
“The G.O.A.T.” (part 3)

Luke 3:21-38

Sometimes, the servants of God clash with the powers that be.  Such was the 

case with Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, murdered in his own 

cathedral in 1170, all because he refused to go along with the king in violation of 

his conscience.  Sixteen years prior, Becket had been introduced to King Henry II 

and became a friend.  Henry II wanted more control over the church, and when 

the former bishop died, he appointed Becket to the post believing that he would 

be loyal to him and do what he wanted.

What the king didn’t realize, however, was that Becket was of the conviction that 

as Archbishop his allegiance should be primarily to the Pope and second to the 

king.  The two quickly began to butt heads.  It would not be long before the king 

sent four of his knights to Canterbury under the cover of darkness who, upon 

finding Becket in the cathedral, drew their swords and murdered him where he 

stood.

Sometimes, the servants of God clash with the powers that be.  Sometimes, a 

line has to be drawn in the sand and God’s servant has to take his stand, even if 

it is not popular or costs him his life.  And nowhere is this seen more vividly 

illustrated than in the life of John the Baptist.

In our study of Luke’s gospel, we've been taking a close look at the life of John 

the Baptist, someone whom Jesus described as being truly great.  We have 

considered the man that John was as well as the message that John preached.  

A third consideration is:

3.  The MESSIAH that John introduced (3:21-38)



“Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been 

baptized…”

As the forerunner, John is the one who was chosen by God to introduce Jesus to 

Israel.  And perhaps most shocking of all is the fact that even Jesus appeared 

one day in order to be baptized by John.

Of all those who came to John to be baptized as a symbol of their repentance, 

there was only One who came who had no sin to repent of.  The apex of John’s 

ministry is his baptism of Jesus.  The idea is almost as hard for us to understand 

as it was for John.  Not only did John know Jesus’ human identity, but he also 

knew full well Jesus’ divine identity.  John knew Him to be the Son of God, 

perfect in every single way.

John 1:29—“The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, 

‘Behold!  The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!’”

John recognized that Jesus would be the One who would take away the sin of 

the world.  Why would Jesus come to be baptized?  We’re given some clues in 

the gospels as to why it was necessary.

It involved a plan from God

This was not some random decision, but something that was purposeful and 

intentional.  The gospel of Matthew sheds some light on how this is so:

Matthew 3:13-15 - “Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to 

be baptized by him.  John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be 

baptized by you, and do you come to me?’  But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it 

be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.’  Then he 

consented.”



There is a purpose clause found in verse 13.  Matthew says that Jesus came all 

the way to where John was for a specific purpose—to be baptized by him.

When Jesus comes to be baptized, John is hesitant.  Why?  Because he 

understood baptism to be an outward sign of repentance, and Jesus had no sin 

to repent of.  He was the Son of God, perfect in every way.

John recognized and acknowledged his own sinfulness and need to be baptized 

by Jesus, and yet Jesus was coming to him in order to be baptized.  It didn’t 

make sense.

Why would the sinless One who takes away sin go through with a symbolic 

gesture that represents confession and repentance from sin?  Jesus Himself 

gives us the answer:

Matthew 3:15—“For thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.”

He had to do it as our Representative.  And as such, it was necessary for Jesus 

to be baptized by John because it gave affirmation to John’s ministry as the 

forerunner.  It was also necessary in order for Him to identify with sinful humanity.  

As the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, Christ had to come and 

identity Himself with us and as one of us.  While my baptism was a symbol of my 

identification with Christ, Christ’s baptism was a symbol of His identification with 

me.

As Jesus is baptized, notice what happens.  Luke tells us down in verse 22, “…

the heavens were opened, 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.’” (Divine affirmation of the plan)

It illustrates a picture of salvation



The Father was pleased with the Son.  In His humanity, Jesus Christ was perfect 

in every way, flawless in every way, obedient to the Father in every way.  His 

baptism was the beginning of His ministry of substitution.  Jesus didn’t have any 

sin that He needed to repent of, but we did.  We inherited a sin nature from 

Adam:

Romans 5:17 - “For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned 

through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of 

grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man 

Jesus Christ.”

Romans 5:18 - “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all 

men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.”

Romans 5:19 - “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made 

sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.”

When Jesus stepped into the water, He wasn’t repenting of His sin because He 

had none to repent of!  But He was identifying with us.  He went as our substitute 

all the way to the cross where He who knew no sin was made to be sin for us.  

He was beaten beyond recognition.  His back was lacerated open, His beard was 

plucked out of His cheeks, and a twisted crown of thorns was beaten into His 

brow.  He was spit upon and insulted.  He was stretched upon a cross as 9-inch 

spikes were driven into His hands and feet.

If such an image sounds ugly to you, then you must not understand how ugly sin 

is to God.  Our sin is disgusting.  There on the cross, Jesus would die for:

• every act of human violence

• every lie that you've ever told



• every ounce of jealousy and envy

• every shred of selfishness

Because of all that, when the Father declares, “This is My Son, in whom I am 

well pleased,” that now can be said of me and you, even though we don’t 

deserve such words.

Jesus is the divine Federal Head of a new race—those who are born again 

through faith in Him.  As my substitute, He gave His life for me so He could pay 

my debt.  As my representative, He lived His life for me so He could make me 

righteous.  This principle is what separates the gospel from any other religion.  

Our union is truly with Christ! 

Galatians 2:20 - “I have been crucified with Christ…”

Colossians 2:12 - “Having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you 

were also raised with Him through faith in the powerful working of God who 

raised Him from the dead.”

In His baptism, He identified Himself with us as our sin bearer and the One who 

perfectly fulfilled the law of God where we could not.  Now through our baptism, 

we identify ourselves with Him through publicly declaring our faith in Christ.  How 

is baptism a picture of our salvation?  It is…

• a symbol of death

By submitting to baptism, Jesus was submitting to death.  It foreshadowed the 

reason for His coming—He came to die.  In many ways, the meaning of baptism 

has been obscured in the church today.  It is much more than a ceremony or a 

ritual.  Baptism is a picture of death.  It is also…



• a symbol of burial

The word ‘baptize’ literally means to immerse or dip.  One who is baptized is fully 

submerged under water.  It is a very important picture.

Immersion symbolizes a decisive turn from yourself and your way of life—

heritage, righteousness, success, etc.  Baptism indicates that from this moment 

on, you are relying solely upon the mercies of God in Christ.  It is a confession, a 

profession, that there is nothing you can do to save yourself from your sins.  It is 

a public admission that you need the Lord to save you.  It is also…

• a symbol of resurrection

Romans 6:4 - “Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into 

death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 

Father, even so we should walk in newness of life.”

It indicates a pattern for us

Everything that Jesus did in His life, even down to the smallest detail, was part of 

the divine plan.  His perfect life was in perfect agreement with the Father’s 

agenda.

John 8:29 - “I always do those things that please Him.”

You can’t make that same statement about yourself.  I can’t make that statement 

about myself.  The reason is that you and I have Adam as our father.  We were 

born with Adam’s nature.  Adam is the federal head of the human race.

Romans 5:12 - “Sin came into the world through one man, and death 

through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned.”



Because we are in Adam, you and I are members of a fallen race.  When he fell, 

we fell.  When he sinned, we sinned.  When he died, we died.

By submitting Himself to a baptism for sinners, Jesus identified with us.  The One 

who had no sin came to take His place among those who had no righteousness.  

Isaiah 53 says that “He was numbered with the transgressors, and He bore the 

sin of many.”

Now in Christ, we who have no righteousness have now come to take our place 

with Him who has no sin.  This is what our baptism symbolizes.  And so by being 

baptized by John, Jesus established a pattern for you and me to follow.

4.  The MARTYRDOM that John faced (3:19-20)

John was privileged to baptize the Lamb of God!  Even though John was the 

greatest man who had ever lived up until that point, his life is not exempt from 

hardship. Look at how Herod responds to John’s message in verses 19-20:

“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, added this to them 

all, that he locked up John in prison.”  (see Matt. 14:1-12)

As a spokesman for God, John faithfully proclaimed the truth and called Herod 

into account for his open sin.  In so doing, John stood in the tradition of a long 

line of prophets who had gone before him:

• Samuel confronted Saul in his disobedience

• Nathan confronted David with his sin

• Elijah confronted Ahab and Jezebel in their idolatry

• Jeremiah confronted the nation with its sin



Even though they were criticized and attacked, most of these men had 

experienced God’s protection in response to their faithfulness.  But sometimes it 

doesn’t always turn out that way.  John openly rebuked Herod for committing 

adultery with his brother’s wife, and Herod didn’t take too kindly to it. 

Have you noticed how truth never is in step with the times?

To be a follower of Jesus means that you will always be swimming upstream in 

the midst of a cultural river that is flowing in the opposite direction.  The unholy 

forces of spiritual darkness will often try hard to extinguish the light.

The battle that we’re entrenched in as the church is for the souls of people who 

are blinded to their need for salvation. And this battle isn’t physical in nature.  It is 

spiritual.  That’s why we need to be a praying church.  We must be a church that 

is in more in step with the Spirit of God than we are with the spirit of the age.

The point that I’m trying to make here is that if someone as influential as John the 

Baptist is persecuted for the sake of righteousness, what about us?  When your 

life really points others to their need for Christ, don’t be surprised when you are 

attacked for it.  You will be misunderstood.  You may even be mistreated.

Matthew 5:10-12—“Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you 

when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against 

you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”

John is persecuted for his bold faith as he is locked up in Herod’s prison.  Can 

you imagine how he must have felt?  I think there’s evidence in Scripture to show 

that perhaps he even began to experience depression and disillusionment.



(see Luke 7:18-20)

John believed that Jesus was the Messiah.  He had spent his entire ministry 

pointing others to Him.  Now, Jesus had begun his ministry as the Messiah and 

John was still in prison.  Herod was still in power.  Sin continued to take its toll 

out on the world.

“Jesus, are You really the One who is to come, or should we look for another?”

Keep in mind that this is the very same man who boldly and openly announced 

Jesus to the world, the one who baptized Him, and the one who witnessed the 

Father’s affirmation of the Son.

Even the very best of God’s servants walk through the valley of discouragement.  

When things don’t go as we expect them to, we begin to doubt.  Have you been 

there?  Some of you are there now.  There are days when you feel like its hard to 

put one foot in front of the other.  You feel locked up in a prison and you wonder 

what God is up to.

Think about it—of all people, surely John deserved to be free from a prison of 

pain.  No one in his generation had stood for God more faithfully than him.  As 

the Son of God, Jesus had all power, but He didn’t use that power to free John 

from his dungeon.  Merely a word from His divine lips, or a thought, and the 

prison would be obliterated, the chains would be no more, and John would be 

saved.

John was just as safe in prison as he was in the wilderness because of his faith 

in Jesus Christ.  He could be in prison and still be secure in the will of God 

because of what Jesus would soon accomplish for him.

Listen to how Jesus reassures the weary prophet:



Luke 7:22-23—“Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 

receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, 

the dead are raised up, the poor have the good news preached to them.  

And blessed is the one who is not offended by Me.”

He’s quoting Old Testament prophecy of the ministry of the Messiah and showing 

John that He is the fulfillment of it.  He’s saying, “Comfort John and report to him 

how Isaiah’s promise is now being fulfilled!  Blind eyes see, deaf ears hear, mute 

mouths speak, lame legs leap, and the dead are raised.  And blessed is the one 

who isn’t offended by Me.”  (illus. of vantage point)

“Offended”—to take offense; come to ruin; fall away

In other words, “Blessed is the one who doesn’t stumble because of Me.”  

Blessed is the one who has faith!

Back during WWII, fear had gripped the hearts of those in London during the 

German blitz over England.  One night, the air raid sirens were going off 

signaling for them to find shelter as German planes were dropping bombs that 

were exploding with a vengeance.  A father was hurrying through the streets with 

his small son looking for a place to hide when they came to a large hole that had 

been left by an exploding shell.  The father quickly leaped into the crater, then 

turned to see his son standing at the rim, terrified to jump.  He said, “Jump, son, 

and I will catch you!”  The little boy replied, “But daddy, I can’t see you. It’s much 

too dark!”  The father said, “I know you can’t see me, but I can see you, so trust 

me—I will catch you!.”  The boy closed his eyes and jumped into the strong arms 

of his father.

John may not be able to see Jesus from where he is, but Jesus knows where 

John is.  John simply needed to trust that things were going according to plan.



Charles Swindoll—“Blessed are the un-offended when they have to live with 

earthly iniquities.  A special blessing rests upon those who are trapped in a 

situation they cannot get out of, when it looks as though the world has 

abandoned them and they are treated unfairly.  Blessed are those whose faith is 

not destroyed under such difficult circumstances.”  

Jesus wasn't the Messiah that Israel’s religious leaders were looking for.  They 

wanted a political savior, someone who would set up a political kingdom.  Yet 

Jesus came to establish a different kind of kingdom.  He didn’t come to overthrow 

the Romans, conquer the world, or set up a literal throne—at least not yet.  Many 

of those who followed Him fell away because He didn’t meet their criteria.

When we look around at our world and all of its brokenness we may feel a tinge 

of what John felt.  How long, O Lord?  Lest we forget, Jesus came to destroy the 

power of sin and death over our lives and set us free through His own death and 

resurrection.  One day, He will rid the world completely of sin and its effects, and 

of this we can be confident.  Even when it doesn’t seem to be so from our 

vantage point, we can live with the confidence that things are going according to 

the Father’s plan.   

Application:

What can we say about the life of John the Baptist?  His life pointed other people 

to Jesus.  His message was repent and be ready for Jesus.  His ministry 

influenced the lives of multiplied thousands who turned from sin to God.  He was 

great in God’s eyes because he didn't seek to be great in people’s eyes.  He was 

simply faithful to proclaim God’s Word and point others to faith in Christ.

Three takeaways from John’s life:



1—Greatness is a matter of one’s faith, not one’s fortunes.

Greatness by the world’s standards is a matter of what you possess or achieve.  

God has a very different metric.  What was it that truly made John great?  What 

was it, really?  

• Was it his preaching?

• Was it his lifestyle?

• Was it his boldness?

As unique and powerful as all of that was, this wasn’t what made him the 

greatest of all time.  John was great because he remained faithful to his calling, 

despite the pressure to quit.  He was great because of his faith.

Hebrews 11:1-2—“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.  For by it the people of old received their 

commendation.”

And remember that faith is no better than its object! 

2—Sometimes the will of God takes you through difficulty.

Even now, you may be in a season of doubt.  Maybe you're discouraged and not 

quite sure what God is up to.  If so, the grace and mercy of God will sustain you.  

In some way, this is all part of the growth process that He has in mind for your 

life.  Trust Him, and draw strength from His promises.

3—Only heaven will reveal the impact of a truly great life.



From an earthly perspective, John’s life and ministry came to nothing as he 

suffered a cruel death.  Yet from heaven’s perspective, there was none any 

greater.  It was his trust in Jesus that gave him confidence.  

What about me?  Ask yourself:

• Have I genuinely ‘repented’ from sin and turned to Christ in faith and have I 

followed Him in baptism?

The Bible says that you and I are not only sinners by choice; we are sinners by 

birth.  In fact, because we are sinners by birth, we are sinners by choice.  ‘Sins’ 

are the fruit; sin is the root.  (illus. of a worm in an apple)

To be in Christ is to be saved from sin.  Just as you were born a physical 

descendant of Adam, you have to be born again as a spiritual descendant of 

Christ.  Only those who repent of their sins and place their faith in Jesus are 

saved.  Through baptism, believers profess faith in Jesus.

• Is my life different because of my walk with God?

Since Christ gets to the root of the problem—my heart—a transformed life will be 

different.  The fruit of repentance will be visible. 

• Do I live my life now to point others to Jesus?

Of all those born of women, Jesus said that none is greater than John.  But the 

one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.  What does that 

mean?

John was greater than all the prophets who came before him because he saw 

with his own eyes what they wrote about.  But all believers after the cross are 



greater still, because we participate in a full understanding of something John 

foresaw only in shadow—the full redemptive work of Christ.


