
Sermon 11: Luke 3:15-22: The Baptism of Jesus
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INTRODUCTION

Many people have claimed to be or have been thought to the Messiah, the Savior, the Son 
of God.  For example, ‘Krishna Venta (1911–1958), born Francis Herman Pencovic in San 
Francisco, founded the WKFL (Wisdom, Knowledge, Faith and Love) Fountain of the World 
cult in Simi Valley, California in the late 1940s. In 1948 he stated that he was Christ, the 
new messiah and claimed to have led a convoy of rocket ships to Earth from the extinct 
planet Neophrates. He died on 10 December 1958 after being suicide bombed by two 
disgruntled former followers who accused Venta of mishandling cult funds and having been 
intimate with their wives.’1  ‘Arnold Potter (1804–1872), Schismatic Latter Day Saint leader; 
he claimed the spirit of Jesus Christ entered into his body and he became "Potter Christ" 
Son of the living God. He died in an attempt to "ascend into heaven" by jumping off a cliff. 
His body was later retrieved and buried by his followers.’2

How do you know who the true Saviour is?  This is the import of the text we are looking at 
today as we examine the baptism of Jesus.  There are several things that testify to who 
Jesus is, revealing that He is God the Son and our Saviour.  The angels testify to who Jesus 
is, Luke 1:35, ‘the Son of God.’  The demons testify that He is the Holy One of God, Mark 
1:24.  The Scriptures bear witness to Christ, John 5:39.  The miracles of Christ bear witness 
to His identity John 5:36, and John the Baptist bears witness to who Jesus is, John 5:33.  
The greatest witness however is the witness of God and we see this in the portion before us
as we see a visible representation of the Spirit and hear the voice of the Father testifying to 
the identity of Jesus.  As we look at this portion we want to look at it under to two headings
firstly, we want to look at John the Baptist and His witness to Christ; second we will look at 
Jesus being baptised and how this witnesses to Christ.  

John the Baptist

3:15, ‘As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning
John, whether he might be the Christ.’  The people of Israel were ripe for the promised 
deliverer of God.  They had suffered at the hands of the Greeks and the Romans and longed
for the promises of freedom that the OT pointed to when the Messiah came.  When John 
arrived on the scene he seemed to be a likely candidate.  John is credited by Jesus as being 
the greatest man born up till this time, ‘Truly, I say to you, among those born of women 
there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist.’  Matt. 11:11.  He was a prophet, he 
had national fame and his message was an uncompromising one that criticized religious 
leaders, political leaders, Roman soldiers, everyone.  Thousands were flocking to hear him 
and be baptized by him, it is understandable that people thought he might be the One.  

3:16-17, John answered them all, saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier 
than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you 
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with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor 
and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”   
John in many ways is an ideal picture of a witness for Christ, there are various aspects of 
His witness we can learn from.  Three things stand out for us as we consider his witness to 
Christ, his humility, his testimony and his boldness.

Think of John’s humility, he is famous, he has the attention of the nation, people are 
awaiting his words thinking him to be more than he is.  He can let them have their 
delusions, play up to their expectations, absorb the popularity and milk it for his personal 
interests, but he does not.  He knows his role, he is like the donkey that takes Christ 
through the crowds of Jerusalem, it is all about Christ and not himself.  He was born to point
people to Christ, and whether it is when he is well known or not is irrelevant.  Instead of 
obfuscating to lead people on to let them think he is more important than he is, he is very 
clear in pointing out that he is not the Christ.  This is the consistent testimony in all the 
gospels.  John is well known for his statement here where he says, ‘he who is mightier than 
I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am unworthy to untie.’  When a teacher took a 
disciple, that disciple would do everything for that teacher, everything but one thing.  It was
thought too lowly to untie the sandals of the teacher, too demeaning.  John here tells us 
that he is not worthy of the unworthy task of undoing the sandals of the Messiah.  This is a 
sentiment we can all identify with.  But as humble as John is, he is not the humblest man to 
have every walked the earth, that would be Christ.  Because He whose sandals we are all 
unworthy of untying, untied the sandals of His disciples and washed their feet.  The act of 
Jesus washing the disciples feet is a picture of the way in which Jesus has served us by 
giving His life to cleanse us from our sins.  The indignity of footwashing was nothing 
compared to becoming our sin before God and having to die like a criminal.  John’s 
sentiment of feeling ourselves unworthy of even untying His sandals should be our earnest 
attitude and make us willing to do absolutely anything for the one who has done so much 
for us.  

This humility of John continued, for even when Jesus began to baptize and John’s disciples 
and followers stopped following him and followed Christ, he described himself as a the 
bestman at a wedding who is happy for his friend.  He said, ‘He must increase but I must 
decrease’, Jn. 3:30.  We count our whole lives as best lived when given to magnify the glory
of Jesus, there is no suffering too great, no service to hard, no treasure worth comparing to 
this privilege. 

Next consider his witness, the clear way in which He points to the identity of the Christ.  
Firstly, John points to the work of Christ and His greater baptism in the Spirit rather than his
own human water baptism.  Water baptism is important, John’s baptism was given by God, 
Jesus practiced baptizing those who followed Him and commanded the church to baptize all 
disciples until the end of this age.  But baptism does not save.  It is necessary to obedience 
but not for salvation.  The act of a human being putting a person under water is no better 
than a bath without soap.  John points away from his water baptism to the greater baptism 
of Christ who baptizes by the Spirit, ‘I baptize you with water…  He will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit.’  

Have you been baptized by Christ in the Spirit?  I am not referring to the idea that you get 
the Holy Spirit to speak in tongues.  No, this baptism is a baptism that we receive when we 
get saved.  You see when you see that you are a sinner and put your trust in Christ’s work 
on the cross as they only thing that can cleanse you from your sins, Paul tells us that when 
we believe we receive the gift of the Spirit, this is salvation.  It is possible to be water 
baptized and not have the Holy Spirit, this is the most important baptism that we need for 



salvation.  Water baptism is the outward showing of this inward reality, the visible of the 
invisible.

The testimony of John bears witness to the superiority of Christ, in fact we see evidence of 
His deity.  John tells us that Jesus is mightier than he is, not only because of the superior 
baptism, but consider what Jesus is coming to do.  He is coming to give the Holy Spirit, and 
He is coming to save His people, and He is coming to judge the wicked.  ‘He will baptize you
with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor 
and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  
Who else but God can give the Holy Spirit, gather His people in salvation and judge the 
wicked?  Christ is the Lord of the living and the dead, He has the power of life and death, 
He is the one who gives eternal life or eternal death, this is what the references to the 
baptisms of Spirit and fire refer to.  This is how John Macarthur puts it, ‘Verse 17 pictures 
the separation involved in judgment by using a familiar agricultural illustration. After the 
grain was harvested, it was dumped onto a hard, flat floor. It was then tossed into the air 
with a winnowing fork, and the breeze would blow the lighter chaff away from the heavier 
wheat. John’s illustration pictures Messiah with His winnowing fork … in His hand, ready to 
so thoroughly clear His threshing floor that no traces of chaff are left. His judgment will be 
complete, and no one will be exempted from it. After the separation is accomplished, 
Messiah will gather the wheat (the repentant; cf. Matt. 13:25–30) into His barn (heaven); 
but He will burn up the chaff (the unrepentant; cf. Ex. 15:7; Pss. 1:4; 35:5; 83:13; Isa. 
17:13; 29:5; Mal. 4:1) with the unquenchable fire of eternal hell (cf. Isa. 66:24; Matt. 18:8; 
25:41, 46; Rev. 14:10–11).’3 

John was also a bold witness, v18-20 summarize the rest of John’s ministry and how it 
ended in him being imprisoned, ‘So with many other exhortations he preached good news to
the people. 19 But Herod the tetrarch, who had been reproved by him for Herodias, his 
brother’s wife, and for all the evil things that Herod had done, 20 added this to them all, that 
he locked up John in prison.’  His boldness is apparent in two ways, firstly notice in v18 how 
preaching the good news includes giving the bad news of judgement with it.  Many today do
not like to talk about sin, or repentance or judgement, they want to soften it, to make the 
message of salvation something attractive and leave out those elements that our modern 
sensibilities don’t like.  John was not this sort of preacher, he knew that there is no good 
news if there is no bad news.  Jesus is only a Saviour if there is a hell to avoid.  

Secondly, John boldly preached and condemned the sins of those who had the power to 
imprison him.  V19 tells us that John rebuked Herod for taking his brother Phillips wife, 
Herodias.  ‘Of all of Herod’s sins, one glaring one stood out publicly: his illicit marriage to 
Herodias, his brother’s wife. Their sordid story was nothing less than a first-century soap 
opera. Marital problems were nothing new to the Herods; Antipas’s father, Herod the Great, 
for example, had had ten wives. Antipas had married the daughter of Aretas, the king of 
Nabatea, a region located just south of Perea. While on a journey to Rome, Antipas visited 
his half brother Philip (not the Philip the tetrarch mentioned in 3:1). While staying with him, 
Antipas became infatuated with Philip’s wife Herodias (who was also Antipas’s niece, the 
daughter of another of his half brothers). The ambitious Herodias was eager to be the wife 
of a tetrarch (her husband, Philip, was a private citizen) and agreed to marry Antipas on the
condition that he divorce Aretas’s daughter. Aretas was outraged over this insult, and his 
smoldering resentment later led to war between him and Antipas. Antipas was defeated by 
Aretas and saved from disaster only by Roman intervention.’4

3 MacArthur, J. F., Jr. (2009). Luke 1–5 (p. 223). Chicago: Moody Publishers.



Think of John’s ministry as a ministry speaking about two kings, one false and one true.  
The false King Herod is rebuked as prophets like Elijah and Samuel have done in the past, 
but also the new and true King is anointed and appointed as Samuel did with David.  John is
an ideal witness, He is humble and points to the King and His way of saving.  He sees 
himself as lower than a slave and unworthy of the lowest tasks in God’s kingdom.  He is a 
faithful witness who bears testimony to the glory and deity of Jesus Christ delivering both 
the good news of salvation and the bad news of judgement for those who do not bow to 
this King.  And He is a bold witness who will not be intimidated even if it means loss of 
freedom and life.  

Jesus the baptized

The whole purpose of John’s ministry finds its climax in the consummate act of baptizing 
Jesus, after this John fades into the background, the King has come.  The significance of 
Jesus baptism is often overlooked, but as we said at the beginning it is key to establishing 
the identity of Jesus.  V21-22, ‘Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also
had been baptized and was praying, the heavens were opened, 22 and the Holy Spirit 
descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, “You are my 
beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”   

Why would Jesus, the sinless Son of God need to be baptized?  Here is a baptism for 
sinners, a baptism or repentance, a baptism given in preparation for sinners to meet with 
their King.  Why then would the King who people were repenting of their sins in preparation 
to meet Himself be baptized?  John the Baptist knew how strange it was in Matt. 3:14-15, 
‘John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to
me?” 15 But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all 
righteousness.” Then he consented.’  The best way to understand this is to think about 
baptism as a picture of both salvation and judgement.  It is plain that those sinners who had
been repenting were being baptized as a symbol of their sins being washed away, but this is
not the only meaning of baptism.  Baptism is also a picture of judgement.  Mark 10:39, ‘And
they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink,
and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized.’  Jesus is here talking 
about His death, the judgement that God will pour out on Him because He is stepping 
forward to pay for our sins.  1 Pet. 3:21 tells us that baptism corresponds to the flood.  The 
Flood is both a saving and a judgement at the same time.  God’s wrath was poured out as 
the world was drowned, but sinners were saved in the Ark.  Well this double emphasis on 
baptism indicating both salvation and judgement is to be understood at John’s baptism.  
Sinners who repent go through the waters, like Noah and his family and are saved.  But 
here is the problem, sins cannot be simply forgiven, they must be paid for, so Jesus goes 
into the waters not for forgiveness but to pledge Himself in payment for our sins.  It is a 
preview of the cross.  He does not go into the water guilty to come out washed, He goes in 
innocent to have our sin credited to Him, to have God’s wrath fall upon Him, to be made a 
sinner!  

Now as a Christian when you believe, and you are baptized, you go into the water as a 
picture of your sins being washed away, but you also go through the waters in identification 
with Christ.  He went into the water as an innocent man to be made guilty, and died the 
sinners death, the exiting of the water speaks of the payment He paid in full and it pictures 
resurrection to show that His payment has been received and is sufficient, and you have His
death as a payment for your sins, and His resurrection as a sure hope of what will one day 

4 MacArthur, J. F., Jr. (2009). Luke 1–5 (p. 230). Chicago: Moody Publishers.
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happen to you.  This is why every Christian must be baptized, it is a picture of every 
believers being washed, having died and the hope of resurrection that is ours by faith.  
Now the baptism of Christ is a famous Trinitarian passage, we see the presence of the 
Father, Son and Spirit.  Let us look at all three beginning with the Son.  The baptism of 
Jesus portrays Him to us the Prophet, Highpriest and King that the OT promised.  Jesus here
is anointed with the Spirit as many prophets in the OT were.  The Spirit was often given as 
an enabling for ministry.  The difference is that Jesus we are told in Jn. 3:34 is given the 
Spirit without measure.  Where others were prophets, Jesus is shown to be the Prophet 
prophesied by Moses, Deut. 18:15.  Not only is He a prophet, He is our priest in particular 
our Highpriest.  Lk. 3:23 tells us that Jesus is about 30 years old which was the age that 
priests entered into their public ministry.  Not only that Jesus baptism and anointing remind 
us of the Highpriests preparations for the Day of Atonement when he would offer sacrifice to
take away the sin of the people.  Not only that the words of the Father, ‘You are my beloved
Son,’ remind us of the coronation Psalm 2:7.  In other words, Jesus is not only being 
portrayed as a prophet and priest but as a king as well.

But then there is the Spirit who appears in a physical form like a dove.  This is very 
important, any time the Spirit appears and takes a symbolic form the symbol chosen is not a
literal representation of the Spirit’s body but is communicating spiritual truths.  For example,
on the day of Pentecost we see the Spirit appearing as a wind like in Gen. 1 indicating the 
Church as the New Creation of God, but not only that the tongues of fire, like a mini-
shekinah glory over every believer indicating that each one of us is the temple of God.  
What then is the significance of a dove?

 There are a number of different strands of biblical thought that pull together here.  Firstly, 
like Gen. 1 when the Spirit fluttered like a bird of God’s creation, here is an indication of a 
New Creation.  But we must also remember the dove that descended upon the Ark and 
Noah after the flood.  The timing was Jesus is baptized and after coming out of the water 
the Spirit descends.  In the same way the dove descended to Noah after the flood.  The 
name Noah means rest, and here we have a new Noah who will give rest to His people, one 
who will populate a new earth for God.  The dove was also a symbol for Israel and so Jesus 
could be presented here as the true Israel, as the obedient son.   Doves were also used as 
sin offerings and could indicate Christ’s role as a sacrifice.  

We know that the Spirit was given for the purpose of ministry, Christ performed all His 
powerful works not by tapping into His divine nature but in dependence upon the Spirit.  But
the Spirit was also needed by Christ to sustain Him in other ways.  In one way Christ 
receives the Spirit in a similar fashion to us.  We receive the Spirit of adoption and 
assurance when we are saved.  Christ is about to enter the wilderness to be tempted and to
face an unbelieving world, the Spirit would have been to Christ a means of assuring Him of 
His divine identity when satan and the world resisted Him. 

Finally we have the Father.  We do not see Him, but we do hear His words and for this 
reason they are most important.  The Father’s words are words of appointment, approval 
and affection.  The Father, whose witness to the identity of Jesus is the most important on 
of all attests that Jesus is God the Son.  The Spirit of God and the word of God agree as to 
the Jesus identity as the Son of God.  These words also echo the words of coronation for the
King of Israel indicating that this Son, who is Emmanuel is also Israel’s King.

Notice that God the Father calls Jesus His beloved Son.  This is the language of affection.  It
indicates God deep affection for the Son and this is not only a message for the world to hear
but would have been important for Jesus Himself to hear especially as He was about to be 



driven into the wilderness to fast for 40 days to be tempted by satan and have doubt cast 
on His Sonship.  Suffering always produces question about whether God loves us, and so 
this clear affirmation helps us but would also sustain Jesus Himself in trials and temptations.

The term beloved Son also reminds us of Isaac who is a beloved son, and we are reminded 
of the time when God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son, but instead God stopped 
Him and provided a ram to die in Isaacs place.  Here we see God’s intent, that Abraham 
should show in this unnatural act for any parent to perform the extent of His own 
willingness to save sinners who do not deserve to be saved.  

We hear God’s words of approval, that He is well pleased with the Son.  This points to His 
perfection and sinlessness and that He alone is worthy to die as a sinbearer for He has no 
sin of His own.  Christ would have been the only human being to have heard these words  
because of His own actions.  Yet here is the wonder.  When you and I trust in Christ, God 
dresses us in the righteousness of Christ, we are adopted as children and God is able, 
because of what Christ does for us to speak these words concerning you and I.  

Who is this Jesus?  He is the beloved son and sacrifice provided by the Father for sinners.  
He is the prophet, priest and king we have all been waiting for.  He is the one who steps 
into the water as a sinner that we can come out of it cleansed.  He is the Ark and He is the 
new Noah who gives His people rest.  He is the beginning of the New Creation of God.  He 
is God become flesh to save sinners.  There is no other like Him.  There is no other Saviour, 
there can be no other.  Have you trusted in Him?  Have you fled to Him as your Ark to save 
you from the wrath your sins deserve?  Have you taken Him as the lamb that takes away 
your sin?             

   
 

    

          


