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The Festival of the Holy Trinity 
St. John 3:1-15: “True Wisdom Comes from Above.” 
May 26/27, 2018 | Saude, Jerico, & Redeemer Lutheran Churches 
 

In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

Grant, we beseech You, Almighty God, unto Your Church Your Holy Spirit and the wisdom 
which comes down from above, that Your Word, as becomes it, may not be bound, but have 
free course and be preached to the joy and edifying of Christ’s holy people, that in steadfast 
faith we may serve You and in the confession of Your name abide unto the end; through Jesus 
Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one true God, 
now and forever. Amen. (ELH p. 86) 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.) 
 

The sermon text for today is taken from the third chapter of the Gospel according to St. John. We read 
selected verses in Jesus’ name: 
 
Now 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 him, “Truly, 
truly, 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 old? Can he enter a second time into his 
mother’s womb and be born?” / Jesus answered, “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.” / 
Nicodemus said to Him, “How can these things be?” / Jesus answered him, “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? No one has ascended into heaven except He who descended from heaven, 
the Son of Man. 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.” (ESV) 
 
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Jn. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, the Wisdom from above, who came down to enlighten the hearts and minds of 
sinners by His saving grace, dear fellow redeemed: 
 
Some time after the Flood, the people of the earth decided to work together to build a city and a 
great tower “with its top in the heavens” (Gen. 11:4). They thought they could do anything they set 
their minds to—perhaps even finding a way up to God (v. 6). But this effort was self-serving, 
not God-pleasing. 
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Many of the leading scientists of our age are likewise engaged in things that do not please God. 
They are continuously looking skyward like the people of Babel. They search for signs of life in 
our galaxy and beyond, trying to figure out where life on earth came from. A good number of 
them loudly deny that there is a divine Creator, a God who established the structure and laws 
of the universe. At the same time, they are very willing to consider the possibility that aliens 
came to earth long ago and planted seeds of life here. 
 
They think they are very wise to deny God, and they think Christians are very ignorant. But the 
God-denying scientists are the ignorant ones. The Apostle Paul writes that the existence of God 
is plainly evident. “For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been 
clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made.”  But many 
ignore this evidence. They are those, as Paul says, who “became futile in their thinking, and their 
foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools” (Rom. 1:20,21-22). True wisdom 
does not come from up here (the head). True Wisdom Comes from Above, from the God of 
heaven. 
 

I 
Nicodemus no doubt considered himself a wise man. He was a prominent Pharisee, who was a 
member of the Jewish Sanhedrin, a ruling council made up of 71 judges. Jesus also called him 
“the teacher of Israel,” which may indicate that few were more esteemed than he was. But 
Nicodemus was troubled by something. He couldn’t figure out what to make of Jesus. So he did 
something commendable. Instead of accepting as true the opinions and theories others had 
about Jesus, he decided to talk with Him directly. He very candidly 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.” The evidence was clear to them! Only someone coming from God could do what Jesus 
was doing. 
 
But this was not the same as acknowledging that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God. Jesus 
sought to clarify this. He said, “unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” That 
seems a strange thing to say. What did it have to do with Nicodemus’ statement? The 
connection might be lost in translation. Most English translations say, “unless one is born again,” 
which is not wrong. But the word for “again” can also be translated “from above”—“unless one is 
born from above he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  
 
Nicodemus called Jesus “a teacher come from God,” but was Nicodemus such a teacher? Was he 
“a teacher come from God”? Had he been “born from above”? Or was he of the earth, one who 
“claimed to be wise,” but was only a “fool” in God’s sight? Jesus plainly said that “the teacher of 
Israel” should understand more than he did. Nicodemus had not understood the words of the 
Old Testament prophets, those who had revealed God’s plan of salvation. Along with his fellow 
Pharisees, Nicodemus thought salvation depended on what they accomplished. For this reason, 
they were not looking for the Messiah’s arrival. If they had been, it would have been obvious to 
them that Jesus was He. 
 
Their knowledge and wisdom were only human. It is an entirely human idea that we can make 
amends with God for our sins, that we can somehow prove ourselves worthy to enter heaven. 
This is the core teaching of the non-Christian religions of the world, that our salvation depends 
on keeping God’s law, and if we don’t keep it, we will be condemned. These are terrifying 
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religions. They do not comfort, because the law can never comfort. The law makes demands, 
“Do this”—“Don’t do this.” And it always convicts us, because we always fall short of it. Even 
many Christians who have heard time and again that the Son of God became Man to die on the 
cross for all sin, still think that their salvation ultimately depends on what they do. 
 
This is not what you and I think, and yet we still find ourselves keeping a tally of the good 
things we do. Or we at least note the bad things that others do. It is much easier to judge the 
sinful words and actions of others than to judge ourselves. This is how the Pharisees like 
Nicodemus operated. They held themselves up as “the holy people” and looked down their 
noses at others who were not as righteous as they were. They thought they were fulfilling the 
law of God. But if they kept it outwardly, they certainly did not keep it in their hearts. 
 
This is what each of us must examine—not the failings we see in others but our own failings, 
and the sin in our own hearts. You may not have done evil toward others, but have you wished 
evil on them? You may have said what you needed to avoid an uncomfortable situation, but 
was it the truth? You may go out of your way to help others, but do you do it out of love for 
them or to bolster your own reputation? 
 
Jesus said, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh.” We are conceived and born in sin, and sin 
wants to have free reign in our bodies. Our sinful nature leads us to desire what the world calls 
wisdom, messages like: get as much money and stuff as you can, follow your heart wherever it 
leads you, take care of yourself before you take care of others, never apologize, don’t take 
criticism from anyone. This is the world’s wisdom, but it is not the way of Christ. 
 

II 
He came from above, from His throne in heaven, and lived a life of great humility. It was not a 
false humility but a humble love for sinners flowing out of His righteous heart. He wanted to 
save His enemies, not do them harm. He wanted them to know the truth even if they attacked 
Him for it. He loved them even when they nailed Him to the cross and put Him to death. The 
sinful world cannot understand the humility, love, and sacrifice of Jesus. It makes no sense to 
the natural mind. 
 
But it does register with those who have been “born again,” who have been “born from above.” 
These are the ones who have been “born of water and the Spirit.” They have been baptized “in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Baptism is no empty, human ritual. When 
water is applied while Jesus’ words are spoken, the Triune God comes to the sinner—God the 
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. God comes from above with heavenly wisdom to 
impart. He comes to work faith in the sinner. He comes to bring the peace of sins forgiven. He 
comes to bestow eternal life. 
 
This is done for us totally by God’s grace. We do not earn it or deserve it. We cannot say why 
we are saved and others are not, since we are just as sinful by nature as everyone else. Jesus said 
to Nicodemus, “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.” The Holy Spirit works as He wills. We cannot explain why one 
sinner is converted but not another, or why the Holy Spirit seems to work more powerfully at 
some times and places than at others. It is not for us to know. But we can and should give 
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thanks that He has come through the means of grace to give us True Wisdom from Above—
faith in the Savior Jesus. 
 
Since we have this wisdom from above, since we have been “born from above,” we do not live as 
though we are still of the world. James writes that “where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there 
will be disorder and every vile practice. But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, 
open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere” (Ja. 3:16-17). The True Wisdom 

from Above shows itself in a Christ-like attitude, having humility and love for our neighbors 
and putting their concerns even before our own. 
 
We grow in this True Wisdom by “seeking the things that are above, where Christ is” (Col. 3:1). We 
seek and find the blessings of God by hearing and receiving His Word and Sacraments. The 
means of grace is where heaven meets earth. This is how God promises to come to us and pour 
out His grace upon us. God is not reached by building a tower up in the sky or by sending 
satellites deep into outer space. God is not reached by our efforts, whatever they may be. The 
Triune God comes down to us. 
 
We also grow in True Wisdom by “putting to death what is earthly in us” (3:5), as Paul says. 
Where we have sinned, we don’t put the blame on others or try to cover it up. We confess it, 
acknowledge it. This is how we return to our baptism. We drown our sinful nature by admitting 
our sin, and our new life of faith comes forth again as we are pointed to Jesus, who covers us in 
His righteousness and forgives all our sins. 
 
Nicodemus also gained this True Wisdom from Above, when the Holy Spirit brought him to 
faith. We are told that he later defended Jesus in a meeting of the Jewish Sanhedrin (Jn. 7:50-51). 
And he was one of two men who took Jesus down from the cross and laid Him in a new tomb 
(19:39-42). Nicodemus learned, as you and I learn and re-learn throughout our lives, that there 
is no wisdom worth having apart from faith in Jesus. But in Jesus, we have a wisdom and a 
knowledge that lasts not just for this lifetime, but for all eternity.  
 
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, forevermore. Amen. 

+  +  + 
 


