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Jesus tells us the truth about heavenly things — John 3:1-15
“There was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. This man
came to Jesus by night and said to Him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come
from God; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him.” Jesus
answered and said to him, ‘Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he
cannot see the kingdom of God.” Nicodemus said to Him, ‘How can a man be born
when he is 0ld? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?’
Jesus answered, ‘Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh,
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to you, you
must be born again. The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it,
but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes. So 1s everyone who is born of
the Spirit.” Nicodemus answered and said to Him, ‘How can these things be?” Jesus
answered and said to him, ‘Are you the teacher of Israel, and do not know these
things? Most assuredly, I say to you, We speak what We know and testify what We
have seen, and you do not receive Our witness. If I have told you earthly things and
you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things? No one has
ascended to heaven but He who came down from heaven, that is, the Son of Man who
1s in heaven. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the
Son ofl’ 11\{Ifan be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have
eternal life.””

Grace be to you and peace from God the Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ, who became man to save us. Dear fellow redeemed in Christ.

“I tell you the truth.” So said Jesus to Nicodemus that dark night Nicodemus came to
Him. Jesus speaks only truth. He is in fact the way, the truth, and the life. He is full of
grace and truth. His words are truth. He sends to us the Spirit of truth.

I

Jesus tells you that you cannot see God’s kingdom unless you are born again, born of
God, born by the washing of regeneration the Holy Spirit gives you in holy baptism.
When you were born of your mother, you were born of the flesh and so are flesh, and
will die as all flesh dies; and then you will face the judgment. There is only one way
to escape condemnation on the Day of Judgment and that is to be born again, born
from above, not having your own righteousness that comes from your trying to fulfill
the works of the law, but the righteousness earned by Christ that 1s yours by faith.

God’s kingdom, that is to say, His gracious rule in the hearts of His people, is present
here on earth. But it is also true that earth is corrupt and fallen, and headed toward its
own destruction. The prince of this world, the devil, the old serpent, whose head was
crushed under Christ’s heel on that first Good Friday with the cry of “it is finished,”
stands condemned, eternally. He will not escape judgment. The trouble is that he has
blinded the children of this world so that they cannot see God’s good and gracious
will for what it is. People think they see clearly in spiritual matters, but that is part of
their blindness. They assume that their inner re11g1ous impulses are good, sound, and
come from God. So, they are puzzled by Jesus’ words, “You must be born again
They struggle mightily to be born again. But how can anyone decide to be born?



The truth is that if you try to enter into God’s kingdom by your own efforts you are
little different from a hamster running on a treadmill thinking it is actually getting
somewhere or a dog chasing its tail as if the tail really was not part of yourself. You
cannot catch God. It is not just that you cannot see Him. He is spirit. No one can see
God. But it is not just a matter of seeing God, not just a matter of catching God. It’s a
matter of finding Him as He is, facing Him in His true nature. Y ou cannot face God
alone. You cannot be in His holy presence. You must shrink in fear before Him. You
cannot face Him apart from being born of water and the Spirit. It is by means of water
and the Spirit, that is, Holy Baptism that God adopts you as His own and forgives you
of all your sins for the sake of what His Son did for you. It is through baptism that He
prepares you to stand in His presence and know Him as He truly is. Jesus promised,
“He who believes and is baptized shall be saved.”

But Jesus also said, “He who does not believe shall be condemned.” Jesus commands
us to be baptized in order to receive the gift of faith, a gift that comes only from God.
Faith, like baptism, is God given. It may seem to be only words, readable in the pages
of your Bible. But, make no mistake, faith is the gift of God. For anyone can read and
comprehend mere words. Anyone can read the Bible or a book about Christian faith.
But such reading doesn’t create faith in the heart and mind. The ability to believe and
know God is a gift the Holy Spirit gives through baptism, exactly as Jesus said. This
heaven-sent faith knows the truth about Him. It hears and recognizes the truth of what
God says, and so leads us to God and keeps us with God.
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Consider the words of the creed we confessed today, “Whoever will be saved shall,
above all else, hold the catholic [i.e., Christian] faith. Which faith, except it be kept
whole and undefiled, without doubt, one will perish eternally.” The creed ends with
the words, “This is the catholic faith; whoever does not faithfully and firmly believe
this cannot be saved.”

Creeds in general are frowned on by many church-going people in our day, and this
particular creed is almost forgotten. It was named after Athanasius, who was bishop
of Alexandria in Egypt, who lived in the fourth century A.D. Athanasius defended the
mystery of the incarnation of God’s Son against the teachings of the charismatic and
popular Arius of Alexandria. He boldly confessed the Trinitarian nature of God even
when his life was threatened. Arius had popular support. He even had the support of
the Roman emperor, which is why Athanasius lived under persecution and exile for
most of his adult life. The truth for which he stood was not finally and fully confessed
by the whole church until more than a century after his death.

But you see, in speaking the words of the Athanasian Creed we join with Athanasius
in confessing that Jesus is true God, begotten of His Father from eternity. There never
was a time when He did not exist. We confess also that the Holy Spirit too is divine,
that He proceeds from the Father and the Son. The true Christian faith is that God
exists in three distinct persons, and yet is one divine essence. That is to say, there is
only one God. The Father 1s God. The Son is God. The Holy Spirit is God. Yet they
are not three gods, but one God. This we confess with Athanasius. We are baptized in
the name of this God, and none other.

The Father sent His eternal Son into this world because He “so loved the world, that
He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but
have eternal life.” (John 3:16) The Son said, “No one has ascended to heaven but He



who came down from heaven, that 1s, the Son of Man who is in heaven. As Moses
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:13-15) The
Holy Spirit is the One who brings us true knowledge of God and enables us to believe
it, as Jesus plainly taught in today’s text. (John 3: 5 8) The Bible reveals very plainly
the God whom Athanasius confessed. There is no other. To know, trust, and believe
Him is beyond human ability, because we cannot understand Him. Only God Himself
can so open our hearts and minds to believe what He says about Himself.

That is why we must be born again, born from above. God Himself must do this.

If we try to approach God on our own, as Nicodemus, we change God into something
He is not. In our mind we fashion Him into what we imagine God should be like, and
so do not hold to Him as He really is. Then, dear friends, the first thing that suffers is
the central mystery of our faith, that God 1s Triune, that He is far above us, beyond
our understanding. His ways past finding out. His thoughts higher are than ours. But
the nature of sin’s blindness is that people try to fit God into an image of their own
making and, as they do, they do not realize that they are putting themselves in God’s
place, usurping His role, presuming to reveal God to themselves, a task of miraculous
dimensions that only God Himself can accomplish. A person reasons, “It makes no
sense for God to be one God and yet three distinct persons. Since it makes no sense to
me, it is of little importance. I’'m sure of this, because the world revolves around me.
What I perceive truly is, because I am me.” We are just beginning to see the damage
done to the church-going people of our nation by those who’ve led them to think that
the creeds and what they teach is of little importance, that baptism in the name of the
One true God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, is just a thing we do in order to
proclaim our faith rather than a miracle God Himself does to proclaim His saving
name to the world, and so transform it, one person at a time.

+++
Jesus tells us truth. We must be born again, humbly bow before the great, mysterious,
and, above all, gracious God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who called us, one by one
in the waters of baptism, out of darkness into His marvelous light. Today we confess
His nature and works together with the entire Holy Christian Church of every century
and every nation in the words of the Athanasian Creed. The word creed comes from
the Latin word credo, which simply means, “I believe.” God grant us — for only He
can! — to stand with Athanasius this day, believing and confessing this saving truth
before the unbelieving world, they we may have forgiveness, life, and salvation in
His name. Amen.

Soli Deo Gloria



