Sermon for Trinity Sunday
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

THERE was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: the same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God:  for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him.  Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
HOMILY:

On this Trinity Sunday we consider the nature of God. Trying to figure out the existence of God has been a primary pursuit of men throughout the ages, and it was no different in the time of Jesus.

Nicodemus is said by Matthew Henry
 and John Gill

 to have been a member of the Sanhedrim – the ruling body of the Jews.  He is referred to by both as a “counselor” and as a “ruler of the Jews.”  He was a Pharisee, one of those who spent his time as a scholar, learning the Scriptures and trying to understand the nature of God.
Unlike so many of his fellows, however, he seems at least open to the idea that Jesus of Nazareth might be the promised Messiah, and indeed, by later in his life, he was a follower of Jesus as indicated by his conduct after Jesus’ death, when he gave myrrh and aloe to anoint the body prior to burial.

And so Nicodemus came to Jesus in the night to ask questions about matters of eternal life and salvation.  It may be that he came in the night to avoid detection, for the forces arrayed against Jesus and His message were already forming and were ready to destroy whomever they might find supporting Him.

Or perhaps the only time when he might find time in his schedule to speak at leisure about these things was at night – for he was a ruler of the Jews.

In either case, he came professing that he understood that our Lord came from God:  “Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him.”

Now, Nicodemus was a counselor – a lawyer of his day.  Jesus, therefore, set before Nicodemus the threshold question that had to be addressed before any of his other questions might be addressed.

In law, a “threshold question” is a prerequisite condition that must be met in order for an action to be heard by the court.  If, for instance, a person wishing to argue a case before the court has no personal interest in the case, he is said not to have standing, and so he fails to meet the threshold question and his pleading is dismissed.

Jesus points out to Nicodemus that in order to understand the Kingdom of God, to be allowed to see into the mysteries of God, he must first be born of the Holy Spirit into that Kingdom.  That is, only a follower of God, who accepts the rule of God, can ever hope to understand God’s will and plan for the world or to see heaven.  Being born into the Spirit is the “threshold question” for a Christian.
It is not the full answer, but it is the opening of the door, after which must follow the fuller investigation, exploration, consumption and understanding of God’s will.

Nicodemus, we know, did not understand this challenge.  He questioned our Lord how he might be “born again” if he was already a man of adult age.  Like many lawyers, he was being too literal to be able to make much sense of Jesus’ words.  We do understand today what Jesus meant.  We are surely born only once of the body, but we are spiritually born again into the life we experience in God when we make an adult, conscious, reasoned choice to follow Him.  Just as our physical birth changes us, moving us from total dependence on our mother into an independent being, our spiritual birth moves us from an unformed, uninspired life without direction into a life dedicated to and guided by God.

We spend the rest of our lives living ever more fully into the will of God, being guided by the Holy Spirit in our rebirth.

But that rebirth must happen first.  Our threshold question must be successfully addressed.  When Nicodemus, confused by the demands on him, questioned how it could be that with all his learning he could not approach the answers he sought, Jesus gently unbraided him.

“Nicodemus answered and said unto him, How can these things be?  Jesus answered and said unto him, Art thou a master of Israel, and knowest not these things?”

How could you be so learned in all the laws and history of Israel, and of the relationship between God and His people and not understand what He asks of you?
You must believe God in all things, and trust Him.  Let go of your own self-importance and deluded notions about how much you know when you are facing the all-knowing. 
If you understand that Jesus is in fact a teacher sent from God – and in fact is God Himself – then trust in what He says.  Obey Him.  To do anything else is to say that you do not really believe that He is God, and you do not really believe that God is all-powerful.  It is to say that you are not born of the Holy Spirit sent from God to give all knowledge and faith. 

It is to say you never passed your threshold question – and simply cannot see the rest of the answers.

Let us pray.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ALMIGHTY and everlasting God, who hast given unto us thy servants grace, by the confession of a true faith, to acknowledge the glory of the eternal Trinity, and in the power of the Divine Majesty to worship the Unity; We beseech thee that thou wouldest keep us stedfast in this faith, and evermore defend us from all adversities, who livest and reignest, one God, world without end.  Amen.
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