
The Baptism of the 
Lord Jesus Christ

Rev. Bartel Elshout

Scripture Reading: Matthew 3
Text: John 1:29–34

Beloved, we commemorate annually the extraordinary event in 
redemption history of the incarnation of the eternal Son of God, 
the eternal Living Word. Having been conceived in Mary’s womb, 
He was born in Bethlehem’s manger under the most shameful 
circumstances imaginable, thereby highlighting how deeply we 
have fallen. Created, in Adam, to be God’s image-bearers, we have 
fallen to the level of the beast, and therefore the Savior was born 
in a stable and laid in a manger.

Jesus’s humble birth was the first of a sequence of events 
referred to as redemption history—the history of Jesus securing 
complete redemption for His people. In this sermon, we will focus 
on the next major event in redemption history, the baptism of the 
Lord Jesus Christ. However, to set the stage for our consideration 
of this event, let me begin by asking our boys and girls, “What 
happened to the Lord Jesus since His humble birth?” 

Some of you would hopefully answer, “We know that as a 
twelve-year-old, Jesus went with His parents to Jerusalem, and 
He also visited the temple.” That is indeed correct. However, what 
makes this story so unique is that it is the only event recorded 
between Jesus’s birth and the event we will now consider—the day 
when Jesus, being thirty years old, came to the Jordan River to be 
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baptized of John. When His parents finally found Him in the temple, 
Mary was rather upset with Him. However, though Jesus was 
only twelve years old, He lovingly admonished her, saying, “Wist 
ye not that I must be about my Father’s business?” Already at this 
young age, He became increasingly conscious of who He was, 
being reminded in the temple of all that testified of Him. How 
deeply it must have stirred the holy soul of the young Jesus when 
He understood with profound insight that every detail of the 
temple pertained to Him and His Father’s business!

Beloved, His Father’s business brought Jesus to this earth. He 
came to accomplish His Father’s will regarding the redemption of 
sinners. Yet, one might ask, “What occurred during the eighteen 
years that followed His visit to the temple?” All we know is that 
He lived quietly and almost unnoticed in Nazareth. Inconspicu-
ously He labored with His father, Joseph, in the carpentry trade. 
What must that have been for the Son of God, who by this time 
was fully aware of who He was! What must it have been for the 
Holy One of Israel, for Him who was sinless and pure, to live for 
thirty years in an environment where everything reminded Him 
of the fall and of sin and its bitter consequences—to live, so to 
speak, in the smoke of sin? What a yearning there must have been 
in Jesus’s holy soul for the day that He could fully accomplish His 
Father’s business!

That day came when He was thirty years old, for we read in 
Matthew 3, “Then,” at that precise moment, “cometh Jesus from 
Galilee.” Mark tells us that He came from the despised village of 
Nazareth. Even that simple fact added to His humiliation. He 
made Himself of no reputation even in the place where He dwelt. 
However, Jesus’s dramatic appearance at the Jordan River marks 
the moment when He deliberately stepped out of the shadow of 
obscurity, and purposefully sought out John, who was baptizing 
with water near the Jordan River. 

With God’s help, we will see what a remarkable moment the 
baptism of Jesus was in the progression of redemption history—a 
moment as dramatic as His birth, as His sacrifice on the cross, as 
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His resurrection, and as His ascension. What a crucial and pro-
found moment it was indeed when Jesus came to the Jordan River 
to be baptized of John! 

We will reflect on this event by expounding verses 15 through 
17 of Matthew 3:

And Jesus answering said unto him [that is, John], Suffer 
it to be so now: for thus it becometh us to fulfill all righ-
teousness. Then he suffered him. And Jesus, when he was 
baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the 
heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of 
God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: and lo a 
voice from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom 
I am well pleased.

Thus, we will consider the baptism of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
First, we will focus on the reason for His baptism, namely to 
fulfill all righteousness. Second, we will consider the result of 
His baptism, namely that the heavens were opened unto Him 
and the Spirit of God descended upon Him. And third, we will 
address the testimony that followed His baptism when the Father 
spoke from heaven, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am  
well pleased.” 

Let me put it another way by repeating my points as follows. 
We are going to look at 1) a willing Mediator who committed 
Himself to fulfill all righteousness; 2) a qualif ied Mediator, as 
the heavens were opened to Him; and 3) an approved Mediator 
because the Father said, “I am well pleased in Him. I approve  
of Him.”

A Willing Mediator: The Reason for Christ’s Baptism
We will begin by focusing on the reason for Jesus’s baptism. 
Beloved, please pay careful attention to what I am going to say. 
Often this passage is interpreted as asserting that Christ here sub-
mitted Himself to the sacrament of New Testament baptism, and 
in so doing modeled believers’ baptism or credobaptism. However, 
that is decidedly not the case, for the baptismal rite administered 
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by John was primarily an Old Testament ritual. Though John the 
Baptist stood on the threshold of the New Testament, and his 
ministry formed a crucial link between the Old and New Testa-
ments, he was not a minister of the New Testament. Instead, he 
was the final prophet of the Old Testament, following a long 
sequence of prophets that had gone before him. The Lord Jesus 
clearly identified him as such.

In Matthew 11:9–13, we read Christ’s testimony regarding 
John the Baptist:

But what went ye out for to see? A prophet? yea, I say unto 
you, and more than a prophet. For this is he, of whom it is 
written, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which 
shall prepare thy way before thee. Verily I say unto you, 
Among them that are born of women there hath not risen 
a greater than John the Baptist: notwithstanding he that is 
least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. [And now 
note verse 13:] For all the prophets and the law prophesied 
until John.

Thus, John was the final prophet in a long sequence of 
prophets that included, among others, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Eze-
kiel, and Daniel. However, what distinguished him from all the 
prophets that had gone before him was that he was the one who 
had the extraordinary privilege of being the forerunner of the 
promised Messiah. More importantly, he had the unique privilege 
of introducing the Messiah to Israel. Furthermore, to grasp the 
significance of this, we need to understand that the New Testa-
ment period does not begin until the veil was rent at Jesus’s death. 
Until then, the Old Testament economy was in full force. There-
fore, throughout Christ’s entire earthly sojourn, He meticulously 
fulfilled the obligations of the ceremonial law God had given  
to Israel.

When considering John’s ministry and baptism, we must 
therefore recognize that the Old Testament administration of 
the covenant of grace had not yet ended. Though John is com-
monly and regularly referred to as John the Baptist, he engaged 
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in a priestly cleansing rite that he would have learned from his 
father, the priest Zacharias. As a priest, Zacharias would have 
performed all the Levitical washings1 stipulated by the cer-
emonial law. Consequently, Zacharias would have trained his  
oldest son, John, to fulfill all the responsibilities and rites that 
belonged to the priesthood. 

Given the Old Testament context of his ministry, John was 
therefore engaging in a Levitical cleansing ritual that all the Jews 
would have recognized. This ritual communicated to them vis-
ibly and tangibly what John was proclaiming: they were impure 
sinners who needed to repent of their sins. Thus, his baptism 
perfectly matched his message and is appropriately designated as 
“the baptism of repentance.”

Of course, as he was administering this baptismal rite, John 
was also proclaiming the Christ whose forerunner he was and 
who would be the perfect fulfillment of what his baptism sym-
bolized. Later, when the multitudes heard Christ, they would 
remember John’s testimony regarding Christ, saying, “All things 
that John spake of this man were true” ( John 10:41).

However, in the specific context of John baptizing Jesus, we 
must recognize that he was administering an Old Testament rite 
of purification as the son of a priest. This explains why we read 
four times in John 1 that he did not baptize in water but rather 
with water, for the priests baptized by sprinkling and pouring. 
Thus, rather than administering the sacrament of New Testament 
baptism, John performed an Old Testament rite of purification, 
and his baptism would have been recognized as such by all the 
Israelites who came to the Jordan River. 

We need to point out here that Christ did not institute 
the sacrament of New Testament baptism until just before His 

1. We know that the book of Hebrews designates as baptisms (Heb. 6:2) all 
the ceremonial purification rites mandated by the ceremonial law. In this text, 
the apostle uses the noun baptismos, a derivative of the verb baptizo (to bap-
tize). Used in that context, baptizo is also descriptive of all the Old Testament 
rites of ceremonial purification and cleansing.
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ascension when He commanded His disciples to go forth into all 
the world and to baptize “in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19). Consequently, it was 
not until the day of Pentecost that the New Testament sacrament 
of baptism was administered for the first time. 

This explains what is recorded in Acts 19:1–5. There we 
read that when Paul meets some disciples, he asks them whether 
they had received the Holy Ghost, to which they replied, “We 
have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost.” 
Paul responds by asking, “Unto what then were ye baptized?” In 
other words, “If you have been baptized as disciples, how can you 
be ignorant of the Holy Ghost?” After all, if they had received 
Christian baptism, they would have been baptized “in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.” When these 
disciples answered, “Unto John’s baptism,” Paul did not say, “Well, 
then you are baptized already.” Instead, we read that he baptized 
them, for John’s baptism was not New Testament baptism. 

Let me repeat, John’s baptism was an Old Testament puri-
fication rite performed by the eldest son of a priest. It was a 
rite of purification that entirely belonged to the Old Testament 
administration of the covenant of grace, and his baptism was a 
continuation of it. John’s ministry was setting the stage for the 
introduction of the Mediator of the covenant of grace and its New 
Testament administration.

Beloved, this is highly significant because unless we under-
stand the nature and purpose of John’s baptism, we will not 
understand the significance of what happened when John bap-
tized Jesus. We will not understand why Jesus purposefully left 
Nazareth and intentionally came to the Jordan River. He did not 
merely do so because He wanted to endorse John’s ministry and 
baptism. Instead, He came because He knew what many others 
did not know, namely that John was a legitimate priest who was 
authorized to administer the baptismal (purification) rites man-
dated by the ceremonial law. 
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That explains why we also read in John 1 that John the 
Baptist was visited by what could be called the “credentials com-
mittee.” This committee consisted of men sent by the Pharisees 
and Levites who asked John, “Why baptizest thou then, if thou be 
not that Christ, nor Elias, neither that prophet?” In other words, 
“What right do you have to engage in this purification rite? What 
right do you have to be baptizing? What makes your baptism 
legitimate?” It was not so much John’s preaching that alarmed 
them, but rather his baptism. His message and ministry pointed 
to what Ezekiel had prophesied regarding the Messiah (Ezek. 
36:25; 37:23).  

Therefore, they first asked him whether he was “that Christ,” 
to which he responded, “No, I am not.” Why did they ask that 
question? For the simple reason that it is prophesied in Isaiah 
52 that when the Messiah would come, He would sprinkle the 
nations; that is, He would baptize the nations. When he told 
them that he was not the Christ, they asked him, “Then art thou 
Elias?” for John resembled Elijah by wearing the same garment. 
John replied, “No, I’m not Elias.” “Art thou then that prophet of 
Deuteronomy 18?” they ask, and John answers, “No, I am not 
that prophet.” In exasperation they finally ask, “Well, who are 
you, then?” John replies by quoting Isaiah 40:3, a passage quoted 
in both Matthew and John, “I am the voice of one crying in the 
wilderness; I have been sent to prepare the way for the Messiah.”

This official delegation came to examine him because only 
Priests and Levites could legitimately engage in what he was 
doing. They may not have known what Jesus knew, namely, that 
John was the son of a priest, and thus a priest himself.

However, Jesus was fully cognizant of that fact. It was pre-
cisely for that reason that Jesus sought out John, for we have here 
arrived at the moment when Christ will officially accept His full 
responsibility as the Messiah, and especially the duties and ulti-
mate consequences of His priesthood. 

As the Author of the Old Testament, Jesus knew perfectly 
what the law required of Him formally and officially to begin His 
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public ministry as God’s Anointed One—as the Messiah and the 
Christ. He knew that He had to be thirty years old, and therefore 
had waited until this time. Second, He knew He had to undergo 
the rite of purification. He had to undergo the ritual of cleansing 
as prescribed in Numbers 8:7. Third, He knew that He had to be 
anointed. These three requirements had to be met. 

Why did these requirements have to be met for one who 
would enter the Levitical priesthood? Priests and Levites had to 
realize that, in and of themselves, they were unclean in God’s sight, 
and therefore unfit for their office. However, as humbling as this 
ceremonial ritual was on the one hand, God thereby also com-
municated to sinful and yet chosen men that, by their submission 
to being ceremonially washed and anointed, He would give them 
what He required of them in the exercise of their office.

That requirement of the ceremonial law is the exact reason 
why Jesus sought out John at this precise moment, and why it 
is remarkably recorded in John 1:31, “And I knew Him not.” 
John, of course, knew Jesus, for they grew up together. Though 
John learned from his mother who Jesus was, he did not yet fully 
understand what it meant that Jesus was the Messiah. What he 
says, therefore, is highly significant: “but that He [i.e., Jesus, the 
Messiah] should be made manifest to Israel, therefore am I come 
baptizing with water.” In other words, “The express purpose of my 
baptism is that He ( Jesus, the Messiah) might be manifest. The 
preeminent purpose of my baptism is to introduce the Messiah 
to Israel—and thus the commencement of an entirely new era.” 
That, and that alone, is the reason why Jesus so deliberately and 
purposefully sought out John to be baptized of him.

We then read that John forbade him, saying, “I have need 
to be baptized of thee and comest thou to me?” Oh, he knew 
enough about Jesus to know that He was pure and holy, and 
therefore he exclaimed, “Thou comest to me? I am the impure 
one, and Thou art the Pure One. Thou art not in need of the 
pardon of sin. Then why art Thou asking me to administer this 
rite of cleansing?”
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Then follows Jesus’s extraordinary response to John’s per-
sistent protest. When we read that John forbade Him, we need 
to recognize that the Greek original uses the imperfect tense, 
which means that John repeatedly stated that he could not 
baptize Jesus. Jesus then replied, “Suffer it to be so now: for 
thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness.” He is saying, “John, 
cease and desist! As Mediator, I must submit Myself to this 
purification rite. I must submit Myself to the requirements of 
God’s law. I cannot officially begin My ministry unless I submit 
Myself to that which the law requires.”

Therefore, the baptism of the Lord Jesus is nothing less than 
His formal inauguration as the Messiah. Of course, He was 
the Messiah since His birth, but here He formally begins His 
public ministry. It was that awareness that prompted Him 
to utter the remarkable words, “…for thus it becometh us to 
fulfil all righteousness.” Here, the term “righteousness” encom-
passes all that God requires in His Word, and specifically what 
He requires in His law, including the ceremonial law. To these 
requirements, He willingly submitted Himself as the divinely 
appointed Mediator. That is why this was a dramatic and pro-
foundly important moment in redemption history, for here the 
Lord Jesus formally began His public ministry as God’s Anointed 
One, the Messiah.2 

2. I recognize that my premise that John’s baptism is not New Testament 
baptism contradicts the view of several eminent expositors of Scripture. Particu-
larly John Calvin has stated emphatically that John’s baptism is identical to the 
baptism of the apostles, and thus to Christian baptism. With a sense of trepida-
tion, and yet firmly, I disagree with that conclusion. 

In support of my conclusion, I wish to quote what the magisterial Puritan 
theologian, John Owen, writes about the baptism of Christ, pointing out that 
Christ received the baptism of the Spirit without measure: 

And this collation of extraordinary gifts for the discharge of his 
prophetical office was at his baptism, Matt. iii. 17. They were not 
bestowed on the Head of the church, nor are any gifts of the same 
nature in general bestowed on any of his members, but for use, exercise, 
and improvement. And that they were then collated appears; for,
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Here we behold Christ as a Priest who indeed was without 
blemish. As you may know, the ceremonial law of the Old Testa-
ment required a priest to be without blemish, and a man with 
some physical blemish would therefore be disqualified to serve. 

1. Then did he receive the visible pledge which confirmed him in, 
and testified unto others his calling of God to, the exercise of his off ice; 
for then” the Spirit of God descended like a dove, and lighted upon 
him: and lo a voice came from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, 
in whom I am well pleased,” Matt. iii. 16, 17. Hereby was he “sealed 
of God the Father,” John vi. 27, in that visible pledge of his vocation, 
setting the great seal of heaven to his commission. And this also was 
to be a testimony unto others, that they might own him in his office, 
now he had undertaken to discharge it, chap. i. 33.

2. He now entered on his public ministry, and wholly gave himself 
up unto his work, for before, he did only occasionally manifest the 
presence of God with him, somewhat to prepare the minds of men to 
attend unto his ministry, as when he filled them with astonishment 
at his discourses with the doctors in the temple, Luke ii. 46, 47. And 
although it is probable that he might be acted by the Spirit in and unto 
many such extraordinary actions during his course of a private life, yet 
the fulness of gifts for his work he received not until the time of his 
baptism, and, therefore, before that he gave not himself up wholly unto 
his public ministry.

3. Immediately hereon it is said that he was “full of the Holy Ghost,” 
Luke iv. 1. Before, he was said to “wax strong in spirit,” chap. ii. 40, 
“continually filling;” but now he is “full of the Holy Ghost.” He was 
actually possessed of and furnished with all that fulness of spiritual 
gifts which were any way needful for him or useful unto him, or which 
human nature is capable of receiving. With respect hereunto doth the 
evangelist [Baptist?] use that expression, John iii. 34, “For God giveth 
not the Spirit by measure,” That it is the Lord Jesus Christ who is 
here intended, unto whom the Spirit is thus given, is evident from the 
context, although it be not express[ed] in the text. He is spoken of, and 
is the subject of the whole discourse: Verse 31, “He that cometh from 
above is above all: he that cometh from heaven is above all.” None 
doubts but that this is a description of the person of Christ (The Works 
of John Owen, 3:171–72).

My initial recognition that John’s baptism is not New Testament baptism 
has arisen in no small measure from reading chapter 8 ( Johannic Baptism) of 
Duane E. Spencer’s book, Holy Baptism: Word Keys Which Unlock the Covenant 
(Tyler Texas: Geneva Ministries, 1984), 77–86. 
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However, Jesus was truly without blemish, not only outwardly but 
also inwardly. Yet He willingly submitted Himself to a purification 
rite that communicated the opposite, namely, moral impurity.

Thus, what do we immediately notice here? As Jesus pub-
licly accepted His responsibilities as the Messiah, and as He 
consciously began the trajectory that would bring Him to the 
cross, He emptied Himself and made Himself of no reputation 
(Phil. 2:7). Willingly He divested Himself of all of His glory, 
and submitted Himself as Mediator to the requirements of His 
Father’s law. 

Here we have a striking illustration of what Paul speaks 
about in 2 Corinthians 5:21: “He who knew no sin was made 
sin.” Why? “So that we,” who know no righteousness, as the Scot 
Hugh Martin so beautifully says, “might be made the righteous-
ness of God in Him.” That is why Jesus consciously emptied 
Himself of His glory and made Himself of no reputation. That 
is why He said lovingly and firmly to John, “Suffer it to be so 
now, because I must fulfill all righteousness. It becomes Me as 
the Messiah to fulfill all righteousness. I have come to accomplish 
My Father’s business.” What an extraordinary moment! Here the 
holy and sinless Jesus submits Himself to a rite that implied 
sin and uncleanness, doing so as the willing Mediator and 
Substitute of His people.

Beloved, here we have, therefore, a profound example of 
Christ’s active obedience as Mediator, and we need to understand 
that His active obedience is as important as His passive obedience. 
His passive obedience refers to His suffering obedience—the  
obedience He accomplished on the cross. However, here we have 
an example of Christ’s active obedience, for He actively and will-
ingly submitted Himself to the requirements of God’s law. 

Dear believer, had He not done this, He could not have saved 
you. To save you, not only did He have to die on the cross and be 
a sacrifice for your sin, but in order to be your complete Mediator 
and Savior He also had to fulfill all righteousness. Consequently, 
He actively obeyed God’s law perfectly and flawlessly during His 
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entire sojourn on earth. Jesus summarizes all of this when He says 
to John, “…for thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness.” 

This explains why Jesus, shortly thereafter, said in His open-
ing statement in the Sermon on the Mount, “Think not that I 
am come to destroy the law or the prophets. I have not come to 
destroy but to fulfill. One jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass 
from the law till all be fulfilled” (Matt. 5:18), “for thus it becometh 
us to fulfil all righteousness.” All of it!

This is precisely what Psalm 40:8 communicates and is 
repeated in the book of Hebrews: “I delight to do thy will, O 
my God: yea, thy law is within my heart.” That is what Jesus did 
here. He showed His delight in doing His Father’s will, in doing 
His Father’s business, and in doing His Father’s bidding publicly. 
What a beautiful illustration and affirmation we have here of His 
willingness to be the Mediator and Savior of sinners! To put it 
simply, dear believer, He knew that in order to save you nothing 
could be lacking. He knew that His mediatorial obedience had to 
be perfect and complete. It had to be all-encompassing; it had to 
be comprehensive. As Mediator, He had to fulfill all righteousness 
because we have absolutely none. Simply put, we are void of all 
righteousness. Thus, dear believer, since you have no righteous-
ness whatsoever, and are spiritually and morally bankrupt, He had 
to fulfill all righteousness on your behalf.

This Messiah, this willing Mediator, is precisely the Savior 
that you and I need. This is the Savior who is revealed to us 
in the gospel; a Mediator who at this sacred moment pledged 
with an everlasting commitment to fulfill all righteousness. 
In so doing, He was setting the stage for what would happen 
later at the cross, for had He failed in His active obedience, if 
there would have been one flaw and if He would have failed 
in but one instance, it would have disqualified Him. However, 
thanks be to God, He did fulfill all righteousness. Earlier, He 
had already demonstrated His perfect active obedience as a 
twelve-year-old boy when He willingly honored His parents 
and thereby actively obeyed the fifth commandment.
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During the first thirty years of Jesus’s life, when He quietly 
lived in Nazareth, He had already been fulfilling all righteousness 
by living a sinless life. However, now He accepts His responsibili-
ties as Mediator publicly. At this crucial moment in redemption 
history, He begins His public ministry as a priest. Therefore, He 
says later in Luke 12:50 (and think about how important these 
words are), “But I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how 
am I straitened till it be accomplished!”—that is, till it be finished. 
In these words, He is referring to the baptism of God’s wrath; 
that is, when God’s wrath would be poured out upon Him on the 
cross. Remarkably, He said that He longed for that overwhelming 
moment. “How am I straitened,” He said, “till it be accomplished!” 
He said, so to speak, “I cannot wait until I can finish my Father’s 
business because that is why I have come forth.”

Thus, the ultimate outcome of Christ’s active and passive obe-
dience is that we may know today that, as Mediator, He has truly 
fulfilled all righteousness. Therefore, when Jesus came out of the 
wilderness after having been tempted for forty days, John (who 
now knew who Jesus was) said to the multitude, “Behold the Lamb 
of God, which taketh away the sin of the world!” ( John 1:29). 
As God’s appointed forerunner of the Messiah, he now formally 
introduced Him to the nation of Israel.

A Qualified Mediator: The Result of Christ’s Baptism
What happened after Jesus forcefully declared, “for thus it beco-
meth us to fulfil all righteousness?” We read, “And Jesus, when 
he was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, 
the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove, and lighting upon him.” Here we not only 
observe a willing and obedient Mediator, but now we may see 
that He is also a qualified Mediator because the heavens were not 
merely opened, but rather they were opened unto Him! 

Luke 3:21 provides us with additional insight regarding this 
moment. We read, “Now when all the people were baptized, it 
came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, and praying, the 
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heaven was opened.” Thus, as the heavens were opened to Him, He 
was praying. Or perhaps we could say that while He was praying, 
while He lifted His eyes heavenward, the heavens were opened. 
That begs the question, “What was Jesus praying?” Though we 
are not told what He was praying, we may surmise to some extent 
what He was praying since the heavens were opened to Him while 
praying. How deeply conscious He was of the weightiness of this 
moment! Jesus was fully cognizant of what He had just agreed to 
do. He was deeply aware of what it meant that He had publicly 
committed Himself to fulfill all righteousness, and thus do His 
Father’s business. 

In His perfect humanity, He knew that He needed the Holy 
Spirit’s empowerment to enable Him to carry out this task. With-
out the Holy Spirit, Christ could not have accomplished His 
work. There is an inseparable connection between Christ and the 
Holy Spirit. The Spirit accomplished Christ’s miraculous concep-
tion in Mary’s womb, and we read in the book of Hebrews that it 
was by the Holy Spirit that Christ offered Himself (Heb. 9:14). 
At His baptism, the Son of God, the Messiah, the Christ, longs 
for the divine anointing of the Spirit to equip Him to engage in 
His mediatorial work.

As He prayed, He may very well have said to His Father, “Lo, 
I come to do Thy will, O God. Father, I am prepared to fulfill all 
righteousness. I am prepared to do what I have committed Myself 
to do in Our eternal counsel of peace.” He fully knew what was 
before Him. I can assure you that at this extraordinary moment 
He saw the cross in the distance. He knew what the ultimate con-
sequences of fulfilling all righteousness would mean. He may very 
well have prayed what He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, 
“O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: never-
theless, not as I will, but as thou wilt [Matt. 26:39]; Father, I will 
do thy business.” At a later date, we read of Jesus lifting up His 
eyes and saying, “Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me, and 
I knew that thou hearest me always” ( John 11:41–42). Thus, as He 
was praying and looking heavenward, He sees the heavens opened 
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to Him and the Spirit descending. It was the visible affirmation 
of His baptism, for all the rites of purification, including New 
Testament Baptism, signify the purifying, renewing, cleansing, 
and enabling ministry of the Holy Spirit.

However, the descent of the Spirit was not only a visible 
affirmation of Christ’s baptism. Most importantly, as the Mes-
siah, He was now being anointed as the Anointed One. Rather 
than Christ here being anointed with oil, He was being anointed 
with what the oil signified, namely the Holy Spirit Himself. 
Jesus now witnessed this divine affirmation of His calling to 
be God’s Anointed One. Though there is some difference of 
opinion among commentators, I am inclined to agree with those 
who maintain that Christ Himself sees heaven opened. What a 
profound encouragement that must have been for Him! Here the 
Spirit descends upon the second Adam. When God created the 
first Adam, he became a living soul when God breathed into his 
nostrils. He became a Spirit-filled man. Here the Spirit descends 
upon the second Adam, the only difference being that God gave 
Him the Spirit without measure ( John 3:34).

The descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Messiah was the 
public affirmation that He was indeed God’s Anointed One. 
As we have stated earlier, the word Messiah means Anointed 
One, and the Name Christ is simply the Greek equivalent of the 
Hebrew word “Messiah.” In Acts 10:38 we read, “God anointed 
Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Ghost and with power.” 

In Matthew 21 and Mark 11, we read of Jesus overturning 
the tables of the moneychangers in the temple the second time. 
The Pharisees then came and challenged Him by asking, “By 
what authority doest thou these things? and who gave thee this 
authority?” to which He replied, “I also will ask you one thing, 
which if ye tell me, I in like wise will tell you by what author-
ity I do these things. The baptism of John, whence was it? from 
heaven, or of men?” (Matt. 21:24–25). They knew Jesus had them 
cornered because they would be indicted no matter how they 
answered. Thus they piously replied, “We cannot tell,” to which 



42	 John 1:29–34

He responded, “Neither tell I you by what authority I do these 
things.” Why did Jesus make mention here of the baptism of John? 
Simply because the baptism of John was His inauguration as the 
Messiah, and that authorized Him to do what He did, and made 
His actions in the temple legitimate.

Oh, what an encouragement it must have been for the Mes-
siah to look into those heavens which were opened unto Him! 
This is gospel truth indeed! No one else could have achieved this 
but God’s Messiah. When Adam and Eve were created, they lived 
under an open heaven. God walked in the Garden of Eden every 
day, and in some way manifested His Shekinah (revealed) glory 
to them. Heaven descended upon earth, for God walked among 
them, and they communed with Him. The Garden of Eden was 
a portal into heaven itself. 

All of that changed when our first parents sinned. As you 
know, they were expelled from Paradise. A holy God could not 
permit an unholy creature to be in His sanctuary, and the Cheru-
bim thus barred the east gate of the garden with flaming swords 
of fire. Heaven was closed. The door was closed. However, as 
Jesus at the Jordan officially begins His ministry, being publicly 
inaugurated as the Messiah and accepting His assignment will-
ingly by saying, “Thus it becomes me to fulfill all righteousness,” 
the heavens are opened to Him. He alone could achieve that. He 
alone could again open the door into heaven that we have closed 
through our sin.

So, in a sense, this anticipates that great moment when, at the 
cross, He gave up the ghost after having cried out, “It is finished!” 
It was then that the veil was rent whereby the Father dramatically 
demonstrated that the wall of separation between Him and sin-
ners had been removed. The way to God had been opened, and 
all of this is already anticipated at Christ’s baptism. This is what 
Christ would ultimately accomplish. Through His sacrifice, as 
a fruit of having fulfilled all righteousness, He would open the 
heavens, and through that open heaven the Spirit would descend 
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on the day of Pentecost to render Christ’s mediatorial work fruit-
ful in the hearts of sinners.

An Approved Mediator:   
The Testimony Following Christ’s Baptism
Thus far we have considered Christ as a willing Mediator and a 
qualified Mediator. We will now consider the Father’s testimony 
regarding His Son, affirming that He is also an approved Savior 
and Mediator. Earthly fathers may know of moments when they 
can proudly say, “This is my son,” or “This is my daughter.” We say 
this because our children are a reflection of ourselves. In a way our 
children are a revelation of who we are. We feel this intimate bond 
of love and will say, especially when our children have achieved 
something, “My son did this. This is my boy.” Beloved, I do not 
know how to begin to express to you what happened at this sacred 
moment when the Messiah, the Father’s Son, willingly accepted 
His mediatorial assignment; when He willingly embraced espe-
cially His priestly ministry; when He willingly said “Amen” to 
what was required of Him; and when He willingly entered upon 
the pathway that would lead to the accursed cross of Calvary.

When He publicly expressed that willingness, the Father 
could no longer refrain from opening heaven and resounding 
His voice: “This is My beloved Son. This is the Son of My love, 
the Son of My delight, the Son of My bosom.” John the Baptist 
would have recognized instantly the connection with Isaiah 42:1 
where we read, “Behold, my servant whom I uphold, mine elect, in 
whom my soul delighteth. I have put my Spirit upon him.” Here 
we have a literal fulfillment of this prophecy.

“This is my beloved Son.” Oh, here the Father beheld his Son 
willingly commit Himself to execute that which They had agreed 
upon eternally in the counsel of peace. He beheld Him as willing 
to carry out what had to be accomplished to merit redemption for 
lawbreakers, for sinners like you and me who are utterly void of 
all righteousness. Oh, here the Father beheld His Son accepting 
His task as the Mediator of the covenant of grace! He knew that 
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His Son would accomplish His sovereign good pleasure. Christ’s  
willing active and passive obedience cause His Father’s good plea-
sure to prosper, and sinners would be redeemed. Therefore, The 
Father could not remain silent, and with unspeakable love He 
looked down upon the Son of His love and said, “I fully endorse 
Him. I am well pleased with Him. He is My approved Messiah.” 
What an extraordinarily rich gospel is couched in these words! 
They communicate that the Christ we preach to you is not only 
qualified, but by way of the Father’s testimony we also know that 
He is an approved Mediator. The thrice-holy God approves of the 
Messiah by saying, “I am well pleased in Him.”

That makes the Father’s gift of His only-begotten and 
well-beloved Son so extraordinary! Jesus communicated this to 
Nicodemus when He profoundly summarized the gospel, saying, 
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, 
that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have ever-
lasting life” ( John 3:16). Jesus is here saying, “The measure of My 
Father’s love is the fact that He gave Me, His only begotten Son, 
the Son of His love, as a sacrifice for sin.”

What unfolds at this sacred moment is the public beginning 
of the pathway that would lead to the cross. The Father who loves 
His Son here expressed how well pleased He is with His Son and 
His willingness, as the Christ, to give Himself as a sacrifice for 
sin. Beloved, how can we begin to fathom the love that the Father 
has for His Son? It is the infinite love of a Father who knows 
His Son with an infinite knowledge (Matt. 11:27), and who is 
infinitely committed to promoting the glory of His Son. In order 
to accomplish the great work of redemption, He gives His Son to 
be a sacrifice for sin—a sacrifice that would require His Son to be 
nailed to the accursed cross. 

Even though the cross is a profound mystery, we do know that 
all that the Father has ever done and will do has but one objec-
tive, namely, the glory of His only begotten Son. How conscious 
Jesus was of that in His high priestly prayer! On the eve of His 
crucifixion, He prayed, “Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, 
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that thy Son also may glorify thee…glorify thou…me with thine 
own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world 
was” ( John 17:1, 5). Thus, He besought His Father to glorify Him 
with the glory He had before He came into this world to do His 
Father’s business by fulfilling all righteousness.

The implications of this divine approval of the Messiah are 
momentous. Not only did the Messiah accept His assignment and 
say, “I am willing to do what I have committed Myself to do,” but 
the Father here expresses that He fully accepts Him as the One to 
fulfill all righteousness. By saying of His Son, “I am well pleased 
with Him,” the Father is saying, so to speak, “I accept Him as the 
One to do My business, to carry out My good pleasure, and to 
accomplish the work of redemption.” Beloved, that means that 
everything Christ accomplished in His active and passive obedi-
ence bears the stamp of His Father’s approval. This is enormously 
significant for believers!

The Father’s approval of His Son as the one-and-only Medi-
ator between God and man means that when, by Spirit-wrought 
faith, we put our trust in this Savior, we embrace Him in the total-
ity of who He is as to His person and His work—the Mediator in 
whom the Father is well pleased. Why is that so precious? Since 
Christ here engages Himself as Mediator, He engages Himself 
on behalf of all those whom the Father had given Him, all whom 
He had received out of His Father’s hand. Since at this sacred 
moment in redemption history Christ engages Himself as Media-
tor, this declaration of divine approval means that the Father is 
also well pleased with all whom He represents; that is, with all 
those who are in Christ and are united to Him. Therefore, dear 
believer, since the Father is well pleased with His Son, He is also 
well pleased with you. Paul had this extraordinary truth in mind 
when he encouraged the Ephesian believers by saying they were 
“accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 1:6b).

Thus, though believers in themselves remain wretched men 
or women until they die, they are accepted in this Mediator, in the 
Beloved. Dear believer, Jesus Christ has fulfilled all righteousness 
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for you. All of it! Nothing is lacking; nothing needs to be added 
to it. Not one tear, not one sigh needs to be added to what He 
has accomplished. What a privilege it is therefore to be found in 
Christ—to be a partaker of Him and all His benefits!

Christ speaks of that blessed union in John 15. Consequently, 
the New Testament often speaks of that blessed union between 
the Mediator and those for whom He gave Himself. Oh, how 
blessed are the implications of that union! Perhaps you are pres-
ently very displeased with, and discouraged about, yourself. My 
dear friend, if by grace you hunger and thirst after His righteous-
ness, and therefore have taken, and continue to take, refuge to this 
altogether lovely Christ—this willing, qualified, and approved 
Mediator—you are complete in Him. The fact that you are irre-
sistibly drawn to Christ, and that the confession of your life is, 
“Give me this Jesus, or else I die,” is irrefutable evidence that you 
are united to Christ. That means that you are indeed accepted in 
the Beloved! 

Therefore, it will always be the distinguishing mark of God’s 
children, the children of this heavenly Father, that they are well 
pleased with this Mediator. By nature, we are neither interested 
in nor desire such a Mediator. Naturally, we are just like the man 
who came to the wedding feast and saw no need to accept the 
freely offered robe of the king, thinking that his own garments 
were good enough. He was well pleased with himself and with his 
own garments. Such is our state by nature. 

However, when the Spirit who here descended upon Christ, 
whose work it is to glorify Christ, works in the hearts of sinners, 
everything changes. He teaches us who we truly are in the sight of 
God, and how unacceptable our self-manufactured fig leaves are. 
In short, He will make room for the altogether-lovely Christ who 
took it upon Himself to fulfill all righteousness.

Beloved, “making room for Christ” is a very legitimate expres-
sion when speaking of the work of the Holy Spirit, for by nature 
there is no room in my or your heart for this precious Christ. 
When the Holy Spirit begins His work in our hearts to lead us to 
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a believing embrace of the Lord Jesus Christ, He will strip us of 
all our imaginary righteousness. He will convict us that even our 
righteousnesses are as filthy rags in the sight of God (Isa. 64:6). 
How necessary such conviction is! Indeed, unless we recognize in 
some measure how spiritually bankrupt and destitute we are, why 
would we ever desire such a Savior? Unless we understand, not just 
theologically or intellectually, but rather experientially, that we are 
void of all righteousness, why would we ever delight in a Mediator 
who has said, “I will fulfill all righteousness. I will do it all”? Let us 
realize that we do not possess even a stitch of righteousness in the 
sight of God, so that we will treasure such a Mediator.

What a painful discovery it is when the Spirit of God strips us 
of all of our imaginary righteousness! How unsettling it is when 
the Spirit of God makes us utterly displeased with ourselves! For, 
it will be then, and then alone, that we will look outside of our-
selves to the Christ freely offered to us in the gospel. Only when 
we see ourselves the way God sees us, as altogether guilty, vile, 
and corrupt, will this Christ become altogether lovely. Expressed 
differently, the more I become displeased with myself, the more I 
will become well pleased with this willing, qualified, and approved 
Mediator. To put it in the words of John the Baptist, the more He 
increases, the more we will decrease ( John 3:30). 

This becoming displeased with ourselves and well pleased 
with Christ are the two inseparable sides of one experiential 
coin. How lovely Jesus increasingly becomes to His people who 
increasingly discover how utterly unlovely and wretched they are 
in themselves! How exceedingly precious to them is this willing, 
able, qualified, and all-sufficient Mediator as the One whose 
precious blood cleanses from all sins, whose flawless righteous-
ness covers our spiritual nakedness before God, who reconciles 
us unto God, who has paid the price for our adoption into God’s 
family—and thus who, by fulfilling all righteousness, has restored 
our broken covenant relationship with God! What beauty and 
preciousness may believers behold in this Mediator in whom the 
Father is well pleased, and in whom they may be well pleased!
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Some friends once asked an old, experienced Christian, 
“Brother, how is it with your soul?” After a moment’s pause, he 
pointed to the door of his room and simply replied, “Do you see 
the key in that lock? Christ fits in my soul as precisely as that key 
fits that lock.” What a simple yet powerful illustration of the sav-
ing ministry of the Spirit of Christ! Beloved, the Christ of our text 
does not naturally fit in our hearts. A mighty work of the Holy 
Spirit is therefore necessary to prepare our hearts so that Christ 
will become a precise fit. That is preeminently what the Holy 
Spirit does! He will work irresistibly in the heart until Christ 
becomes a precise fit for our souls so that we will desire and need 
exactly such a Savior as is set before us here: a willing, qualified, and  
approved Mediator.

Beloved, we need to know this precious Christ personally and 
experientially. I recognize and acknowledge that God is sovereign 
and free in how He leads us, and that each believer has a unique 
history. That being said, however, if you know nothing of being 
emptied of your righteousness, of despairing of yourself, and of 
looking outside of yourself to this magnificent Savior, you are a 
stranger to saving grace. It’s that simple! Christ said, “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, blessed are they that mourn, and blessed are 
the meek” (Matt. 5:3–5), for they will hunger and thirst after this 
Christ and His perfect righteousness. They need this perfect righ-
teousness. They need this alien righteousness, as Luther called it, 
a righteousness outside of themselves—a righteousness required 
by the Father and provided in His Son. Therefore, true believers 
need and yearn for a Mediator who has accomplished all righ-
teousness. All of it! Jesus summarized this by saying, “Every man 
therefore that hath heard, and hath learned of the Father, cometh 
unto me” ( John 6:45b).

Conclusion
Beloved, how instructive is the account of Christ’s baptism! What 
a dramatic moment in redemption history, and a most extraordi-
nary affirmation of the Trinity—probably the most extraordinary 
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affirmation of the Trinity in all of Scripture! When Jesus com-
missioned His disciples to engage in New Testament Baptism, 
instructing them to do it in the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Ghost, all three Persons of the Trinity were 
mentioned by name for the first time in that sequence. However, 
at this sacred moment, we hear the voice of the Father audibly, 
we witness the descent of the Spirit visibly, and we behold the 
incarnate Son, the Word made flesh. All three persons of the 
Trinity are highlighted in this amazing and dramatic moment in 
redemption history.

Thus, as the Mediator begins His public and official ministry, 
we see that in the work of redemption that would prosper by His 
hand, He would be accomplishing the work of a triune God. Sal-
vation is indeed the work of a triune God. Therefore, Jesus sends 
His disciples into the world to baptize sinners “in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19).

Beloved, in conclusion, I ask you once more: “Are you well 
pleased with this Mediator? Does this Savior fit your heart like a 
key fits a lock? Is it also your confession that Christ is a precise fit 
for your heart?” I must emphasize again that all believers will have 
that in common. All believers indeed love this Christ in sincerity 
(Eph. 6:24). All believers will confess what the bride confessed in 
the Song of Solomon 5:10, 16, “My beloved is white and ruddy, the 
chiefest among ten thousand…. yea, he is altogether lovely. This 
is my beloved, and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.” Is 
He also altogether lovely to you? 

And if you do not yet savingly know this precious Christ, then 
I preach to you a complete Savior who is fully capable, willing, and 
qualified to save a sinner just like you. In His name I offer you 
freely that righteousness which He has accomplished. The gospel 
promises you, sinner, that if you believe in this Christ, God will 
impute to your account, to your bankrupt sinner’s account, that 
righteousness which Christ has merited. He will impute to you 
the righteousness He requires, for He requires a flawless obedience 
and a perfect righteousness that you and I cannot manufacture. By 
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way of the gospel, God proclaims this marvelous promise, saying, 
“Sinner, if you believe in My Son, I will credit to your account the 
righteousness I require and My Son has accomplished. Once I do 
that, I will view you as if that righteousness were your own, and 
I will declare you righteous based on His imputed righteousness.”

That is the unconditional and unfettered promise of the gos-
pel! It matters not how deeply you have sunk, how grievously you 
have sinned, or what may be the damning record of your sins. It 
matters not because the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses 
from all sin. When you take refuge in this Christ and believe on 
Him—even if your faith is as feeble as a dying Israelite in the 
wilderness looking upon the brazen serpent, or the woman with 
the issue of blood touching the hem of Christ’s garment—you 
may be sure that He will also cleanse you from all sins and grant 
you the full pardon of all your sins. That is the unmistakable 
promise of the gospel: “To him [Christ, the Messiah] give all the 
prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believeth in 
him shall receive remission of sins” (Acts 10:43).

Dear believer, God still declares to you today what He said to 
His people in Exodus 12:13, “When I see the blood, I will pass 
over you.” Oh, beloved, He always sees that blood, and He alone 
knows the true and infinite value of that blood, the blood of His 
only begotten Son in whom He is well pleased. Through the 
ministry of Word and sacrament He wants to reassure you, saying, 
“When I see that blood, the blood of My infinitely precious Son, 
the blood of the Lamb of God, I will most surely pass over you.”

What a comforting truth that is! Believer, the foundation of 
your salvation is not in what you see of it. What you see of that 
blood is very deficient and intermittent. Therefore, the foundation 
of your salvation is secure in the fact that the Father always sees 
the blood of His Son and that He is well pleased with that blood. 
When we may see that blood by faith, we may experience the com-
fort of that blood and the righteousness secured by it. However, the 
foundation of our hope is anchored in the fact that the Father sees 
the blood of His beloved Son who has fulfilled all righteousness. 
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He sees it even when the clouds of unbelief obscure for us that 
precious Savior and His blood. 

In conclusion, beloved, I urge you to consider the Father’s 
testimony regarding His well-beloved Son: “This is my beloved 
Son, in whom I am well pleased!” The question, therefore, is, “Are 
you also well pleased with the Father’s Son?” Your answer to that 
question will determine your eternal destiny. You cannot honor 
God more than when you also are well pleased in His beloved Son. 
God will welcome with open arms all who are well pleased with 
His Son and believe in Him.

However, you also cannot dishonor Him more than by not 
believing in His beloved Son. In the final words of his public 
ministry, the John who baptized Jesus stated this with razor-sharp 
clarity: “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life: and he 
that believeth not the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God 
abideth on him” ( John 3:36). God forbid that you would have to 
endure the wrath of the Father who publicly declared His love 
for His Son and who will damn you because you made Him a liar 
by not believing the record He gave of His Son (1 John 5:10–11). 
Indeed, “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation?” 
(Heb. 2:3). Therefore, give heed to the urgent imperative of the 
gospel: “Kiss the Son, lest he [the LORD, the Father] be angry, 
and ye perish from the way, when His wrath is kindled but a little. 
Blessed are all they [and they alone!] that put their trust in Him.” 
Amen.
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