
Baptism (Week 2):  Jesus’ Baptism by John 
 
1.  The Baptism of John the Baptist 
 

•  Purification:  Ritual washing with water evokes OT rites of purification, particularly those that were 
administered by a priest (purifying from touching dead bodies and from leprosy). Note that John comes from the 
tribe of Levi and from a priestly family in Aaron’s line (Luke 1:5). 
 
•  Return from exile 
 

◦  Washing with water and Spirit:  Being washed/sprinkled with water and God’s Spirit is a sign of 
Israel’s national deliverance by God from a state of exile (Ezek 36:25–28; cf. the following promise of the 
Spirit’s work of resurrection in Ezek 37).  Note how John explicitly claims that his baptism prepares the 
way for the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit, i.e., usher in the promised era of restoration and 
new covenant accomplished by the Spirit of God (Matt 3:11–12 and parallels).  John’s baptism offered 
forgiveness, but it was the final act of the old covenant that was preparing the way for the promised age of 
the new covenant and the age of the Spirit brought by Jesus, the promised Messiah anointed by the Spirit 
(Isa 11:1–2; 42:1).1 
◦  Repentance:  The repentance that John demanded appears frequently in the OT prophets as a condition 
for Israel’s renewed covenant with God and return from exile.2 
◦  Wilderness and Jordan:  John lived in the wilderness and baptized in the Jordan.  In light of OT history, 
John’s baptism was a symbolic re-enacting of Israel’s exodus from the wilderness through the Jordan into 
the promised land.  Images of exodus were also used by the prophets to describe Israel’s restoration and 
return from exile in the era of the new covenant (43:16–19; 48:20–21; 51:10–11).  Thus, to receive John’s 
baptism was to admit that Israel had returned to a defiled, sinful condition in a state of exile and was in 
need of God’s deliverance from bondage to sin. 

 
2.  Creation 

 
Just as in the initial creation, God speaks from heaven while the Spirit hovers bird-like over the waters.  This 
indicates that Jesus is the beginning of a new creation. 

 
3.  Flood and new creation 
 

Just as a dove descended to Noah as a sign a renewed and purified creation, so a dove alights upon Jesus to show 
that he is the ark of salvation and a greater Noah who submits to the waters of judgment and emerges as the 
beginning of a new creation. 

 
4.  Sacrifice that brings peace 
 

A dove was a bird used in purification offerings that secured forgiveness of sins (Lev 5:7) and also in ascension 
offerings that ascended to God to enable fellowship with God (Lev 1:14).  Jesus describes his own death as a 
baptism (Luke 12:50/Mark 10:38–39).  Thus, Jesus’ earthly ministry begins with a baptism in water and ends in a 
baptism of blood.  Jesus’ baptism by John was the beginning of a mission fulfilled in his death that secures 
forgiveness and fellowship with God. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1  This distinction between John’s baptism in water and Jesus’ baptism with the Holy Spirit does not imply that the Spirit was 

not present and active among God’s people prior to Jesus.  Rather, the distinction is between different eras within the history of God’s 
plan.  The era of the new covenant promised by the OT prophets (e.g., Jer 31; Ezek 36–37; Joel 2:28–29) is the era of the Holy Spirit 
not because he was not present in the world prior to Jesus but rather because the Spirit would work on an unprecedented scale and in 
an unprecedented manner as the Spirit of the Messianic King. 

2  Isa 44:22; 45:22; 46:8; 55:7; Jer 3:10, 12, 14, 22; 4:1; 5:3; 15:19; 18:8; 24:7; 31:8; Ezek 14:6; 18:30,32; Hos 3:5; 6:1; 7:10; 
11:5; 12:6; 14:1, 2; Joel 2:12, 13; Hag 2:17; Zech 1:3–6; 10:9–10.  

 



5.  Exodus 
 

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ early ministry portrays Jesus as a new Moses who replays Israel’s history in his own 
life: 

•  He flees from Israel that has become the new Egyptian oppressor (2:13–18). 
•  He is baptized in the Jordan. 
•  He is led by God’s Spirit into the wilderness where he is tempted for 40 days. 
•  He then ascends a mountain from which he gives instruction about God’s Law. 

 
This is quite obviously parallel to Moses’ and Israel’s exodus from Egypt into the wilderness for 40 years and 
Moses’ giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai.  Within this typology, Jesus’ baptism corresponds to the exodus, which 
signifies that Jesus’ baptism is the new exodus that will bring the ultimate deliverance from bondage. 

 
6.  Ordination to priesthood 
 

•  Washing with water by another was part of the ordination ceremony for priests (Exod 29:4; Lev 8:6). 
 •  Luke’s account of Jesus’ baptism especially highlights its priestly character 
  ◦  John the Baptist was a Levite and the son of a priest (Luke 1:5). 

◦  Luke’s account follows directly on the account of Jesus going to the Temple and identifying the Temple 
as his Father’s house (Luke 2:41–52). 
◦  Immediately after Jesus’ baptism, Luke notes that Jesus was “about 30,” i.e., the age when Levites who 
served the Temple and priests began their official duties (Num 4; 1 Chron 23).3 

 
7.  Sonship 
 
 The Father declares the Jesus is his beloved Son, which alludes to two OT texts: 

•  “beloved son” (Gen 22:2):  Just as Isaac was the beloved son whom God called Abraham to sacrifice, 
so Jesus is the beloved Son who will be offered in our place.  What God prevented Abraham from doing, 
God the Father has done in providing the lamb of his own beloved Son as a sacrifice in our place. 
•  “You are my Son” (Ps 2:7):  Just as David was the son of God, so Jesus is the greater David and greater 
Son of the Father. 

 
8.  Anointing for kingship 
 

The Father declares that Jesus is his “Son with whom I am well pleased.”  This alludes to two OT texts: 
•  Ps 2:7:  Son of God = Israel’s king.  Jesus’ baptism was his anointing as the greater David and 
promised Messianic king of David’s line.  It was the beginning of his coronation and enthronement as 
Lord of Israel and Lord of all creation, an enthronement that is ultimately fulfilled in his resurrection and 
ascension (cf. Acts 2:24–36; 13:32–37). 
•  Isa 42:1:  The servant “in whom [God’s] soul delights” is the one anointed with the Spirit who is 
established as a light and covenant to the nations to set captives free and rule in true justice. 

 
9.  Revelation and work of the Trinity 
 
 •  The Father declares his love for his Son and affirms his Messianic identity and mission. 

•  The Son submits to the Father’s will and mission. 
•  The Holy Spirit descends from heaven.  Note that in Jesus’ baptism, the rite with water is not separated from the 
work of the Spirit; rather, the Father bestows the Holy Spirit in conjunction with the act of baptism itself.  This 
provides the paradigm for understanding the spiritual nature of the rite of Christian baptism: Baptism is a tangible, 
material action and instrument of the Triune God in and through which the God is objectively present and 
personally acts to bestow the blessing of participation in divine life through the Spirit to all who receive him in 
this sacramental action by faith. 

                                                 
3   See also Ezek 1:1, which is the ordination of a priest in exile who receives heavenly words, begins a prophetic ministry, 

and is called “Son of Man.” As a prophet-priest, Jesus is a greater Ezekiel, and his baptism parallels Ezekiel’s calling. 
 


