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13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to be baptized by John at the Jordan. 14 But John 
tried to stop him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and yet you come to 
me?” 
15 But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now, because it is proper for us to fulfill 
all righteousness.” Then John let him. 16 After Jesus was baptized, he 
immediately went up out of the water. Suddenly, the heavens were opened for 
him! He saw the Spirit of God, descending like a dove and landing on him, 17 and 
a voice out of the heavens said, “This is my Son, whom I love. I am well pleased 
with him.” 

Before a president is inaugurated, there are months where Americans wonder 
and speculate, protest and cheer, share opinions and try to avoid political 
conversations. But after he or she is inaugurated, all of that comes to a stop, 
because discussion then is based on what the administration is actually doing 
instead of guesses about what it might or might not do.  

Many times, Jesus’ baptism, the focus of today’s gospel, is compared to an event 
like that.  For 30 years, the Savior has already been walking the earth, but for the 
most part it’s been a pretty quiet walk.  The primary voice is that of John the 
Baptist, crying in the desert, calling on people to repent and talking about how 
Jesus will be greater than John is, how John will not even be worthy to untie 
Jesus’ sandals, preaching about how, while John baptizes with water, Jesus will 
baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire!  

And yet, other than his perfect behavior, the young Messiah has not done 
anything terribly remarkable.  How would he accomplish what John and all the 
prophets promised he would do?  The specifics could only be speculated about.  

But after his baptism, that all changes as Jesus’ public ministry begins.  He starts 
speaking for himself, preaching and teaching, he starts performing miracles, he 
gathers disciples, he trains them as leaders, and as people watch the Messiah in 
action, they can see what he is actually doing instead of speculating and 
guessing.  And so to compare Jesus’ baptism to an inauguration, or something 
similar is an appropriate parallel.  

But today, by recording the events that surrounded Jesus’ baptism, Matthew 
shows us that if we limit Jesus’ baptism to just a onetime event like that, we end 
up missing out on the chance to remember what baptism actually is, and the 



lasting blessings God gives us, when Jesus later instructs his followers to make use 
of it.  Today, God invites us to ask ourselves not just why was Jesus baptized, but 
also  

WHY WERE YOU BAPTIZED?   

And in Jesus’ baptism, we see even more clearly the blessings of our own 
baptisms, because he was:     

1. Anointed by the Spirit 
2. Approved by the Father 

Usually when we think of why someone would be baptized, we think of little 
children, and we remember how we were  guilty when we were born, sinful when 
our mothers conceived us (Psalm 51:5), and we rejoice in the fact that God 
promises that at baptism, he washes away that sin and creates faith in the heart 
of a person even before they are old enough to communicate with adults.  It’s a 
significant event in the life of a Christian, but if baptism is nothing more than an 
event in life, then we find ourselves asking the same questions John the Baptist 
asks in today’s gospel.  

Put yourself in his shoes for a bit.  John is in the wilderness, near the Jordan River, 
preaching and teaching and baptizing – as was his daily work.  But then one day 
Jesus comes and takes his place in line with the sinners, waiting his turn to be 
baptized along with everyone else, and you can imagine what was going through 
John’s head.  

Why are you doing this, Jesus?  Don’t you see what an awkward situation you are 
making – this looks so bad for you!  Didn’t you hear how I just finished telling all 
these people that the coming Messiah would be greater than me, that I wouldn’t 
even be worthy to take off his shoes for him, that he will baptize with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire – so why are you lining up alongside these sinners?  Don’t you 
see how silly this is?  

“Then Jesus came from Galilee to be baptized by John at the Jordan. But John 
tried to stop him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and yet you come to 
me?  (Matthew 3:13 – 14).  



Matthew tells us that this wasn’t just a quick question either – the verb he uses 
indicates persistence of some kind on John’s part – almost as though he is trying 
to talk Jesus out of this “foolish” course of action.  But the answer Jesus gives 
John shows us that there is something more going on with baptism than just a 
one-time event.  

“Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now, because it is proper for us to fulfill all 
righteousness.’ Then John let him” (Matthew 3:15).  Even though his baptism 
was the start of Jesus’ public ministry, it really wasn’t the beginning of his work as 
the Savior of the world – he had already started that 30 years earlier when he 
took on human flesh and started going about the monumental task of living the 
perfect life God demands – the life that you and I are supposed to live but can’t, 
won’t.  It was a task Jesus had executed with perfection – in childhood, through 
the tumult of adolescence, and as a young adult.  

You could say that Jesus had already accomplished a lot of righteousness – but 
more had to be done and it was going to get a lot harder.  Satan’s efforts to 
destroy God’s salvation plan were just getting started, and it was going to get 
worse.  Right after his baptism, Jesus would go out into the desert for 40 days and 
40 nights and be tempted by the devil.  Sometimes when we think of Jesus’ work 
as his suffering and death on the cross, it can be easy to forget just how difficult 
and yet critical a task Jesus faced in living this perfect life in our place – he faced 
the best the devil could throw at him.  

So what does all this have to do with Jesus’ baptism?  Luke’s account adds the 
detail that while being baptized, Jesus was praying.  We can only speculate about 
the content of that prayer, but we do know the answer.  “After Jesus was 
baptized, he immediately went up out of the water. Suddenly, the heavens 
were opened for him! He saw the Spirit of God, descending like a dove and 
landing on him, and a voice out of the heavens said, “This is my Son, whom I 
love. I am well pleased with him” (Matthew 3:16–17).  At his baptism, Jesus was 
anointed with the Spirit.  Just as he does for his people on other occasions, God 
pours out the Holy Spirit on Jesus at his baptism – giving him the strength he 
needed for what lay ahead, and giving him the reassurance of his father’s support 
to look back to in the difficult days.  Just as Jesus turned to food for physical 



strength like you and I do, he could look back on his baptism in the difficult days 
to come for spiritual refreshment, also as you and I can.  

Because the same thing is really true for you and me.  In a similar way, you and I 
have had the Holy Spirit poured out on us at our baptism – not in quite the same 
visible form, but with the same promise of strength to live the faith God creates in 
our hearts.  And so in time of temptation, when it seems like we are surrounded 
by wickedness and can’t possibly help being swallowed up by it, you and I can be 
certain that because we are baptized children of God we can turn to him for 
strength to resist the temptation – just as Jesus would do in the desert and 
through his life.  At your baptism, you too were anointed with the Spirit – you 
were given a relationship with the almighty God, and that relationship comes with 
the invitation to pray for strength from the Spirit in times of difficulty.  Being 
anointed by the Spirit makes all the difference in our lives. 

Maybe you can think of it like this: I know a person who put all his effort into 
trying to gain approval from his father.  He was an exceptionally well behaved 
child, obedient and respectful to his parents.  He worked hard in school, gave his 
best effort in sports, pursued various extra-curricular activities that he knew his 
parents would appreciate.  He took extra classes and graduated with a degree 
that allowed him to move into a field of work his father would approve of, hoping 
for that day when his father would tell him that he was proud of him – and not 
just be proud of him, but boast about him among his friends.  But no matter what 
he did, it seemed like he always fell short.  He wasn’t quite the athlete his dad 
dreamed of.  His career started well, but he didn’t move up the ladder and 
advance as he had originally hoped.  Would his father ever approve?  

I know this person very well – and you probably do too.  Even though the 
situation I described is an earthly one, how often isn’t that how we see our 
relationship with our father in heaven?  We want his approval – desperately – but 
our plans fall short and we don’t measure up, and no matter how many good 
things we might succeed in doing, they are far from the perfection he 
desires.  And no matter what we accomplish, we can’t change the past.  We can’t 
get rid of the wickedness that is there to separate us from God forever. 

At his baptism, Jesus told John: “Let it be so now, because it is proper for us to 
fulfill all righteousness.”  Not just righteousness, but ALL righteousness.  Jesus’ 



life, lived in perfect alignment with his father’s will, was only half of the salvation 
plan because the stain of our sinfulness still marred everything.  Some kind of 
sacrifice had to be made to wash that stain away, and Jesus had come to make 
that sacrifice – to be that sacrifice.  And what better place to start than to take his 
place alongside sinners who had come to be baptized, to take up a burden of sin – 
not his own but the sin of John the Baptist, the sin of the people watching, your 
sin, my sin, and all the rest of it.  

Perhaps from a human perspective, as John intimated, it did look a bit degrading 
for the perfect Son of God to take his place alongside sinners – but in some ways 
that was the whole point.  This was not the last time Jesus would stand alongside 
sinners and allow himself to be humbled – and what was coming would be far 
more difficult.  This was the first step toward the cross, the grave, the empty 
tomb.  This step into the public eye was a major step towards the day when Jesus 
would make payment for our sins, and God approved of this plan.  “A voice out of 
the heavens said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love. I am well pleased with 
him’”  (Matthew 3:17).  At his Baptism, Jesus and the sacrifice he was about to 
make received the approval of the Father.  

Because of what Jesus did, you and I receive the very same thing because of our 
baptism.  On the days when guilt is overwhelming and you feel like a failure 
spiritually speaking, you can remember the promise God made to you at your 
baptism – the promise that your sins are washed away.  Even when we are forced 
to admit that there is really not much in our lives that we can offer to God for his 
approval, you can remember your Baptism and you can know that your heavenly 
Father is proud of what he has made you to be – his dearly loved child, equipped 
to serve him with your own special mix of gifts in the ways he places before 
you.  You have the approval of the Father.  

As we celebrate Jesus baptism today, as we celebrate his inauguration as 
Messiah, may God remind us also of the blessings of our own baptism, and not 
just today as we watch Jesus, but every day.  Amen.   

 


