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All the gospel writers grapple with the problem of John. There were two rebel 

teachers of integrity in Palestine, so which one are we to follow? Who is the greater, 

John the Baptiser or Jesus of Nazareth? Any other messianic contenders can be 

ignored by the followers of the Jesus way, but John could not be ignored. He was on 

the preaching circuit at the time Jesus began his campaign. His austerity style has 

always had an appeal as demonstrated by religions and sects through the centuries. 

Both sets of followers had a signature recruitment ritual involving water. 

The problem gets trickier when it is known that John baptised Jesus. This makes Jesus 

look like a disciple of John and the teacher is the master, is greater than the student. 

There is nothing for it. The followers of Jesus must acknowledge John’s legitimate 

role as a true messenger of God while proclaiming the supremacy of Jesus as Messiah 

of God. 

Luke opts for a pre-emptive strike in the birth narratives. One-upmanship looks like a 

persuasive tactic. Both births involve pedigree and miracle. John is born of a priestly 

family to an aged woman who is barren. Jesus is born of a royal line to a woman who 

is a virgin. John and Mathew are keen on this argument too. All the writers have John 

acknowledging Jesus’ supremacy. Luke gets this idea in very early when Elizabeth 

feels her unborn son kicking with excitement when she greeted the pregnant Mary. 

When we get to John at the Jordan River the pro Jesus arguments are stepped up. John 

explains his status against that of Jesus – [Matthew 3:11-13]  "I baptize you with 

water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am 

not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.  12 

His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will 

gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire."  

Byzantine icons often say the same thing by depicting John in a bowing posture as he 

baptises Jesus. The heavenly beings waiting to receive Jesus out of the water also 

adopt this posture. 

So that all seems clear enough, but, according to Matthew, along comes another 

problem – Jesus. Jesus came and asked John to baptise him. Now this raises two 

problems. John can see the problem straight away. He has been doing his best to 

persuade everyone where he fits into the scheme of things vis a vis him and Jesus and 

Jesus asking for baptism from John reduces the argument somewhat. [Matthew 3:14-

15]   ‘14 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 it is proper 

for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness." Then he consented.’  

  



It is not very clear how this would fulfil all righteousness, but it was good enough for 

John, so who are we to argue. Well it never stopped us in the past – and so Eduard 

Schweizer points out that the Greek for ‘fulfilling all righteousness’ can be translated 

as ‘doing what God requires’ and pertains to doing justice. “Thus”, says Schweizer, 

“God’s deeds on behalf of Israel are called ‘acts of righteousness’. His righteousness 

is without exception salvation for his people. …This is what righteousness requires 

because it corresponds to God’s covenant and brings to his people what they may 

expect on the basis of this covenant.” Well, no wonder John consented. 

To top off Jesus’ supremacy over the Baptist, a voice from heaven makes it clear The 

action is divinely vindicated  - [Matthew 3:16-17]   16 And when Jesus was baptised 

…  a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well 

pleased." 

The second problem imbedded in Jesus’ request arises out of what John was 

proclaiming in baptism. 

When the Scribes and Pharisees turned up by the river John got into what nowadays 

we would call ‘sledging’. He finished his tirade on these hapless inquirers with 

[Matthew 3:10-11] ‘10 Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree 

therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  11 "I 

baptize you with water for repentance…’ 

Baptism is about changing our ways. It is a sign of repentance, of turning from sin, of 

turning towards God. What is Jesus doing getting baptised? Is he not the sinless one, 

whatever that means? Rather than try to answer the question as to why the sinless one 

needs to be baptised, I find it more helpful to grapple with why the Human One 

chooses to be baptised. If we keep reading Matthew we find Jesus in the wilderness 

for 40 days. Here we find the Human One confronting choices. Here is the sinless one 

confronted with the possibility of turning away from God as the tempter presents 

different choices for his ministry. 

The Western Church gets distracted by centuries of living under a mistranslation of 

metanoi,a to imply doing penance rather than changing one’s mind, making choices, 

rethinking. 

It is a feature of our creatureliness, our humanity, that we make choices, change our 

minds, rethink issues. Baptism is a sign of our choosing the way of Jesus. Indeed, we 

are baptised into Jesus, into his life and death and resurrection. More and more the 

baptism of Jesus looks like a prototype of our own baptism. 

Christian baptism fulfils all righteousness, does justice to the needs of a broken race, 

is part of God’s covenant relationship with God’s people. 

Christian baptism is a choice to turn to God and a daily invitation to repentance, of 

turning to ways of peace and justice and mercy. 

What about the voice of God declaring who Jesus is? Can this be part of the 

prototype? Indeed yes. In Christian baptism it is announced who and whose we are. 
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