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Matthew 3:13-17

The baptism of John the Baptist was a baptism of repentance. In
his baptism there was a summons to repentance, and the offer of a
way to the forgiveness of sins. But it is our conviction that Jesus
was without sin; he did not need forgiveness from God. Why then
did he offer himself for this baptism? A number of answers have
been given to this question.

1. Some people suggest that the reason why Jesus sub-
mitted himself to John’s baptism was not that at the bap-
tism he was conscious of sin and of the need for repent-
ance, but that he realized that this was a sign of God’s
calling for him to action, and his first action was to identi-
fy himself with the people in their search for God. When
John the Baptist emerged, there was an unprecedented
movement toward God throughout the whole country.
Never in all history before this had any Jew submitted to
being baptized. The Jews knew and used baptism, but
only for proselytes who came into Judaism from some
other faith. But no Jew had ever conceived that he, a
member of the chosen people, a son of Abraham, as-
sured of God’s salvation, would ever need baptism. But
when John the Baptist emerged, the Jews had a new con-
sciousness of their own sin. And so, they came to John for
baptism. There was a unique national movement of peni-
tence and of search for God at that time. Jesus realized
that this was a sign of God’s calling for him to action. He,
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therefore, went to John for baptism in order to identify
himself with the people in their search for God.

2. Another suggestion was that Jesus sought baptism be-
cause deep in his heart he felt that this was the will of
God and that he must obey. Although he felt that he was
not in need of repentance, yet he also felt that God
would like him to go to John for baptism, so there he
went. When John hesitated to do so, he said to him: “Itis
fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” In other words,
Jesus answered John and said, “Although we do not
know why, since God would like me to come to you for
baptism, it is fitting for us to do so.” Then John baptized
Jesus. Right after the baptism, John the Baptist saw the
Holy Spirit descend upon Jesus, and heard a voice from
heaven, saying, “This is my Son, the Beloved One, in
whom | am very pleased.” John then knew with certainty
that Jesus was indeed the promised Messiah. So, the
baptism of Jesus served to make it certain to John the
Baptist that Jesus was the Son of God, the age-long
promised Messiah. Henceforth, he could bear witness to
Jesus, and make him known to the world.

3. There is yet another suggestion. Namely, by accepting
baptism, Jesus symbolically identified himself with all
men, even in their sinfulness. Certainly, at the baptism,
Jesus was not repenting of any personal sin, Yet, as the
Substitute who would provide righteousness for sinful
humanity, he here identified himself with those whom
he came to redeem. The sinlessness did not keep him
aloof from sinners, but made him willing to share the
shame and pain of sinful men, and by absorbing the sin
into the whiteness of his own love, to redeem sinners.
This, of course, was to be fully accomplished on the
cross. But the baptism was no doubt an important step
in that direction.

Whatever the reason for his baptism, it was clear that this was a
great occasion to mark the beginning of his public ministry.
Henceforth, he was publicly involved in the service of God and

men. Jesus was willing to be involved in the life of his people and
the life of his time. This was clearly demonstrated in the act of
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going down into the water of the River Jordan to receive the bap-
tism of John the Baptist. Therefore, the essential meaning of the
baptism of Jesus was that it was a sign which showed his willing-
ness to be involved in the life of his people.

Dear Christian brothers and sisters, are you willing to be
involved in the lives of your fellow men? Are you willing to get
involved with the business of your church and your community?
Indeed, unless one is not afraid of getting himself involved, of
getting himself wet, of going down into the water of the River
Jordan, he will not be able to help others, or get any kind of
meaningful service done. One of the fears most likely to paralyze
our life is our fear of becoming involved in anything, the fear of
getting tied up with something that might mean losing some of
our freedom or privilege. We have seen people who are afraid of
becoming involved in the corruption of the world, and so stay
away from the mass society and live in a little private backwater
somewhere. The Pharisees of Jesus’ time, in order not to be tar-
nished by other’s uncleanness, separated themselves from those
whom they considered to be sinners. Nowadays, we see people
who refuse to give testimony to the court or shut their eyes and
ears to those notorious crimes, because they are afraid of getting
involved. Jesus was not afraid to be involved in the life of sinful
man, and by involving himself in the life of his people, he eventu-
ally died on the cross. It is still true that unless one is not afraid of
getting involved, he will not be able to be of help to others, or to
get any kind of meaningful service done. The same is true in re-
gard to the election of officers in the church. Sometimes we find it
hard to secure enough people to fill up the vacancies in different
boards or committees in the church because people do not want to
be tied up with responsibilities which will require the sacrifice of
a portion of their personal freedom. And yet, we all know that un-
less there are enough people in our church who are willing to
make some personal sacrifices, many important tasks in our
church will never get properly done.

There is another lesson to learn in the special event that
followed the baptism of Jesus. Matthew told us that when Jesus
was baptized and went up from the water, the heavens were
opened, and the Spirit of God descended upon him like a dove,
and a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, in whom
[ am very pleased.”

It seems clear from the narratives of Matthew and Mark
that what happened in the Baptism was an experience personal to
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Jesus. But the Gospel of John indicates that John the Baptist had a
share of this experience also. He too saw the vision and heard the
voice from heaven. Others, though they may have been present in
the scene, saw nothing and heard nothing special. This does not
mean that the vision and the voice were not real, but that those
bystanders were ignorant of them. You may recall that a similar
situation occurred just prior to the Cross. In John 12:28, Jesus
prayed and said, “Father, glorify thy name.” Then a voice came
from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” The
crowd standing by heard the voice but did not understand the
meaning of it. And they said, “It thundered.” It is evident, there-
fore, that it requires a special grace of God in order to be able to
realize the vision and to understand the voice from heaven.

Sometimes we hear people say that because they cannot
see God, God does not exist; or that because they cannot find a
soul in a human body in an operating room, the soul does not ex-
ist. Now let me ask: Can you see pictures in the air? Can you hear
voices other than the preacher’s voice in this sanctuary? The fact
is that there are numerous voices and different kinds of pictures in
the air of this sanctuary which we do not hear or see because we
do not have a radio or TV with us. We cannot deny the reality of
their existence. We can only admit that due to our lack of right
equipment, we do not see them or hear them. Again, sometimes
we hear people say that I have no vision from above, or that I do
not hear the voice of God in my daily life. Our Lord Jesus told us
that our Heavenly Father was willing to give the Holy Spirit to
those who asked Him (Luke 11:13). And we all believe that
through the illumination of the Holy Spirit, we can discern the
will of God and see spiritual things which the unspiritual men
cannot see. Many a time, we seem to have no vision from above
or do not hear the voice of God in our daily lives, because we ne-
glect to make use of the privileges which our Lord God has grant-
ed to us. We have, therefore, only ourselves to blame, and not
God.

Now let us consider the meaning of the vision and the
voice from heaven at the baptism of Jesus. No doubt, it was a sign
of God’s approval and commissioning of Christ. He was then em-
powered by the Holy Spirit to undertake a new and unique voca-
tion. He was then assured by God that he had been chosen to ful-
fill the Messianic role.

Moreover, he realized from the voice of God that there
was a special course which he was to pursue in order to fulfill the
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messianic role, and that was the road of suffering. God said to
him, “You are my beloved Son; in you I am very pleased.” This
saying was composed of two texts from the Old Testament. The
first half, “You are my beloved Son,” was from Psalm 2:7, and
had always been accepted as a description of the Messianic King.
The second half, “In whom I am very pleased,” was part of Isaiah
42:1, and was from a description of the Servant of the Lord, the
suffering Servant. It was, therefore, evident that in his baptism,
Jesus realized first that he was the Messiah, God’s Anointed
King; and second, that this involved not earthly power and glory,
but suffering and a cross. He was God’s Anointed King. But the
road to the throne was through suffering and a Cross. The cross
did not come on Jesus unawares or unexpectedly. In fact, right
from the beginning of his public ministry, he had already realized
that a cross was waiting for him. What a courageous person he
was!

The baptism of Jesus was indeed one of the most im-
portant moments in his life. For in his baptism, he was deter-
mined to be involved in the life of his people and the life of his
time; in his baptism, he was empowered by the Holy Spirit to un-
dertake a new and unique vocation; in his baptism, he was as-
sured by God that he had been chosen to fulfill the Messianic
role; in his baptism, he realized what course he was to pursue; he
would have no earthly power and glory, but suffering and a cross
waiting ahead. In a word, something special happened at the bap-
tism of Jesus. Was there anything special that happened to us
when we were baptized? To be sure, none of us can expect to
have exactly the same experience as our Lord Jesus had when he
was baptized. We, however, can still expect to be blessed by God
in baptism. Luke tells us that while Jesus was being baptized he
was “praying.” Perhaps one of the reasons why so many Chris-
tians seem to have received no special benefits from their baptism
is that there is no prayer accompanying their baptism except the
prayer of the officiating minister. At any rate, prayer is indeed
one of the important means by which we may obtain blessings
from God. Our Lord Jesus was praying when he was baptized.
This is not the only reference to his praying, but the first of many
references in the Gospels to his praying. If our Lord Jesus felt the
need of praying and sought fellowship, illumination and strength
from God by praying, how much more should we Christians feel
the same and do the same!

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you would like to purchase
Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy Chow via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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