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Isaiah 42:1-9  
Matthew 3:13-17          FULFILLING RIGHTEOUSNESS 
  
Sometimes, in the Emergency Room, medical staff identify patients by the ailments that have 
brought them there.  “Who’s in room number three?  The broken leg or the high fever?”  In the bank, 
staff might ask about someone: “Is she a bankruptcy or a money bags?”  There are athletes and 
architects and artists who are known for their accomplishments.  There are politicians and 
preachers who are known for their rhetoric.  There are models and movie stars known for their 
looks.  But none of those descriptions make up who they really are.  
  
Halfway through Matthew’s gospel, we hear Jesus talking with his disciples about his identity.  The 
itinerant rabbi had traveled far and wide preaching gospel hope to hopeless people.  He had 
extended a healing touch to those on the periphery of society.  He had criticized those in power who 
did not use their influence to benefit society as a whole.  People were whispering about who Jesus 
might be and what he was up to.  And so, when Jesus is with his disciples away from the crowd, he 
asks them, “Who do people say that I am?”  The disciples reply that some thought Jesus might be 
John the Baptist reincarnated, or Elijah, or another of the prophets.  Then Jesus asks them, “Who do 
you say that I am?” And Peter replies, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  Jesus 
responded telling Peter he was blessed because this had been revealed to him by God.  Who other 
people say that we are may be inaccurate, but who God says that we are is completely true.  When 
Jesus was baptized back before his ministry started, there was a voice from heaven that said, “This 
is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”      
  
It was rather odd that Jesus chose to be baptized, particularly by John the Baptist, who had 
preached a baptism of repentance.  Many of us believe that Jesus had little or nothing for which to 
repent, so why go through this act?  John, himself, is confused when Jesus asks to be baptized by 
him, saying it ought to be the other way around.  The rationale Jesus gives is, “It is proper for us in 
this way to fulfill all righteousness.”  So John baptizes Jesus and the gospel accounts tells us that the 
heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending and alighting on him, then 
there was the voice from heaven identifying him.  Fulfilling all righteousness – what does that mean 
and how does it change our understanding of our baptism? 
  
One way of understanding, or better yet, of experiencing the phrase ‘fulfilling all righteousness’ is 
for us to do what is in our power to make things right.  There is plenty in this world that is not as it 
should be.  Some of those things are within us and some touch our lives in a variety of ways.  When 
we, by grace, align ourselves with God’s great purposes and with the identity God has given you and 
me, then we can move toward making things right.   
Part of the way that Jesus did this was by showing those who would seek to follow him how to open 
themselves to the intent and identity God gives.  In a sixty year old short story called “The River,” 
Southern novelist Flannery O’Connor tells of the day that Bevel, a young child of alcoholic and 
abusive parents, is taken to a baptizing by his sitter.  Here is part of the account: 
“Have you ever been Baptized?” the preacher asked. 
“What’s that?” he murmured. 
“If I Baptize you,” the preacher said, “you’ll be able to go to the Kingdom of Christ.  You’ll be washed in 
the river of suffering, son, and you’ll go by the deep river of life.  Do you want that?” 
“Yes,” the child said, and thought, I won’t go back to the apartment then, I’ll go under the river. 
“You won’t be the same again,” the preacher said.  “You’ll count.”  Then he turned his face to the people 
and began to preach and Bevel looked over his shoulder at the pieces of the white sun scattered in the 



river.  Suddenly the preacher said, “All right, I’m going to Baptize you now,” and without more 
warning, he tightened his hold and swung him upside down and plunged his head into the water.  He 
held him under while he said the words of Baptism and then he jerked him up again and looked sternly 
at the gasping child.  Bevel’s eyes were dark and dilated.  “You count now,” the preacher said.  “You 
didn’t even count before.” 1 

 
I can’t say I agree with that preacher’s rhetoric.  Bevel counted in God’s eyes even before he was 
baptized.  The boy in his home life had been given an identity that was less than who he was 
according to God, and his baptism helped him begin to understand that although some thought he 
didn’t count, he actually did.  You and I have experienced others who think of themselves as better 
than everyone else.  These are the folks who need to understand that every person is a beloved 
child of God, and therefore of supreme value.  Offering such an understanding to humanity was part 
of Jesus’ purpose, part of making things right by giving us the opportunity to experience the 
righteousness of God that embraces instead of rejects.  That impacts how we relate to ourselves and 
to others.  Such a mindset, such a spiritual approach to life, affects our priorities and the 
possibilities of what can happen in and through our lives.     
 
I was too young to remember the experience of having that wet hand touch the top of my head, but 
over the years, as I was told of my baptism and as I saw others, there was something, perhaps even 
the Spirit of God, that touched my heart and is shaping my understanding of who I am, of who 
others are.  We have been given identities that begin to make things right, that enable us to be part 
of the ministry of Jesus Christ to fulfill all righteousness.  Since we are beloved children of God, how 
do we relate to the beloved child of God who is currently homeless, to the beloved child of God who 
is belligerent, to the beloved child of God who has yet to discover his or her identity?  How do we 
live out our baptismal identity?  Jesus goes through the waters to begin to show us the way.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Quote from the 1953 short story taken from 
http://juandahlmann.wordpress.com/2013/04/25/flannery-oconnor-the-river/ 


