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4 But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, 5 he 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, 6 whom he poured out on us generously through 

Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs 

having the hope of eternal life. 8 This is a trustworthy saying. 

 

Our text this morning is a simple and very beautiful passage of Scripture.  Like John 3:16 

it succinctly sums up the whole message of the gospel.  It’s comes toward the end of a letter that 

the Apostle Paul wrote to a young man named Titus.  Titus was one of Paul’s traveling 

companions and one whom Paul had a very close relationship with.  In the opening verses of this 

letter he refers to Titus as “my true son in our common faith.”  We also get the sense that Paul 

trusted Titus very closely because he sent him as his representative to places like Corinth when 

they were dealing with all kinds of problems in their congregation and, as Paul is writing this 

letter, he’s left Titus behind in Crete another place where the fledgling congregations Paul had 

started were faced with heresy. 

The third chapter of Titus is Paul’s encouragement to Titus to promote godly living 

among the people of Crete and he centers that encouragement on the message of the Gospel.  

Here’s what he says: Remind the people to be subject to rulers and authorities, to be 

obedient, to be ready to do whatever is good, to slander no one, to be peaceable and 

considerate, and always to be gentle toward everyone (Titus 3:4-7).  Why submit to corrupt 

governments? Why live in peace and kindness toward people who lie and cheat and steal?  Paul 

goes on, saying that we do those things because: 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. 

We treat the people around us with love no matter how wicked or sinful they might be, 

bearing in mind that we were once no better off than they are now.  Once, but no longer, because 

something has drastically changed, for you and me, for Paul and Titus and the Christians of 

Crete, life is no longer what it once was.  What changed?  God saved us.  And that’s the central 

thought that Paul focuses us on today. 

God saved us.  Jesus saved us.  I wish we didn’t use the word “save” as widely and as 

flippantly as we do today. I think we use it so often that it starts to lose some of its meaning 

when we want to apply it to Jesus.  Think about it: What’s the first thing you think of when you 

hear the word “save”?  Setting aside money for the future?  Copying a document onto your hard 

drive?  Not finishing your food but putting some in the refrigerator for later?  Maybe Jesus 

should be known as our Rescuer instead of our Savior, because the danger is real and it is severe.  

You get rescued from things that you cannot escape yourself.  There’s probably a different 

picture that comes to mind for the word “rescue.”  Someone drowning gets pulled to safety.  The 

Seal team or the S.W.A.T. team busts in and rescues the hostages from the terrorists. 

We could not escape from sin.  He saved us, not because of righteous things we had 

done, but because of His mercy.  When it comes to our salvation, whether or not we are good 

people or have done righteous things is irrelevant.  Our human nature might want to argue that 



we have done righteous things.  What about the fact that we go to church?  Isn’t that righteous?  

When we help people in need, isn’t that righteous?  Maybe so, but it’s not enough to move God 

to rescue us.  It’s not enough to make God owe it to us to be rescued.  The only level of 

righteousness which could earn or demand God’s salvation would be one hundred percent 

perfection. 

No, instead God rescues us “because of His mercy.”  Mercy means overlooking an 

offense.  Anyone who gets mercy is guilty of something.  So Jesus rescued us, not because of 

good things we have done, but because God overlooked the bad things we have done.  But not 

exactly. 

He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.  That 

sounds a lot like baptism, doesn’t it?  In baptism you are reborn and renewed to live a different 

life.  You become a child of God.  Of course, baptism isn’t the only way that happens.  For many 

of you, it did, because you were baptized at a very young age.  For others of you, you first came 

to faith by hearing God’s Word.  You came to church a couple times or you read the Bible after 

hitting some rough patch and the rest is history.  You were converted before you really even 

knew much about Baptism.  But there was still a rebirth and renewal.  That can happen through 

baptism, but it happens through conversion, when God changes your heart of rebellion into a 

heart of faith.  So does that mean baptism is unnecessary if you already believe?  No.  God tells 

us to get baptized, so we do it and then we have that awesome and powerful testimony of God’s 

promises, the assurance that we are His dearly loved children. 

Today’s Gospel lesson raises another question though.  If baptism is a washing of rebirth, 

then why did Jesus need to be baptized?  Maybe the simpler question is did Jesus need to be 

baptized?  And the simple answer is, no.  No, Jesus did not need to be baptized.  But He also 

didn’t need to be born.  He didn’t need to follow human laws, since He is the lawgiver.  He 

didn’t need to die, since He is immortal by virtue of being God.  Jesus did a lot of things He 

didn’t need to do, because He came into this world to be our substitute.  He lived for us without 

sin, yet became sin for us and died.  Jesus’ Baptism was necessary for Him to be our perfect 

Savior.  He was being recognized and anointed as the Son of God by the Father Himself.  He was 

establishing Himself as our substitute.  And perhaps most importantly, the work which Jesus was 

setting out from that point to accomplish was going to be extremely difficult, He would be 

tempted by Satan the whole time to abandon His mission as our rescuer and in His Baptism God 

the Father poured out the Holy Spirit upon Him just as He does to us in our Baptisms, 

strengthening Him for the tasks that lay ahead of Him as our substitute. 

So God didn’t overlook our offenses.  He is a holy and righteous judge and He does not 

tolerate sin.  The punishment for sin doe not go away; it gets redirected onto Jesus.  The Son of 

God Himself being forsaken by the Father and being put to death by the will of man is the 

equivalent of sinners suffering in hell for eternity.  So Jesus’ death means our life.  Romans 6:3-4 

says, Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 

his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, 

just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a 

new life. 

So that’s where those righteous acts come in. Not to get Jesus to notice us or to rescue 

us—He already did that—but because it’s what we are empowered to do through being 

connected to Jesus by faith.  Martin Luther wrote about it in the Small Catechism, He said: 

“Baptism means that the old Adam in us should be drowned by daily contrition and repentance, 



and that all its evil deeds and desires be put to death. It also means that a new person should 

daily arise to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.” 

So, yes, you can make choices in your life to serve God or to serve yourself.  Joshua is 

famous for dramatically putting this decision in front of the nation of Israel.  He said, if serving 

the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will 

serve….  But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD (Joshua 24:15). But the 

main thing to take away today is about being rescued.  Jesus’ Baptism was part of that rescue 

mission.  Our Baptism is part of that rescue mission.  Don’t get the characters mixed up in the 

story.  We are all the damsel in distress.  Sin is the villain that has taken us captive.  Jesus is the 

hero, the rescuer.  

And the ending is “happily ever after.” He saved us… so that, having been justified by 

His grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  That’s what we were 

rescued for.  That’s what has changed.  We were once lost but now we are found.  We were once 

dead but now we live.  We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But 

when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, He 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, 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. 

Amen. 

 


