
 
  

 

 After a chaplaincy at Duke University, Will Willimon decided to take a completely 

different path and become a bishop for the state of Alabama in the United Methodist 

Church. When he arrived in Alabama, he asked a distinguished Alabama historian to 

orient him to his new surroundings. The man told Willimon a story. 

 

 “This ole boy drove out from Birmingham to buy firewood. He stopped at a 

rundown house in the country that had a sign out front: ‘Firewood 4 Sale.’ 

 

 “‘Friend, I’d like to order a load of firewood,’ the man said to the patriarch who 

was dozing in a rocker on the front porch. The old man roused himself and sneered back, 

‘You can’t order me to do nuthin’.’”1 

 

 It’s not just in Alabama that people define freedom as “you can’t order me to do 

nuthin.” “Don’t tread on me” is the motto of New Hampshire, and that spirit pervades 

what some would say is the best of the American spirit, a desire to live the way we want, 

where we want, free from the shackles of obedience to anybody but ourselves. If 

someone asks that roadside firewood salesman who he is, he might say, “I’m the type of 

person no one orders around.” 

 

 The question of freedom and identity is one reason why this story of Jesus’ 

baptism is so hard to understand, raising perennial questions every time it is read: “Why 

does Jesus have to be baptized by John?” Isn’t Jesus above John in the pecking order? 

Doesn’t Matthew go to great lengths to remind us throughout that John is the one who 

prepares the way for the Messiah but is not in fact the Messiah?  

 

 We aren’t the first ones to ask these questions. Even John, right there in the 

moment, realizes that this act is very odd. “I should be baptized by you,” he says, and he 

is, of course, exactly right. Jesus needs no repentance, he does not need to turn from sin, 
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he does not need to be baptized. It is we who need to be baptized by him. And yet, there 

he is, submitting to John’s baptism in order to “fulfill all righteousness.” 

  

 That Jesus was baptized by John seems to me to be a historical certainty. There’s 

no reason for the church to make this up. Our Lord submitting to his inferior, descending 

into the waters alongside all the other sinners, flies in the face of all we know about 

authority and freedom.  

 

 We duplicate this strange act today. Ordination has its roots in the act of baptism. 

The ruling elders you have elected as leaders who are to be ordained will do something 

that those in authority rarely do – they will come to this font and kneel, just as in baptism. 

They will submit themselves by this action to a fundamental truth of leadership in the 

church: we lead as we are led. In a world in which we “need not be obedient to anyone 

but ourselves,” we play our part in following Jesus down into the waters to fulfill all 

righteousness. 

 

 So why does Jesus have to be baptized? Matthew answers it by saying it was to 

fulfill all righteousness. Matthew uses this word “righteousness” seven times in his 

gospel, and it always means the same thing – an act of human obedience to a divine 

command. Why does God command it of Jesus? Maybe it is to fulfill the name we 

learned at his birth – Emmanuel. 

 

 If Jesus is, as Matthew attests, Emmanuel – God with us – then Jesus joins with us, 

all of us, in every aspect of living. The one who was called a friend of sinners joins 

sinners in the water, the one who says the first shall be last and the last first submits 

himself to John, places himself last. The one who will walk with us every step of the way, 

even to the cross and death is the one who, even now, submits with us to the water. The 

one about whom we say, “he descended into hell,” walked with us even into that 

experience so there would be no experience untouched by his grace. 

 

 He was and is Emmanuel – God with us. And those of us called to leadership in his 

body, the church, follow him in being with the world in every circumstance.  

 

 Kim and I began 2023 by listening to the book “Atomic Habits,” by James Clear. 

In the book, Clear says that the way we usually go about changing is to set goals. We 

may say, “I want to lose weight” or “I want to get stronger.” Those are goals. And most 

of the time, if that’s as far as we get, just naming goals, we fail to attain them. 

 

 But suppose someone says, “Could you be more specific about your goals?” So 

you say, “I want to lose twenty pounds” or “I want to squat 300 pounds. Now you have 



centered your goals on outcomes, which is where most people center their goals, and 

most people fail to meet them. Think of all those resolutions you made last week that 

were goals based on outcomes that now lie crumpled at your feet. 

 

 You can change your outcomes, you can change your process, or your habits, 

Beard argues, but until you get to the deepest level, it will be an uphill slog. The deepest 

level is changing your identity. He writes, “Outcomes are about what you get. Processes 

are about what you do. Identity is about what you believe.”  

 

 So, he says, become the type of person who moves every day and the path to 

weight loss opens before you. Maybe you’ll start with 50 extra steps a day and build from 

there. You’ll keep going because you are the type of person who moves every day. 

Become the type of person who never misses a workout, and you’ll get stronger. Maybe 

you’ll start with pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and go from there 

because you are the type of person who never misses a workout. 

 

 Well, I don’t know about that. But I do know this. If you and I want to draw closer 

to God, if we want to grow in our faith, if we want to be more hopeful, more loving, more 

forgiving, more gracious, it will happen not when we finally have enough willpower to 

just declare it and mean it, not when we guilt ourselves into doing it, not because 

someone tells us we should. It happens when we claim our identity in these waters, the 

same waters Jesus descended into, where he heard the voice that still speaks, that is 

speaking to you, to us, right now, “You are my beloved children, with whom I am well 

pleased.”  

 

This is who we are, our identity. We follow Jesus through them to fulfill all 

righteousness. He walks with us as surely as he walked on Jordan’s banks. From this 

point, from these waters, all things are possible. Amen. 


