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2. John chose to use the Baptist’s encounter with the Jerusalem religious authorities as the 

vehicle for identifying him and the purpose for his baptism. That discussion led him into 

his account of the Baptist’s interaction with Jesus (1:29-34). What immediately stands 

out with John’s account is that, unlike the three synoptic writers, he recorded nothing of 

Jesus’ actual baptism (cf. Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22). Rather, his 

account deals with circumstances subsequent to that event (ref. vv. 32-33). Why he chose 

to omit Jesus’ baptism isn’t clear; he certainly highlighted things associated with it. 

John’s account presupposes and implies Jesus’ baptism and he must have assumed that 

his readers knew exactly what he was referring to.  

 

 Before examining this passage, John’s statement in verse 28 deserves comment. Many 

scholars have rightly noted the symbolic significance of Israel going out to be baptized in 

the Jordan River. For this river was the boundary between the wilderness and Yahweh’s 

sanctuary land – His dwelling place that He had sworn to share with Abraham’s 

descendents (cf. Genesis 17:1-8 with Exodus 15:17, 25:1-8). The Lord fulfilled that 

promise – and brought the Egyptian exile to an end – when He led the house of Israel 

through the Jordan River. Thus He commanded them to memorialize that event; 

henceforth, when Israel saw the waters of the Jordan they would remember Yahweh’s 

deliverance and faithfulness to their fathers and to them as the covenant household.  

 

 Now, some 1500 years later, Israel was having a new encounter with the waters which 

symbolized their fathers’ entrance into Yahweh’s “rest” to dwell with Him as His people. 

They, too, had to go down into the Jordan in order to enter the Lord’s rest and see their 

exile brought to an end. Their fathers came to Him through the Jordan; they needed to 

return to Him in the same way. Thus Israel’s going out to the Jordan in repentance spoke 

of their fundamental need to restore their relationship with their covenant God – to return 

to Him that He would return to them. And this return was to be effected by a new 

deliverance – a new Exodus (Isaiah 51:1-11) – that would be accompanied by a true 

cleansing (Ezekiel 36). This return would fulfill what was only prefigured in the Egyptian 

Exodus and Babylonian liberation and regathering. 

 

John’s baptizing at the Jordan River, then, embodied joyful anticipation as much as 

solemn penitence. John had appeared in Israel as the promised Elijah to call the children 

back to the fathers (and, by implication, to the fathers’ God), but with the recognition that 

the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was about to return to them; the time of His 

visitation was at hand and this meant that their exile was finally coming to an end. 

 

a. John situated his account of the Baptist’s encounter with Jesus as occurring on 

“the next day” – the day after the inquiry by the Jerusalem delegation (1:29). He 

recorded that John saw Jesus coming to him and he pointed Him out to those with 

him at the Jordan. John didn’t clarify the circumstance of this second encounter, 

but it obviously occurred after Jesus returned from His wilderness testing. For all 

three synoptic writers recorded that Jesus, driven by the Spirit, departed into the 

wilderness immediately after His baptism. It’s possible that He’d arrived again at 

the Jordan where John was baptizing as He made His way back from the desert.  



 52 

 The details of this encounter indicate that the people with John that day had not 

been present when he’d baptized Jesus but they knew all about it. In pointing out 

Jesus, then, John was effectively saying, “This is the One I’ve been telling you 

about – the Messiah sent by our God to take away the world’s sin and restore all 

things to Himself. Though I was set apart to announce His coming, I didn’t really 

discern Him when He first came to me to be baptized. But our God unveiled Him 

by imparting His Spirit to Him and, in this way, identifying Him as the Messiah – 

the One who would baptize men with the Holy Spirit.”  

  

 The need of Jesus’ generation to rethink everything they thought they knew about 

Yahweh’s kingdom and His Messiah who would inaugurate it is a central theme 

in John’s account. And so it’s notable that the Baptist, who was the first to 

witness the Messiah, was also the first to misjudge Him (cf. Matthew 11:1ff). 

John wasn’t saying that the Baptist had no idea who this person Jesus of Nazareth 

was; indeed, they were relatives. He was highlighting the fact that John the 

Baptist, like the nation he was part of, had a conception of the Messiah and His 

work and kingdom that was flawed. John didn’t perceive Jesus for who He really 

was, just as would be the case with Nicodemus, the noted Torah scholar and 

teacher of Israel (3:1ff) and Caiaphas, Israel’s high priest (11:45-52). Even those 

closest to Jesus struggled to understand His words and actions in the light of what 

they believed the prophets had promised concerning the Messiah (7:1-5, 14:1ff). 

 

 So John the Baptist knew he was Isaiah’s forerunner and, knowing Isaiah’s 

prophecy, he came to recognize that Jesus was the theophanic Servant he was 

called to announce to Israel. And if Jesus was Isaiah’s messianic Servant, then He 

was the sacrificial “lamb” of Isaiah’s fourth and climactic “Servant Song” (ref. 

53:1-11). John knew what he was saying when he identified Jesus as the “Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world” (v. 29). But, somehow, his 

conception of this and how it fit into the larger kingdom program of judgment, 

purging and restoration (Luke 3:16-18) didn’t seem to accord with the way Jesus’ 

ministry was playing out. Hence John later sent disciples to inquire of Him 

whether He was indeed the promised One. 

 

b. John identified Jesus that day in terms of His previous baptism, and so it’s 

important to consider that episode as the other evangelists recorded it (ref. again 

Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22). Taken together, the three accounts 

highlight the following particulars: 

 

1) The first thing of note was John’s reluctance to baptize Jesus when He 

came to him at the Jordan. The reason is that John understood his baptism 

to be one of repentance. It was a cleansing ritual that addressed personal 

defilement, but most especially the defilement of apostasy. And if it 

addressed apostasy, it also signified the initiate’s commitment to return to 

Yahweh and follow Him in all sincerity and devotion. How, then, could 

Israel’s Messiah undergo such a baptism? 
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 John not only resisted baptizing Jesus, he insisted that Jesus ought to 

baptize him (Matthew 3:13-14). Jesus responded that His coming to John 

to be baptized wasn’t arbitrary or merely symbolic; it was absolutely 

necessary to “fulfill all righteousness.” This statement has puzzled many, 

for it seems to imply that Jesus’ baptism addressed some lack of 

righteousness regarding Himself. This is obviously problematic if 

righteousness is understood in terms of moral and ethical uprightness. The 

same is true if righteousness is associated with the contextual issue of 

repentance as returning to God. Was Jesus saying that He needed to be 

baptized because of His own righteous obligation of repentance? 

    

 The answer to how Jesus’ baptism fulfilled all righteousness is found in 

His role as the Isaianic Servant. For Isaiah presented this individual as the 

embodiment of Israel – Israel whom Yahweh had chosen to be His servant 

on behalf of the world (cf. 41:8-9, 44:1-22 and 45:1-8 with 49:1-13). Jesus 

embodied Israel for the sake of fulfilling Israel in its calling as Yahweh’s 

son, servant, disciple and witness. And this fulfillment of Israel had two 

components: First, Jesus would live out Israel’s identity and calling in 

perfect conformity and faithfulness. But this faithfulness was for the sake 

of Israel: God’s design was to embody Israel in His messianic Servant in 

order that, through Him, the remnant of Israel would be saved. In Jesus, 

Israel would become truly Israel, first by incarnation and then by 

vicarious self-offering.  

 

 Jesus’ baptism spoke to both of these realities by giving explicit and 

powerful expression to His solidarity with Israel: He had taken upon 

Himself all that Israel was and was elected to do, and this included 

bearing their guilt and alienation from their covenant God. When Jesus 

went down into the waters of John’s baptism, He was affirming that He 

was one with Israel in its standing and need before God. He was, in every 

way, Israel, but for the sake of Israel. And He was Israel for Israel’s sake 

ultimately for the sake of the world (Isaiah 11:1-12, 49:1-6). 

 

 The implication of this is that Jesus’ work of atonement began with His 

incarnation and continued throughout His life culminating with His 

sacrificial death. John captured this truth by using a present tense verb in 

identifying Jesus as the Lamb of God (1:29): Even at that time, long 

before Calvary, Jesus was in the process of taking away the world’s sin. 

 

 Thus Jesus’ baptism was the proper starting point in His self-presentation 

to Israel. The reason is that it provided the fundamental premises for 

interpreting all of His subsequent words and actions, whether His 

wilderness testing, His ministry, or His cross-work. John highlighted this 

truth as well by citing the Baptist’s assertion that the ultimate end of his 

baptizing work was that the Messiah should be manifested to Israel (1:31). 
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2) Another significant feature in Jesus’ baptism was the Spirit’s descent upon 

Him. All four of the gospel writers mentioned it, which shows the 

importance they attached to it. At the same time, there is a mystery about 

it which suggests several questions, including the relationship between 

Jesus and the Spirit, why the Spirit came upon Him at His baptism and 

what this endowment signified and achieved. 

 

 The first question that likely comes to mind is why the Spirit would have 

to come upon Jesus at all. Being God incarnate, wouldn’t He already have 

the most intimate relationship with the Holy Spirit? And how could He be 

fully God and yet lacking the Spirit of God in any sense and to any extent? 

The answer to these sorts of questions begins with recognizing that the 

issue here was Jesus’ humanness, not His deity. That is, the descent of the 

Spirit had to do with His identity and calling as True Man and True Israel.  

Jesus was Yahweh come into the world as Isaiah promised. But Isaiah 

revealed that Yahweh was going to come in His messianic Servant – a 

man singularly characterized as “man of the Spirit” (cf. Isaiah 42:1-7 with 

Matthew 12:10-21 and Isaiah 61:1-3 with Luke 4:14-21; cf. also Isaiah 

59:20-21). True, Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, but He also 

needed to be animated, empowered and directed by the Spirit to fulfill His 

identity and calling as Yahweh’s Servant.  

 

 Jesus was Isaiah’s “man of the Spirit,” but He was also the Last Adam and 

True Israel. God had been present with Adam in His garden-sanctuary and 

He’d dwelt in Israel’s midst in His Spirit (cf. Exodus 25:1-8 with Isaiah 

63:7-11). Now those relationships had been fulfilled and consummated in 

Jesus, the “man of the Spirit” – man being one with God through the 

Spirit’s indwelling, enlivening, empowering, and directing presence (cf. 

Luke 4:1, 14-19). And being the Last Adam and True Israel, Jesus was 

“man of the Spirit” unto mankind: He was endowed with the Spirit with 

the ultimate goal of baptizing men with the same Spirit (1:32-33). 

 

3) A third significant component of Jesus’ baptism was God’s affirmation of 

Him. In this regard, John mentioned only the matter of Jesus baptizing 

with the Spirit (1:33) (which his counterparts also noted). But the three 

synoptic writers recorded also God’s declaration that Jesus is His beloved 

Son (Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22). John omitted this from his 

account, but it is presumed in the Baptist’s proclamation which he did 

record (1:34). The testimony which God gave to those present at Jesus’ 

baptism became the witness of the one who baptized Him.  

 

c. John’s baptism of Jesus led him to conclude that He is the Son of God. And John 

the evangelist saw in this conclusion the fitting climax to his account of Jesus’ 

interaction with the Baptist: In presenting Himself to Israel, Jesus went first to 

John the Baptist, His Father’s appointed herald. And what John concluded and 

proclaimed to Israel is that this man Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God.  
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 This is a common title throughout the New Testament and many (perhaps most) 

Christians regard it as an implicit declaration of Jesus’ divinity. When they hear 

“Son of God,” they instinctively think incarnate deity. While some contexts 

suggest this connotation (cf. Mark 1:1-3; Luke 1:35), the phrase “son of God” is 

fundamentally messianic. It identifies Jesus as the promised Messiah, and 

therefore divine by implication: He is the Messianic Servant and therefore 

Yahweh come into the world (cf. Matthew 26:63, 27:37-43; Luke 4:41, 22:66-71; 

John 11:20-27, 20:30-31; also Acts 8:27-37, 9:1-22, esp. vv. 20 and 22; Galatians 

2:20; Ephesians 4:11-13; 1 John 3:7-8, 4:14).  

 

 This means that Jesus is first and foremost the Son of God, not because He’s fully 

divine, but because He is truly human; He is True Man – true Image-Son.  

 

- Adam was the first “son of God” (Luke 3:22-38; cf. esp. vv. 22, 38) and 

Jesus is both a son of Adam and a new Adam – what Paul called the Last 

Adam (1 Corinthians 15:45-49).  

 

- And once again, being True man, Jesus is also the True Israel. He is the 

Seed of Abraham and the embodiment of Israel, Yahweh’s elect covenant 

“son” (cf. Exodus 4:22-23; Hosea 11:1-2). “Son of God” has a profound 

Israel connotation and this connotation holds for its application to Jesus: 

Jesus is “Son of God” as the embodiment of Israel, a truth highlighted in 

the newly-declared Son of God going out into the desert to repeat and 

fulfill Israel’s failed wilderness testing as Yahweh’s “son.” 

 

- Jesus is the True Israel as the Seed of Abraham (Galatians 3:15-29), but 

He is also the fulfillment of David: He is the True David as Yahweh’s 

regal Son-King (1:49; cf. Psalm 2 with 2 Samuel 7:1-19 and Acts 2:22-36; 

cf. also Isaiah 9:1-7, 11:1-10; Jeremiah 23:1-8, 33:14-16; Ezekiel 34; 

Hosea 3:1-5; Psalm 110 with Matthew 22:41-46; Luke 1:26-33, 67-71). If 

Israel as a whole was Yahweh’s “son,” this was preeminently true of His 

chosen king who ruled in His name and authority and for His sake.  

 

 This principle of God’s son-king ruling in His name over the works of His 

hands began with Adam (Genesis 1:26-28), continued in the nation of 

Israel (cf. Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Exodus 19:1-6) and came to its pinnacle 

expression in David, the royal seed of Judah (Genesis 49:8-10) who was a 

man after God’s own heart (cf. 1 Samuel 13:13-14, 16:1-13). This was the 

foundation for Yahweh’s covenant oath to David to establish his house, 

throne and kingdom forever in one of his sons – a son who would be His 

unique son; a son who would build His enduring house (2 Samuel 7:1-16).  

  

 These considerations highlight the significance of the Baptist affirming Jesus as 

the Son of God after He returned from His triumph in the wilderness. For that 

victory of faith and faithfulness certified and demonstrated that Jesus was indeed 

the New Adam and True Israel – man as God intended; man as truly man. 


