C. Baptism of the Lord#2                                                               Titus2: 11-14; 3: 4-7

Background

The Letter to Titus was written toward the end of the first century or early in the second century. Clearly, it was not written by Paul (who would be long dead by then), but by a disciple of Paul. It is addressed to Titus, a convert and fellow missionary of Paul, whom Paul left in charge of the church in Crete. He is to correct any errors and see to it that the church has proper officials (presbyters) in every community. This is the second generation (post-apostolic) church. By now churches have been around for a while, are no longer primarily missions, are closer now to what we think of as “parishes,” settled communities with challenges different from those of the apostolic age. They had to live a Christian life in the midst of a secular culture. The main point of the Pastoral Epistles (1 & 2Tim and Titus) is that Christians are not only to remain faithful to their own values, but they are to “redeem” or “baptize” whatever in the secular culture is worthy of being christianized. Long reflection on the mystery of the Incarnation has revealed that God is not opposed to the world as such. Indeed, Christ entered it in order to redeem it, not merely condemn it. 

Along with Tit3: 4-7 these verses are a liturgical hymn fragment inserted into the letter to illustrate and reinforce the author’s point. This part of the hymn sings of the meaning of the Incarnation. The author wants to present Christ as the true savior of the world over against the false savior, Caesar. There was by now a long-standing imperial cult wherein the emperor was seen as both a god and savior. The letter was most likely written at a time after the death of Domitian who reigned between 81 and 96AD. Even more than crazy Nero, Domitian took this cult seriously and forced it upon the realm, Christians included. During the reign of Nerva, Domitian’s successor, the pressure eased quite a bit, only to return, in milder form, under Trajan in 112AD. This is the time frame when Titus was most likely written. The imperial cult was still a threat, but the environment permitted writing about its errors with little fear of instant reprisals. Titus, indeed the other two pastorals as well, is full of terms used in the imperial cult: savior, appearance, blessed hope, great god, philanthropy, kindness. Furthermore, everyone hoped that with the birth of an imperial heir a new age would begin and the evils of the former age would end. Christ’s birth is that hope fulfilled.

Text

v. 2: 11For the grace of God: This expression, the grace of God, is key to Paul’s entire theological outlook. Indeed, one cannot think of salvation apart from the grace of God. It is the only explanation for the mystery and miracle of the incarnation, the enfleshment of God.

Has appeared: Apart from two uses by Titus (here and at 3: 4) the verb “appeared” (Gk epiphaino) is used only twice elsewhere in the NT (Lk1: 79 and Acts 27: 20). Here it refers to the incarnation. The cognate noun (Gk epiphaneia) appears often in the Pastorals to describe the second or final coming of Christ, the Parousia.

Saving all: Christ came bringing salvation, a salvation intended for and open to all and all classes of humanity. This is not an automatic, blanket salvation. One must want it, accept it and change accordingly. Thus, salvation is offered to all, but all do not accept it.

v. 2: 12 and training us: Grace is almost personified in its task of educating us in the art of living. Of course, this “grace” is but another way of speaking of Christ himself. He is the “grace.”  Education has both positive and negative aspects. Especially where training and discipline is involved, one must unlearn a lot of old ways of wrongly doing things before one can newly learn the correct way. In a moral context the process is one of moving from vice to virtue. Thus “grace,” our coach and mentor, gives us the power to let go of (the Gk verb, arneisthai, means “say no to,” “renounce,” “give up”) old habits of living that are inimical to both God himself and our own progress. Having gotten us “unstuck,” grace can now proceed with a schedule of exercises and practices that will develop our skills, making living a true life both possible and easier. Grace teaches us to say no to both the root cause (“godless ways”) and its many concrete manifestations (“worldly desires”).

To live temperately, justly and devoutly in this age:  On the positive side of this “grace” equation, the author uses three adverbs that refer to one’s relationship to oneself (to thoughtful self-discipline, “temperately”), to one’s relationships with others (to uprightness in dealings with them, “justly”) and to one’s relationship with God (to genuine piety, “devoutly”). “In this age” acknowledges that God’s grace does not simply prepare us for the age to come, but enlivens us and empowers us to live that truth in the present and thereby participate in finishing the redemption of the whole world as it is strung out through time. The arena in which Christians must live and live out the implications of salvation is given its due. It is not easy to live Christianity in a secular environment, especially if, socially speaking, one is a slave to an unbeliever.
v. 2: 13 as we await the blessed hope: The “blessed hope” is not the first appearance of God in Christ in the incarnation, but his final appearance at the End. The Christian lives in the present between these two time frames. One has happened and the other is sure to happen, though exactly when is anybody’s guess. The Christian can never lose this perspective or else he/she is prone to return to old ways. This perspective provides the hope needed to continue despite adversity and setbacks.

The appearance of the glory of the great God and of our savior Jesus Christ: There has been much discussion about whether both the Father as God and the Son as savior are being spoken of here or whether the Son, Jesus Christ, is being called “God” (as in Rom9: 5; Jn1: 1; Jn 1: 18; Jn 20: 28; Heb1: 8ff; 2Pt1: 1; and possibly 1Jn5: 20. Usually the NT calls the Father “God” and the Son, Jesus, “Lord”). Both interpretations are sound. They really amount to the same thing anyway. God in all his fullness will become apparent to all at the End. That fullness will include everything we humans have ever had the privilege to be revealed to us about God. It will, therefore, surely involve the divinity of Jesus Christ.

v. 2: 14 who gave himself for us: More important than theological hairsplitting about the persons of the blessed Trinity is the effect the Christ event had and continues to have on humans. The “for” (Gk hyper) is important here. It means both “on behalf of” but also “in the place of.” Thus, in one little preposition we have in nugget form both the fact that Christ gave his life as a sacrifice pleasing to God to atone for our sins and also that he substituted his life for ours. He acted in place of us, so that he, instead of we, would die. This was the very practical purpose for which he became human in the first place. Now in between his birth and death Jesus Christ did a lifetime of good example for us by doing good for others long before he died. But, it was his sacrificial offering of himself that clinched his life.

And to cleanse for himself as his own: It is through Christ that our sins have been forgiven and we have been declared by God to be in a right relationship with him. However, that great grace does not become incarnate in an individual’s life until the person actually accepts Christ on his terms and repents, i.e., is cleansed. Ordinarily, that means to submit to Baptism as the external rite that signifies the internal cleansing.

Eager to do good: Besides preparing a people for himself, Christ died to empower that people to be zealous, as he always was and is, to do good in the world. This enthusiasm for doing good, then, comes not as a conclusion on the part of the individual that such behavior is in one’s self-interest, not from a desire to earn salvation, but as a response to salvation already bestowed, if bestowed only in the form of a down-payment to await full reception in the future. Salvation is a free gift, but it must then be taken care of, guarded, and used for the purpose it was bestowed. We are not saved just for ourselves, so we do good works out of gratitude and out of a desire to be the instrument by which God saves others. It is Christ now living in us that does this, but we are his instruments now that he is no longer on earth in bodily, earthly form. The very awareness of Christ’s presence empowers a Christian to be eager to do good.

v. 3: 4 when the kindness and generous love of God our savior has appeared: “Kindness” translates the Gk chrestotes and could not help but remind the reader of Christ, since the two nouns sound alike in Greek. “Generous love” translates the Gk philanthropia (our word “philanthropy”). It is a word nowhere else applied to God in the NT. In Acts28: 2 it is used of the kindness that the Maltese Islanders showed towards the shipwrecked travelers. Its corresponding adverb is used in Acts27: 3 to describe the humane way the centurion Julius treated his prisoner Paul at Sidon. However, in secular Greek, these two words, kindness and philanthropy, were frequently used in the imperial cult to praise the emperor and were often employed in connection with redeeming captives. All the NT occurrences of the cognate noun “appearance” (Gk epiphaneia) refer to Christ’s earthly appearance (2Thes2: 8; 1Tim6: 14; 2Tim1: 10; 4: 1, 8; Tit2: 13). So, this verse refers to the birth of Christ in time, but is not meant to exclude the entire redemptive action of God in Christ, especially as it comes to us through the gospel. These divine characteristics are in sharp contrast to our pre-Christian human condition spelled out in the previous verse- foolish, disobedient, slaves to various desires and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful ourselves and hating one another.

v. 3: 5 not because of any righteous deeds…but because of his mercy: There is no other explanation for God’s behavior towards humans than simply that is the way God is. It has nothing to do with any good deeds done by humans. It is pure grace, undeserved. 

He saved us through the bath of rebirth: Behind this statement is the conviction that it is Christ who delivers salvation, first, foremost and only. However, the means by which Christ chose to deliver it to humans finds visible expression (as he is the visible expression of God) in a rite of washing, of Baptism. The rite is not efficacious in and of itself. It is not automatic. It presumes the right attitude of repentance and belief. However, this is a hymn, sung by believers who have been baptized. The hymn is not trying to say everything altogether. It does use vocabulary in the Greek startlingly reminiscent of pagan mystery cults, like Mithraism. However, the whole point of this letter is to encourage Christians living in a pagan society, some being recent converts, not to return to their old habits and ways of life. Mt was written in Greek also but is heavily Hebraic in background. In Mt19: 28 he uses the word for “rebirth” (Gk paliggenesia) to refer to the Parousia of Christ. Christians clearly used the term to refer to a moral and not an ecstatic experience, as did other pagan cults.

And a renewal by the Holy Spirit: Though we have this hymn in its Greek form, it no doubt was originally composed in Hebrew. Here we see the signs of Hebraic poetry wherein an idea is repeated in a new key. This phrase “renewal by the Holy Spirit” says the same thing as “bath of rebirth,” but from a slightly different (but not contradictory) angle. If the rite of Baptism signals a new beginning, the “signing” of a new covenant with God, the Spirit “seals” the deal and more. Because the Spirit is now present within the person, the Spirit gives the power to remain faithful to its terms. Long after the water has dried and the purification has been stained, the Spirit remains operative and renews continually. This Baptism is an historical act with meta-historical consequences.

v. 3: 6 whom he richly poured out on us: Combining the giving of the Holy Spirit with the verb “pouring out” goes all the way back to Joel2: 28. “Richly” or “lavishly” tries to capture the continuous nature of this pouring. The idea of a streaming down of a power from above and outside of the person in order to permeate and penetrate that person’s very being provides a fine picture of human need for a savior, a personal power outside, above and beyond oneself.

Through Jesus Christ our savior: The author has no trouble switching images and now referring to Jesus Christ the very same activity as the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is the very spirit of Christ. The reality is the same; the descriptive words are different. The same is true of the “savior” references. Above, it was God; here, it is Christ. The reality is the same; the descriptive words are different.

v. 3: 7 so that we might be justified by his grace: This is a gift (from the gracious God), not a human achievement, a gift undeserved and unearned.

and become heirs in hope of eternal life: When a rich person dies and leaves children who are still minors, that person will typically arrange for the children to receive enough money to live on and become educated, but does not allow them to get their hands on the full inheritance until they reach maturity. That is the idea here. God had let us share in eternal life and its benefits here and now, but the full inheritance remains a promise, a hope. It is an assured hope, not merely a hopeful wish, an inevitability, not merely a possibility. That (patient) “waiting” injects a huge aura of anticipation into the earthly life of a Christian. It motivates, stimulates, and provides large doses of hope and expectation throughout earthly life. It provides the horizon against which the Christian makes all decisions and evaluates all attitudes.

Reflection

All of Paul’s authentic letters, those written by him or during his lifetime by a secretary, were addressed to mainly first-generation Christians. There were still many people alive who knew the historical Jesus or knew people who knew him. These folks became Christians, for the most part, in their adult lives. By the time the Pastoral Epistles were written the original witnesses of the earthly Jesus were dead or soon to be dead. This is the post-apostolic age. The Church is realizing she is in for the long haul, that Christ will not return to earth as “soon” as she might hope.. Now, we have infants being born to those already Christian for some time and children growing up in Christian households. The challenge of being Christian in an unfriendly environment has shifted. The environment is still unfriendly, but the non-Christian people in the environment are more accepting. The kind of lives Christians are living has gained respect among their pagan (and often lifetime) neighbors. The challenge is still there, but it has eased and even gone underground, become less visible and palpable. Indeed, the situation is similar to our own. The underlying secular values of the culture are a mixture of good and evil. The challenge is for Christians to continue to reject what is evil and wrong, but also to recognize what it good, what can be adapted to Christian values and purposes and what can be adopted , even “baptized,” by Christians. Outright rejection of everything in the secular world is not the answer. But, how does a religion expecting the imminent return of its founder, a religion based on the “Parousia,” on life in another realm, come to terms with both the fact that that return will not be (chronologically) soon and with the secular environment in which Christians must live out their earthly lives?

Enter “Incarnational” theology. Christians turned to the fact that Jesus lived a complete human life, from conception through adulthood  (and, after death, beyond) and left a legacy of good example, of  “how to,” in the many stories about him when he walked this earth as a human being. Of course, they would not, could not, abandon ‘Eschatological” theology. That would still remain as the overriding perspective on everything, including “Incarnational” theology, but they did shift their focus from an exclusively eschatological one to include the incarnational.

North Americans can easily identify with this challenge. When our ancestors came to this region from whatever ethnic, racial, religious background, they faced the same challenge. They found themselves in an alien environment, at least at first. Would they cluster in a ghetto and keep their old ways or would they “melt” into the stew pot of North America?  (Present day immigrants, like Hispanics and Asians. have the same experience as those who migrated in the last century.) While some would go one way or the other, there were those who wanted to keep what was good and true of the “old,” but at the same time adapt to the “new” and adopt new ways, so long as they were not inconsistent with their basic values (Mt13: 52). But when the children of these immigrants, born in the “new world,” begin growing up and relating to their fellow North Americans, they want to reject everything of the old and melt into, blend in with, their fellows. The first-generation immigrants come under siege, not from the outside, but from the inside. They can over-react and draw the wagons in a circle, but that won’t work well or for too long. What to do? 

The Pastoral Epistles can help. The Churches then had the same challenge. Children who were Christian from birth wanted to adopt wholesale the secular culture, so they would fit in better and get ahead. They took Christianity and its customs for granted. The grass was greener on the other side. Why couldn’t they do as the Romans (pagans) did? After all, they were in Rome! Wiser heads knew that their impulses had more to do with being immature and wanting acceptance and advancement (their own dreams) rather than with rejecting Christ as such. So, they did what any group who wants to survive in a threatening environment. They made sure they appointed leaders who could live in and communicate with both worlds, both perspectives. These leaders would have to be solid in their faith, know what is the core, the essence, of their identity. In the case of the Pastorals, they called that core “the deposit of faith.” That couldn’t change. The leaders they called “bishops, presbyters and deacons.” With the Pastorals the Church gave the world notice that she was able to adapt her by now “traditional” faith to new circumstances without compromising on the essentials.

Key Notions

1. We are saved by grace; moral effort is fueled by grace.

2. God “appeared” in the human person, Jesus, to show humans how to be human.

3. Christians are the “incarnations” of Christ as Christ is the incarnation of God.

4. Christians are to “baptize” what is good in secular culture and 
exorcize” what is bad, just as Christ did.

Food For Thought

1. Second Generation Christians: In the earliest days of the Christian movement converts to the new cause were adults. Frequently, they were ostracized from their families and former friends because of their conversion to Christ. As a result they huddled together and found comfort and strength in one another, forming a different kind of “family” from their natural one, forming church. This bonding, in and through their common life in Christ, was quite fervent and powerful, not unlike many first generation movements. However, as time went on and these Christians married and had children, even their “natural” families were Christian. Second generation Christians were actually born into Christian families, no longer in danger of being ostracized because of their faith. As non-Christians saw their zeal and authenticity, Christians gained a measure of acceptance and even admiration among their non-Christian counterparts. While this new situation produced fewer overt persecutions and societal stigmas, it was not without its negatives and new challenges. The faith was born amidst persecution and even fueled by the challenge of it. Its language, the language that shaped the understanding of the faith, was greatly influenced by the suffering caused by adherence to this new religion. When that challenge subsided, tepidity and timidity entered the picture. In earlier days a Christian who grew lukewarm or who was too afraid to stand up to persecution and its consequences simply left the Christian community, defected we might say. In the new situation a person could remain a Christian nominally and pass for a Christian, having been baptized and raised in a Christian family. The inspired author or authors of the Pastoral Epistles saw the challenge and addressed it. So did other NT authors. They took the truths taught by Jesus out of their original context and began applying them to situations similar but far from the same as Jesus taught them. They used language and metaphors used in Greco-Roman culture as the “forms” for expressing these truths in ways that made sense to their addressees. They were inspired by the Spirit to address the challenges of tepidity and timidity so that the Church would not merely survive but thrive over the centuries. From this perspective the Church today has the same challenges as the post-apostolic Church. Indeed, we are the post-apostolic Church. Being lukewarm in living the faith and being timid in standing up to cultural values and practices remain the fundamental challenges of Christians living in a world, an environment, that accepts Christianity as a part of culture, rather than as a counter-cultural movement. As a result there are many who claim to be Christian, but only mean by that that they more or less identify themselves with a Christian group. They are hardly prepared to die for the faith and rarely determined to live by it. Like second generation immigrants to the United States, such folks are more interested in fitting in and adapting to the (new) culture, than in preserving the values of the old culture. True, people migrate because of the bad things about the old. It is one thing to cast those off. It is quite another thing to throw out the baby along with the dirty bath water. When the sense of urgency is lost, tepidity and timidity creep in and can become so established that the status quo is considered normal, even desirable. When that happens in the Church, Christ’s message gets watered down and adaptation becomes capitulation.

2. The Birth of Jesus: Like all births, the birth of Jesus signaled the beginning of a new generation. Jesus grew up in a family and was trained in the values of that family. He did not reject wholesale those values and the practices that expressed them. Instead, he adapted them to his new vision. He did not let the opposition, the inconvenience, the cost or the persecution that resulted from his new vision keep him from living in the light of it. That zeal and eagerness for the truth at all costs remains the model of behavior for all his followers.
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