January 18, 2026

Matthew 3:13-17

One of the things that you notice in the Bible is how often Jesus completely shocks those closest
to him. He almost never does or says what people, especially his most devout believers, expect.
This happens all the time with his disciples- to the point where they will sometimes blatantly
deny his clear word because it is so contrary to what they expect. The disciples, for example,
hear Jesus plainly say that he is going to die in Jerusalem at the hands of the religious leaders,
and Peter, one who is considered a leader among the disciples, actually scolds Jesus for saying
that! Jesus tells them point blank several times that after he dies, he is going to rise from the
grave, and they just did not comprehend it. So when he died, they were griefstricken, and when
he actually rose from the grave, they couldn’t believe it, in fact, even as Jesus was about to
ascend into Heaven, Matthew writes that some of them sti// doubted. In the early church, one of
the big questions was how Jews and Gentiles would mix- did the Gentiles have to follow Jewish
customs in order to be saved? And Peter goes into the house of a Roman Centurion named
Cornelius who is baptized and filled with the Holy Spirit, and Peter says something that makes
me laugh every time- he says, “I now realize that God doesn’t show favoritism, but accepts all
who fear and believe in him regardless of what nation they’re from.” Really? He was following
Jesus for more than three years and now he finally realizes it and is surprised? But that’s how
Jesus is- he is often shocking and surprising to those closest to him, especially today with John
the Baptist.

Last week, we saw John the Baptist’s famous sermon about Jesus- the one coming after him was
so great that John wouldn’t even be worthy of carrying his sandal- one of the most demeaning
tasks in the ancient world. This Jesus is so great that he is behind the Spiritual Power of Baptism
and repentance- he actually has the power and authority to send the Spirit of God and the fire of
the presence of God because he is God! He’s the one who’s going to come back in power and
glory on Judgment day to judge the living and the dead! That Jesus, in all his terrifying power
and glory and status, comes to be baptized. What? John the Baptist is rightfully shocked at this!
Firstly, it’s absolutely foolish from the public image perspective. What would people think if
they saw Jesus get baptized? Baptism is for the forgiveness of sins and repentance! Jesus is the
one person in the entire world who legitimately does not have the need for baptism! He has no
sins to repent of! If anything, he should be the one baptizing John for the forgiveness of Ais sins-
not the other way around! What would people think if they saw Jesus getting baptized? They’d
think he was just as sinful as anyone else, and they wouldn’t believe in him as God. Why would
Jesus risk looking so humble, so passive, so lowly- allowing himself to be baptized by a sinful
person? So John sensibly argues and says, “No, Jesus you don’t need this!”” And Jesus essentially
says, “You’re right. I don’t need to be baptized. I don’t need to be saved. I don’t have any sins to
forgive. But let it happen just this once.” Why? The theme for today: To Fulfill All
Righteousness. And we are going to see what Jesus means by this and 1. The Power of Jesus
Baptism, and the 2. Power of Our Baptisms.



1. The Power of Jesus’s Baptism. Jesus says that it’s absolutely proper for John to baptize him
because it will “fulfill all righteousness.” What exactly does he mean by that? Well,
“righteousness” is a term we don’t hear a ton today, but we do hear it. If someone is
“self-righteous,” that typically means that they believe that they are better than others because of
something that they do. It’s not a compliment. But “righteous,” the way the Bible describes it,
doesn’t simply mean, “good.” It’s more than that. If someone is righteous, they are morally pure,
praiseworthy,honorable,trustworthy, admirable. God is the one who alone is perfectly, supremely,
eternally righteous. And the Old Testament has a few places where it says, “God’s
righteousness,” and then talks about his great deeds of salvation. When God delivers his people
from their enemies, when he delivers the poor from the bloodthirsty rich, when he gives justice,
when he saves people from death, that’s his “righteousness” going forth. So Jesus is saying that
his baptism is a part of God’s plan of the salvation of the world. He’s not just doing this as a
gesture. He has to do this. God doesn’t have to do anything, and yet he considers being baptized
something that he must do- a necessary part of his plan of salvation. In order for all people to be
saved from damnation, in order for the forgiveness of sins to be possible, in order for God to
have mercy on sinful people, Jesus has to be baptized. So he is. And when he steps out of the
water, something truly amazing happens. The Heavens open. And the Holy Spirit is said to
descend upon Jesus in the form of a dove. Why is that significant? In Genesis 1:2, you’ll
remember that it says “And the Spirit of God hovered over the waters of the deep.” In the Greek
translation of the Old Testament, written about 200 years before Jesus came to Earth, it literally
says, “fluttered like a dove.” Doves also tend to symbolize peace, gentleness, and good-will. The
Spirit of God, who was there at the Creation of the Universe alongside the Father and Son, is
now here. And the Father bellows with joy from the clouds, “This is my Son, whom I love, with
him [ am well pleased.”

So what’s going on here? Why is this important? Firstly, we see a clear proof of the Trinity- God
is one God, and yet he is also three distinct persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Not
three gods, one God, and yet, the Father is not the Son, the Son is not the Spirit, and the Spirit is
not the Father nor the Son. And we see here a glimpse into the love that is God- God the Son
submits himself to the will of the Father as he takes human flesh, sets aside his glory, and is
willing to look like any other person, even a sinner, so that we can be saved. The Holy Spirit
descends upon and comforts and strengthens God the Son- even though he’s God, because he’s
taken on human flesh, he’s emptied himself of his power, he depends on the power and direction
of the Holy Spirit. And the Father glorifies and praises the Son, and declares him to be his
beloved. Here we see the love and the service that happens within the Godhead. Why did Jesus
need to be baptized? Because Jesus came to be our substitute. If you remember, Matthew
mentioned that Jesus was the “son” that Israel was supposed to be, but failed. Here, Jesus is
stepping into the role of the true son that all of us were meant to be. When Jesus was baptized, he
identified as a sinner. He took on all our sins, all our disobedience, all our evil, and placed them
on himself. Jesus was accepting the role of the one who would live a perfect life of love,



obedience, humility, and faithfulness in our place, so that he could die in our place. In other
words, Jesus was completely clean as he entered the water of Baptism, and he left filthy so that
we who are filthy could enter the water of Baptism, and leave clean. That leads us to part 2.

2. The Power of Our Baptism. What actually happens when we baptize babies, students,
anyone at the font? Is it just some nice thing that we do? Actually, no. It’s actually pretty crazy
when you think about it, but it’s absolutely biblical: Baptism saves. Through Baptism, all the
forgiveness that Jesus won on the cross, and the delight of God the Father over the obedient life
of Jesus is given to the person baptized. When we are baptized with Christ, we are clothed with
Christ. In the same way that the Father declared his love for Jesus, in baptism, God the Father
declares, “You are my son, You are my daughter, and with you I am well pleased,” because when
he sees you and me, he no longer sees our filth, but Jesus’ perfection. He sees the perfect
obedience of Jesus. Baptism creates. When you are baptized, the Holy Spirit descends and
creates- just like in the beginning, a brand new creation: a new person who loves God and trusts
in him. Baptism gives you a completely new identity, and the assurance that you are absolutely,
completely, beautifully, freely, his.

Let’s end by just enjoying what that means. When I was a vicar, my supervising pastor said to
me, “Sam, you are not your sermons. You are not your Bible classes. You are not your success.
You are not your failures. You are not your weaknesses. You are not whatever people say you to
be. You are not even what you say you to be. Ultimately, you are not a vicar. You are not a
pastor. Sure, it’s what you do, but that’s not who you are. You are a Son. God has declared you to
be his Son when you were baptized, and no one can take that away.”

When pastors like me get arrogant about a new convert or a compliment, and when they become
devastated by criticism or failure, it’s because they’ve forgotten their baptism. They’ve forgotten
the beauty, righteousness that they have in God’s eyes. When you feel that you have the right to
look down on someone else because you have a fatter paycheck, a nicer car, a cleaner record, a
bigger house, a more impressive resume, cooler friends, a sleeker body, and you become
arrogant, it’s because you’ve forgotten your baptism. All your success, goodness, talent, charm,
it’s all nothing in God’s eyes. Everything you have, everything you are, was given to you. Your
identity wasn’t earned. You were baptized into it. And it’s so important for you to know this,
because newsflash, not everyone is going to be in your fan club. You will receive devastating
criticism. You will be a profound disappointment to some. You will fail at some things. You will
not be considered beautiful, worthy, or interesting to everyone. And you will sin. We all do, and
you may commit sins that even shock you. And in those moments, you need to remember your
baptism. You need to remember who you truly are. You are not your success or failure. You are
not your body, followers, grades, salary, property, or lack thereof. You are not your good works.
You are not your sins. You are kis. You are a Son. You are Daughter. Because he chose you in
Baptism and declared you to be his. And if your Father chooses to see the righteousness of Jesus
when he looks at you, if he declares you to be beloved, pleasing, perfect, glorious, and worthy of
divine favor and love, that might not be what you expected from him, but who are you to tell him
he’s wrong? Amen.



