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The Word of the Lord from John 3: Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born 
again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. Born Again 

He’s a ruler of Israel. He’s a teacher of Israel; in fact, Jesus calls him the teacher of Israel. This 

Nicodemus knows his stuff. He’s well-trained in the ways of his religion—the religion of the Pharisees—
which, in a nutshell is this: if you keep the commands of God well enough, then heaven is yours. It’s all 

about self-discipline, about doing the right thing.  
 

This is early on in the public ministry of Jesus, and the Pharisees have been watching. Clearly, 

this Jesus has got divine power going for Him, because He’s working some extraordinary signs. 
Therefore, it would make sense that Jesus and the Pharisees are going to be on the same team. So 

Nicodemus drops by for a get-to-know-you sort of conversation. He comes at night, but that doesn’t 
mean he comes in fear: it might well be a desire that they be undisturbed once the hustle of the day has 

died away. 
 

So Nicodemus starts this exploratory mission saying, “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.” Fair enough. They’re 
agreed so far, until Jesus speaks. And as soon as the Savior advances the conversation, with His first 

words He shows that He is not about Judaism as usual. He says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  

 

Born again. That’s the puzzler right there. 
 

See, my usual schtick with this in class at this point is to say, “Raise your hand if you were born.” 
Usually, all but one or two raise their hands; and I figure that the one or two are still just wondering why 

I ask, not that they’ve hatched from pods that the mother ship left in the basement. They’ve all been 

born. My next question is this: “What did you do to be born?”  
 

The answer, of course, is nothing. You didn’t do anything to be born. Your presence was 
important at your birth—it couldn’t have happened without you. Mom did all the work. Doctors or nurses 

probably pitched in. Dad maybe sat outside or worked hard at trying to be helpful by telling Mom to 
breathe or something. But you? You didn’t do anything. Being born isn’t something you do. Being born is 

something that is done to you.  

 
So here’s Nicodemus: and with all of his training and credentials, the unspoken question he 

brings to Jesus is, “What must I do to be saved, since we Pharisees just know that you’re saved by doing 
things?” Jesus says, “Be born again.” It’s something that can be done. It’s just not something that you 

can do.  

 
But being all for salvation by works, Nicodemus is going to try make this into a work too. “How 

can a man be born again when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be 
born?” Nicodemus isn’t stupid: he’s a top-tier teacher. This isn’t a dumb question of a puzzled man. The 

question is along the lines of, “Since I know we’re saved by our works, then how do we work at being 
born again?” 



 

Jesus responds: “Truly, truly, 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 its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone 

who is born of the Spirit.” 

 
It’s not your work, Nicodemus. You already know that it’s impossible to return to your mother’s 

womb and be born; and if it’s impossible for you to work being born again of your mother, how are you 
going to work being born by the Spirit?  It’s not your work, Nicodemus. It’s the Spirit who gets you born 

again. He uses water, says Jesus; and as we spoke of last week on Pentecost, the Spirit works through 
the Word. To be born again of water and the Spirit is to be born of water and the Word: it is to be 

baptized. 

 
This does not get along with Nicodemus’ beliefs at all. You’re saved by working good, not by 

being washed. “How can these things be?” asks Nicodemus, and remember: he isn’t stupid. This goes 
deeper than, “I don’t understand what born again by the Spirit means.” This is Nicodemus saying, “How 

can you be saved if you don’t earn it by your works?” 

 
And as long as Nicodemus is convinced that salvation comes by the works that you do, then he’s 

not going to understand the Gospel. That’s what Jesus is getting at when He says, “Are you the teacher 
of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we 

know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony. If I have told you 
earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things?” 

 

“You do not receive our testimony,” says Jesus; and He’s speaking of the testimony of God 
throughout the Old Testament prophets. This is another big announcement: it’s not that Jesus is 

hijacking the Bible away from the Pharisees and starting a new religion. Rather, Jesus is proclaiming what 
God has declared all along, and it’s the Pharisees who have departed from Scripture.  

 

So Nicodemus doesn’t get the Gospel because he doesn’t properly understand or believe the 
Word he has heard in the Old Testament throughout his life. But his question is still unanswered: “How 

can these things be?—How can we be saved if not by what we do?” 
 

Jesus answers this in two ways. First, He gives Nicodemus two examples of how the Old 

Testament points to Himself. He says, “No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from 
heaven.” There’s a connection here to Jacob’s ladder, where Jacob dreamed of a ladder joining heaven 

and earth, with angels ascending and descending on it. This ladder pointed to Jesus: Jesus Himself says 
so in John 1:51. Then Jesus says to Nicodemus, “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so 

must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him may have eternal life.” The bronze 
serpent in the wilderness pointed to Jesus, too: He says so right here. 

 

Nicodemus has missed the proclamation of the Gospel in the Old Testament. That’s why he’s 
asking “How can these things be?” How can we be saved if not by our work? 

 
So Jesus finally spells it out: Nicodemus, you’re not saved by your work, but by the work of God. 

He says: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him should 

not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 
order that the world might be saved through Him.” 

 
Salvation comes by the work of God: God the Father, who sent His Son into the world; God the 

Son, who is lifted up on the cross for the salvation of the world; and God the Holy Spirit, who delivers the 
salvation Jesus has won so that people might be born again.  



 

II. Baptism and the Holy Trinity 
Traditionally, John 3 is the reading for Holy Trinity Sunday every year, not just every three years 

as we do it now. That’s a significant thing, and a pattern you find throughout the New Testament: 
baptism and the Holy Trinity go together.  

 

It starts a little earlier than that: in the first few verses of the Bible in Genesis 1, when God 
creates the heavens and the earth, the Spirit hovers over the waters (hmmm!); and John 1 tells us that 

all things are made in the beginning through the Son. So where God is creating, the entire Trinity is 
present; and where God is re-creating in Holy Baptism, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are all present and 

accounted for. You see this to be true when Jesus is baptized: as the Son comes out of the water, the 
Father speaks and the Spirit descends like a dove. You find it when the risen Jesus sends His disciples to 

make disciples of all nations: not simply by baptizing, but baptizing in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit. In Titus 3, it’s pretty clear who’s doing the work of saving in baptism: “He 
[God] saved us…by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on 

us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior” (Titus 3:5-6 ESV). And when Peter preached at Pentecost, he 
declared, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 

your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and for your children 

and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to Himself.” (Acts 2:38-39 ESV) 
 

So just as Father, Son and Holy Spirit are at work for your salvation, so they are at work in 
Baptism for you. That’s no surprise, because they deliver salvation to you in Holy Baptism.  

 
In Holy Baptism, you’re born again. Whether you were an hour old or pushing a hundred years 

when you were baptized, you’re born again. And what do you do to be born? Nothing. Life is something 

that is given to you. The certain hope of salvation in baptism rests solely on the work of Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit for you.  

 
Many Christians disagree with this. Many would tell you that you must be old enough to know 

what you’re doing before you can be baptized. You have to be able to make an informed decision. Such 

would say that if you were baptized as a baby, you need to be baptized again because your infant 
baptism didn’t count.  

 
Now, when Christians are baptized in a Christian church that teaches this, they are still baptized. 

If they were to request membership here at Good Shepherd, we would not insist that they be baptized 

again. But what they have done is robbed themselves of a deep comfort that comes with Holy Baptism—
the certainty that it rests on the work of God.  

 
See, if the value of your baptism rests on your decision, then it is only as sure as your decision. 

That may not seem like a big deal today; but the day will come when you find yourself saying, “Did I 
really mean it when I decided to be baptized? Was I sincere enough? Was I just riding a spiritual high 

when it happened, but didn’t really count the cost?” As soon as you doubt your decision, you must also 

begin to doubt whether or not you are actually baptized. This means, on the days when you are most 
tormented and most in need of comfort, that your baptism will offer no comfort at all.  

 
But if the worth of your baptism rests on the work of God, then it’s sure. You need never wonder 

if God was sincere enough at your baptism: the Lord is always faithful to His promises—He doesn’t have 

an off day where He’s fooling Himself. You don’t have to wonder if He really counted the cost at your 
baptism: He already paid the price for your redemption with His own blood on the cross, and that 

sacrifice does not lose its effectiveness and worth. So even on the worst of days, when everything around 
you argues that God is loveless or distant, you’re sure of His love and grace for you. You know it because 

you’re baptized: the Triune God who—by His power alone—has made all things, has also made you a 
new creation by water and the Word. If it’s all His doing, then you’re sure. 



 

That’s why your baptism is to be so highly prized and remembered daily—far more than you 
probably do: it is a gift of new and eternal life by no less than Father, Son and Holy Spirit. That’s why 

leaving the faith is so serious: it is not that you have gone back on your commitment, but that you have 
rejected the gift of the Triune God. 

 

But that is not for you. You’re a child of God and an heir of eternal life. How can these things be? 
Because you are born again—not by your own works, but by water and the Spirit. You’re redeemed solely 

for the sake of Christ, crucified and raised for your salvation and joined to you by water and the Word.  
 

How can these things be? Because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 


