As we’ve mentioned, today is Baptism of the Lord on the church calendar. We note that the gospel of Matthew has Jesus’ ministry starting here in Ch. 3 and right away there are questions involved about Jesus and in particular, who should be baptizing who. In a key part of the passage, as we’ll see, Jesus says that he must be baptized in order to “fulfill all righteousness”. That will be a starting point for us – namely, what is righteousness?
Briefly, righteousness is “correct behavior”; for Christians, it is the kind of behavior God wants us to have. So we argue sometimes about what is righteousness or correct behavior.
 Here’s an example. A golfer and a caddy are out on the links. The golfer asks the caddy, “Do you think it is a sin to play golf on Sunday?" The caddy replies to the golfer, "Sir, the way you play, it’s a sin any day of the week!" 
And there’s this one. A family decides to invite their priest over for their house for dinner.
They have a great dinner talking about religion and how it helps with their daily lives. But after the priest leaves, the wife comes back to the table to find out that one of their silver spoons is missing. The wife asks her husband if it might be the priest who took it, but the husband says that it can’t be as the priest is a righteous man. The wife decides to let it go.
The following year they decide to invite the priest for dinner again. This time as the priest sits down at the table, the wife cannot help but ask him if he had taken their spoon last year. The priest looks at her and says, I left it between the pages of your Bible.
Our point is that some behavior is sinful and we should avoid it, of course. Also to be avoided is self-righteousness – the idea that we think we are holier than someone else because of our actions.  But we will be focusing on why Jesus was baptized and why that act “fulfilled all righteousness”. Furthermore, what does it take to be worthy to be baptized? 
Matthew 3:13-17 NIV
Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 14 But John tried to deter him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" 15 Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness." Then John consented. 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. 17 And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased."
Prior to our passage in Matthew’s gospel, we hear of the Holy Family’s sojourn in Egypt when King Herod has all the 2-year-old children from around Bethlehem killed. He does so because he has heard prophecies that the Messiah, a potential competitor to his rule, will come from Bethlehem, and adding to his worries was a visit from 3 foreign astrologers who had seen a star rising (to them, a sign of a king). 
An angel appears to Joseph in a dream to warn the family of this terrible deed, so the family hurriedly moves to Egypt. After they had stayed in Egypt for a sufficiently long time, Joseph has another dream with an angel in it that tells him that it is safe to return to Israel. 
From this point in Matthew’s gospel, there is a fast forward to Jesus’ life as an adult – no stories of Jesus as a child. John the Baptist has started a ministry down by the Jordan River and it has been very successful. The message is repentance from sin and a ritual washing to cleanse the believer – a baptism – is the outward sign accompanying the inner cleaning.
One other thing that John makes clear is that he is not the Messiah, but such a one is coming. John says that he is not worthy to carry the sandals of this One. He who has the true baptism is coming – the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. 
We see throughout Jesus’ ministry, as depicted in the gospels, a willingness to take on the difficulties of the world even at great personal cost. As author Dorothy L. Sayer puts it, “The divine "scheme of things," as Christianity understands it, is at once extremely elastic and extremely rigid.  It is elastic, in that it includes a large measure of liberty for the creature; it is rigid in that it includes the proviso that, however created beings choose to behave, they must accept responsibility of their own actions and endure the consequences. Dorothy L. Sayer: A Rage for Life.” Jesus certainly did that.
But we see John the Baptist wondering about the “correctness” of his baptizing Jesus. This gospel doesn’t say how he knows, but John does know that Jesus is the One he has been preaching about, the One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit. (In Luke’s gospel, there are 2 messengers sent from John the Baptist to Jesus, and they ask him, “Are you the One to come, or are we to wait for another (Luke 7:19)”).
In any case, things should be done in order, according to John’s view, so shouldn’t the greater be baptizing the lesser? Shouldn’t Jesus be baptizing John instead of what Jesus has requested? It calls to mind the disciple Peter in John’s gospel, who does a similar thing when Jesus begins to wash the disciples’ feet. Shouldn’t they be washing his feet? Isn’t this a question of who is most worthy?
Peter and John the Baptist have a point. Baptism is about renunciation of sin. But Jesus has no sin. So, many folks over the centuries have tried to explain this. What most scholars can agree on is that Jesus’ renunciation was not about his repentance from sin but a sort of giving up the comforts of having a home. And his home, of course, is his heavenly home Instead of repenting, Jesus is giving himself fully to God, renouncing the power of the world. As Jesus says in Mat 8:20, "Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head."
A second “why” that Jesus was baptized is that through doing it, he takes on the sin of the world. Obviously, it is not that Jesus wants to participate in sin but that he wants to be able to experience the shame and the pain of sin in an attitude of love.  This is an example of Jesus’ sacrificing for us, before we even consider his suffering on the cross.
The third reason we can list for Jesus’ baptism was that Jesus himself saw the moment as a commissioning by God for God’s divine purposes.  Jesus knows that this is his time. Remember in John 2 when Jesus’ mother Mary asks him to “help out” with the wine? Jesus tells her that it is not yet his time. But he ended up turning the water into wine as Mary had asked and “his time” came soon after.
One of the great names in the history of Antarctic exploration was Sir Ernest Shackleton. In the summer of 1908-9, he and three companions attempted to travel to the South Pole from their winter quarters. They set off with four ponies to help carry the load. Weeks later, their ponies dead, rations all but exhausted, they turned back toward their base, their goal of reaching the Pole not accomplished.
Altogether, they trekked 127 days. On the return journey, as Shackleton records in his book The Heart of the Antarctic, the time was spent talking about food -- elaborate feasts, gourmet delights, sumptuous menus. As they staggered along, suffering from dysentery, not knowing whether they would survive, every waking hour was occupied with thoughts of eating. 
Jesus knew something about the ravages of food deprivation. In the next passage of our gospel, Jesus undergoes the Temptation in the desert, where he fasts for 40 days. After the Temptation, Jesus’ first long sermon in Matthew’s gospel is the Sermon on the Mount, where he presents the Beatitudes. One of them is, "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for RIGHTEOUSNESS." We can understand Shackleton's obsession with food, which offers a glimpse of the passion Jesus intends for our quest for righteousness.
The argument that Jesus gives to John, that they should “fulfill all righteousness”, eventually convinces John to baptize him. When Jesus comes up from the waters of baptism, the Holy Spirit alights upon him “like a dove”. The dove is used by the rabbis as a symbol of the people of Israel, only sometimes associated with the Spirit. Then God the Father says from heaven, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” This is a quotation from Psalm 2:7, a messianic text.
Thus we see that in baptism, Jesus is being commissioned to his ministry by God the Father. Our own baptisms symbolize something parallel. We repent from our sins, our sins are washed away, and we commit to being a follower of Jesus. This is righteousness, following Jesus’ command for us. 
And if we ever find ourselves wondering about what we should do, and what is righteousness for us in our life situation, we have an example in Jesus. We will not have to undergo the cross as he did, but because he did, we know that he is with us and knows our pain and struggles. And our joys. Praise to Jesus the Savior, who makes us worthy to be baptized. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen.

 
