Matthew 3:13—-17 — The Baptism of Jesus
A Study Handout
Introductory Overview
e Matthew 3:13—17 marks the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry.
e Before Jesus teaches, heals, or gathers disciples, He enters the waters of baptism.
e This moment reveals:
o  Obedience before action
o  Identity before accomplishment
o  Divine affirmation before public ministry
e Jesus does not stand apart from humanity but stands among them.
e  Discipleship begins with trust and obedience, not full understanding (France).
Historical and Literary Background
e  Setting
o  The Jordan River, a place associated with repentance and new beginnings.
o John the Baptist is calling Israel to repentance in preparation for God’s coming reign.
e John the Baptist’s Role
O A prophetic figure preparing the way for the Messiah.
o  Preaches repentance, judgment, and transformation.
o  Understands that someone greater than himself is coming.
e  The Tension
o Baptism was associated with repentance for sin.
o  Jesus has no sin to confess.
o  John resists baptizing Jesus, recognizing His authority.
Purpose of the Passage
e  To reveal Jesus’ identity as:
o  God’s Son
o  The anointed Messiah
O  The obedient Servant
e To show that righteousness is fulfilled through faithful obedience, not exemption.
e To demonstrate that God’s saving work unfolds within history and human action (Hagner).
Wesleyan Theological Emphases
e  Prevenient Grace
o  Grace acts first.
o Jesus enters the water before humanity fully understands or responds (Outler).
o  God moves toward us before we move toward Him.
e  Means of Grace
o  Baptism is not empty ritual.
o Jesus affirms baptism as a sacred channel of God’s grace (Collins).
e  Sanctification
o  Obedience does not eliminate hardship.
o  Jesus moves from baptism directly into the wilderness.
o  Grace empowers endurance, not avoidance of struggle.
Verse-by-Verse Exegesis
Matthew 3:13-15 — Obedience Without Exemption
e  Jesus intentionally comes to John to be baptized.
e  John protests, recognizing Jesus’ greater authority.
e Jesus responds:
o  “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”
e  Key theological insight:
o  Righteousness here means covenant faithfulness, not moral correction (France).
e  Jesus identifies fully with those He came to save.
Apologetic Insight
e  Jesus’ awareness of His mission argues against the idea that His divinity was a later invention.
e The text shows humility without denying authority (Hagner).
Matthew 3:16 — The Spirit Descends
e AsJesus comes out of the water:
o  The heavens open, signaling divine revelation.
o  The Spirit descends “like a dove.”
e  Biblical echoes:
o  Genesis 1, the Spirit hovering over the waters of creation.
o Isaiah 42, God’s Spirit resting on the Servant.
e  Meaning:
o  Jesus is anointed for His mission.
o  This is the beginning of new creation (Keener).



Wesleyan Insight
e  The Spirit empowers faithful endurance, not just miraculous acts.

e Holiness is sustained by God’s presence.
Matthew 3:17 — The Father Speaks

e A voice from heaven declares:
o  “This is my Son”
o  “Whom I love”
o  “With Him I am well pleased”

e  Scriptural connections:
o  Psalm 2, royal Sonship.
o Isaiah 42, the beloved Servant.

e  Important theological truth:
o  This affirmation comes before Jesus performs any public ministry.
o Identity is established before achievement.
Apologetic Insight
e  Faith rests on God’s self-disclosure, not human effort.
e The public nature of the declaration strengthens historical credibility (Keener).
Trinitarian Revelation

e  The Trinity is revealed through action, not abstraction:
o  The Son is baptized.
o  The Spirit descends.
o  The Father speaks.
e God reveals Himself relationally and historically.
Apologetic Reflection

e  Historical Reliability
o Fits first-century Jewish practices.
o  Attested across multiple Gospel traditions (Keener).

e Theological Coherence
o  Creation, covenant, Spirit, and Son form a unified narrative.
o  Consistent with Old Testament expectations and New Testament fulfillment.

e  Existential Meaning
o  God names Jesus before testing Him.
o  Believers find assurance that identity rooted in God’s love endures hardship.
Application for Disciples Today
e Jesus does not wait for perfect conditions.
e He enters the water.
e He obeys.

e  He trusts the Father’s voice.
For Believers

e  Discipleship often begins without full clarity.
e  Obedience may precede understanding.

e God’s affirmation anchors us before challenges arise.
For the Church

e  Ministry flows from identity, not performance.
e  Faithfulness matters more than visibility.
e God still speaks words of love and approval over His people.
Key Takeaways
e  Obedience is an act of trust.
e God’s affirmation comes before our accomplishments.
e The Spirit empowers steady faithfulness.
e Discipleship begins with showing up.
Cross References
e  Genesis 1:1-2 — The Spirit over the waters
Isaiah 42:1 — God’s Spirit on His Servant
Psalm 2:7 — God’s Son declared
Romans 6:3—4 — Baptism into Christ
John 1:32-34 — John’s testimony
Hebrews 5:8 — Obedience through suffering
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