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We have heard and confessed what Baptism is: it is the Word of God and water. We have heard and confessed what 
Baptism does: it forgives sins, rescues from death and the devil, and it gives eternal salvation. Very naturally, the next 
question in the Catechism is the question that is often raised when we say what Baptism is and what it does, is “How can 
water do such great things?” How can water, what comes out of the faucet in our bathrooms and kitchen, what comes out 
of the spigot or sprinkler outdoors, work forgiveness of sins, rescue from death and the devil, and give eternal salvation? 
 
First, we simply go back to the first question and answer from the Catechism: it is not just plain water. There is water. 
That is what baptize means: “to wash.” There has to be water to wash with. But it is the washing done at God’s 
command, with the Words which Christ our Lord has bid us to say. It is not the washing of a morning shower, of the 
dishes, the flower pots or vegetable garden. It is washing mandated by the Word of God. So the water does these things 
because the Word of God says it does. That is what makes baptism what it is. 
 
This is why there is no such thing as “re-baptism.” You have either received the water and the Word of the Triune God or 
you haven’t. You are either baptized or you are not. To presume to “re-baptize” is to say either that God lied, that the first 
time He didn’t make those promises to you, or, it is to dare to say that man can undo the promises of God. Neither is 
possible. God doesn’t lie. Man can reject what God promises, but he cannot undo those promises.  
 
It is the Word of God that does the work in Holy Baptism. That’s how it always is in the Bible with water. The Flood, the 
Nile turning to blood, the parting of the Red Sea, the water from the rock, the parting of the Jordan, there is no miracle in 
the Bible that involves water that is not God’s work. He does it through people sometimes, sure, but if there was no 
command or promise from God, Moses can wave his staff all he wants, nothing is going to happen. It is God’s work. 
 
Why did the water of the Jordan cleanse Naaman of his leprosy? Because that is what the Word of God promised. The 
attention throughout the entire account of Naaman is on the Word of God. We aren’t told the name of the Israelite slave 
girl who first told her master of the prophet in Israel. We aren’t told the name of the King of Syria, or of the King of 
Israel. We aren’t told the name of Elisha’s servant during this whole episode, even though he is the one who delivers 
God’s Word to Elisha to Naaman. We are not told the name of the servants who direct Naaman in his rage to just hear 
the Word of the Lord. We are directed again and again to focus on what God promised to this particular man. 
 
It is the word of God in and with the water that forgives sins, rescues from death and the devil, and gives eternal 
salvation. No Christian denies that God’s Word does these things. There are many, however, who deny that God’s Word 
is joined with water to do these things. It seems beneath God’s dignity, just as the little muddy Jordan was beneath the 
dignity of Syria’s great general. But as we see over and over again in the Scriptures, God is not above joining His Word, 
His very self, to matter, to physical things for our benefit. That is what the miracles, the very incarnation of our Lord 
Jesus, the taking up of our flesh, our nature, by the Son of God, shows us. 
 
But how are these promises, given and guaranteed, as sure and certain as water is wet, of use to us? How did the word of 
God in the water of the Jordan, come to be of benefit to Naaman? At first, he scoffed and rejected it. And there are many 
who are baptized and then grow up to lead godless lives, rejecting God’s Word. It is of benefit to us by faith. Faith does 
not make Baptism, but receives it. Faith always receives the Word of God and believes it, claiming the promises God gives 
for its very own.  
 
The waters of the Jordan would cleanse Naaman of his leprosy whether he got in the water or not. God had promised it. 
Baptism is what it is whether we believe it or not. Just as Jesus has died for your sins whether you believe it or not. Faith is 
how this is of benefit to you, to any individual person. It is in hearing the Word of God and believing it that Naaman goes 
into the water and receives the promise of healing. If he did not at all believe that he would be cleansed in the waters of 
the Jordan River, he would not have gotten into it. It is in hearing the promise of God in the baptismal waters that faith 
believes, seeing what God has done and said in the pouring of those blessed waters upon us, that we rest our confidence. 
 
That it is God at work in Holy Baptism is seen clearly in Titus chapter 3. Like at Jesus’ baptism, all three Persons of the 
Holy Trinity are there, mentioned by St. Paul: the pronoun “He,” used twice here, the One who “saved us,” is the 
Father. The Father “poured” the Holy Spirit “out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior.” Just as the 



Spirit descended upon our Lord in His Baptism, so in our Baptism, where we are joined to Jesus, we also receive the Holy 
Spirit. Notice how Paul uses the word “poured,” not to speak of water, but of the Holy Spirit. That is the gift of the 
Father to us.  
 
That this happens in baptism, that the Holy Spirit is given and He gives us new life with the water, is plainly seen in what 
St. Paul says: “He saved us through the washing of rebirth.” We could render that this way: “He saved us through 
the bath of regeneration.” We come into this world spiritually dead. We need new life. This is the very point of Jesus’ 
conversation with Nicodemus. To be born of the flesh, descended from Adam, is to be flesh, a sinner, dead to God, and 
worthy of eternal death.  
 
To be born of the Spirit is to have new life, to undergo a rebirth. There’s the first birth, the birth from the sinful flesh of 
your mother by which you were born into this world. Christ has instituted a bath, a heavenly washing, that gives new life, 
that’s what regeneration means. With the water is the word of God. With the word of God is the Spirit who inspired that 
word, who works through that word to give life and faith in Jesus. St. Paul’s words in Titus 3 are not just a theological 
commentary on Jesus’ baptism, and an explanation of how what we see described there is now true of us, St. Paul is also 
mirroring what Jesus says to Nicodemus in John chapter 3. Salvation, coming to faith, having new life and the forgiveness 
of sins is given to us by God through the giving of the Holy Spirit in the water. That happens by the power of the Word 
of God. 
 
The eye sees only water. Faith sees what God has said: that along with that water is the blood of Jesus Christ, shed for us, 
His holiness and righteousness, His status, given to us. That is what is given there, objectively, for sure, no doubt about it. 
And that is what faith wants. That is what faith seizes and receives as a gift, not just in the moment of baptism in time and 
space, faith continually looks back to it: “There is where Christ claimed me as His very own. There is where I was marked 
with God’s Name. There is where I was given all that my Lord Jesus Christ won for me by His perfect life and holy death. 
There is where I was given the promise that I would be raised to glory and incorruption.” That is the trustworthy saying 
of God given in and with the water and believed by faith. 
 
 
 


