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 A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

 “Baptism of the Lord Sunday”; January 12th, 2014 

 Matthew 3:13-17 

 “A Righteous Swim” 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 Scripture Reading Introduction... 

There are at least two major theological issues at play in this 

reading and on this day – “Baptism of the Lord Sunday.”   

Number one – If John baptized Jesus does that mean John 

is greater than Jesus?  The historicity of Jesus’ baptism is hardly 

a question because each of the gospel writers include the event 

even when the baptism created problems for the early followers 

of Jesus.  Each of the gospel writers addresses the problem by 

having John declare his inferiority to Jesus.  In the Matthew 

rendering we are about to read John says – I need to be baptized 

by you, and do you come to me?  This issue of the hierarchical 

relationship between John and Jesus was addressed straight 

away by the gospel writers.  John is less than Jesus, but the 

baptism of Jesus by John did create issues in the early days of 

the Christian movement. 

Number two – if John’s baptism was a baptism for the 

repentance of sins, then why did Jesus who was without sin 

enter into the waters of baptism?  We do not get much from 

Mark and Luke that gives us an answer to this question.  

Matthew, however, our storyteller for this morning, gives a bit 

of a clue as to why he thinks Jesus came to the waters.  Matthew 

puts on the lips of Jesus this answer to John’s question – I need 

to be baptized by you, and do you come to me? – Jesus answered 

John with this – Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this 



 

 2 

way to fulfill all righteousness.  This sermon is a meditation on 

what it might mean “to fulfill all righteousness.” 

 

Listen now for the fuller story of Jesus’ baptism from Matthew: 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be 

baptized by him.  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 it is proper for us in this 

way to fulfill all righteousness.”  Then he consented.  And when 

Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, 

suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit 

of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a 

voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with 

whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:13-17). 

 The Gospel of the Lord. 

 Praise to you, O Christ. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Trina is severely mentally retarded.  That was the first line of 

the first sermon I preached from this pulpit, and the stunt I am 

about to pull is usually reserved for a pastor’s last Sunday in a 

congregation.  What I am about to do is a technique for 

summing up a pastorate by putting bookends on a period of time 

spent in together in ministry.  In fact, when that day comes, the 

day of our dissolution of the pastoral relationship between us I 

may do this again.  This day, however, is not that day... as far as 

I know; rather, the maneuver I am about to pull seemed to be the 

best way to answer the question I posed in the introduction to 

the passage – What might it mean to say that Jesus was baptized 



 

 3 

“to fulfill all righteousness”?   

 

Here’s the stunt – I am about to share with you much of the first 

sermon I preached in this pulpit on January 4th, 1998.  I gave 

that sermon a title – “The Geography of God.”  When this 

sermon goes online it will be under the title “A Righteous 

Swim.”  Here it is/was –  

 

Trina is severely mentally retarted (that was the word I used in 

1998; I would say now that Trina has severe mental limitations). 

 Trina speaks only a few words, and spends much of her day 

grunting to her mother asking for Milky Way bars.  My visits to 

her home were the most dreaded, but the most appreciated visits 

I made as a pastor in that community.  Her mother, in her 70's, 

needs company and prayer to find the strength to carry on day-

in and day-out taking care of Trina.   

 

Trina is not able to exercise very much and is therefor very 

heavy.  But during the warm months her mother changes her 40-

something year old daughter into her bathing suite, and they 

spend hours in the pool in the back yard.  It is good therapy for 

them both.   

 

When people come over to Trina’s house she always wants to go 

swimming (standing to be exact) in the pool.  Whether the 

temperature is cold or hot Trina shouts to her visitors “Get 

Drown-ded!  Get Drown-ded!” She wants to swim.   

 

I never went swimming with Trina, though she and her mother 
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invited me to join them repeatedly.  And I know why I did not go 

swimming.  It seemed to me too intimate a thing to do, too close, 

too dirty, maybe even infected.  When I visited I was more 

comfortable in coat and tie.  To go swimming with Trina would 

be to risk being at the heart of her messy, strange world, and I 

could not bring myself to submit to it.  I stayed on the bank and 

defined my boundaries for ministry.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

It must have been a strange group of people who went out to be 

baptized by John in the Jordan River.  Matthew tells us that “the 

people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and 

all the region along the Jordan, and they were baptized by 

(John) in the river Jordan confessing their sins.”  Nasty 

shepherds, smelly farmers, ink-stained scribes, infected 

prostitutes and their deceitful, pathetic partners, blood stained 

soldiers, violated women and children, and the ordinary, middle 

of the road pious with neat and orderly lives and religions to 

match those lives – they all went to be washed in the river 

flowing through the desert.   

 

They all came to be baptized by the man everyone knew was a 

prophet.  They all went with their wounds, their sins, their 

broken hearts, their sufferings, their fears and hopes; they all 

went bringing their messy, weighed-down, guilty lives; they all 

went to be washed and prepared for the kingdom near at hand.  

They all went down to the river to pray and to have guilty hearts 

sprinkled clean, old lives drowned in forgiveness, and new lives 

born in the first gasp of dry, desert air after their raising.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 
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Into this muddle of humanity comes Jesus of Nazareth seeking 

his baptism “to fulfill all righteousness.”  The Holy One, the 

Holiest One, waded into the muddiness and was buried beneath 

the used, dirty waters of the Jordan River.  Jesus too was raised 

into the life God intended for him, and Jesus and those around 

him heard the declaration – “This is my Son, the Beloved, with 

whom I am well pleased.” 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

When Jesus walked into the waters of the Jordan River he 

charted the geography of God, he took a righteous swim.  God, 

through Jesus Christ, has declared God’s presence with us in all 

that would undo us.  God, through Jesus Christ, has declared 

that though we be lost, fearful, hurt, though we be dirty, broken, 

blind, though we be worn, torn, and despairing, God has 

entered into a relationship with us all and we will be raised into 

redemption.  God will save us from drowning in our self-

absorption, wounded-ness, fears.  God, through Jesus Christ, 

has declared us all beloved children of God and called us to 

lead lives reflecting God’s love for everyone.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus taking his place with us by wading into the water – that is 

what is meant, I believe, by Jesus fulfilling all righteousness.  

May we accept his company and wade into a world that hungers 

for new life.  Jesus and Trina both are shouting: “Get Drown-

ded!” May it be so.  Amen.  
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