JESUS AND THE QUESTION: WHO IS ISRAEL?
Part 3 A Heavenly Answer

Matthew records only two instances of a voice from heaven, and in both cases the pronouncement is the same: ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased,’ the second time with the pronouncement ‘Listen to him’ (Matthew 3:17; 17:5). These words clearly echo Old Testament passages.

The voice is, the first time, a response to the baptism of Jesus, a baptism which was in itself an act of messianic fulfillment. John was reluctant to baptise Jesus, but He replied, ‘Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness’ (Matthew 3:15). Because John’s baptism symbolised God’s standard of righteousness, sinners had to repent before being baptised. But Jesus had no sin and so no need for repentance. Instead, He declared that He would fulfill all righteousness symbolised by John’s baptism. This means He would actively carry out that righteousness in His life and by doing so, establish the righteousness of God’s kingdom on earth. In response to this action, God sent the Holy Spirit to enable Jesus in His messianic task and then announced from heaven, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’
The words echo Isaiah 42:1 ‘Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight,’ a verse Matthew later quotes in a way that parallels the voice from heaven, ‘the one I love, in whom I delight’ (Matthew 12:18). It certainly appears then that from Matthew’s perspective the voice from heaven echoes Isaiah 42:1. God’s promises in Isaiah 42 to place His Spirit on this servant to qualify Him for His messianic work and declares that this servant is His elect one, called in righteousness to bring the salvation of the covenant to the peoples of the world. Bringing all this together, the story of Jesus’ baptism is intended to proclaim Jesus as God’s anointed servant.
Who is this servant described by Isaiah? From the descriptions of the Servant of Yahweh in various passages in Isaiah (42:1ff; 44:1ff; 52:13ff) the servant is seen both as the nation of Israel and as one who represents the nation to renew her. Because the voice from heaven echoes Isaiah 42:1, it intends to identify Jesus as God’s anointed servant, His beloved Israel-Servant, who is well-pleasing to God because of the righteousness that He fulfills.
The voice from heaven also echoes Psalm 2:7 ‘You are my son; today I have become your Father.’ Psalm 2 is a royal psalm announcing the enthronement of the king of Israel in His universal rule over the nations. This psalm reflects the covenant with David in which God makes this promise to David’s descendant ‘I will be his father, and he will be my son’ (2 Samuel 7:14). This Davidic king of Israel, destined to become the ruler of the nations, is God’s Son. So the voice from heaven is announcing that Jesus is the Davidic king whose throne is everlasting and whose kingdom embraces the nations of the world. The rule of this king will not be inaugurated with wrath and fire as John the Baptist expected, but by a humble servant who walks in the way of righteousness.

From the genealogy to the voice from heaven, Matthew proclaims Jesus as Israel’s king, God’s servant. Because Old Testament Israel has not fulfilled its calling and righteousness had not sprung up before the nations (Isaiah 61:11), God Himself acted to place on earth the one who is both truly Israel and Israel’s king so that the righteousness of His kingdom would be established.
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