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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the baptism of Jesus, concluding with these words: And 
behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with 
whom I am well pleased.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 

Our introit and collect and Old Testament reading spend a lot 

of time and energy focusing on Jesus as the anointed, the chosen of 

God. But chosen for what purpose? Certainly, we have our standard, 

well-memorized answers: to save His people, to die for our sins, to 

redeem the world. Those are good answers; they’re Scriptural 

answers. But, Scripture also gives us another answer, a quite specific 

one, found only in Matthew’s recording of Jesus’ baptism. Out of the 

three accounts of Jesus’ baptism, only Matthew records the 

explanation of Jesus being baptized, part of his being the anointed 

and chosen of God, and the explanation comes from Jesus himself: 

“It is fitting to fulfill all righteousness.” 

In the Old Testament, water destroys unrighteousness. In the 

flood waters, the Lord destroyed the unbelieving world; in the Red 

Sea, the Lord drown hard-hearted pharaoh – you recognize that from 

the Baptismal prayer (we hear again this morning: “According to 

Your strict judgment You condemned the unbelieving world through 
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the flood… You drowned hard-hearted Pharaoh and all his host in the 

Red Sea”). And again, at the end of the Bible, in the Revelation of 

earth’s coming destruction, waters impend and the seas threaten. 

Wherever there is unrighteousness, water destroys. 

 But the Chosen of God comes, and he says, “It is fitting to 

fulfill all righteousness.” And when the servant of God is baptized, 

when the Chosen of God is baptized, when the waters that overcome 

unrighteousness are tamed by the one who is righteous, there’s no 

destruction, but only the opening of all of heaven because, the 

Father says, “In [him] my soul delights.” Behold, Christ who makes all 

things new starts (you might say) with water, and – in the baptism of 

the righteous – that water yields no obliteration of all things 

unrighteous (there’s nothing to obliterate!), but begets the 

revelation of God’s righteous relationship in his most intimate 

Trinitarian harmony: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 

pleased,” the Father says of the Son, as the Spirit descends and the 

prophetic word is trumpeted over flesh and blood, “Behold, my 

servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I 

have put my Spirit upon him.” 

 And, if this now is the purpose of baptismal water, now that 

it is attached to the righteousness of Jesus, then water is no longer  

annihilation of those who are far off from God, but adoption of those 

who were once far off from God; Peter says at Pentecost, “Repent 

and be baptized (no longer be condemned/destroyed, but be saved) 
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… this is for you and your children and all who are far off.”  Indeed, 

Christ’s baptism does what the ceremonial washing could never do; 

the ceremonial washing could only cleanse skin deep, but Christ’s 

washing cleanses soul deep, so that the unrighteous is now declared 

righteous – your reputation is now declared to be Christ’s 

reputation. Not because your unrighteous Old Adam has been 

molded into improved righteousness – no, water still drowns the Old 

Adam. Neither because your unrighteousness is excused because it’s 

loosely associated with Christ’s righteousness – no, you must not 

continue in sin as if to ‘help’ grace abound. Rather, your 

unrighteousness is now covered by, atoned for, expiated by Christ’s 

righteousness; as the hymn says it, “Be resolute, this man is Christ 

your substitute.”  

 With Christ as our substitute even our deserved fate of being 

locked outside the ark or drowned with horse and chariot – even 

that fate is redeemed from the watery grave and given new life in 

baptism. That is the joy, the comfort, the certainty, the inheritance 

of little Emily… and it is the same joy, comfort, certainty and 

inheritance even for you whose baptism was 90 years ago… still 

today that baptismal life carries and boldly claims the righteousness 

of Christ in your place.  

 Thus, it’s no wonder that the baptism of Jesus spends so 

much time extolling his righteousness: we know well the declaration 

from heaven at Jesus’ baptism: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I 
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am well pleased,” but what about the declaration of the Son’s 

righteousness as long anticipated and promised by the Lord himself 

through the words of the prophet:  

 

“Behold my servant, whom I uphold; my chosen, in whom my soul 

delights. I have put my Spirit upon him.”  

 

Friends, can there be any questioning of the righteousness of this 

one chosen and upheld by the Father Himself, the one bestowed 

with the Spirit himself. And, if there can be no questioning his 

person, then there also can be no doubting his righteous judgment: 

“He will bring forth justice to the nations.” And justice still being 

borne in the wounds of the cross yields mercy toward sinners: “a 

bruised reed he will not break, and a faintly burning wick he will not 

quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice.” The baptized know it 

better this way: “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just, and 

will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

Faithful and just to forgive, to use that baptismal water to destroy all 

unrighteousness… faithful to His own righteousness which he 

substituted on the cross of Calvary for the likes of us unrighteous. 

 St Paul asks, “Do you not know that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into his death?” – that 

is, “have been baptized into the righteous substitute’s sacrifice for 

our sins.”  
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 What a watery end is met by the totality of your 

unrighteousness. Or, to say that in a more daily life way: what a 

watery grave awaits your darkest and most embarrassing sin. Those 

sins of which you sigh, “If God only knew, he would never say of me, 

‘Behold my servant, my chosen, in him my soul delights.” But, 

friends, God knows. He knows that darkest, most embarrassing sin – 

the one that has plagued you for years and even decades and you 

simply cannot wipe it out of your memory and remove it from your 

identity – He knows it, and he says not of you, but of your Substitute, 

“Behold my servant, my chosen, in him my soul delights.” And, safe 

in the righteousness of that Substitute, you can be assured that a 

bruised reed God will not break and a smoldering wick he will not 

snuff out. 

 But St Paul anticipates that Old Adam hears this blessed news 

as well, and uses it for ugly, unrighteous excuse. And Paul blasts Old 

Adam before he can ‘rally the troops’ of your sinful reason: “Are we 

to continue to sin that grace may abound? By no means! How can we 

who died to sin still live in it?” Indeed, if we are to live in the 

righteousness of Christ, ought we not also stay close to him? Paul 

says, “The death Christ died he died to sin once for all, but the life he 

lives he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin 

and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” 

 Now, this is no mere psychological victory. Paul does not 

merely mean to say, “When you’re wrestling against sin, think of 
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yourself this way, consider yourselves dead to sin, and maybe that 

will help.” Rather he is saying, “You have been purchased by Christ, 

who died for your sins. You have been identified with the Beloved, 

who baptized you into His name. You must not now even consider 

that a continuance of sin and the appeal to grace as your excuse is an 

option! You are alive to God in and through and because of Christ 

Jesus. Is that so little a salvation that you will give it away through 

the excuses of the Old Adam. By no means! That’s not why Christ 

died for you! That’s not why he gave new purpose to the waters of 

destruction for you! As Paul says in the very next verse after our text: 

“Let not therefore sin reign in your mortal body… do not present 

your members to sin as instruments of unrighteousness.” No way. 

No members of unrighteousness when, in baptism, you’ve been 

made a member of righteousness. As Paul says in our text, “We know 

that our old self was crucified with him in order that the body of sin 

might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be 

enslaved to sin. For one who has died has been set free from sin.” 

 So then, wage war within your members; fight with all your 

might against your sloth, against your addictions, against your 

laziness, your lusts, your gossip, your passions, your envy, jealousy, 

your bitterness, your sinful worry and anxiety.  

 And, of course, when we do wrestle mightily in the minutes, 

hours, and days ahead, we will quickly come to quite a realization: 

“There is no righteousness or merit or worthiness in me. Lord, have 
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mercy. Cast me not away from your presence.” And, when we have 

realized such, when we realize we of our own strength are losing, we 

ought flee, flee to Christ and take great comfort again in these words 

about our righteous Substitute, “a bruised reed, he will not break; a 

smoldering wick he will not quench.” And that means we can run 

back to our baptism, for there is where we have been clothed with 

the righteousness of Christ that covers us from all our sin. There is 

where we have the certainty, to comfort our weary lives, that Christ 

is still our substitute, that we can confess our sins, and he will remain 

faithful and just, and cleanse us from all our unrighteousness. And, in 

joy, we can rise out of our darkness, rejoice in being children of his 

light, and cling to the covenant God has made with us, made for us, 

that new covenant, sealed by Christ’s blood, that new covenant that 

God is our God and we are His people, and he has promised to 

remember our sins no more but to destroy them in the 

righteousness of His Chosen servant: “Behold, this is my beloved Son, 

with whom I am well pleased.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 12, 2020 


