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III. Jesus’ Self-Presentation to Israel  (1:19-4:54) 

 

John recognized that the incarnation – the Logos becoming flesh – amounted to the theophany of 

Yahweh Himself: His return to Zion in the “fullness of the times” to conquer His enemies and 

liberate and restore the captives. By this unique theophany, He would end the exile, establish His 

kingdom and assume His reign as Israel’s Lord and the King over all the earth. The other gospel 

writers understood the same truth and Matthew and Luke chose to highlight it at the outset by 

means of their birth narratives (cf. Matthew 2:1-6; Luke 1:26-33, 2:1-14). For his part, John 

chose instead to emphasize the incarnation as Yahweh’s visitation (His triumphal return to Zion; 

Luke 1:67-75) by means of a summary treatment of Jesus’ self-presentation to Israel. 

 

A. John the Baptist  (1:19-34) 

 

Like Mark, John began his account with Jesus’ encounter with John the Baptist. This was 

arguably the most appropriate place to start, not because it initiated Jesus’ public ministry, but 

because Jesus’ interaction with the Baptist provided the clearest, most explicit affirmation that 

He was indeed Yahweh come into the world to restore all things. This truth was foundational to 

Jesus’ self-presentation to Israel and so also to Israel’s correct perception of Him. Thus the 

Baptist made sure that the people coming to him understood who he was – that he was Isaiah’s 

forerunner appointed by Yahweh to announce His coming. All four of the gospel writers 

recognized the same thing and the critical importance of the Baptist’s role, evident in the fact 

that each of them included him in his account, taking care to directly identify him as the Isaianic 

forerunner (1:22-23; cf. Matthew 3:1-17; Mark 1:1-11; Luke 3:1-17).  

 

1. John the Baptist was the first public witness to Jesus and John chose an interesting way to 

identify him. He’d already mentioned him twice in his prologue, but without explaining 

who he was or how he factored into Jesus’ self-presentation and ministry. Here he 

provided that explanation, but indirectly by recounting the Jewish leaders’ inquiry 

regarding him (1:19-28). This approach served a multiple purpose: First, it provided a 

natural way for him to identify the Baptist as the Isaianic forerunner. But it also 

highlighted the expectation which characterized the theology of Jesus’ day (vv. 20-21). In 

this way, it illumines one important reason for the Jews’ rejection of Jesus: He didn’t 

meet their expectation of the coming Messiah. 

 

a. John recorded that the Jews had dispatched priests and Levites to inquire of the 

Baptist who he was (v. 19). In context, the term Jews refers to the Jewish elite in 

Jerusalem – specifically, the Pharisees (v. 24), but likely also the high priest and 

the Sanhedrin, for these were the men who had authority over the priests and 

Levites. John didn’t clarify why priests and Levites were sent; obviously his first 

readers didn’t need an explanation. Clearly the rulers in Jerusalem felt these men 

were qualified to examine John and judge his words and actions, for they were 

knowledgable in the Law and its ritual prescriptions. Four implications follow: 

 

1) First, Israel’s rulers were aware of John’s activities at the Jordan. This 

indicates that he had been baptizing for some time and enough Israelites 

had gone out to him that word had gotten back to Jerusalem. 
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2) Secondly, John’s activities were sufficiently concerning to the ruling class 

that they felt it necessary to send emissaries to find out who he thought he 

was and why he was baptizing the people.  

 

3) Third, the fact that they sent Levites and priests indicates that these rulers 

were concerned with John’s baptizing activity. Again, the priests and 

Levites were authorities in matters of ritual purification, including the rite 

of baptism.  

 

4) But these men were also schooled in the Scriptures and their expertise was 

appropriate given John’s claims and activities. By presenting himself to 

the people as Yahweh’s forerunner, John was linking himself and his 

ministration with the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. This was an 

amazing and provocative claim with huge implications, and so it’s no 

wonder the Jewish elite were concerned to examine John against the 

teaching of the Scriptures. It’s possible their action was born of eager 

hopefulness that the messianic era was dawning at last (cf. 1:19-21 with 

Luke 3:15); more likely, it was born of jealousy and resentment at John’s 

message and influence and they hoped to discredit him in the sight of the 

people (ref. Matthew 3:7-10). 

 

b. The Jews sent emissaries to the Baptist to find out who he was claiming to be and 

John recounted his response as direct and emphatic. First, John’s own 

commentary: “He declared openly and did not refuse…” Then his account of the 

Baptist’s words: “I myself absolutely am not the Messiah” (1:20). His response 

suggests that these men asked him this question; if they didn’t, he knew it was on 

their minds. Either way, this shows that the “word on the street” was that the 

Baptist just might be the long-awaited Messiah (Luke 3:15-16).  

 

c. John’s denial drew the obvious response: “If you’re not the Messiah, then who are 

you? How are we to understand what you’re doing?” Note that the emissaries 

proposed two possibilities for the Baptist’s claimed identity, both of which were 

eschatological figures associated in Jewish theology with the “fullness of the 

times” and the coming of the messianic kingdom (1:21-22). 

 

1) The first was Elijah, and the reason for mentioning him was that the Jews 

regarded Elijah’s return (in whatever manner) as a signpost precursor to 

the Messiah’s appearance and therefore to the restoration of the kingdom. 

Indeed, Yahweh’s pledge to send Elijah was his final word to Israel prior 

to the silent centuries leading up to the birth of Jesus. For this reason it 

was a word the Jews cherished, pondered and wove into the fabric of their 

eschatology (ref. Malachi 4:1-6; cf. Matthew 17:1-10; Mark 6:1-15). 

 

 Yahweh promised through His prophet Malachi the coming of Elijah 

“before the great and fearful day” of His theophany and the rabbis debated 

what exactly this meant and how the Lord would fulfill His word. 
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 The common conception was that Elijah himself would return to the 

Israelite people, whether bodily or in some sort of non-corporeal 

manifestation. To this day, Jewish observance of Passover involves setting 

a chair at the table for Elijah with the understanding that his presence 

signals the Messiah’s immanent appearing. They follow this ritual, not out 

of devotion to Elijah, but to attest their longing for the Messiah. 

 

 Elijah’s return was (and remains) a key feature of the Jewish 

eschatological scheme, but the New Testament reveals that this prophecy 

was fulfilled in the person of John the Baptist (ref. Matthew 17:11-13). 

Two things about this truth are important to note: 

 

- First, it highlights that God had actually promised Elijah’s coming 

in a symbolic rather than literal way – a fact not clear from 

Malachi’s prophecy and so not expected by the people of Israel 

(ref. again Matthew 17:1-13). 

 

- But if the Baptist constituted Elijah’s symbolic return, the question 

follows: What was the symbolic connection between the two men? 

The answer lies in the parallel role both men played in the 

salvation history: Both were prophets sent by Yahweh to confront 

His covenant people at a critical juncture and moment of decision. 

Elijah emerged in Israel during the reign of Ahab, one of Israel’s 

most notorious kings who, together with His Sidonian wife 

Jezebel, made great strides in leading the nation away from 

Yahweh (1 Kings 16:29-33). Elijah’s role, then, was two-fold: He 

pronounced the Lord’s judgment on Israel and her king and he 

called the people to return to their covenant God (1 Kings 17-18).  

 

 Elijah presented Israel with two options and their decision would 

determine their future: They could either return to Yahweh in 

sincerity and authentic faithfulness and be restored to His blessing 

or continue their apostasy and find themselves cast off (1 Kings 

18:17-21). Though they initially turned back to Yahweh out of 

fear, Israel continued to pursue the latter course unto its appointed 

end. Desolation and exile came first to Israel in the north, but 

Judah soon followed. In the end, both houses of Israel were 

determined to forsake their God and serve their own agenda. 

  

 Thus Elijah was effectively a prophet of doom, and so it was with 

John the Baptist. The historical dynamics of Israel’s life with God 

in Elijah’s day reached their ultimate expression in John’s day, so 

that Elijah’s ministration actually portrayed and predicted what 

would come in the Baptist. In that sense, Elijah was a prophetic 

figure whom John the Baptist fulfilled; John’s coming and 

ministration represented the return of Elijah (cf. Luke 4:14-30). 
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 The fact that John was the promised Elijah raises the question of why he 

denied it when asked (v. 21). One possible answer is that he didn’t realize 

he was the fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy. He, too, may have believed 

that Elijah was yet to come. Perhaps the better answer is that he was 

denying that he was Elijah in the sense that these men were proposing. 

Jewish eschatology expected that Yahweh was going to send Elijah 

himself in the last days and John was not him. He was Elijah’s prophetic 

antitype – the fulfillment of Elijah, not Elijah himself. 

 

2) The second option the delegation proposed was that John was the Prophet. 

The challenge here is that the Scripture doesn’t identify this particular 

individual. In fact, John alone mentioned him and he never clarified whom 

he had in mind. However, his account does provide some important clues. 

 

- First, John’s use of the definite article (the prophet) and his lack of 

any clarification show that he was referring to a specific prophet 

who was known to the people of Israel under that title. When he 

spoke of “the Prophet,” they understood whom he meant.  

 

- Second, John’s account indicates that Jewish eschatology 

associated this prophet with the Messiah and His kingdom (cf. 

John 6:1-15, 7:37-43). This association is all the more evident here 

in the parallel the emissaries drew between Elijah and him. 

 

 These observations support the conclusion that “the Prophet” refers to the 

man Moses spoke of shortly before his death. He identified this individual 

as a prophet like him: a unique prophet of singular status and authority 

who would act as mediator between Yahweh and His people – a man who 

represented Yahweh Himself and so commanded absolute allegiance and 

obedience (Deuteronomy 18:15-19).  

 

   John’s account indicates that the Jews viewed this prophet as a man who’d  

arise in Israel in connection with the Messiah. Later on, and under the 

leading of the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ disciples came to understand that He and 

the Prophet were one and the same (ref. Acts 3:12-26, cf. also 7:35-52). 

 

d. John denied that he was the Messiah, Elijah or the Prophet, but he was an 

eschatological figure prophesied in the Scripture: He was the Isaianic forerunner, 

sent by Yahweh to prepare the people of Israel for His theophany and kingdom.  

 

 Isaiah treated this preparatory work in the imagery of leveling the ground and 

removing its rough places so as to make it ready and fit for Yahweh’s entrance. 

The gospel accounts show that this imagery signified John’s work in Israel: 

Preparing the way for Yahweh’s appearing and reception meant confronting His 

people with their self-delusion and unbelief and calling them to repentance – to 

rethink Him and their relationship to Him and to the kingdom He was bringing. 
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e. The Baptist’s role as Yahweh’s forerunner provides the basis for interpreting his 

ministry as it was directed toward Israel’s repentance. It also helps explain the 

nature of his baptism and why he was baptizing. This was the next question posed 

to him by the Jerusalem delegation (v. 25). 

 

 Interestingly, these priests and Levites questioned why John would be baptizing 

people if he wasn’t the Messiah, Elijah or the Prophet. Two issues seem to be in 

view here: The first is the authority John claimed for his actions. Only certain 

individuals could administer baptism because it was a formal cleansing rite that 

secured ritual purification. The second is the nature of John’s baptism. Jewish 

baptism addressed uncleanness and was administered to Gentile proselytes as part 

of their initiation into the household of Israel. Israelites also underwent ritual 

cleansing in instances of personal defilement (or priestly consecration), but this 

amounted to bathing rather than a baptismal rite (ref. Leviticus 14:1-8, 15:1-27, 

17:15-16, 22:1-6; cf. Numbers 19:11-13). But John was baptizing the people of 

Israel, an act that obviously departed from Jewish practice, hence the rulers in 

Jerusalem sending men to question him. Whatever its precise meaning, John’s 

baptism indicated that the Israelite people were in need of cleansing – cleansing 

associated with their repentance (cf. Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3). 

 

 John’s response to this question – considered within his role as the Isaianic 

forerunner – answered both issues: the reason he was baptizing Israelites and the 

authority he claimed for doing so. He answered his inquisitors by stating that his 

water baptism had reference to another man as yet unknown – one so superior to 

himself that he was unworthy to even stoop down and untie his sandal (1:26-27). 

In itself, this reply is cryptic and appears evasive. Why John chose to capture the 

Baptist’s response this way is unclear; however, its meaning becomes evident 

when it’s read alongside the other gospel accounts: John’s baptism anticipated 

another man and corresponded to a baptism which He would perform. And just as 

John acted as the servant of this unnamed person, so it was with his baptism: 

John’s baptism in water prefigured and was intended to prepare Israel for the 

baptism this other would perform (ref. again Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16). 

 

Thus John’s answer was that his baptism served a revelatory and preparatory 

function. It revealed to the children of Israel that they were living in the day they 

had longed for – the day of Yahweh’s visitation in His Messiah. The kingdom of 

God was at hand, but Israel was not prepared for it: They needed to return to their 

God even as He was returning to them (Zechariah 1:1-6). Israel was in need of 

cleansing, but not from ritual defilement or even moral impurity. They needed to 

be cleansed from their apostasy; they needed to repent. They had to rethink their 

God and His kingdom and their relationship to both. As it was, they were sure to 

miss His visitation and find themselves outside His kingdom (Matthew 21:23ff). 

And the reason was that they were not prepared to receive His Messiah (1:11). 

They hoped in a messianic deliverer-king, but one they imagined, not the one 

Yahweh pledged. Thus John came as the promised Elijah to turn the hearts of the 

children back to the fathers (Malachi 4:5-6; cf. Matthew 3:7-12; Luke 3:7-9). 


