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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, preceded by this exchange:  
 
John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized 
by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let 
it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all 
righteousness.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Last Sunday we considered the circumcision of our Lord 

– a circumcision that He did not need, but (if you will) it needed 

Him. The entire Old Testament promise behind the custom 

needed to be fulfilled, and He came as the One to fulfill it.  

 Today, we consider the Baptism of our Lord – a Baptism 

that He did not need, but (if you will) it needed Him. The entire 

New Testament promise behind the practice needed to be 

instituted on the basis of the Christ’s righteousness, and He 

came as that righteous One to institute it. 

 It’s that appeal to “righteousness” in our text that 

confuses so many. Church bodies and their doctrine will focus 

on that word and say that Jesus is here implying that Baptism is 

an act of righteousness, an act of devotion made by the 
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righteous person to God. Indeed, many church bodies in 

America teach their hearers that it is the Christian who – after 

‘making his decision for Jesus’ – is baptized with water to show 

his righteousness.  

 The problem with that is that it’s not at all what the text 

says. Listen to the exchange between John and Jesus. First, 

John’s protest: 

“John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be 

baptized by you, and do you come to me?’” 
 

“I need to be baptized by you.” Need is not known by the 

righteous. Baptism is not for the righteous, and Jesus did not 

come to call the righteous, but sinners. “I need to be baptized 

by you,” John says, for John knows his sin, he knows his need. 

The voice in the wilderness calling sinners to repentance and to 

baptism for the forgiveness of sins is not above the need. He 

himself is like them, a sinner. And sinners need salvation; 

therefore, they need to be baptized by Jesus.  

 John’s words totally undercut the decision theology of 

our day and the mindset of a believer’s baptism. The so-called 

believer’s baptism, as taught by various groups that even 

(ironically) have John’s title – “Baptist” – but their “believer’s 

baptism” is the belief that righteousness precedes the baptism; 
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that one is declared righteous for the presence of his faith, 

then is baptized as a sign of that faith and – with it – their 

righteousness.  

In truth, if one is baptized as a believer, it is only in the 

sense that one has been taught his need of salvation and rightly 

believes that this baptism is Christ’s gift to meet that need – 

just as the Ethiopian cheerfully cried out to Philip, “Here is 

water! What prevents me from being baptized?” Yes, penitent 

sinners know their need. They do not approach Baptism out of 

pride and certainly not in personal righteousness; they 

approach it specifically because they know their need depends 

upon God’s grace, and so sinners hear and echo the cry of John, 

“I need to be baptized by you, Jesus.” 

 Now, again, it’s Jesus’ response by which so many are 

confused. Suddenly he brings in this term, righteousness. “Let it 

be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” 

Didn’t we just say that righteousness didn’t have anything to do 

with baptism? 

 No. We said the righteousness of the sinner has nothing 

to do with Baptism. The sinner needs God to be gracious; but 

God’s graciousness is ours in one way only – He covers us in 

Christ’s righteousness. St Paul says, “You who have been 
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baptized into Christ Jesus have put on Christ.” And therefore 

you wear Him and His righteousness. You have a share in all 

that is his, so that – in our epistle reading – St Paul says, “all of 

us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 

his death.” 

 Such gift cannot be ours if it is not first instituted by the 

One who is righteous, the one whose righteousness fulfills 

God’s blueprints and plans and satisfies the demands of the 

cross. Thus, Jesus the Fulfillment says to John the Forerunner, 

“Let it be so now…” In other words, “Your need will be 

answered, but in its own order. Finish your work as Elijah who 

is to come, baptize me that I may bring honor and purpose to 

this baptism, that I might make it holy, and bless all waters to 

be usable for a lavish washing away of sin.  

 You know that sentiment – the blessing of all waters for 

a lavish washing away of sin – you know that from the prayer in 

the Rite of Holy Baptism, in which we pray to the Father, 

“through the Baptism in the Jordan of Your beloved Son, our 

Lord Jesus Christ, You sanctified” – what does sanctified mean, 

but “you made righteous” – “You sanctified and instituted (the 

beginning of the sermon said “He came as that righteous One 
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to institute it) – “You sanctified and instituted all waters to be a 

blessed flood and a lavish washing away of sin.” 

 Now, you say, “How can that be the institution of 

Baptism? The words of institutution Jesus gives to the disciples 

aren’t recorded until Matthew 28, until the resurrected Jesus is 

ready to ascend on high?” Then, tell me, what (literally, “in 

God’s name”) what, in God’s name, was Jesus doing when 

John’s gospel records – right on the heels of that beloved John 

3:16, right after that early-in-his-ministry conversation with 

Nicodemus – what was Jesus doing when the text says in 3:22, 

“After this Jesus and his disciples went into the Judean 

countryside and he remained there with them and was 

baptizing”? 

 Those who want to see Baptism as a post-ascension 

custom of the Church’s making misread the Scriptures. Yes, 

Christ institutes all Sacraments for the benefit of all the nations 

in the hours around His passion – the Sacrament of the Altar 

immediately before his passion, the Sacrament of Absolution 

immediately after his resurrection, the Sacrament of Holy 

Baptism immediately prior his ascension – that all nations 

might know that Baptism, Absolution and the Holy Supper are 
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the means by which the crucified, risen and ascended Lord will 

forever care for His Church until He comes again in His glory.  

 But, the Baptism and forgiveness that is universally 

instituted for all at the end of His earthly ministry is already 

blessed by his righteousness at the beginning of his ministry, 

“Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all 

righteousness.” It’s solely because of the righteousness of 

Christ that we may cling to such powerful promises as Holy 

Baptism. But, precisely because of the righteousness of Christ, 

we ought never discount Baptismal water’s ability to meet our 

need.  

 And that righteousness of Christ is guaranteed and 

testified to in His own baptism. Last week, we mentioned that 

circumcision did not salvifically number him in Abraham’s line, 

but rather – by his circumcision – he honored and glorified and 

brought to completion the faith of Abraham’s line and its hope 

in the promised Messiah. In the same way, Jesus’ baptism did 

not salvifically adopt him into the family of God, which was 

already His by his own essence and person as the only-

begotten of the Father – “This is my beloved Son.” Rather, by 

his baptism, Christ honored and glorified and instituted with his 

righteousness the baptismal washing that makes sinners into 
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adopted sons of the Most High, filled with the faith and hope 

that will be brought to its completion when the baptismal life 

culminates in the resurrection and the life of the world to 

come. 

 This is what we hear in Paul’s explanation to the 

Romans, isn’t it?, that we are adopted into Christ’s death that 

all might culminate in our share in his resurrection?:  

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized 

into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death… For, if we 

have been united with him in a death like his, we shall 

certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.”  
 

Indeed, baptism does not end with confirmation, nor with 

death or burial. It ends in (or, more properly, carries us to) the 

resurrection and the life of the world to come.  

 But notice the context in which Paul makes these 

statements. The context is the baptismal life; the daily life lived 

out this side of heaven as one baptized into this identity and 

inheritance. And, what is Paul’s point? – we ought not live as 

though fated for the grave when we are being brought into 

everlasting life. Paul says, “What shall we say then? Are we to 

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

we who died to sin still live in it!” 
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 This is often the struggle found even among the 

baptized, isn’t it?... this notion that we must live for this life 

because all that’s left is death. Indeed, whenever you sin 

against God’s holy will, the underlying reason is because you 

allow yourself to fall into the despair of living only for this life. 

Multiple times the Scriptures quote the common refrain of the 

pagans in ancient days, the refrain that might as well be 

America’s motto today: “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we 

die.” And every time you sin against God or one another, it’s 

ultimately because you have – in that moment – despaired of 

the promise that we have been adopted for something better, 

something far more eternal. But, in that moment of sin, you 

have momentarily forgotten that you are to point your spouse 

to Christ’s eternal victory; to patiently teach and raise your 

children in Christ’s eternal victory; to respect and honor your 

father and mother who raise you in Christ’s eternal victory; to 

labor faithfully for your employer that he might be encouraged 

by your a-typical love grounded in the certain hope of Christ’s 

eternal victory; to exhort and encourage your fellow Christian 

to be emboldened in the joy of Christ’s eternal victory. When 

we sin against any of these, we have allowed ourselves to 

forget that we do not live a life leading to the grave, but 
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through it… We have been adopted into the forgiveness of sins 

for today which leads to the resurrection of the body tomorrow 

and the life of the world to come forever.  

 As Paul says it in our epistle reading: “Now if we have 

died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.” 

Notice, we “have died” with Christ. The Old Adam is not your 

lord and master. You cannot pretend to wrestle against sin with 

the token effort, “Well, what should be expected of me.?...I’m 

a sinner.” But you have been adopted and declared a saint. And 

the gifts of God strengthen you to wrestle against that Old 

Adam, not with weak resignation and trite rationalistic 

soliloquies, but with the very forgiveness and righteousness of 

Christ that covers you and the very strengthening of Word and 

Sacrament that fills your ears and mouth and soul, to wage holy 

war against all your rebellious members. 

 Therefore, you can in no way excuse sin by appealing to 

Old Adam. Rather, “you also must consider yourselves dead to 

sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” And, if alive to God, alive 

by the very benefits of the baptismal life once promised and 

instituted by Christ – the benefit of forgiveness, faith, and the 

strengthening of that faith which comes by receiving the Word 

and Sacrament from/of the righteous One and, therein, the 



  10 

                                                                   10 

Holy Spirit whom He here gives. How can we possibly shrug our 

shoulders at sin, how can we possibly justify thinking and acting 

as though our daily life is merely about entertaining a body 

doomed for destruction in death, when we have been baptized 

by and into the righteous One who, being raised from the dead, 

will never die again? Death no longer has dominion over him; 

thus, it has no dominion over those who have been baptized 

by/into Him. So, “you also must consider yourselves dead to sin 

and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” 

 This we can take heart in when we return to the scene 

of our Gospel reading. Christ not only instituted the promise 

and blessed the waters with his righteousness, but He also – 

with His Father’s blessing and adoration – took on our sins and 

carried them to the cross, that He may once-and-for-all justify 

us and not condemn us in and with our sin. How does St Peter 

say it?: “Repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins 

(that application of the work of the cross), and you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit.” And, with the Holy Spirit making our 

bodies his temple, then – as Paul says – we too may walk in 

newness of life… a newness of life that wrestles against the old 

self and brings the body of sin to nothing, so that we would no 

longer be enslaved to sin, but would daily drown it and conquer 
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it in and by the forgiveness of sins, the sustenance of Word and 

Sacraments and thereby the strengthening of the faith which 

lives each day knowing that: if we have been united with Christ 

in His death, we will also be united with Him in His 

resurrection. For all who hide in Christ hear the righteous 

judgment of God upon the righteous One who covers us: “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 8, 2023 


