah, “By his knowledge, my righteous servant will 

justify many and he will bear their iniquities” (Is. 53:11).  Who is he talking about?  

Isaiah is talking about Jesus.  The Gospel of John records that John the Baptist, when he 

first saw Jesus, cried out “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”   

That is what Israel needed: Jesus, who pleases God.   

 

What Does That Mean For Us? 

 But so what?  What do we do with this?  What does it matter that Jesus is God’s 

Son and is pleasing to God?  What does it matter that Israel needed Jesus to please God 

on their behalf?  I’ve been asking myself this question all week.  What does it matter why 

Jesus was baptized as a representative for Israel?  What does it matter that Jesus fulfilled 

Israel’s role?  What does it matter that Jesus is God’s Son who pleased God?   

It matters for us (for me) because we are in the same position as the Israelites.  

We may not think of ourselves historically like Israel knew their own history and knew 

their gross historical failures and their need for a Savior, but when we stop and think for a 

minute, when we turn off the TV, the internet, the iPod and sit quietly, alone with 

ourselves and with our thoughts, we know that something is wrong.  We know that things 

are not right.  There was a book I’ve seen that was written a number of years ago entitled, 

Not the Way it’s Supposed to Be.  It was a book about sin.  And we all know that this is 

true.  Things are not the way they are ‘supposed to be.’ 

We see this when we read the news, when we watch television, when we look at 

the world, see wars around the world in Libya, Afganistan, etc., see tornadoes leaving 

destruction across our own nation, see crime and corruption in our own city.  Closer to 

home, we know it when we look in the mirror.  When we turn to work or relationships to 

satisfy us where the last one did not, when we think that a new exercise or nutrition 

program to better us or fix us where the last one did not, when we think that even good 

things like community development or education will solve the problems that we see and 

face, but they keep recurring despite our best efforts in development and education.   

 I know it personally when I waste another night just watching TV despite my 

good intentions, when I am less than diligent at work and steal my employer’s time 

despite my personal resolutions to be better, when I buy more books than I can read and 

then don’t read them despite my intentions to do so, when I tell someone I will pray for 

them and then totally forget, when I break yet another promise to myself that I will be 

better next time, that I will improve, that I will fix these problems with myself and be a 

better person.  Then I know: it’s not the way it’s supposed to be.  I am not pleasing to 

God.  I am not pleasing to God.  And no amount of willpower, self-help, guilt,  or will fix 

that.  I cannot please God by myself. 

 And that is the point of Matthew’s passage today, that is the “so what” for us: 

Jesus was pleasing to God.  Don’t let that pass you by.  Don’t miss the significance of 
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that statement.  Jesus was pleasing to God!  You and I (if you’re anything like me) are 

not pleasing to God.  I know that.  I see it in the world at large and I see it in my own life.  

But Jesus was pleasing to God.  Now, I want that.  I want to be pleasing to God myself.  

But how can I get that?  How do I become pleasing to God? 

 And the answer, quite simply is “in Jesus” (en Christo).  Israel was not able to 

save themselves; they needed a representative who would step in for them to righteously 

live God’s law on their behalf and pay the penalty for their sins, so that his righteousness 

could be credited back to them and they could be pleasing to God.  And this is what Jesus 

did, not just for Israel but for you and for me, for all who will receive Him.  Jesus was 

willing to be identified with sinners in his baptism so that he could bear our sin and make 

us pleasing to God.   

And this is the beauty of the love of God.  Because in the grand scheme of things, 

God wants us to be pleasing to him, even more than we want ourselves to be pleasing to 

Him.  And so he sent Christ.  Through faith in Jesus, we are united to his work on our 

behalf and God sees us as righteous.   

This is what Christian baptism (as opposed to John’s baptism) is all about, uniting 

us to Christ through the presence of the Spirit.  John’s baptism points forward to a new 

and better baptism – a Holy Spirit baptism.  Jesus was baptized with John’s baptism, but 

Jesus’ baptism is different because Jesus’ baptism gives the Spirit.  So too, in Christian 

baptism, we have a symbolic picture of our being united with Christ and the indwelling 

presence of the Holy Spirit “with whom we were sealed for salvation.”  The marker of 

Christian baptism (as opposed to John’s baptism) throughout the book of Acts is the 

presence of the Holy Spirit.  And the presence of the Holy Spirit changes us.   

 Paul says that “if any man (woman or child) is ‘in Christ’, she is a new creation 

(!), the old has gone, the new has come.”  This is what fixes the “it’s not the way it’s 

supposed to be” in our lives.  On my own, I am not free to live as I want.  On my own, I 

do not have the power or strength to do what I should.  But in Christ, by being united to 

Christ through the indwelling Holy Spirit and being pleasing to God through 

identification with Jesus, we gain both freedom and power.   

When God sees us as righteous, as pleasing to Him, not because of what we’ve 

done, but because of what Christ has done, I’m then free to live righteously in the power 

of the Spirit and to strive in the Spirit’s power to please God in my life.  When I  know 

that God will never love me any more or less than he already does, I have a freedom to 

forget about my past failures and to rest in God’s forgiveness in Christ.   Because God is 

already pleased with me, I have freedom, true freedom.   

The indwelling power of the Holy Spirit, making us pleasing to God by uniting us 

to Christ is power.  This why we can have confidence to share Christ, to live for Christ, to 

trust in the foolishness of prayer, Scripture, preaching (not just the pastor’s on Sunday, 

but our own preaching, to others and to ourselves), communion (not just the elements on 

Sunday, but the fellowship of believers throughout the week and in the means of grace 

we have in scripture and prayer).  This is why we can endure suffering that comes into 

our lives as Christians.  This is why we can live our lives not in fear of men, not for mere 

money, or career advancement, or in the fear of human disapproval or in the hope of 

human approval.  God has approved of us.  We are pleasing to Him in Christ.  This is 

power.   

Jesus is God’s son who pleases Him . . . and in Christ, we are pleasing to God too.  
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Hebrews says that “Therefore Christ is not ashamed to call them brothers”.  And Paul 

says in Romans 8 that “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s 

children.  Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with 

Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.”  

Because Jesus was pleasing to God, God has made us co-heirs with Christ!!  Halellujah.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastoral Apprentice Andy League on Sunday morning, May 29, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished 

essay, but was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 


