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Wednesday of Lent 4 ~ March 25, 2009

HOW CAN WATER DO SUCH GREAT THINGS?  

Certainly not just water, but the Word of God in and with the water does these things, along with the faith which trusts this Word of God in the water.  For without God’s Word the water is plain water and no Baptism.  But with the word of God it is a Baptism, that is, a life-giving water, rich in grace, and a washing of the new birth in the Holy Spirit, as St. Paul says in Titus, chapter three:

“He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ, our Savior, so that, having been justified by His grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  This is a trustworthy saying,” (Titus 3:5-8).  

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Forgiveness.  Rescue from death and the devil.  Eternal salvation.  

Can water do all that?  Does water have special powers to forgive sins, stave off death and the devil, and grant eternity?  Maybe not water out of the well or faucet.  But perhaps if you could obtain some bottled water from the Holy Land.  Yeah, that’s it, Jordan River water!  The very river in which Jesus was baptized! Man!  That water would really be something wouldn’t it?  Holy water.  

No.  Water is water.  No matter whether it’s from the tap or from a famous river.  Water doesn’t give forgiveness.  Water doesn’t rescue you from death and the devil.  Water doesn’t give you eternal salvation.  

Well, then, what does all these salvation things if it’s not the water?  

It’s the Lord’s Word.  Christ’s mandate and institution word: “make disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” (Matthew 28:19).  Jesus’ word of promise: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved” (Mark 16:16).  

Without God’s Word the water is plain water and no Baptism.  But with God’s word it is a Baptism.  God’s Word makes it a Baptism and God’s Word in, with, and under the water gives precisely what is promised.    

          And now tonight another trustworthy word from the apostle Paul that He learned from Jesus.  That’s Titus 3:5-8.  “God saved you,” says Paul.  You’re the Lord’s.  He’s got you.  You’re safe with Him.  He is most pleased with you.  You are a new creation.  Given new life.  Born again.  You have a new identity.  

The text says:  “He [God] saved us.”  Good thing.  God’s put us out of the business of saving ourselves.  So if you’re trying to get yourself saved, put down your guns.  The saving job’s been done.  God’s gone and done it.  In a most remarkable way.  Paul declares that “God saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”

Saved through a washing.  “Washing.”  We heard that when Paul recounted his baptism:  “What are you waiting for, get up, be baptized, and wash away your sins” (Acts 22:16).  

Baptism is a “washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”  

Are you born again?  Of course you are.  Are you a new creation?  Of course you are.  It happened at your Baptism.  The water with God’s Word.  God’s Word and the Holy Spirit go together.  In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth by His Word, the Holy Spirit was there hovering over the water.  

At the time of the Flood, God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled with violence because of them.  I am surely going to destroy both them and the earth.  So make yourself an ark of cypress wood; make rooms in it and coat it with pitch inside and out… I am going to bring floodwaters on the earth to destroy all life under the heavens, every creature that has the breath of life in it… But with you I will establish My covenant with you, and you will enter the ark” (Genesis 6:13-19).  

Through the water and the power of His Word, God saved Noah and his family.  St. Peter tells us, “This water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.  It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to Him” (1 Peter 3:21-22).  

In the exodus, the Lord said to Moses, “Tell the Israelites to move on.  Raise your staff and stretch out your hand over the sea to divide the water so that the Israelites can go through the sea on dry ground.  I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after them.  And I will gain glory through Pharaoh and all his army” (Exodus 14:15-17).  At the Red Sea, God saved His people through the water and the power of His Word.  

Describing this event, St. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:1-2: “Our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.”  The apostle clearly connects the water and the Word of Christian Baptism to the miraculous deliverance of God’s people through the sea.

The connection between water, Word, and God’s Holy Spirit is clearly seen at Jesus’ Baptism.  There at the Jordan River was God’s Word coming from heaven and the Spirit coming down as a dove.  Now when God restores His fallen creatures He speaks His Spirited word and hooks it with water.  Holy Baptism: “A washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”

And of course Paul learned this from the talk Jesus had with Nicodemus late one night.  Jesus told Nicodemus that “no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit,” (John 3:5).  That’s the whole born again talk.  Water and the Spirit.  Everyone knows that’s Holy Baptism.  “God saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” 

The Word of God.  That’s what makes Baptism a Baptism.  The Word of God is what bestows the benefits promised.  Jesus keeps His Word.  And where the divine Word’s going on, the Holy Spirit’s at work with all His power and might.  He is, after all, the Lord and giver of life!  So with the Holy Spirit-ed Word of God the water is a Baptism, a life giving water and a washing of the new birth by the Holy Spirit.

And faith says:  “Thanks.”  Faith trusts what Jesus says and gives in, with, and under the water.  What Jesus says and gives is certain and sure: Through the water and Word of Holy Baptism, you are forgiven of all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
