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The Festival of the Holy Trinity – Pr. Faugstad sermon 
St. John 3:1-15: “God Does Not Change, but We Must.” 
June 11/12, 2022 | Saude, Jerico, & Redeemer Lutheran Churches 
 

In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

Abide with me; fast falls the eventide. 
The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide. 
When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 
Help of the helpless, O abide with me! 
 
Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day; 
Earth’s joys grow dim; its glories pass away. 
Change and decay in all around I see; 
O Thou who changest not, abide with me! Amen. 
(Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary #561, vv. 1-2) 
 
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. (Joh. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, who does not lie to us, even though our sinful flesh finds the truth offensive, 
because He wants to save us and give us eternal life, dear fellow redeemed: 
 
If you still have your old high school yearbooks, what are the chances that one of your 
classmates wrote this message, “Never change”? It seems like a common yearbook message, 
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“Never change.” Taken literally, it means someone wants you to keep being a not-entirely-
mature-teenager forever. But it is really intended to be a note of encouragement—something 
like, “I think you are a nice person. I appreciate who you are.” 
 
What do you suppose God might write in a yearbook? It’s a silly question, but I’m sure He 
wouldn’t write, “Never change.” That is not obvious to everyone. There are many who think 
this is exactly what God says. They say things like, “God loves me for who I am. He does not 
judge me or question my decisions. He accepts me just the way I am.” But that is not true. The 
teaching of Jesus proves it. 
 
When Jesus started His public teaching in Galilee, He said, “the kingdom of God is at hand; repent 
and believe the gospel” (Mar. 1:15). The Son of God didn’t take on human flesh so He could hang 
out with us, tell us what a good job we are doing, and pat us on the back. He came telling us 
that we cannot remain as we are—not if we hope to be saved. 
 
This is the lesson He wanted to teach Nicodemus. Nicodemus was a leading Pharisee and a 
member of the Jewish ruling council, the Sanhedrin. Jesus referred to him as “the teacher of 
Israel,” which could mean he enjoyed special standing among his peers. Nicodemus was curious 
about Jesus, but wanting to keep his curiosity in the dark, he went to Jesus by night. He greeted 
Jesus and spoke on behalf of the Jewish leaders. He said, “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.” They knew who He 
was because of what they had seen Him do. 
 
Jesus quickly showed Nicodemus that they didn’t know as much as they thought. Sure, they 
had seen the signs, but did they really believe? Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” If you are not “born again”—or as it could also be 
translated, “born from above”—you cannot really see anything. 
 
That was a shocking statement. Nicodemus might have expected Jesus to be flattered by his 
words and think of Nicodemus as a friend. But now he was put back on his heels. Jesus seemed 
to indicate that Nicodemus and his associates were not seeing clearly, if they were seeing at all! 
They needed to be born again, to be born from above, to become something other than they 
were. But how could old men like them be reborn? 
 
The answer is: not by their own efforts. That’s what the Pharisees had all wrong. They thought 
they could please God by their holy living. They thought salvation depended on their own good 
behavior. They thought everyone should become more like them, so they didn’t see the need to 
change. The devil had “pulled the wool over their eyes.” They were spiritually blind. 
 
That same condition afflicts all of us by nature. We think we can see and understand things 
better than we actually do. And we think we are more righteous in our behavior than we 
actually are. How do we come to those conclusions? Usually by comparing ourselves with 
others around us. That’s what the Pharisees did. They could always find sinners to look down 
on. They could always find people to judge. 
 
And we are not to judge, in the sense of pointing out everyone else’s sins while ignoring our 
own. But it is entirely right to judge between true teaching and false teaching. It is entirely right 
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to judge between what God says we should do in His Law and what we are actually doing. Our 
society says we have to accept people as they are and support them in how they want to live 
and what they want to do. Anything less than that is hatred and bigotry, they say. 
 
But what if they are choosing to do things that are harmful to themselves and others, things that 
God clearly warns us about? Is it judgmental to question those things, or is it loving? Of course 
how we approach our neighbors about their sin matters. If they get the impression that we are 
like the Pharisee in the temple boasting about the wonderful things we do and how much better 
we are than others, they are not going to listen to us. But if they see us coming with humility, 
truly concerned about their spiritual well-being, they might not like what we have to say, but 
they will see it is sincere. 
 
We must remember that we are not any better by nature than anyone else—not better than the 
drug addict, the thief, the adulterer, or the murderer. Our sins may be less public, but they are 
not less. This is why God had to change us. We could not get to heaven as we were. He had to 
turn us back from the path we were on, change our hearts, open our eyes, guide us in the light 
of His truth. 
 
God is qualified to do this, because He is holy and He alone. He knows perfectly what is right, 
what is true. He makes flawless decisions. He does the right things always. His judgment is 
never impaired. His plans are never misguided. That means there is no reason for God to 
change, and it’s good that He doesn’t! 
 
If we couldn’t trust God to tell us the truth, if we couldn’t trust Him to keep His promises, it 
would be terrifying indeed to be under His control. Will we get a nice God today, or an angry 
one? A patient and loving God, or a vengeful one? We have a merciful God, always merciful. 
He does not punish us, because Jesus, the Son of God, stepped in our place. Jesus took the 
punishment for our sins. He paid our debt of unrighteousness. He felt the fires of our hell. 
 
Jesus did what we could never do, not with a million holy deeds or a million generous words. 
No matter how hard we have tried to do and say and think what is right, we have not been 
perfect. We can’t change the way we are by nature. We can’t change the sinful inclinations of 
our sinful hearts. But God can. 
 
God has caused us to be born again. He brought about our first birth, and He brought about our 
rebirth. “[U]nless one is born of water and the Spirit,” said Jesus, “he cannot enter the kingdom of 
God.” Which is to say that if you are born of water and the Spirit, you can enter the kingdom of 
God. You are born of water and the Spirit. You are baptized, and “whoever believes and is baptized 
will be saved” (Mar. 16:16). 
 
God changed you. He brought you to faith. Only He can work faith. Nicodemus thought he 
could figure things out on his own. Jesus pointed him to the Holy Scriptures. He said, “we speak 
of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony.” 
Nicodemus wanted to rely on his own abilities, his own reason. Jesus called him to forget all of 
that and believe. 
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Jesus’ words to him were powerful. The Holy Spirit worked through them. It is clear that 
Nicodemus did become a believer. As the Jewish leaders voiced their opposition to Jesus in a 
meeting of the Jewish council, Nicodemus tried to defend Him. And then on Good Friday after 
Jesus had died, Nicodemus joined Joseph of Arimathea in burying the body of Jesus. 
 
Nicodemus changed by the gracious work of God. He was not fine as he was. Heaven was not 
his until God granted it to him. Popular society today does not like this talk of our needing to 
change. What people want is for God to change for them rather than their changing for God. 
What God clearly condemns, they say He accepts. What God says He hates, they say He loves. 
They are exchanging the truth about God for a lie (Rom. 1:25). 
 
But “God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap. For the one who sows to his own 
flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap 
eternal life” (Gal. 6:7-8). If you take pride in giving in to your sinful desires, you will not see the 
kingdom of God. Then you show that the flesh is your master and not the Spirit. 
 
But if you repent of your sins and have the honest intention to do better, you show that the 
Spirit is at work within you. You show that you are a child of God and not of the devil, a 
follower of the Word and not of the world. The Triune God changed you at your Baptism, and 
He wants to keep you in Him. Because your sinful nature keeps rearing its ugly head and tries 
to pull you away from salvation in Christ, the Holy Spirit needs to keep cleansing, keep turning, 
keep strengthening your heart. 
 
That is what He does through the Word and Sacraments. He assures you that all your sins are 
blotted out by the blood of Jesus. He turns you from your self-trust and your prideful thinking 
and leads you to the light of God’s truth. He strengthens you in the confidence that salvation 
and life are yours because God does not change. His promise stands firm. The Son of Man was 
lifted up on the cross for you, so that you and all who believe in Him would have eternal life. 
 
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. 

+  +  + 
 


