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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Let’s turn immediately to our lesson.  It begins,  

When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too.  And as he 

was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in 

bodily form like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, 

whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” 

John Gerstner, late professor of church history at Pittsburgh Theological 

Seminary, told the story of filling a pulpit in a small church while it was 

between pastors.  When he arrived on a certain Sunday, he was told that a 

baptism had been scheduled.  The procedures were then explained.  The 

parents would bring the child up to the front of the church by the font.  The 

words of the baptismal service found in the Presbyterian Book of Services 

would be read.  The parents would make the baptismal vows.  And at the 

time of the baptism, the pastor would take a white rose, dip it in the font, and 

sprinkle the child with water.  At this point Gerstner said, “What is the white 

rose for?”  They answered, “The white rose symbolises the child’s 

innocence.”  “Oh,” Gerstner replied, “then what’s the water for?”   



 The water of baptism is a symbol or sign that signifies the necessity of 

our being cleansed from sin.  It proclaims that just as water washes the 

outside, the blood of Jesus, applied to our hearts by the Holy Spirit through 

faith, washes us on the inside, cleansing us spiritually.  Now Jesus 

underwent baptism, but not because he was in himself in need of cleaning.  

He wasn’t.  He was holy, pure, and sinless.  More than innocent, Jesus was 

in and of himself righteous.  But he had come to take upon himself his 

people’s sins and guilt and to bear their punishment vicariously.  And so, as 

if he himself needed cleansing, he submitted himself to John’s baptism.   

 Now what is especially moving in Luke’s recording of the baptism of 

Jesus is not so much the baptism itself, but the events accompanying it.  

First, we see Jesus in prayer.  He was praying at the start of his public 

ministry, a ministry that would take him inexorably to Jerusalem and the 

cross, a ministry of suffering, of sorrow and grief.  Christmas Evans was a 

Welsh preacher born on Christmas day, 1766.  In one of his sermons, and he 

preached for some 53 years, he drew this picture.  It is a picture of what our 

Lord saw before him as he began his ministry and an illustration of what so 

often brought our Lord to the Father in prayer throughout his earthly 

ministry: 



 Suppose a vast graveyard, surrounded by a lofty wall, with only one 

entrance, which is by a massive iron gate, and that is fast bolted.  Within are 

thousands and millions of human beings, of all ages and classes, by one 

epidemic disease bending to the grave.  The graves yawn to swallow them, 

and they must all perish.  There is no balm to relieve, no physician there.  

Such is the condition of man as a sinner.... 

 But while that unhappy race lay in that dismal prison, Mercy came 

and stood at the gate, and wept over the melancholy scene, exclaiming, “Oh, 

that I might enter!  I would bind up their wounds; I would relieve their 

sorrows; I would save their souls!” 

 An embassy of angels...seeing Mercy there, cried: Mercy!  Canst thou 

not enter?  Canst thou look upon that scene and not pity?  Canst thou pity, 

and not relieve?” 

 Mercy replied: “I can see!” and in her tears added, “I can pity but I 

cannot relieve!” 

 “Why canst thou not enter?” inquired the heavenly host. 

 “Justice has barred the gate against me, and I must not—cannot unbar 

it.” 

 At this moment Justice appeared, as if to watch the gate.  The angels 

asked, “Why wilt thou not suffer Mercy to enter?” 



 He sternly replied, “The law is broken, and it must be honoured!  Die 

they or Justice must.” 

 Then appeared a form among the angelic band like unto the Son of 

God.  Addressing himself to Justice, he said: “What are thy demands?” 

 Justice replied: “My demands are rigid; I must have ignominy for 

their honour, sickness for their health, death for their life.  Without shedding 

of blood there is no remission.” 

 “Justice,” said the Son of God, “I accept thy terms.  On me be this 

wrong.  Let Mercy enter and stay the carnival of death.”   

With his baptism Jesus said, “I accept the terms.  I will bear the penalty so 

that mercy can be done.”   

 In answer, the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove.  The dove 

is symbolic of purity, gentleness, meekness and graciousness, the attributes 

with which Jesus would carry out his ministry.  And here we see the 

fulfilment of Isaiah 61: 

 The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, because the Lord has 

anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to bind up the 

brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from 

darkness for the prisoners...  



You can think of it this way: by falling upon Jesus the Holy Spirit puts his 

stamp of approval on the ministry of reconciliation that Jesus has undertaken 

and grants the Lord, according to his human nature, all he needs of wisdom, 

understanding, power and knowledge (Isaiah 11:2) to succeed. 

 There is another stamp of approval the Lord Jesus receives.  After the 

descent of the Spirit a voice came from heaven.  “You are my Son, whom I 

love; with you I am well pleased.”  When God used these words he was 

referring to two of his words that he had already spoken.  “You are my Son” 

is an allusion to Psalm 2 in which God says, “You are my Son; today I have 

become your Father.”  The theme of this psalm is the kingly authority and 

rule of the Messiah, who stands over all the rulers of the earth. 

Therefore, you kings, be wise; 

be warned, you rulers of the earth. 

Serve the Lord with fear 

and rejoice with trembling. 

Kiss the Son, lest he be angry 

and you be destroyed in your way, 

for his wrath can flare up 

in a moment. 



Blessed are all who take refuge in him. 

God’s word to Jesus, “with whom I am well pleased,” is an allusion to Isaiah 

42:1.  This passage, which to my way of thinking is one of the most tender, 

moving passages of Scripture, speaks of Jesus as the suffering servant of the 

Lord God.  Listen: 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will 

put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations.  He will not 

shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  A bruised reed he will not 

break, and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out.  In faithfulness he will 

bring forth justice; he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes 

justice on earth.  In his law the islands will put their hope. 

  

Jesus is the almighty King of kings.  He is also a tender and compassionate 

friend to poor, lost sinners who have come to the end of their strength and 

know that without a Saviour their cause is hopeless.  At his baptism God the 

Father set his stamp of approval on what Jesus had done in his first thirty 

years of preparation and on what he would do in the next three years of 

ministry.  It pleased God that his Son would enter into his glory by way of 

the cross.   



 The third seal of approval is found in the genealogy Luke gives us.  

Now a genealogy is a family history.  A family tree.  Some time ago Cathy, 

Elizabeth and I got a scanner for our computer.  It is a remarkable bit of 

technology.  For example, you can take pictures, put them into your 

computer and edit them.  Cathy did that with some old family photos that 

had been sitting in a cardboard box in our upstairs closet for years.  Many 

were in poor condition.  Some had become dog-eared, torn or faded.  Some 

were simply too small to appreciate.  Some had creases all the way from side 

to side, or top to bottom.  But once they had been scanned into the computer, 

all of these obstacles were quickly overcome.  And while the pictures did not 

look new when we printed them out—the tones were sepia, the poses of the 

people were stiff, the clothes and hairstyles were from another century—the 

condition was like new.  Cathy put the pictures together in an album along 

with notes about who they were and some of the things they had done and 

where they fit into the family tree.  She gave them as Christmas gifts to her 

family.  Her brother Jimmy reads his from time to time, gets all sentimental 

and then has a good cry. 

 Family histories are fascinating things and today there is a wealth of 

books, magazine articles and web sites that contain information about our 

ancestors.  Family histories, however, were even more important to the Jews 



of Bible times.  Their concern went beyond curiosity, recreation or even 

meeting psychological needs.  There were four basic reasons they were held 

to be so important.  First, when the Israelites settled in the Promised Land, 

God apportioned it into parcels according to the various tribes of Israel.  It 

was your ancestry that would determine your claim upon a particular piece 

of land.  Think, for example of Naboth.  He had a vineyard.  King Ahab 

wanted it.  He offered him a fair price for it.  More than fair.  He would give 

Naboth an even better vineyard.  Naboth refused.  The land was so important 

to him because he knew that it had been given to his ancestors and so to him 

by God.  “The Lord forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my 

fathers,” was what Naboth said. 

 Second, it was ancestry that determined claims to the right of 

inheritance.  For example, if a person claimed he had a right to a particular 

piece of property, servants, an estate, crops or any other material 

possessions, the validity of his claim was determined by the genealogies of 

those involved.  There is an interesting example of this in Ruth 4.  Naomi 

wanted to sell a parcel of land that had been owned by her late husband 

Elimelech.  Boaz wanted to buy it.  There was, however, an even closer 

relative to Elimelech than Boaz, and that relative had the right to purchase 



the property or to refuse to do so.  Genealogies were be used to decide who 

had the right of first refusal. 

 Third, ancestry in Israel determined the basis of taxation.  When Mary 

and Joseph went to be taxed, they had to travel to Bethlehem, the city of 

David, because they were of the “house and lineage of David” and it was in 

Bethlehem that the genealogical records for David’s family were kept.   

 Last, and most important, any claim to the priesthood or to royalty had 

to be verified by family records.  In the Book of Ezra we find the story of the 

reestablishment of Jerusalem after the captivity in Babylon.  A part of that 

work had to do with the reestablishment of worship according to the Word of 

God.  Now God had set aside the tribe of Levi to serve him as priests.  If you 

were not of this family you were excluded from the priesthood.  When the 

descendants of Hobaiah, Hakkoz and Barzillai searched for their family 

records they could not find them.  They had been lost when Jerusalem had 

been sacked or sometime during the exile.  In Ezra 2:62 we read, “These 

searched for their family records, but they could not find them and so were 

excluded from the priesthood as unclean.”     In the same way, any claim to 

be king and, ultimately, the Messiah, would be rejected if the person making 

the claim could not prove he had direct lineage from King David.  John 



MacArthur writes, “Jesus’ genealogy makes a crucial contribution to his 

credentials a Messiah.  If he is to be verified as the King, David’s greater 

Son who will rule, he must have Davidic lineage.” 

 In Luke we have one of the two genealogies of Jesus furnished in 

Scripture.  The other one is found in the opening verses of Matthew.  Now 

there are differences between the two.  Luke starts with Jesus and works 

backward all the way to “Adam, the son of God.”  Matthew starts with 

Abraham and works forward to Jesus.  Matthew’s aim, you see, is to satisfy 

concerns about the Messiah’s legality.  Judaism began with Abraham, the 

father of the nation of Israel, and so it was only necessary to prove the 

Messiah’s credentials by tracing his line from Abraham through David to 

Jesus.  Luke goes all the way back to Adam to show Jesus’ universal 

significance.  Jesus is not simply a Messiah for Israel—he is the Christ who 

has come to save sinners from every nation, tribe and tongue.   

 There are differences between Matthew and Luke not only in purpose 

and direction, but also in names.   First, Luke traces Jesus’ line back to 

David through Nathan, David’s third son born to Bathsheba.  Matthew traces 

Jesus’ line back to David through Solomon, David’s first son born to 

Bathsheba.  Second, Luke tells us that Jesus’ grandfather was Heli.  Matthew 



says that his grandfather was Jacob.  And third, there are different names 

when you work your way between David and Jesus.  The lists are the same 

from Abraham to David, but when they get to David they go off in 

completely different directions.   

 Now because of these differences there are many unbelievers who say 

that the Bible contains contradictions and so it cannot be trusted.  There is a 

much easier and natural explanation for the differences, however, if we just 

think about these things for a minute.  In Matthew, the genealogy is paternal, 

going through Jesus’ adoptive father Joseph and Joseph’s father and 

grandfather and so on all the way back to David and then to Abraham.  In 

Luke the genealogy is maternal, going through Jesus’ mother Mary and 

Mary’s father Heli, all the way back to David.  Everybody has two 

genealogies, on paternal and one maternal and if someone were to say to me, 

“Ken, one record indicates your grandfather’s name was Tom while another 

one indicates his name was Ken, so there must be some mistake,” I would 

simply remind him that we all have two grandfathers.   

 Now I want you to notice this.  In Israel, the legal right to the throne 

came from the father’s side.  Matthew’s paternal genealogy proved that 

Jesus came from a line that proceeded from David through Solomon.  This 



right is secure even though Joseph was not the natural father of Jesus, nor 

Jesus the natural son of any man.  Joseph married Mary, the mother of Jesus, 

and when he did he became the legal father of Jesus.  Jesus received from 

Joseph the full legal right to the throne of David.  In the same way, because 

we have been adopted by God the Father through a Spirit given faith in his 

Son, our position as inheritors of the riches of the Father is secure.  

Believers, by adoption, receive the full legal rights of the True Son.  Luke’s 

maternal genealogy solidifies Jesus’ claim to the throne because it proves 

that he had the blood of David in his veins through his mother Mary.  Either 

way then, whether legally through Joseph or naturally through Mary, Jesus 

claim to be the Messiah and King of Israel—the King of Kings—is secure. 

 Let me say another few things about the genealogy.  First, in it Luke 

asserts that Jesus is the Son of God.  Adam was a son of God by creation, 

and he bore the divine image unmarred, unpolluted and unspoiled until he 

fell into sin.  When he fell, the image of God in him was shattered and since 

that time all of his descendants have been born with a corrupted image of 

God.  Jesus, however, came into the world fully pleasing to God, as the kind 

of man Adam had once been—sinless and bearing an absolutely perfect 

image of the Father, obeying his will in every respect and loving him 

perfectly.   



 Second, Luke tells us that Jesus is a Son of Adam.  This means that 

Jesus is fully human.  He was tempted, troubled, persecuted, hated and 

subjected to all of the tribulations of life.  He came to us as one of us.  

Though he was fully God he was also at the same time fully human.   

 Third, Jesus is a son of Abraham.  He is the promised Seed who will 

bring about the blessings promised to Abraham.  And fourth, Jesus is the 

royal son of David.  He is the promised king who will reign forever on 

David’s throne. 

 Jesus has the heavenly seal of approval from God the Father and God 

the Holy Spirit.  He has the earthly seal of approval of the genealogies which 

testify to his legal and natural right to assume the throne of David.  Our 

lesson lifts him up as God and man, as King of kings and suffering servant 

of lost sinners.  And this Jesus invites all who love and trust him, all who 

have professed their faith in him, to come to his table, to eat and drink with 

him that they might be comforted in their trials and strengthened for the 

Christian life.  Are you ready to come and have table fellowship with him?  

God grant us grace that we might approach his table with reverence and faith 

and eat and drink worthily.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 




