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God Rescued You through Baptism

1. Not because of you, but because of him

2. Because of him, you are a new you

The Seifert brothers were an adventuresome pair.  I always liked tagging along with them because you were guaranteed not only to have fun, but to have a good story as well.  I am not a naturally adventuresome person.  I am too cautious.  And I usually draw the line when adventure turns to danger.  The Seifert brothers never drew that line.

So there we were in Canon Beach, Oregon—a place where the green hills dive off into the ocean with spectacular cliffs.  Four of us decided to go hiking along the coast one fine Spring day—two Seifert brothers, myself and another Seminary classmate.  We hiked out to the very edge of a beautiful grassy hill and enjoyed the view of the ocean and took deep breaths of the salt air.  We looked to our right and there was a perfect sandy cove.  It was sheltered from the battering waves and isolated from human contact.  Signs on the cliff warned us to KEEP OFF!  DANGER! UNSTABLE CLIFFS.  But the Seifert brothers read “Adventure ahead!  Climb away!”  And so off they went out of sight down the steep and sandy cliff.  

We watched as they appeared on the sandy beach below.  “C’mon down! It’s great down here!” they shouted.  

We just shook our heads and said, “No thanks!”  
“We’re going to climb up the next cliff!” they announced.

“Good luck!” we shouted back.  

We watched and flinched as they started to scale what looked like a completely vertical cliff.  When the brothers were about 30 feet up—half-way to the top, they stopped.  And they didn’t move.  After a minute we shouted, “You guys OK?”

“Not really…” came the reply.  “Do you two have cells phones?” they asked.  I could hear their voices shaking.  

“Yeah, I have one” I shouted back.  

“Can you call the Coast Guard?  We’re stuck.”  They couldn’t move up. They couldn’t move down.  They were stuck.  The tide was coming in and filling in the cove below them.  They were no longer in an adventuresome mood.  They were scared.  They needed to be rescued.

Rescue is necessary when someone is in a helpless situation.  It’s their complete lack of any ability to get themselves out of the situation that requires someone else to rescue them.  Is there a better description of the relationship between human beings and God than those who have gotten themselves into a perilous bind and the rescuer?  Not once, but twice Paul tells Titus in this section of his letter that “God saved us.”  We hear the word “saved” so much that it can loose it’s meaning for us.  Switch out “saved” with “rescued” and you get the picture.  Paul’s whole point to Titus and his point for us as well this morning is that God has rescued you through baptism.
4But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, 5he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, 6whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

Look at those first two verses.  Why did God rescue us?  It’s so clear isn’t it?  He rescued us not because of us, but because of him.  Paul says that he saved us because of his mercy.  Mercy is one of those little big words of the Bible that we use often, but find difficult to describe.  Mercy is provoked by something that is truly pitiful.  A starving child provokes mercy.  A family that has lost everything in a house fire provokes mercy.  

What is more pitiful to God than human beings.  Created so perfectly by him and yet so foolish as to venture out on their own and get themselves into the bind of sin—a truly deadly predicament.  When you were born into this world you were a pitiful creature.  You may have been a perfectly healthy baby in the eyes of the doctors and your parents, but you were pitiful in the eyes of God.  He saw that you were born in a pile of sin and no matter how hard you tried you would never be able to flail yourself out of it—even with a million acts that you may have considered good.  You were spiritually stillborn.  Complete unable to help yourself…completely in need of someone to rescue you.
Add to God’s mercy his grace—this love that he has for humans although we don’t deserve it and you have all the motivation that God needed to save us.  God’s kindness and love appeared.  As we enter the season of Epiphany, how fitting that our text uses that very Greek word—the word which is translated as “appeared”.  Kindness and love are traits that cannot be seen.  But in Jesus, God made his kindness and love of human beings visible.  When people looked at the human being, Jesus, they were seeing God’s mercy and grace.
In his mercy and grace, God did something that he did not have to do.  He took our place.  Every single thing that he did in his life—every thought, every word and every action—he did for us.  His baptism was not for him, it was for us.  He did not need sin washed away, we did.  He was baptized so that he could give power to our baptism.  He was baptized so that the words that God spoke about his Son as he came up from the water would be words that God would speak about each one of us as the water of our baptism poured over us—“You are my son, whom I love; with you  I am well pleased.”
God rescued you through baptism, not because of you, but because of him—because of his overflowing love for us—pathetic creatures that we were.  Pathetic creatures that we were.  Ah, but we are no longer pathetic creatures in God’s eyes.  Because of him, you are a new you and I am a new me.
4But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, 5he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, 6whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

Notice that this section begins with a “but.”  It denotes a change here—a change in us.  Listen to the words that come just before our text: At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.  We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.”

But that’s not you any more.  Let me say that again…that’s not you anymore.  You are no longer a slave.  You are an heir.  An heir is a blood relative who account of his ancestry receives something that someone else worked for.  And isn’t that you?  Isn’t that me?  We did nothing to earn eternal life for ourselves.  Jesus did that for us.  He was the innocent one.  He was the loved one.  He was full of perfection.  We were guilty.  We were hated.  We were empty.
But when the water of baptism poured over your head, the Holy Spirit took everything that Jesus did for you and poured it over you—filled you up with it.  You were a container empty of anything good.  And the Holy Spirit poured into every good thing that Jesus was and is so that you are now full of perfection—Christ’s perfection which you inherited from him.  

Baptism is the washing of REBIRTH.  You were born in sin.  In baptism you have been born in perfection.  It is the washing of RENEWAL.  A new you emerged that day—a new you that is the complete opposite of the old you.

Remember your baptism every day of your life.  Remember how your rescuer saved you.  See in his Word how God’s grace and mercy went into action to rescue helpless you.  Receive in his supper today the very body and blood that was baptized in the Jordan and was crucified on Golgatha.  Hear those words for you.  Be reassured that your imperfection is remembered no more.  

Remember who you are this week.  When you see in yourself the echoes of what you used to be—when you feel anger, when you don’t feel like obeying, when you feel the tug of passions pleasures that God has said are displeasing to him, then hold up your baptism to those temptations and say, “That is what I was.  But God, my Savior, has rescued me through the waters of my baptism.  I am now his child and heir.”  May God strengthen you to live in your baptismal grace all the days of your life.  Peace be with you.  AMEN.

