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Sermon for January 12, 2014 
 

 Baptism of the Lord Sunday 
Year A 

Scripture Text:  Matthew 3:1-4:11 
  
 
 
Giving Witness to God’s Love for God’s People 
 
One of the longstanding and ongoing theological conundrums of the Christian faith is why Jesus 
was baptized.  Contained, in some form or another, in all four of the New Testament Gospels, the 
Baptism of Jesus has caused confusion among the faithful of the Christian Church and kept more 
than a few theologians and Pastors occupied and employed over the past two plus thousand 
years.   
 
We know the stories of the Gospels, John the Baptizer Comes out of the wilderness to the Jordan 
River and preaches to all who come to listen that the reign of God is at hand and that all people 
are called to repent, turnaround from keeping their back to God and turn toward God and God’s 
call to live lives focused on God and responsive to God’s promises, and to begin living out that 
repentance by being baptized.  In effect John calls upon those who have gathered at the Jordan to 
reject their former lives apart from God and God’s love and to, literally, wash away their old 
sinful lives in the waters of Jordan and emerge cleansed, renewed and ready to live new lives 
where God’s call to righteousness becomes their touchstone and focus for all parts of their lives.  
 
And this certainly makes sense, for whether it was the day and age of John the Baptizer or 
whether it is our time and place right here and now, there is plenty for each of us to turn away 
from and instead turn back toward God and God’s love in order for us all to live more closely the 
lives that God calls us to live.  But what about Jesus?  If the reason for baptism then, as it is in 
this day and age, is to reject that which has held us back from living as God would have us live 
and then, with God’s help, take on the renewed and refreshed lives that God calls us to live, why 
then would the Son of God need to be baptized?  Was it that he wasn’t really God’s beloved son 
in whom God was well pleased until he came out of the baptismal waters of the Jordan?    Was it 
that Jesus, like all human beings had to turn away from a life of sinfulness and turn toward God?  
Or was it that until that very moment Jesus had no clue who he was or what he was called to be 
and do? 
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All of these questions, and many more, have captured the imaginations of theologians and people 
of faith for as many years as there has been a Christ following community of faith, and all of 
these questions, while interesting, provocative and worthy of contemplation, in my opinion miss 
the very point that the writer of Matthew wishes those who first heard and read this gospel and us 
right here and now would consider as we all continue to learn and grow in our faith and in the 
task of following this one called Jesus the Christ.  And that point is, as the writer of Matthew has 
Jesus proclaim to John the Baptizer, “to fulfill all righteousness.” 
 
And while that response is certainly less than helpful it is not as obtuse and difficult as it might 
seem.  The word “righteousness”, dikaiosune in the Greek, is a word cluster that contains 
meanings like holy, innocence, justice and equity and is focused on the character or actions of 
someone. The word “fulfill”, pleroo in the Greek, is a word cluster that contains meanings like 
complete, bring to a close, perfect or finish.  Pleroo is an active and engaging verb that assumes, 
even as it demands, some sort of action.   
 
So when put together the meaning of this phrase to fulfill all righteousness can mean, to bring to 
a perfect completion the equity, justice and holiness that is demanded and expected in that 
particular setting.  Which is to say that the reason Jesus needed to be baptized, according to the 
writer of the Gospel of Matthew, was not because Jesus needed to repent and turn around but 
rather because the fullness of God’s love for humanity needed to be revealed to all in such a way 
as to give witness to God’s love for God’s people. 
 
In other words, the righteousness that needed completion was not Jesus’ righteousness; rather it 
was the awareness of the world that God’s perfect righteousness, God’s justice and holiness of 
character and action was being made manifest and palpably real in and through the person of 
Jesus the Christ.  The world was being called to repent and to turn toward God once again so that 
it could give witness to the love of God in all aspects of life and Jesus, God’s beloved and holy 
son, was answering that call on behalf of the world so that all could come to know once and for 
all that God’s love, God’s Justice, God’s righteousness was perfect, was present and was 
available.  
 
But the story does not end there.  
 
Just as God, as shown over and over again in the entirety of the Biblical narrative, has been and 
continues to be the primary actor in the relationship between God and humanity, it does not 
mean that we in this place and time, the curious folk at the time of John the Baptizer, the 
disciples and followers of Jesus, the first hearers of this gospel narrative, nor any of the faithful 
Christ followers that have come before us or who will come after us can simply be passive 
recipients to the love and grace of God that is lavished upon us and all.  Rather we, in response to 
the perfect righteousness of God are called to respond.  It is not enough to simply take notice of 
God’s love and presence in our lives; nor is it enough to simply accept that we are welcome in 
the family of God and thus secure in our lives.  We must, to fulfill all righteousness respond 
ourselves as well by following where and how Christ will lead into the baptismal waters and 
back out again so that we ourselves may become the living and faithful witnesses to God’s love 
for the rest of the world. 
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For it is in the baptismal waters whether we were baptized as young children or as adults or 
whether we await the day of our baptism that we affirm the very present reality of God’s love 
and God’s action to bring us into the family of God.  For through the act of baptism we affirm 
without hesitation that God does love us, that God does call us, and that God does desire that we 
respond, not just with words, but with our very lives in moving out into the world and ourselves 
giving witness to God’s love in every moment and every action of our lives.  For when we do 
that, when we respond to the gift we have been given by sharing that gift with all whom we meet 
we too fulfill, bring to perfect completion, the righteousness, justice, equity and love that God 
has shown to us and to all.  
 
Friends, God loves us and all, God showed us and all that love in and through the person, life and 
ministry of Jesus the Christ and now, God calls us to give witness to the love by following Christ 
and fulfilling all righteousness. 
 
 
    
 
 
Amen. 
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