
 

Gospel  Matthew 3: 13–17 
 

This episode in the life of Jesus is described in all four gospels. 

The River Jordan 
The Jordan is the largest river in Palestine: 200 miles long, and flowing into the 
Dead Sea. From 90 to 100 feet wide, its depth varies from three to ten feet.  

At the time of Jesus, Jewish residents of Nazareth and Galilee avoided going 
through Samaria on their way to Jerusalem by crossing the river from the 
western to the eastern side at various fords.  

Baptism with water 
Jews reserved the ritual of baptism for ordaining a person to ministry if they 
were descendants of Aaron, a priestly class. Here John the Baptist simplifies 
the ritual by siting it at a busy thoroughfare and opening it to all. (John may 
also have been close to the Essenes, noted for their ritual daily ablutions.) But 
John’s baptism of others is different. It cannot be repeated and indicates the 
start of a new life. 

John tries to dissuade Jesus 
This dialogue is only found in Matthew’s Gospel. If John is preaching a baptism 
of repentance, why should Jesus, the sinless one, want to be baptised? John’s 
reluctance underlines the true identity of ‘the one who is to come’. 

The baptism of Jesus nevertheless marks the beginning of his public life. It 
shows his solidarity with all those around him, sinful people aspiring to change. 

In the water of the River Jordan, he begins to take upon himself the sins of 
others. The full meaning of his baptism is to be found in his death on the cross.  

‘We should do all that righteousness demands’ 
This obscure phrase has been much discussed and studied by scholars. The 
most common explanation is that righteousness means ‘doing what God 
wants’, a total acceptance of the will of God.  

The Spirit of God ... like a dove 
Matthew uses the image found in Genesis of the Sprit of God hovering over the 
water (Genesis 1: 2). It is indescribable, hence the word ‘like’ a dove. 

‘This is my Son, the beloved’  
The voice here addresses the onlookers, whereas it is addressed directly to 
Jesus in Mark and Luke. The phrase is a combination of Psalm 2: 7 and Isaiah 
42: 1 (see First Reading). Here we have  the first reference to the Trinity: the 
Spirit of God, the Son and the Father. We will find it again at the very end of 
Matthew, after the Resurrection, linking Jesus’s baptism to our own: ‘Baptise 
them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28: 19).  

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

The Baptism of the Lord, Year A 
 

First Reading  Isaiah 42: 1–4, 6–7 

Written around 550 BC, this chapter of Isaiah speaks to the Jewish exiles and 
tries to comfort them. It is helpful to recall the events which took place after 
the people of Israel left Egypt, crossed the desert and settled in the land of 
Canaan. Here they built a Temple, and their kings and military power varied 
in quality and success. In the 6th century BC, the Babylonians successfully 
invaded their land, destroyed their Temple and took the people in bondage 
back to Babylon. The country suffered total devastation. The Israelites then 
wondered if God had abandoned them or was punishing them.  

But Isaiah reminds them that God is not vengeful. He is working at restoring 
their self esteem. He is sending them a ‘servant’. In today’s passage we 
encounter this servant for the first time, in the first of four ‘Servant Songs’ in 
Isaiah. Although innocent, he suffers for God’s people, thus acquiring the 
name of ‘Suffering Servant’ (Isaiah 53). Early Christians saw in him a 
prefiguration of Jesus Christ. 

Described here as a crushed reed or 
a wavering flame, he will not break 
or be quenched because God’s spirit 
is with him. Nothing is said about 
the servant’s identity, but we learn 
about his character and activity.  

Like Moses, David, and indeed the 
whole of Israel (see Isaiah 41: 8), the 
servant is the chosen one of God, 
formed by him as a potter would 
shape the clay (Genesis 2:7). He will 
open the eyes of the blind, and free 
prisoners. His main task is to bring 
true justice – a role normally 

reserved for kings and priests, and to be light to the nations, to those who 
live in darkness.  

These words were clearly designed to encourage and support the exiles who 
by the rivers of Babylon … sat and wept, remembering Zion (Psalm 136 (137). 
They also give us hope.  


