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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. I think you all know that a child 

doesn’t call itself into existence or ask to be born. Ra-

ther, a child is conceived by the will and action of his 

father and mother. A child doesn’t cause itself to grow 

in its mother’s womb, but instead, God miraculously 

knits it together and forms it using the materials of 

motherhood: amniotic fluid and blood full of oxygen 

and nutrients. Finally, a child doesn’t birth itself, but is 

given birth through the labors of another. This is the 

way of all flesh, not that we conceive ourselves, but that 

we are conceived; not that we grow ourselves, but that 

we are given the gift of growth; not that we bring our-

selves into the world, but that we are born. 

And this, too, is the way of eternal life. St. Paul says 

that “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.” But 

this new creation doesn’t come about by the will of the 

newly created. The children of God don’t call them-

selves into existence, they are conceived by the will and 

action of their heavenly Father. The children of God 

don’t cause themselves to grow, they are knit together 

and sustained by a miracle of God using the materials 

of our mother, the Church: the amniotic fluid of Bap-

tism, if you will, and the rich nourishment of the Word. 

And finally, the children of God don’t birth themselves, 

but are given birth through the labors of another – 

through the work of the Holy Spirit. This is the way of 

all who are born of the Spirit – not that we conceive 

ourselves, but that we are conceived; not that we grow 

ourselves, but that we are given the gift of growth; not 

that we bring ourselves into the newness of life, but that 

we are born from above. 

Jesus, speaking to Nicodemus in today’s Gospel, 

says: “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom 

of God unless he is born again” – or more precisely, 

unless he is born from above. As you can readily see, 

Christ is speaking about two different kinds of birth. On 

the one hand, when He says: “Flesh gives birth to 

flesh,” He’s speaking of the fleshly birth produced by 

father and mother. But on the other hand, when He says 

you must be born of water and the Spirit, He’s speaking 

of spiritual birth – Holy Baptism. It is specifically this 

second birth that Christ addresses here in this conversa-

tion. When Nicodemus first heard Jesus’ words, he 

thought our Lord was talking about physical birth. So 

He asked Jesus: “How can a man be born when he is 

old? Surely he cannot enter a second time into his 

mother’s womb to be born!” 

But Nicodemus had misunderstood Jesus’ words. Je-

sus wasn’t talking about that kind of birth at all! Rebirth 

most certainly doesn’t consist of re-entering the womb, 

but is an entirely new sort of birth. St. John indicated 

this in the 1st chapter of this Gospel when he wrote: 

“Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in 

His name, He gave the right to become children of God 

– children born not of natural descent, nor of human 

decision, or a husband’s will, but born of God.” And 

Jesus is saying the same thing here: “I tell you the truth, 

no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born 

from above, born of water and the Spirit.” 

Perhaps some of you remember the famous words of 

John F. Kennedy, our nation’s 35th President. He said: 

“Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what 

you can do for your country.” If Nicodemus – in his 

misunderstanding of Jesus’ words – were to say some-

thing similar, his version would probably sound like 

this: “Ask not what God can do for you, but what you 

can do for God.” And is that not precisely what he 

meant when He said to Jesus: “You are a Teacher who 

has come from God. Just tell me how to be born again 

and I’ll do it!” 

Nicodemus, you see, had not yet learned to believe. 

He had a superficial understanding of the Scriptures, 

and had deduced from studying them that there are 

great many divine commands that have to be obeyed. 

He had learned how to give, and as a Pharisee conscien-

tiously gave one tenth of everything he had. He also 

learned how to behave himself, at least publicly – and 

I’m sure his good behavior gave some people the im-

pression he was better than they were. But Nicodemus 

had not yet learned to believe. He had not yet been born 

from above. He had not yet received the new birth of 

water and the Spirit. Imagine, even the youngest Bap-

tized infants of this congregation – though they might 

not be able to mouth it – know better than Nicodemus 

how to be a child of God. 

The children of God don’t call themselves into exist-

ence. They are conceived by the will and action of their 

heavenly Father. The children of God don’t cause them-

selves to grow. They are knit together and sustained by 

the miracle of God using the materials of our mother, 

the Church: the amniotic fluid of Baptism, and the rich 



nourishment of the Word. The children of God don’t 

birth themselves, but are given birth through the labors 

of another. This is the work of God the Holy Spirit. So, 

dear Christian, ask not what you can do for God, but 

instead, realize all the things that God has done, and 

continues to do, for you! 

After calling Nicodemus to the new birth of Holy 

Baptism by water and the Spirit, Jesus next went on to 

explain exactly what God has done for you. He identi-

fies Himself as the true Teacher of Israel, and explains 

Himself using the history if Israel: “Just as Moses lifted 

up the snake in the wilderness,” He said, “so the Son of 

Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in 

Him may have eternal life.” In the days of the Exodus, 

when the Jews were traveling through the wilderness to 

escape the tyranny of Pharaoh, they grew impatient and 

murmured against both God and Moses. So God sent 

fiery serpents among them to bite them. Their poison 

was so toxic many of the Israelites died. Moses begged 

God for healing and deliverance, and in His great mer-

cy, God told Moses: “Make a snake and put it up on a 

pole, so that anyone who is bitten can look at it and 

live.” So Moses made a snake formed from bronze and 

hung it high on a pole for all to see, and “when anyone 

was bitten by a snake and looked upon the bronze 

snake, he lived.”  

Jesus next explained how the bronze snake was a 

symbol of Himself and the salvation He brings. Just as 

the snake on the pole looked like all other snakes, ex-

cept without poison, so Jesus also came into our world 

in “the likeness of sinful man,” though He Himself was 

without sin. For a time Christ Himself became a sinner 

– in fact, He became the sinner – as He carried our sins 

in His own body to the cross where He put them to 

death. And just as the bronze serpent was lifted up by 

Moses at God’s command to vanquish the bites of the 

poisonous snakes, so also Christ was lifted up on the 

cross for our sin, where He vanquished and put to flight 

the devil with all his hellish poison and deadly intent. 

Now whoever in true faith looks to Christ lifted up on 

the tree of the cross, shall be saved. That person has 

God’s promise that he will receive healing from the 

venom of eternal death, and from the poisonous bite of 

a guilty conscience. 

Here then is the common bond between these two 

seemingly different parts of Jesus’ conversation with 

Nicodemus. First He speaks of the new birth of the 

Spirit, then He appears to change the subject and speak 

about the bronze snake as a symbol of the cross and 

salvation. Just as a child cannot give birth to himself, 

but must be begotten of his father and born of his moth-

er, so also were the people of Israel unable to save 

themselves, but had to rely solely upon the miracle of 

God through the bronze snake. What a wonderful thing, 

that those poor people who were under attack by fiery 

serpents were spared and healed. And what a wonderful 

thing it is that sinners of every time and place may look 

upon the crucified body of Christ and find there the cer-

tain, unmistakable salvation that He brings. You know 

the words well: “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the 

desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that eve-

ryone who believes in Him may have eternal life. For 

God so loved the world that He gave His one and only 

Son, that whosoever believes in Him shall not perish 

but have everlasting life.”  

Consider now the great courage and faith God prom-

ises to you through these words! Even though to a per-

son we have all been stung by the devil and his poison, 

bitten by sin, and troubled by a bad conscience, never-

theless we believe and are convinced that Jesus Christ 

our Lord bore our sins on the cross, overcame death, 

and has reconciled us to our heavenly Father. We have 

been Baptized into this – that is, we have been given the 

new birth of water and the Spirit! For this reason, you 

may joyfully place all of your trust and confidence in 

Him. On this Trinity Sunday, our appointed Gospel les-

son shows us how all true Christians receive the stirring 

of the Holy Spirit, and are thus enabled to acknowledge 

and believe in the work of our Triune God to save us. 

From eternity the Father sends the Son. The Son is lift-

ed up for our salvation, so that all who look upon Him 

in faith may be saved. And by Word and Sacrament the 

Holy Spirit freely pours out His grace into our hearts 

and minds, that being born anew from above, we may 

live in the new life Christ has won for us all. By this 

faith, children of flesh are made to be children of God, 

heirs of the kingdom of heaven, and recipients of eter-

nal life. This is the lesson of today’s Gospel. May our 

dear Lord graciously enable each of us to be nurtured in 

it. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 

true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


