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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.” Then John consented.



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 lighting on Him. 
And a voice from heaven said, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.”


This incident from Jesus’ life is chosen for today because all three per​sons of the Trinity are mentioned as being specifically present: the Father speaking from heaven, Jesus being baptized, and the Holy Spirit descending in the form of a dove.  Baptism is the first time that the Holy Trinity is placed on us; water is applied to us in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  But today I’d like us to focus our attention on the words the Father spoke from heaven: “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.”


Does the Father also speak those same words to us or about us?  Or does he rather say: “This is My son or daughter who has betrayed Me and hurt Me in many ways; with him or her I am disgusted”?  Is the situation perhaps somewhat like the teenager whose parents are called to come down to the police station; they are taken back to the holding cell and asked, “Is this your son?”  The father answers, “Yes, this is my son, the one who is in trouble, the one in whom I am disappointed.”


How can God not say that about us?  We let Him down in so many ways.  God does all kinds of good things for us, but we are only concerned about our own interests, not about Him.  We selfishly pursue our own goals, without any concern for what He wants with our lives.  We are devoted to sinning, that is, to doing the opposite of what He wants for us.  He washes away all our sins, but we, like pigs, eagerly return to the filth of life.


This idea plays into one of the turning points of history.  D-day was definitely such a turning point, as was Pearl Harbor a couple years earlier.  A different kind of turning point came in the early 300s.  Prior to that time, the typical Roman emperor had been opposed to Christianity, some mildly so, many violently so.  Persecution of Christians flared up again and again, that is, professing Christ brought the death penalty.  Then came Constantine, who became a Christian.  Sort of.  As Constantine went into battle against his enemies, he had a vision, and saw a cross in the sky in the words: In hoc signo vincis, “In this sign you will conquer.”  He had his soldiers decorated with crosses, and then defeated his enemies.


Constantine does not execute Christians, but promotes them into his government.  When there was a dispute about who Jesus is, Constantine arranged the church council at Nicea which considered that question.  Arius was granted time to make his point that Jesus was only like God, not really God.  Athanasius was given the opportunity to present Scripture statements what Jesus is God, equal to the Father.  The eventual result of the council Constantine called was our familiar Nicene Creed, with its clear statements that Jesus is God.  The viewpoint of Arius is still maintained by the Jeho​vah’s Witnesses today.


The Emperor Constantine became a Christian, sort of, but he did not get baptized until he was dying.  Constantine knew that in Baptism Jesus washes away all our sins.  But he had the idea that Baptism only washes away all our past sins.  Constantine wanted to delay his Baptism until just before he died.  Then, he thought, he would come to death with all his sins washed away, except for those relatively few sins he had committed after he was baptized.  He would have to take his chances with God on those few sins.  Perhaps God would punish him for a short time for them, but he would be much better off than if he had been baptized years earlier, and had all those additional sins to pay for.


Obviously, Constantine had some wrong ideas.  Some historians suggest that Constantine’s faith in Jesus was more political than spiritual.  In other words, he saw that his government and rule would be stronger if it was aligned with the Christians than aligned against them.  Others suggest that Constantine really wanted to be a Christian, but was very misinformed.  For example, he personally seemed to favor Arius over Athanasius.  His whole attitude toward Baptism seems rather risky to me.  He wanted to delay Baptism until his deathbed, but there was no guarantee that he would have a deathbed.  He would certainly die, but he would not necessarily have time to arrange a Baptism before he died.


Constantine’s idea was that if he delayed his Baptism until his death​bed, then God would say to him at his death, “This is My son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”  All the bad things Constantine had felt that he had to do as the emperor would be washed away, and he would stand before God like an innocent baby, cleansed of his sins.  God’s mercy is great, and perhaps we will find the Roman emperor Constantine in heaven, in spite of his very wrong ideas.


When we were baptized, God’s name was placed on us, and we were stamped as the property of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  All that the Father has done for us, all that Jesus has done for us, all that the Holy Spirit continues to do for us was given to us.  Even those who were baptized as babies can retain those blessings of Baptism all their lives.  The benefits of Baptism do not wear off when the water which was applied to us has dried up, when the special clothes we wear are put away, when the Bap​tism certificate we received is put away for safe keeping and forgotten about.  The benefits of Baptism remain with us all our lives.


The big question about Jesus’ Baptism, the one that still troubles us no matter how many times it is explained to us is: why was Jesus baptized?  Baptism gives the forgiveness of sins.  Jesus had no sins.  Why, then, was He baptized?  That’s the question John the Baptist asked: “I need to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?”  All we have to this day is Jesus’ answer to John: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”


Even though you and I accept and believe Jesus’ explanation, I still find myself standing with John the Baptist and asking why.  Obviously, Jesus has no sins and does not need Baptism for Himself.  But we do have sins, and we do need to have those sins removed.  So Jesus was baptized for us.  He did everything He did “to fulfill all righteousness.”  In all He did, Jesus was living a perfect life for us.  He gives us that perfect life.  It is like two men who set out to build a house.  One is a master builder and con​structs a mansion.  The other is an inept weekend warrior who learns how to do each step of the project on Youtube, but never quite gets it right.  After much labor, he manages to construct a large shack with a leaky roof, leaky pipes, and flickering lights.  In the first summer storm, his shack collapses.  But the other man, the master builder, comes to him and gives him the keys to the mansion he has built.


That’s what Jesus does for us.  We do our best at our lives.  We work hard to live the right way.  But after all is said and done, we have lived a life characterized by sin and selfishness and failure, far below the stan​dards God has set for us.  If we try to stand before God on our own merits, the house comes crashing down around us.  But Jesus steps forward and hands us title to His perfect life lived in our place.  He has been perfect, and He gives us His perfection.  Just as the Father said to Jesus, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased,” so the Father also now says to us, because of Jesus: “This is My son or daughter, whom I love; with him or her I am well pleased.”


This is what Baptism gives to us.  This is what Baptism gave to us, in many cases a long time ago.  All our sins were washed away.  All the sins we had committed were washed away.  In addition, we were given forgive​ness for all the sins we would commit.  Actually, forgiveness is always an all or nothing affair.  We are always either completely forgiven or complete​ly unforgiven.  If, perhaps, we could be partially forgiven, that would do us no good at all.  Since the wages of even one sin is death, anyone who is even partially unforgiven is simply executed, that is, sent to hell forever.  Only being completely forgiven benefits us, and that is what we received in Baptism: all of our sins were washed away by Jesus, past, present, and future.


We retain that benefit of Baptism through faith in Jesus.  If someone who has been baptized forgets about Jesus and refuses to make use of Jesus, God will indeed let them stand before Him on their own merits, just as they want.  Then God will condemn them to make restitution for their own sins, apart from what Jesus has done for them, and they will never leave hell thereafter.  This is what Jesus taught us: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be con​demned.” Mk16v16.  Whoever is baptized and continues to believe in Jesus will be saved.  Whoever does not believe in Jesus, whether or not he has been baptized, will be condemned.  Our faith in Jesus is fed and strengthened as we remember our Baptism, as we hear His Word, and as we receive His Supper.


Because Jesus lived a perfect life for us; because Jesus was baptized for us “to fulfill all righteousness”; because Jesus went to the cross and died for all of our sins; because Jesus rose from His grave for us; therefore, we have full forgiveness for all of our sins through our Baptism and through faith in Him.  Therefore, when the Father says to Jesus, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased,” we can and should and must also hear the Father saying to us, “This is My son or daughter, whom I love; with him or her I am well pleased.”  Amen.
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