
Fulfilling all Righteousness
Baptism of the Lord - Year A - 01/12/2020

Psalm Reading: 29
1st Reading: Acts 10:34-43, 2nd: Matt. 3:13-17

Our reading from the Gospel of Matthew begins:
(3:13) Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be 
baptized by John.
So what has Jesus been up to before this point?

Well, after the birth of Jesus there is the visit from the 
Magi – or the wise men, which we call Epiphany, and then the 
Holy Family flees from Judea to Egypt because Herod is trying 
to kill the Christ child through a massacre of the innocent 
children in and around Bethlehem. And the last thing in the 
Gospel of Matthew before the baptism of Jesus is the return of 
the Holy Family from Egypt to Nazareth. Luke has a story about 
Jesus visiting the temple in his boyhood and the next thing we 
have in the biography of Jesus is this scene. The Baptism of 
Jesus.

So we have this pretty wide gap in the story, because at 
this point most scholars agree that Jesus was about thirty years 
old. But this is a very important time for Jesus and for us 
because it is the beginning of the Ministry of Jesus Christ.
Why does Jesus come to John to be baptized?

Well, the Bible never tells us explicitly. But we can make 
some guesses. Coming to John is, first of all, a validation of 
John’s ministry. We can now identify John as the new Elijah 
making the path straight for Christ. So we might view this as the
culmination of John’s ministry. It is the apex of his career. Yet, it
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is the job of John to prepare the way for Jesus. So there is this 
interesting interaction between these two great figures. While 
Jesus validates John, John has prepared the people for the 
coming of Jesus. They are ready to hear the message of Jesus 
Christ.

But I think there is more to it than that. In a theological 
sense we know that Jesus, to do what he was sent by God to do
must be both fully human and fully divine. In receiving baptism 
from John, Jesus is acknowledging his own human status. 
Though he is divine, he chooses to walk among us. He chooses 
to undergo what he would expect all people to undergo.

You know, part of the understanding of the sacrament of 
Baptism is that it is how we become a member of the Body of 
Christ. Would that make sense if the head of the body had not 
also been baptized?

But this step towards humanness might be why John did 
not want to baptize Jesus. And we can read of John’s objection 
in the next verse: (3:14) But John tried to deter him, saying “I 
need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”

We get the feeling that because John understands the role
of Jesus, he does not feel worthy to Baptize the Christ. 
Interesting...he is doing the work of the Lord and he does not 
feel worthy. And we might feel the same way in the same 
situation, or even at this moment. We might feel unworthy to 
do the tasks that are laid out for us in Christ’s church.

But just like John we were chosen. We came to the church,
or perhaps were brought to the church for a purpose. That 
purpose, at least in part, is to do the Lord’s work in the world 
and to worship God. We all have talents. We all have 
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understanding. And the work is not so lofty that only the 
pastor, or an elder, or a deacon can do it. Look, we are all 
sinners. We are all fallible humans. It is God selecting us to do 
the task that makes us worthy. So, we should not be passing up 
opportunities to do the work of the Lord.

So in his prophetic role, because he was selected by God, 
John the Baptist was worthy. And I think this understanding 
informs the first part of verse 15 where Jesus gives his response
to John’s objection: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do 
this to fulfill all righteousness.” He is calling John to do what 
John was called into the world to do and this will fulfill all 
righteousness.

So what is righteousness? In seminary, I had a professor of 
Greek and New Testament who at the end of every class would 
say, “I believe we have fulfilled all righteousness.” and it was 
this passage that he was quoting. And although we knew that it 
meant the class was over (praise God), we also knew he felt he 
had crammed as much Greek into our brains as it was possible 
to do in an hour and a half class.

I know I have talked about righteousness here before, but 
it is one of those words that has many facets and I am going to 
talk about some of them right now. But be thankful I am not 
trying to teach you Greek. I will only tell you this much, in Greek
the word righteousness, as it is used in this passage, is 
dikaiosune’ (δικαιοσύνην), and the Greek dictionary gives it 
primary meaning as “divine righteousness”. But I think the 
word has a little more depth. 

It can mean what is correct – you know, by the rules. In 
the Presbyterian church we have the Book of Order. In 
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accounting they have something called “Generally Accepted 
Accounting Principles”. That is a standard for keeping track of 
money. There are all kinds of rules that dictate our lives and 
some of them are even unwritten. There are common rules we 
all share, societal norms, like the unwritten rule, “Thou Shalt 
not jump ahead in a line.” Now, while standing patiently in line 
at a grocery store might not seem particularly righteous, it 
would be unrighteous to take cuts, as we used to say in grade 
school.

What is morally right is also righteous though it may no be 
activity that is necessarily by the rules. Like helping to feed the 
homeless. Or helping someone who has had an accident. Or 
refraining from addictive behavior.

What is fitting can be righteous. I think of this as kind of 
like what we do to complete a puzzle. You know how when you 
are putting together a puzzle and you come to that final piece. 
When you put it in place, you get this sense of satisfaction. I 
think when we apply this to human relationships, when we 
make something whole, that is a righteous act.

The Fulfillment of Prophecy is righteous, as in the writings 
of the Old Testament about Christ’s coming and those writings 
in the New Testament of his coming again.

Finally, I think that what is righteous is what is imperative. 
Or what must happen. So, when Jesus says that it is proper for 
him to be baptized by John to fulfill all righteousness, I think he 
is saying a lot.
(15b) Then we find out that, “John Consented.”

John and Christ together fulfill all righteousness. Just as 
when we do the Lord’s work in a complete and comprehensive 
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way, we fulfill all righteousness. Righteousness is not just for 
the holy, the saints, depicted with halos around their heads, 
but for all of us who do the Lord’s work...and that does not 
mean just me because I am a pastor, but each and every one of 
you.

I do not think that righteousness is a passive thing. It is not
something that is intrinsic to an object or a person, but is found
in the action of God through a person. For example, I don’t 
think one of these stained glass windows can be properly called
righteous, per se, but perhaps a message that could be taken 
from the window could be righteous if only because someone 
infused that window with a message and then when we look at 
the window we derive a message from it. The righteousness is 
in the activity. I think this is the movement of the spirit within 
us and after the baptism of Jesus we see the appearance of this 
Spirit we are discussing here.

(3:16) As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of 
the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the
Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.”

Now, to add just a little more nuance to this idea of the 
Spirit in activity, I have to ask the question, “Was it the activity 
of the baptism that caused the Spirit to come down?” In this 
case I would have to say, “no.” Jesus is already one with the 
Spirit. The baptism of Christ is merely the palpable sign of an 
already accomplished fact. It is a way for we weak minded 
humans to understand, to realize, to hammer into our brains 
what has already happened through the Spirit. So, through this 
activity all righteousness is being fulfilled because of what the 
Baptism does for us, not what it does for Jesus.
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When we have a baptism here in the church, and we are 
planning on one for Easter, our activity is a sign of God’s activity
in the world, a sign of God’s love and grace given to us. We 
need the activity as a seal, or a confirmation to us of this 
sacrament, of this demonstration of God’s love and the activity 
of the Spirit. God has already done it! But we need to know it, 
comprehend it. And so it is a righteous thing for us to do.

The final verse of our reading:
(3:17) And a voice from heaven said, “this is my Son, whom I 
love; with him I am well pleased.”

And, of course, the loving father closes the scene with the 
most reassuring words that could be spoken. Imagine how you 
would feel having these words spoken to you at the outset of 
your career, your life, your ministry. And when we do the right 
thing, we know that like Christ, made in his image, we too are 
children of God and that God loves us with a fullness that 
passes all understanding. Don’t ever forget that.

Let us pray…
Lord, righteous God. The rules of your commandments 

demand perfection from us. And Jesus told us to treat others as
we would be treated. He taught us through his disciples to love 
one another. Mighty God, it is fitting that we be your children, 
and that your will be done. Help us to accept what must be, and
to hope for the future that has been prophesied for us. This we 
pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.

ἀμἠν
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