
Is 42: 1-4, 6-7 –– Servant of Yahweh, Mt 3: 13-17 –– Baptism of the Lord 

13  Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan 
to be baptized by him.  John tried to prevent him , saying, 
14  “I need to be baptized by you, and yet you are coming to me?”
15  Jesus said to him in reply, “Allow it now, for thus it is fitting for us 
to fulfill all righteousness .“  Then he allowed him. 
16  After Jesus was baptized, he came up from the water and behold, 
the heavens were opened for him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove 
and coming upon him. 
17  And a voice came from the heavens, saying, 
“This is my beloved Son , with whom I am well pleased.”
 
Background:  The origin of Baptism is lost in pre-history.   It appears to be an ancient Semitic practice with 
certain legends linking it with Enoch, great-grandfather of Noah.   Enoch is thought to be the founder and 
initiator of an ancient sect of Judaism known as the Essenes.  The Essenes practice baptism for countless 
generations as a means of penitence and for attaining holiness.  The Essenes live along rivers and streams.   At 
the time of Jesus, they have two main cooperative villages, one in Mt. Carmel in Galilee, near where Jesus is 
brought up, and the other in Qumran near where the Jordan River flows into the Dead Sea.   John the Baptist is 
from Qumran, which is home to a central Essene school of learning and a library where archaeologists found 
the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947.   John's baptism may be related to the purification washings of the Essenes at 
Qumran.    Although there is no indication from Scripture that John is Essene, he undoubtedly is influenced by 
Essene thought.   From Josephus, a first century Jewish historian, we learn that John observes the Essene ways 
of life.   John does not claim the power to forgive sins.   The washings are a physical manifestation of a spiritual 
commitment to performing good works.   According to rabbinical teachings, in Messianic time, God will pour 
water of purification upon Israel.   John the Baptist symbolizes the call to repentance by baptism in the Jordan. 
 
Baptism of the Lord:   If Baptism is a penitential rite, why is it necessary for Jesus to be baptized?   After all, 
Jesus is true God.   He is born righteous.   He is without stain of original sin; so, he doesn't need purification.   
Thus, John tries to dissuade Jesus.   According to Matthew, Jesus tells John that it is necessary “to fulfill all 
righteousness,” but this seems illogical.   The writer of Matthew, who is writing to Jewish converts, usually uses 
every opportunity to show events as the “fulfillment of prophecy.”  So, why does he choose the words, “to fulfill
all righteousness?”  Here is where Jewish roots is helpful in solving the mystery.   Despite the fact that baptism 
is not a Levitical practice, baptism to atone for sin is part of the initiation rites for all converts to Judaism.   In 
Judaism, baptism signifies more than purification; it also signifies consecration, or dedication to a sacred task.   
Though sinless, in order to fulfill all righteousness, Jesus must be dedicated to God's plan for the salvation of 
the human race by submitting to John's baptism.   Otherwise, Jesus might have thwarted what God had in mind
for him.   By refusing the baptism of John, the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose of God for 
themselves (Lk 7:30) . 
 
The Baptism of Jesus is the occasion on which he is anointed and equipped for his divine ministry by the Holy 
Spirit and revealed to be the Son of God.   Equipped with what?   Equipped with the Gifts of the Holy Spirit; his 
true spiritual identity, which includes his identity with sinners and his mission.   The heavens open and the Holy 
Spirit descends indicating divine intervention, which prefigures the effects of sacramental Baptism.   An 
apocryphal legend says that while Jesus is being baptized a great light comes out of the water so that all 
bystanders are filled with fear.   When we are baptized there is divine intervention.   We are purified and 
infused with the Gifts of the Holy Spirit.   We receive our true spiritual identity and our mission.   We are 
enlightened in our understanding.   The Gifts of the Holy Spirit are not so much for our use as they are for the 
Holy Spirit to use in order to bring our spiritual mission to completion.   While Jesus is true God, he is also true 
man.   As true man, the Gifts of the Holy Spirit are necessary to enable Jesus to understand his true spiritual 



identity and mission.    Therefore, John's baptism is more than revelatory; so that Jesus may be made known to 
Israel.   The Gifts of the Holy Spirit conferred through John's baptism make it possible for Jesus to become the 
font from which God will pour out his Spirit upon Israel. 
 
Listen closely to the words of Isaiah, which reads like a dedication ceremony, “You are my servant whom I 
uphold, my elect one, with whom I am pleased, upon whom I put my spirit, who shall bring justice to the 
nations.....I form you, I set you as a covenant of the people, a light to the nations..... “ (Is 42: 1-4, 6-7).   
Immediately following Jesus'  baptism in the Jordan, the same Spirit who descends on him in baptism now 
drives him into the desert for forty days where he fasts and prays in order to discern more fully God's plan; and,
where Satan attempts to frustrate God's revelation.   Thereafter, Jesus returns to Galilee, to a synagogue at 
Nazareth.   He reads to those present a scroll from the prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me …….. ' (Lk 4:18-21) .  At this point, Jesus has clarity about his mission and is able to 
begin his ministry.   The great mystery is that the promise of God'’s plan for the salvation of mankind is designed
to be fulfilled through us.   Through baptism, we are purified and consecrated.   We are regenerated through 
water (purification) and the Spirit (consecration) in order to attain holiness.   Baptism is the door of the Church. 
We become adopted sons and daughters in a community of faith.   We receive our spiritual identity, our 
mission, and the Gifts of the Holy Spirit, which they use to fulfill the promise of salvation of the human race 
through us.   Baptism is one of the signs of the New Covenant (Heb., “sheba,” or “promise”).   It is no mere 
coincidence that the Church Fathers understand Matthew's words “to fulfill all righteous” to mean, “to fulfill all 
promise.”


