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It Is Fitting for Us to Fulfill All Righteousness

Text:  Matthew 3:13–17 

One of the most exciting things about being a Christian is that you never 
know what God may call you to do in order to accomplish his holy will. 
Sometimes what he may ask can seem crazy and out of the question and 
that’s where faith in the wisdom and goodness of God comes in. You may 
remember the story from Ezekiel chapter 4 where God commands the 
prophet to lay on his left side for 390 days in order to show to Israel the 
penalty of their unfaithfulness. Because they treated God’s law with 
contempt and ignored all his blessings upon them, they would be exiled 
and become slaves of a pagan nation for 390 years. Then he was to lie down 
on his right side for 40 days to symbolize Judah’s punishment of 40 years 
in exile.

I can’t imagine what that must have been like for Ezekiel. I would be 
surprised if he didn’t grumble and complain as people made fun of him 
and spoke of his insanity. It’s important to note that it didn’t really get 
much better for him as God continued to have him demonstrate his holy 
wrath and punishment by having the prophet do things that today would 
likely get you locked up in an asylum. 

Years ago, when Teresa and I traveled together in our truck, we stopped for 
the night at a truckstop outside of Harrisonburg, Virginia. While we were 
having our dinner, a very large man who had spoken to us when we first 
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walked in, got up and came over to us. I’m a fairly large man, but I was 
dwarfed by this fellow. He had tattoos up and down his muscular arms 
and looked like a rough character. He asked if he could sit down and I said 
sure (I mean, what was I going to say). He said to me, “You’re a Christian 
aren’t you? I know because I can see it in you.” I smiled and replied, “Yes, I 
am and so is my wife. Are you?” He set back and said, “Oh yeah”. He told 
us his story of once being an outlaw biker and  I think a roughneck on an 
oil derrick. He had been a drunk and a drug user. He had spent some time 
behind bars, but then Jesus came to his rescue. 

There were tears in his eyes and I think we may have had a few in ours as 
he shared bits of his life with us. He asked us to pray for him because God 
had asked him to do something that required a great amount of faith, for 
safety as well as provision. He told us that God had told him to build a 
cross and carry it across America. I was looking in his eyes for any sign that 
he might be off his rocker, but he was one of the sanest people you would 
ever want to meet. He told of stories of people taking him in for the night 
and having the joy of leading them to Christ. Pastors invited him to speak 
with their congregation so that he could share his story and what God laid 
upon his heart. 

You would expect that he would be weary of living like that, but I think 
being used by God in such an unusual way had brought a joy in his life 
that most Christians likely don’t experience. This brother in Christ was sold 
out to the Lord and was willing to go where he was sent and depend upon 
God for his protection and provision. He told us that we were an 
encouragement and that God sent us to him at a time when he needed 
fellowship. We talked for quite a while and then left. 



Later, in thinking about this unusual fellow I concluded that he had also 
been sent there for us, and his story was an exhortation to be faithful in 
whatever God called us to no matter how bizarre it seems.

Today is the first Sunday of Epiphany, a time of renewed focus on the 
incarnation of Jesus Christ, God comes to us in human form. We will refer 
to our other passages, but our primary focus will be on our Gospel reading 
from Matthew 3:13–17, the Baptism of Jesus. Our goal is for us to desire to 
see more clearly the call that God has for each of us, and to see through the 
lens of Jesus’ faithfulness to the Father and John the Baptist’s willingness to 
obey the command of Jesus.

In the first part of Matthew he lists the genealogy from Abraham to the 
birth of Jesus, primarily to show that what God did for us in Christ Jesus 
was intentional. Then an abbreviated account of the angel coming to Mary, 
(herself just a child really), announcing that she would give birth to a child 
from the Holy Spirit. His name was to be Jesus and “they shall call his 
name Immanuel (which means ‘God with us’).” In Matthew 3, we jump 
forward approximately 30 years. John the Baptist is a grown man, no 
longer dwelling with his parents but living into the calling of God upon his 
life. We get a description of the calling from Matthew 3:1–6, 

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 
2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”[ 3 For this is he who was 
spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The voice of one crying in 
the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord;  make his paths straight.’ 
4 Now John wore a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his 
waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 5 Then Jerusalem and all 
Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, 6 and they 
were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.
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John was a herald announcing the coming of the promised Messiah and he 
responds to those asking who he is by stressing who he is not, 

“I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is 
mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, 
and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but 
the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

John knew who he was and that he was sent by God to announce the 
coming of the Messiah. I would guess that his parents had shared with him 
the story behind his birth and mission. The Holy Spirit revealed to him that 
the Messiah’s coming was imminent. That brings us to this morning’s 
passage from Matthew 3:13–17.

Jesus comes to John to be baptized by him. The Apostle John’s gospel 
records John the Baptist seeing Jesus before he comes to be baptized and 
declaring “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the 
world….I saw the Spirit coming down like a dove and it remained on 
him.”

John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance and he knew that he had no 
reason to baptize the Lamb of God, the perfect and unblemished lamb. 
Clearly, Jesus did not need to be baptized, as he would be the true baptizer. 
We talked before about the Mediterranean culture of that time putting a 
great deal of emphasis on honor and shame. Jesus went to John the Baptist 
to be baptized even though those viewing this would have thought him 
simply an ordinary man. Jesus was not concerned with what people would 
think because he had come to identify with them and to embrace their 
shame. Israel failed to live into the calling begun with their father 
Abraham, to proclaim the power, authority and holiness of the God of 



Israel. Jesus came to do what Israel had failed to do. In this very public act 
of humility, the Father publicly honored the Son and the Holy Spirit 
descended upon him, preparing him with power for his ministry. Jesus was 
coming to model what it looked like when God’s will is the most important 
reason for living.

As Jesus came to him for baptism, John seeks to prevent him because the 
Holy Spirit had revealed who Jesus really was, the one who will baptize 
with fire. 

I love the answer that Jesus gave to John as to why he must baptize him- 
“Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting to fulfill all righteousness.” This is so 
important to understand because it teaches us the humility that Jesus 
demonstrates as he equates his mission with that of John the Baptist. He 
invites John to join him in this act of obedience to the Father. It’s as if he is 
saying, “John, let's do this together, let’s fulfill the plan of God, let’s begin 
the process of putting all things back together again. John, it begins here 
with this baptism… join me in this.” 

What a moment for John. I’m thinking that maybe for the first time in his 
life, his calling is crystal clear. He sees Jesus through the eyes of the Holy 
Spirit and as Jesus came out of the water of baptism, the heavens open up 
to him as the Father confirms the act by showing his pleasure and sending 
the Holy Spirit as a dove, proclaiming his delight in his beloved Son. What 
a moment for John.

This had been the plan of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit all 
along, but John is invited to experience an intimacy never before known by 
him. He saw in the moment of Jesus baptism, the loving relationship of the 
Trinity. He had been prophesying that the coming Messiah would baptize 



with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Right before his eyes, he watched the 
unity of the godhead unfold. 

Can you imagine seeing that and understanding the implications through 
the witness of the Holy Spirit? God’s eternal plan unfolds and the one who 
would baptize with fire stood before him. I wonder if he knew what it 
meant for Jesus to baptize with fire. Craig Keener in his commentary on 
Matthew writes this, 

Various schools of thought today dispute exactly what the New 
Testament writers meant by Spirit baptism; some think the term 
refers to conversion only, and others only a subsequent experience. 
It may be that John applied the expression to the entire sphere of the 
Spirit’s work in our lives, including both conversion and 
subsequent experiences of power.

 Keener, Craig “Commentary on Matthew, IVP, Downers Grove; 
1996: 17-18

Regardless of our view about the specific meaning of John's perspective, it 
is clear that he wanted something that Jesus possessed and he did not. He 
understood his baptism, but what was it like to receive Jesus’ baptism by 
fire? What Jesus has bestowed on those of us who have by faith and 
repentance bowed down before him, is greater than what he poured into 
John the Baptist and the Old Testament prophets. 

If that is true, then what should today’s church be experiencing? I believe 
that if we intend to accept the invitation of Jesus to join him in fulfilling all 
righteousness, then we should be trusting God for a much deeper 
empowerment in our lives and witness than most currently experience. I 
think we can assume from our text this morning that John the Baptist 
wanted more than he had and longed for the baptism of fire that the Spirit 



had revealed to him.  He already knew that the power from on high was 
coming through the Messiah because it had been foretold. 

This morning we read from Acts 10:37–38, 

“you yourselves know what happened throughout all Judea, beginning 
from Galilee after the baptism that John proclaimed: 38 how God anointed 
Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. He went about 
doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was 
with him.”

We read from the prophet Isaiah in 42:6–9 that the one sent by God would 
come in the power of the Holy Spirit and the proof would be that he was a 
light for the nations, he would open the eyes of the blind, and release the 
prisoners who are bound up in darkness.  God puts his seal upon this 
promise by declaring in verses 8–9, 

“I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise 
to carved idols.  
9 Behold, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now 
declare; before they spring forth I tell you of them.”

In Psalm 138:2, King David writes under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit 
the proper response to God’s word and promises, 

I bow down toward your holy temple  and give thanks to your name for 
your steadfast love and your faithfulness, for you have exalted above all 
things your name and your word. 

Recently we looked at the first chapter of the gospel of John. We focused on 
Jesus being the living Word of God who has eternally existed. John 1:14, 
“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 
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John the Baptist stands in front of the living Word of God and receives a 
personal invitation to join with Jesus the Word, in bringing to pass all that 
God, through the prophets foretold. I can’t help but believe that his heart 
soared with joy.

When the Father opened up the heavens and spoke his approval of the Son, 
it would have resonated with the audience. The Psalms were used for 
instruction and singing in worship. The word spoken from Heaven was 
from Psalm 2 where God declares, “This is my Son……and I will give him 
the nations.” This Psalm was normally a coronation song, but God uses it 
to announce in advance the Messiah’s enthronement. Isaiah 42:1 that we 
read this morning was the same thing, “Behold my servant, whom I 
uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights, I have put my Spirit upon 
him; he will bring justice to the nations.”

God is not only revealing that Jesus is a prophet, but that he is the subject 
of other prophets’ messages. The Father wants us to know that Jesus is 
central to the plan of his heart and no one will be able to please the Father 
and at the same time reject the Son. Jesus becomes the Son who is obedient 
to the point of death, who willingly divests himself of his proper honor by 
identifying with us in his baptism and death.

John the Baptist has the honor of being the herald announcing the coming 
of the Kingdom of God through the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus invites 
John to join him in fulfilling all righteousness but later on, we discover that 
the Baptist’s mission was essentially finished once Jesus showed up. His 
response in John 3:27–30 shows that his encounter with Jesus gave him a 
clarity of his purpose that he likely hadn’t known before, 

“A person cannot receive even one thing unless it is given him from 
heaven. 28 You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, ‘I am not the 
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Christ, but I have been sent before him.’ 29 The one who has the bride is 
the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, 
rejoices greatly at the bridegroom's voice. Therefore, this joy of mine is now 
complete. 30 He must increase, but I must decrease.”

Shortly thereafter John was arrested by King Herod and beheaded. In 
Matthew 11:10–11 Jesus explains the role of John the Baptist, “This is he of 
whom it is written, 

“‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way 
before you.’ 11 Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has 
arisen no one greater than John the Baptist. Yet the one who is least in the 
kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”

John was the forerunner that had been prophesied about in Malachi 3:1 and 
Jesus said that he was a prophet and yet more than a prophet. All the 
prophets that came before him were pointing forward to the one who was 
to come, but John sees firsthand the fulfillment of God’s promise of the 
Messiah, and what could have meant more to him than that?

So, what about those today who have encountered Jesus Christ and been 
filled with his Spirit? Believers who live after Jesus’ crucifixion, death and 
resurrection enjoy the presence of the kingdom of God more fully than 
John did. John was there at the beginning and had the witness of the Spirit 
to understand who it was that he encountered. However, he wasn’t there 
when Jesus taught, was crucified, raised from the dead and ascended into 
Heaven before the watching eyes of his disciples. He wasn’t there on the 
day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came down in power and indwelt 
the followers of Christ. 

We who are living over 2,000 years later have been given so much more 
than John the Baptist had available to him. That’s why the least in the 
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kingdom of Heaven is greater than John. We have the promised Holy 
Spirit’s power and the glory of Jesus given to us because we are given the 
mission begun that day of Jesus’ baptism. It continues for us today and we 
need the same power from on high and the same singular vision of 
glorifying God whose word and name are above all things. 

The intensity and importance of what Jesus conveyed to John the Baptist 
seem to have been lost in many of today’s churches. The concept of joining 
Jesus in fulfilling all righteousness isn’t something we often hear about. 
The desire to experience the baptism of fire is often thought to be what 
charismatic churches focus on but not relevant today. In focusing on our 
text this morning, it seems to me that the coming of the Messiah brought 
this baptism of fire (apparently different than John’s baptism of repentance) 
because without its power God’s people would be ill-equipped to 
accomplish the invitation of Jesus to fulfill righteousness. 

What is God calling you to do? Have you asked him? If not is it because 
you feel ill-equipped? Do you feel the lack of power or passion that Jesus 
offers through the baptism of fire? For all who have invited Jesus Christ to 
rule and reign in their lives the invitation from Jesus to John the Baptist 
remains the same. If there is a lack of power or of passion, I believe that it’s 
ours for the asking. Do you want that? I do and I think its more than just 
pursuing another experience. I think it changes everything because it 
centers our focus on Jesus which is where it should be. To each of us here 
this morning Jesus is calling, “Come, join me, for it is fitting for us to fulfill all 
righteousness.” 

Let’s pray.
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