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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Our text for this day is the 
Gospel reading from Matthew, chapter 3. 
 
As you read through Matthew’s gospel, you notice that the 
evangelist says nothing about the life and times of Jesus 
between the time of his birth and the beginning of his ministry.  
And with the exception of Luke’s account of the boy Jesus 
teaching in the temple, the New Testament is silent about the 
events that took place between Jesus’ infancy and his public 
ministry.  But there is a reason for this.  The Scriptures were 
written to make us wise unto salvation, and as such, they tell us 
only of those things in the life of our Lord that are necessary to 
reveal to his Person and work as the Christ, the Son of the 
living God.  Thus, Matthew’s narrative moves straight ahead 
from Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, which 
foretold of the Immanuel Child born in Bethlehem and raised in 
Nazareth, to the onset of his ministry in receiving the baptism 
of John. 
 
John the Baptist had been preaching in the wilderness, 
baptizing all manner of people who came to him and confessed 
their sins.  Those who came to be baptized acknowledged their 
sinfulness, and truly feared the judgment and coming wrath that 
John preached.  They sought the benefits of John’s baptism, the 
forgiveness of their sins.  They sought to be washed from their 
uncleanness in the waters of the Jordan.  They wanted to be 

blessed and reconciled to God through his promises.  They 
came to John in faith and hope of being forgiven.  So, then, 
what was Jesus doing, getting in line to go into the river and be 
baptized like a sinner who is in need of forgiveness? 
 
John, it seems, asked the very same question.  As we heard 
from the text, he tried to prevent Jesus from being baptized.  
John recognized that Jesus had no sins to confess and needed no 
forgiveness.  As John declared, Jesus should baptize him!  After 
all, Jesus was the greater one who had come after him, whose 
sandal straps John was not even worthy to stoop down and 
untie. He was the sinless one, John the sinner. Jesus needed no 
preparation for the coming judgment, for he himself was judge. 
 
But Jesus came to the Jordan that day to receive John’s 
baptism, and he would not be denied.  John submitted to his 
will and baptized him, and Jesus told him that it was in order 
that they might fulfill all righteousness.  But this was not just a 
righteous act or ritual by which Jesus sought to please the 
Father.  Jesus submitted to John’s baptism in order to unite 
himself with the sinners who came to John to confess their sins.  
He joined himself to them in the very waters in which John 
washed away their sins.  He who knew no sin became sin for all 
men.  He went into the waters and took upon himself what John 
had washed from those who came in repentance.  He became 
the sin-bearer at that moment—the sin-bearer headed for the 
cross. 
 
It should by no means trouble us that Jesus was baptized along 
side the sinners who made the trek to the wilderness to hear 
John.  We should not think it beneath him to be associated with 
men so rife with sin.  For Jesus’ humiliation, the state into 



 
which he entered and laid aside the glory of his divine nature, 
began long before his preaching ministry in Judea.  Christ, in 
his love and merciful condescension, humbled himself when he 
was born of the Virgin Mary in a lowly stable.  His baptism by 
John in the Jordan was not the beginning of his saving work.  It 
was, however, the point at which he started down the road to 
the cross to be manifested as God’s suffering Servant.   
 
Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, had come down from 
heaven and was made man in order to save man!  Scripture 
declares that he became man and faced every temptation that 
man faces in this world, but entirely without sin.  Even in the 
flesh, Christ remained perfect in every way.  But this taking on 
of human flesh was no mundane or pointless endeavor.  Our 
Lord was made man because man otherwise faced utter 
destruction and damnation!  Because everyone is born sinful, 
and the wages of sin is death, death was required in order to pay 
the price of redeeming sinful humanity.  And there was no man 
living who could atone for the sins of the whole world. 
 
Humankind had set out on a spiraling course of doom.  You and 
I, as sinners, are without hope and are lost without the saving 
work of Jesus.   Only the perfect and all-atoning sacrifice of 
Christ, the very Son of God, could satisfy the wrath of the 
Father.  This was the whole purpose of Jesus’ incarnation, 
which was the source and focus of our joy and festivity during 
Christmastide, and now in Epiphany it is the way in which 
God’s good and gracious will becomes manifest.  The Father’s 
will was that man would be saved through faith in the perfect 
life and atoning death of his Son, and the onset of his Son’s 
ministry took place in his baptism in the Jordan. 
 

We observe the Baptism of our Lord on this, the first Sunday 
after Epiphany.  Epiphany means “manifestation”, and Jesus’ 
baptism in the Jordan was the manifestation of both the Triune 
God and the Father’s acceptance of Jesus as the one who would 
redeem the whole world.  The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit each 
manifest themselves in Jesus’ baptism.  As the Father’s voice in 
the heavens declares Jesus to be his beloved Son, in whom he is 
well pleased, the Spirit manifests himself as a dove descending 
upon the Son.  As the symbol of peace, it is a reminder to us 
that, being justified by faith, we have peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
As Jesus came up out of the water at his baptism, the heavens 
were opened for this miraculous occurrence.  This great 
epiphany, or manifestation of the God whom it pleased to 
become man and suffer for the sins of men, was indeed a sign 
that Jesus’ baptism fulfilled all righteousness.  For it was to 
fulfill all righteousness that Jesus commenced his earthly 
ministry.  It had but one purpose: to accomplish salvation for all 
mankind.  Jesus’ ministry began at his baptism, when he stated 
his intent to do this.  He received God’s blessing as the Lamb of 
God who would take away the sins of the world.  This was he in 
whom the Father was well pleased. 
 
Jesus’ baptism has great meaning for you, dear Christians!  
When he was baptized among sinners, Jesus became a sinner on 
your behalf.  That is, he allowed himself to die your sinner’s 
death on Golgotha.  He took upon himself all of the sins that 
were washed away in your baptism and bore them himself, 
taking them to the cross and enduring the punishment due.  
Jesus switched places with you when he stood there in the river 
Jordan.  And as he rightly told the Baptist, it was to fulfill all 



 
righteousness.  Jesus fulfilled all righteousness when he partook 
of a baptism of sinners, so that he might be your substitute and 
bear the judgment that you have deserved.  He lived the perfect 
life that you could not, while you receive the forgiveness of 
your sins and everlasting life that you do not deserve.    As St. 
Paul wrote in the epistle reading for this day, Jesus is your 
righteousness, as well as your sanctification and redemption.  
He had to be your righteousness because of yourself you are 
unable to please a perfect and righteous God.   
 
Jesus’ baptism fulfilled all righteousness because he is the 
source of all righteousness, and he made your baptism what it 
is.  He made your baptism a saving sacrament, for with the 
manifestation of the Spirit and the approval of the Father, Jesus 
delivered such approval and blessing to you, the recipients of 
the precious gift of Christian Baptism.  When you were 
baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, you were buried with Christ into death.  There you 
received the forgiveness of your sins, which is the sole purpose 
and benefit of Jesus perfect life, shameful death, and glorious 
resurrection.  Having been buried with Christ in death, you 
crossed the Jordan, where Jesus was baptized, into the promised 
land of a new life with God.  For just as Christ was raised by 
the glory of the Father, so also might you walk in newness of 
life. 
 
Because Jesus was baptized among sinners and united himself 
with sinful humanity, he became man’s sin-bearer.  And 
because he is the bearer of your sin, all of the blessings and 
saving work accomplished by him at Calvary are yours in your 
baptism.  For you are clothed in the robes of Christ’s 
righteousness and are therefore pleasing to the Father.  For as 

St. Paul wrote, as many of you have been baptized into Christ 
have put on Christ.  And while your life as a Christian will by 
no means be free of sin and its consequences, you may take 
great comfort in your baptism.  As Luther pointed out, you not 
only were baptized; you are baptized.  Throughout your 
Christian life, no matter how many times you stumble (and you 
will stumble), be comforted in the knowledge that God made 
you his own in baptism.  There he washed you clean of the sin 
and iniquity that had separated you from your Lord.  Therefore 
rejoice, O Christians, for he who began this good work in you 
will sustain you till the day of Jesus Christ.  God has reconciled 
you to himself and you are forgiven all of your sins.  You are 
the Father’s beloved child, in whom he is well pleased.  Amen. 


