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Submission Leads to Freedom
Matthew 3:4-17; 2 Kings 5:1-14; Acts 8:26-40
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Focus on the Word
 � Introduction

Our study opens with the entrance of Jesus (who has 
not yet begun his public ministry), moving through 
the crowd toward the Jordan River, and John the 
Baptist—the quintessential “street-corner” prophet 
sporting camel’s hair clothing and a leather belt—
calling everyone to repent and be baptized as a sign 
of their repentance. Jesus has come to be baptized, 
and John is startled and uncomfortable. He has just 
told the Pharisees and Sadducees who had come to 

be baptized that he (John) baptized with water, but a greater one would come who 
would not use water, but would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. Here stood 
Jesus before him, asking him for a baptism of repentance, for which Jesus had no 
need since he was without sin. But Jesus insisted that this baptism was necessary 
for the “fulfillment of all righteousness,” so John submitted to his request.

Our focus in this study is not on baptism, but on submission. We see Jesus 
submitting to an unnecessary confession of sin in the symbolic act of John’s 
baptism. We then see John’s submission when he agreed to baptize Jesus in spite 
of his discomfort. In the Old Testament, Naaman is told to baptize (immerse) 
himself in the waters of the Jordan to be cleansed from his leprosy. He clearly felt 
insulted at such a mundane prescription for his very serious disease and refused 
to do it—arrogantly assuming he could bathe in better waters without the help 
of the prophet Elisha. In our New Testament text, we see the Ethiopian eunuch, 
joyful and eager to submit to baptism in order to be included among the believers.

Beyond the 
Selected Text

• Matthew 3:1-12

• Philippians 2:1-11

• 2 Corinthians 5:14-21

• John 3:16; John 17:3

• Acts 8:1-8

• John 8:31-38

• Galatians 5:1-13
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 4 Now John wore clothing of 
camel’s hair with a leather belt 
around his waist, and his food 
was locusts and wild honey.

 5 Then the people of Jerusalem 
and all Judea were going out to 
him, and all the region along the 
Jordan,

 6 and they were baptized by him 
in the river Jordan, confessing 
their sins.

 7 But when he saw many Pharisees 
and Sadducees coming for 
baptism, he said to them, “You 
brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to 
come?

 8 Bear fruit worthy of repentance.

 9 Do not presume to say to 
yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as 
our ancestor’; for I tell you, God 
is able from these stones to raise 
up children to Abraham.

 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, 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.”

 13 Then Jesus came from Galilee 
to John at the Jordan, to be 
baptized by him.

 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.

 16 And when Jesus had been 
baptized, just as he came up 
from the water, suddenly the 
heavens were opened to him 
and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and 
alighting on him.

 17 And a voice from heaven said, 
“This is my Son, the Beloved, 
with whom I am well pleased.”

Matthew 3:4-17
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Why do you think John was reluctant to baptize Jesus?
2. Discuss Jesus’ words: “proper for us in this way to fulfill all 

righteousness.”
3. Why would Jesus want to receive a baptism of repentance?
4. What is the significance of the Spirit’s and the Father’s involvement 

in this event?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. How does Jesus’ submission to John’s baptism set the tone for Jesus’ 
later ministry and example for leaders?

2. Try to imagine John’s feelings when Jesus asked for baptism. Having 
just “declared” that Jesus was greater than he, do you think he had 
concerns about losing face with his followers? Explain.

3. Why did it require submission for John to baptize Jesus?

 � Questions for Application

1. How does it make you feel to imagine Jesus serving you, washing 
your feet and your soul—submitting to any limitations you might 
be placing on your relationship with him, even as he constantly 
intercedes for you? Take time today to respond to these truths 
directly to Jesus in prayer, by writing in a journal, or by sharing 
your response with someone you trust.

2. This passage demonstrates the total involvement of the Trinity 
in Jesus’ life. Take some time to reflect on the full scope of Jesus’ 
obedience, the Father’s approval, and the Spirit’s blessing. Ask God 
to help your understanding to grow, that you might be more fully 
aware of the involvement of the triune God in your life.
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 1 Naaman, commander of the 
army of the king of Aram, was a 
great man and in high favor with 
his master, because by him the 
Lord had given victory to Aram. 
The man, though a mighty 
warrior, suffered from leprosy.

 2 Now the Arameans on one of 
their raids had taken a young girl 
captive from the land of Israel, 
and she served Naaman’s wife.

 3 She said to her mistress, “If only 
my lord were with the prophet 
who is in Samaria! He would cure 
him of his leprosy.”

 4 So Naaman went in and told his 
lord just what the girl from the 
land of Israel had said.

 5 And the king of Aram said, “Go 
then, and I will send along a 
letter to the king of Israel.” He 
went, taking with him ten talents 
of silver, six thousand shekels of 
gold, and ten sets of garments.

 6 He brought the letter to the king 
of Israel, which read, “When this 
letter reaches you, know that 
I have sent to you my servant 
Naaman, that you may cure him 
of his leprosy.”

 7 When the king of Israel read the 
letter, he tore his clothes and 
said, “Am I God, to give death or 
life, that this man sends word to 
me to cure a man of his leprosy? 
Just look and see how he is trying 
to pick a quarrel with me.”

 8 But when Elisha the man of God 
heard that the king of Israel 
had torn his clothes, he sent a 

message to the king, “Why have 
you torn your clothes? Let him 
come to me, that he may learn 
that there is a prophet in Israel.”

 9 So Naaman came with his horses 
and chariots, and halted at the 
entrance of Elisha’s house.

 10 Elisha sent a messenger to him, 
saying, “Go, wash in the Jordan 
seven times, and your flesh shall 
be restored and you shall be 
clean.”

 11 But Naaman became angry and 
went away, saying, “I thought 
that for me he would surely 
come out, and stand and call on 
the name of the Lord his God, 
and would wave his hand over 
the spot, and cure the leprosy!

 12 Are not Abana and Pharpar, 
the rivers of Damascus, better 
than all the waters of Israel? 
Could I not wash in them, and 
be clean?” He turned and went 
away in a rage.

 13 But his servants approached 
and said to him, “Father, if the 
prophet had commanded you 
to do something difficult, would 
you not have done it? How 
much more, when all he said to 
you was, ‘Wash, and be clean’?”

 14 So he went down and immersed 
himself seven times in the 
Jordan, according to the word 
of the man of God; his flesh was 
restored like the flesh of a young 
boy, and he was clean.

2 Kings 5:1-14
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Discuss the role of the captive Israelite girl who suggested a way for 
her master to be healed. Why do you think Naaman—and even the 
king of Aram—believed her?

2. What does the king’s generosity in sending gifts and a letter with 
Naaman to the king of Israel tell you about Naaman’s status in 
Aram?

3. Why do you think Elisha didn’t come out to meet Naaman, but sent 
a servant instead?

4. In what ways did Naaman experience freedom as a result of his 
submission to the Israelite servant girl, to his own servant, and 
(finally) to Elisha’s instructions?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. If you could have a personal conversation with anyone in this story, 
who would it be? Why?

2. In what ways does our society encourage humility and a willingness 
to submit to one another? Where do you see the opposite 
happening?

3. Think of a time when you have experienced freedom as a result of 
submission, share with the group.

4. When has lack of submission been a problem?

 � Questions for Application

1. Has God ever asked you to do something that felt beneath you, 
or that you just didn’t want to do? Maybe it was something that 
seemed too elementary, or made you feel vulnerable. How did you 
respond? Make a note of what you can learn from that experience.

2. Where in your life do you see arrogance or insistence upon your 
own logic preventing you from submitting to Christ’s leadership? 
Spend some time quietly listening for what the Spirit might show 
you about this.
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 26 Then an angel of the Lord said 
to Philip, “Get up and go toward 
the south to the road that goes 
down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” 
(This is a wilderness road.)

 27 So he got up and went. Now 
there was an Ethiopian eunuch, 
a court official of the Candace, 
queen of the Ethiopians, in 
charge of her entire treasury. 
He had come to Jerusalem to 
worship

 28 and was returning home; seated 
in his chariot, he was reading the 
prophet Isaiah.

 29 Then the Spirit said to Philip, 
“Go over to this chariot and join 
it.”

 30 So Philip ran up to it and heard 
him reading the prophet Isaiah. 
He asked, “Do you understand 
what you are reading?”

 31 He replied, “How can I, unless 
someone guides me?” And he 
invited Philip to get in and sit 
beside him.

 32 Now the passage of the scripture 
that he was reading was this: 
“Like a sheep he was led to the 
slaughter, and like a lamb silent 
before its shearer, so he does not 
open his mouth.

 33 In his humiliation justice was 
denied him. Who can describe 
his generation? For his life is 
taken away from the earth.”

 34 The eunuch asked Philip, “About 
whom, may I ask you, does the 
prophet say this, about himself 
or about someone else?”

 35 Then Philip began to speak, and 
starting with this scripture, he 
proclaimed to him the good 
news about Jesus.

 36 As they were going along the 
road, they came to some water; 
and the eunuch said, “Look, here 
is water! What is to prevent me 
from being baptized?”

 37 [Footnote: Other ancient 
authorities add all or most of 
verse 37, “And Philip said, ‘If you 
believe with all your heart, you 
may.’ And he replied, ‘I believe 
that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God.’”]

 38 He commanded the chariot to 
stop, and both of them, Philip 
and the eunuch, went down into 
the water, and Philip baptized 
him.

 39 When they came up out of 
the water, the Spirit of the 
Lord snatched Philip away; the 
eunuch saw him no more, and 
went on his way rejoicing.

 40 But Philip found himself at 
Azotus, and as he was passing 
through the region, he 
proclaimed the good news to 
all the towns until he came to 
Caesarea.

Acts 8:26-40
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Philip seemed to readily accept that an angel had spoken to him, 
and he immediately obeyed. What questions come to mind as you 
consider this?

2. What can we learn from Philip’s choice to start his teaching with 
the Scripture the Ethiopian was already reading?

3. Compare the Ethiopian’s attitude about baptism with Naaman’s, 
and with John the Baptist’s. How would you explain the differences?

4. What evidence can we see of freedom in the Ethiopian’s life after his 
choice to believe in Jesus?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. We are told in Ephesians 5:1 to submit to one another in love. 
Where in your faith community do you see this taking place?

2. Would you say that freedom is the primary characteristic of your life 
and the lives of others in your faith community? Why or why not?

3. Are freedom and joy recognizable qualities displayed by the church 
to the rest of the world in today’s society? If not, what do you think 
those outside the church would list as primary qualities of believers?

 � Questions for Application

1. The Ethiopian eunuch had to admit that he didn’t understand the 
Scripture he was reading, and submit to Philip’s teaching. How 
difficult is it for you to submit to another’s teaching? Ask the Spirit 
to help you recognize situations where you need to take a more 
humble position with others or with Christ.

2. In what ways has submission brought freedom in your life? How 
might you purposefully remember and celebrate the freedoms that 
you have in Christ? Take some time this week to reflect on the joy of 
submission to Jesus, and express gratitude to God for the freedom 
that has been given to you.
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Friendly 
Perspective
by Scott Wagoner

Some of my most interesting 
conversations with folks who are 
not Quaker are around the issue of 
baptism. They want to know why 
Quakers don’t baptize and what we 
have against it. I work hard at framing 
the conversation positively rather 
than negatively. To frame it positively 
opens it up, I believe, for folks to 
experience baptism in a much more 
powerful way. I tell folks, “It’s not that 
we’re against baptism. Rather, we 
believe in baptism so much that we 
feel it needs to transcend an outward 
ceremony or ritual.”

I like to share with folks that the 
word baptism in its original mean-
ing literally meant to “immerse.” 
Originally, the word baptize wasn’t 
connected with a religious cere-
mony. It simply described immersing 
something in liquid. Because of its 
association with a faith experience, 
we have come to view baptism as a 
religious ceremony.

But from my perspective, I 
challenge myself to think of being 
baptized in a deeper way. I ask myself: 

Is my life immersed in the 
teachings and way of Jesus? 
Is my life so immersed in the 
Sermon on the Mount that it 
takes on the characteristics that 
Jesus describes and teaches? 
Is my life immersed in the 
kingdom of God? In the reign 
and rule of God?

These questions invite me to consider 
how Christ is my present Teacher, 
and how willing I am to submit my 
life to the way of Jesus.

There is much in which I could 
immerse my life throughout the day. 
I could immerse it in meaningless 
conversation or the endless news 
cycle. I could immerse it in gossip 
about others or judgment of other 
groups. I could even immerse my life 
in extreme busyness and hurry. The 
gospel call, though, is to immerse my 
life in the teachings and way of Jesus 
,for that’s where I discover a life that 
is abundant and full. And you can as 
well. 

In what is your life immersed?


