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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. 

 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he 
cannot enter the kingdom of God.” 

 I had a conversation quite a few years ago with Rabbi Weisenbaum of the Hillel Center at 

the University of Arizona. In that conversation I encountered the exact same mindset that 

Jesus encounters in Nicodemus. Rabbi Weisenbaum articulated the Jewish understanding 

of the Messiah in apologetic fashion, defending why the Jews reject Jesus of Nazareth as the 

Lord’s Christ. He said to me, as closely as I can remember, “We believe that God is in 

Heaven and that Man is on Earth. God cannot become Man; and Man cannot become God. 

Sometimes… sometimes, however, the two meet, bringing God and Man together.”  

 I thought the sentiment sounded sweet, even reasonable. However, this viewpoint 

inherently rejects the idea, as confessed in the Athanasian Creed, that God could take 

manhood into God, and become a Man of flesh and bone and blood. It rejects Jesus Christ as 

the Creator, turning Him into just another creature. This inability to understand, to 

comprehend, goes right to the point that the Evangelist John makes in the very beginning of 

this Gospel account: “He was in the world, and the world was made through Him, yet the 

world did not know him. He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him.” 

Nicodemus saw Jesus as just another man, not as the Creator of the Universe. Nicodemus 

and the people of Israel saw Jesus as a teacher who gave guidance and insight: who could 

tell them how to live, who could help them along their walk but couldn’t do much else. 

 Now, Nicodemus was a pious man, dedicated to doing good works. He—and the other 

Pharisees—had promised to tithe, fast, and keep the Sabbath. His focus was not on his God, 

but rather on his good works, his dedication and devout attitude, and his sincerity. He was 

concerned about obedience to the law rather than trust in the mercies of God. And so, we 

see Nicodemus approach Jesus “in the dark” of night, not just after hours, but also unaware 

of Christ’s true significance. Nicodemus’s spiritual condition was one of darkness, as he had 

not yet come to see Jesus as the Light of the world: the source and sustainer of all life. 
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 And Nicodemus was baffled as Jesus spoke to Him concerning the kingdom of God, 

stating that no one can see, no one can understand, the kingdom of God unless he is “born 

again.” Nicodemus had been talking to Jesus about how he understood that God was with 

Jesus because of the signs performed. He was talking about Jesus’ holiness and piety 

because of the signs, the works that He had performed. But Jesus confuses His nocturnal 

visitor by redirecting the conversation, by taking the focus off the miraculous feats 

accomplished and directing it to God’s mercies. 

 It appears that Nicodemus doesn’t understand the shift, for he wonders how a man can 

be literally “born again.” How can a man restart his life? How can a man return to his 

mother’s womb and be “born again”? After all, if it’s all about works and the deeds both 

performed and abstained from, being able to start all over with a clean slate is a wondrous 

thing. Can you imagine getting another chance to do it all over again, knowing what you 

already know? Nicodemus, if he was like many of us, would eagerly rush forward, 

rededicating his life to God, having all past transgressions removed, happy for a new 

opportunity to prove himself worthy of the Lord.  

 Yet Christ’s answer shows Nicodemus his ignorance. Pay close attention to it: “I tell you 

the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. 

Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.”  

 It is not some restart in the game of life; it’s not some instant reincarnation, so we can try 

again because we have failed miserably to live a God-pleasing life. It’s not about what we 

do, about the works performed or the deeds accomplished. It’s not about our resistance to 

temptation. If it were, we would totally fail no matter how many “redoes” we’re given 

because flesh can only give birth to flesh! St. John writes in his first epistle: “If we say we 

have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not with us.” Instead, this being “born 

again” is simply being given the gift of faith, the gift of the Holy Spirit. Just as the wind 

blows wherever it pleases, so the Holy Spirit does where and when He pleases. Flesh and 

blood cannot reveal to us the will of God, just as flesh and blood didn’t prompt Peter’s 

confession of Christ at Caesarea Philippi. But the Father who is in heaven, through the Holy 

Spirit, both revealed it and prompted Peter to make the bold confession: “You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God!” Only the Spirit can give birth to spirit. Thus, being “born 
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again” is being born from above, is being born by the Holy Spirit. “And this is not your own 

doing; it is the gift of God.” 

 Jesus Himself rebukes Nicodemus for not understanding that all this talk of being “born 

again,” or born from above, is in the realm of earthly things, not of heavenly things. They 

are of earthly things because Nicodemus and the Jewish people have been given the Word 

of God; they have been given the Law and the Prophets. Yahweh is a God who is knowable. 

He is a God that reveals Himself through the writings from Moses to St. John, from Genesis 

to Revelation. These writings, being inspired and breathed-out by the Holy Spirit, don’t 

exist apart from this world, but are thoroughly entrenched in it. These sacred Scriptures 

have shaped Israel, and through them, the entire world. They record the true nature of 

history: both the eyewitness accounts beginning with Adam and the divine and 

providential hand of God—the hand that has shaped and molded reality so that Mankind 

might be redeemed and set right with Him! 

 These writings are so important that, as we read in Deuteronomy 6, they are to be placed 

upon our hearts. They are to be impressed upon our children, to be the constant source of 

discussion both while active and at rest. Moreover, these writings are to serve as our 

ornamentation, manifesting themselves in outward signs of holiness and righteousness. 

This profession is called the Shema: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is One.” 

This we profess, proclaiming that we worship and believe in One God in Trinity and Trinity 

in Unity; One God in Three persons: the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

 And this One God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—has come to meet us where He’s said 

He will be found. First, He is found in the very body of Jesus, God become Man and Man 

taken up into God. We behold the Trinity in both its unity and distinction, says Luther, in 

the Baptism of Our Lord: Jesus stands in the water, the Holy Spirit descends and alights 

upon Him in the likeness of a dove, and the Father speaks, “This is My beloved Son, with 

whom I am well pleased.” God is also found in His gifts: the preaching of Christ and Him 

crucified, Holy Baptism, Absolution, the Lord’s Supper, and wherever two or three are 

gathered by and in His name.  

 This morning, Shea and Christina Hill’s son James Duke encountered our God and Lord at 

the baptismal font, where Christ joined Himself to little James and James received the Holy 

Spirit and the Father spoke, “This is My son.” He was born of the Holy Spirit, born again, 
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born from above, in order that he might see the kingdom of God, that is, the Father’s 

glorification in the death of His Son. Truly, in the waters of our baptism we also have had 

such a birth. The Word of God has been placed upon us, creating within us a love for our 

Lord with all our heart and all our soul and all our strength. This Word buried us into Christ 

Jesus and His very death. So, too, it has raised us from that death through the regenerating 

waters to life everlasting as Christ also arose. Having been baptized into the Son, we have 

received a Spirit of sonship, crying out, “Abba, Father.” Moreover, in this baptism we share 

in Christ’s sufferings in order that we may also share in His glory. 

 Therefore, when we gather we gather as the Baptized people of God “in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” We are gathered as those born of and named 

by God. And having been born of God, we then are fed with the Holy Supper, partaking of 

God’s very body and blood in the Sacrament. It’s more than God and Man meeting, being 

brought together to touch. Indeed, it’s far more intimate! It’s like a child having been born, 

sharing in the very flesh of his parents, and then feeding from his mother. Through the 

Word, by the power of the Holy Spirit, God and Man is joined in us, for we have been joined 

to Christ, made to share in Him and His righteousness. 

 Having thus been joined to Christ and the Father by the Holy Spirit, we are given voices 

to proclaim the “heavenly things”: the beautiful and amazing truth that God so loved the 

world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but 

have eternal life. We are given voices to shout out with joy that Jesus the Christ did not 

come to condemn the world but to graciously save it. We are given the love of God that 

destroys evil because it is the Truth, vanquishing the sin of our soul. We are given the Holy 

Spirit, who testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children. It is the Holy Spirit who 

reveals to us our purpose, who reveals the knowledge that we are significant in this vast 

creation of His. By the Triune God, we are taken out of the darkness and brought into 

Christ, the Light of the world and the Life of men. We are brought into the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ through the waters of our baptism. We are “born again” in a 

birth of both water and the Spirit. 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus + to life everlasting. 


