                           1/13/08 Sermon:   “He Fulfilled ALL Righteousness!”

                        (Texts:  Isaiah  42:1-9;  Romans 6:1-11;  Matthew 3:13-17)

          I love to hear my father tell stories about his life as a child growing up on the farm in rural Minnesota.  My father knew what it meant to live off the land because they provided all their own food and went to the store only when they needed sugar or coffee.  In addition, they had no electricity nor did they have indoor plumbing.  “How did they survive?” we wonder.  

     Anyway, my father, when recalling his young life during the “good ol’ days,” will sometimes say, with a smile on his face:  “As for taking a bath, well, we all took a bath every Saturday night – whether we needed it or not!”  
     However, my father got a bad deal during bath night.  You see, my father was the youngest of 6 children.  On bath night they would fill a tin tub full of hot water that they heated up all day on the wood stove.  His parents would take their baths first, using the same water.  After that, my father’s 5 brothers and sisters would take their baths – again, using the same water.  

     Then it was finally my father’s turn, and he had to use the same bath water.  However, by that time the bath water was a murky grey.  My father will jokingly say:  “When I took a bath in that water I was more dirty when I got out then when I got in!”

     Now, you might wonder why I’m bothering to tell you that story.  Well, that story reminds me of the event that took place as recorded in our Gospel reading for today:  THE BAPTISM OF JESUS.  Listen again to these words:  “Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John.  But John tried to deter him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’  Jesus replied, ‘Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.’”
     At this point in Matthew’s Gospel we hear about the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry.  Last Sunday our Gospel reading was from Matthew chapter 2, and we heard about the Magi who visited Jesus when He was about 1 year old.  However, at the beginning of Matthew chapter 3 we jump ahead almost 30 years and we read these words: “In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.’”

     John was the one promised in the Old Testament Scriptures – the one whom God would raise up to prepare people for the coming of the Lord, the promised Savior and Messiah.  But how did John prepare them to meet the Lord?  John preached that they should repent of their sin and receive God’s forgiveness in the waters of Baptism.  Some repented and were baptized.  Others would not.
     But one day something very strange happened.  John and those who heard his preaching were waiting for the Lord to appear – and then here comes Jesus, whose name means “God saves.”  When Jesus was still in the womb of the virgin Mary, an angel spoke these words to Joseph:  “Name the baby Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins.”
     No wonder John was shocked when Jesus asked to be baptized!  Jesus was and still is God in human flesh.  Jesus was the sinless, holy, Son of God.  Why did Jesus need to be baptized?  In fact, John said, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  What’s going on here?

     My friends, we need to understand that Jesus was NOT baptized for the same reasons that we are baptized.  Jesus was and is the sinless Son of God.  Why would He get into the same water that was being used to wash away our sin?  The reason is that He takes our sin out of the water.  Our sin was clinging to Jesus.  

     Remember how my father would get into that tub of murky, grey water full of the dirt and grime washed off of other people?  That reminds me of what happened when Jesus was baptized.  When we are baptized God uses the water connected with His Name to wash away the guilt of our sin.  But where does the guilt of our sin end up?  Our sin clings to Jesus, the innocent Son of God.

     Jesus took our sin all the way to the cross, where He fulfilled all righteousness.  No wonder Jesus said the following to John:  “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  

     When Martin Luther was studying the book of Romans he learned that the phrase “The righteousness of God” refers to God’s desire to save sinners through the work of His Son.  The entire Old Testament points ahead to the fulfillment of God’s righteous plan to save us from our sins.

     When Jesus was baptized the Holy Spirit descended upon Him in the form of a dove, and then the Father spoke from heaven and said:  “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”  Only Jesus could deal with our sin and thereby fulfill all righteousness.  When Jesus is baptized we see the 3 persons of the Holy Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – as they prepare to fulfill all righteousness for us sinners.

     The Father so loves the world that He gave His only Son for us.  The Son so loves us that He willingly went to the cross for us.  The Holy Spirit so loves us that He comes to us in baptism and creates in us a new heart so that we might receive and believe the righteous salvation that Jesus won for us.

     Sadly, some resist the work of the Holy Spirit.  Remember, not all who heard John were willing to repent.  Some refused to be baptized because they trusted their sin more than the promises of God.  Others who had been baptized later turned away from Jesus and took refuge in their own filth once again.

     This could easily happen to us.  We are sinners, too.  We are daily tempted to cling to our sin and deny the saving cleansing God has given us in Holy Baptism.  The devil tempts us to find salvation in our own sinful choices instead of repenting of our sin and trusting in the one who fulfilled all righteousness for us.

     The Good News is that God does not so easily forsake us.  Just as God used John to prepare people to receive their Lord, God continues to use His Word today to call us to daily repentance and faith in Jesus – who fulfilled all righteousness for us.

     Each day that you live God wants you to remember your baptism.  God wants you to remember that the guilt of your sin was washed away in that Holy Water.  God wants you to remember that your sin was clinging to Jesus when He was baptized, and then He took that sin to the cross where He dealt with it once and for all.

     John preached the following words:  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  Today you confessed your sins at this Service, and the Kingdom of heaven is near for you today.  
     Jesus is near because He embraced you and made you His own in Holy Baptism – where He took your sin and clothed you with His own righteousness.  Jesus is near because He speaks to you with His Words that you hear, read and think about – His Words that are on your lips when you pray and sing hymns.  Jesus is near because He gives you His own Body and Blood to eat and drink so that you may know that He has fulfilled all righteousness for you.
     Almost 2000 years ago Jesus came to the Jordan to be baptized by John.  What a strange thing for Jesus to do!  Jesus said:  “Let it be so now, it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  God kept His promise to save you.  You belong to Him.  You get to live for Him every day – now and for all eternity.  You have this certain hope because God fulfilled all righteousness for you.  That’s why you trust in Him.  That’s why you live for Him.  That’s why you love Him.  Amen!
