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Genesis 12:1-4a, Ps. 121, Rom. 4:1-5, 13-17; John 3:1-17; The Small
Catechism: Apostle’s Creed

When | was a campus pastor | remember having long conversations with
students who were struggling with their faith. During college they had been
exposed to so much that challenged their faith and understanding. And they
changed so much during that time, too—in fact, you’ve probably heard me
guote this statistic before that sociologists have proven that college students
change as much in their college years as they do years 0-5; they undergo
same number of changes.

Often my conversations with these students would center on the Apostle’s
Creed that we said each Sunday in church (or the Nicene Creed which we
use during the seasons of Advent, Christmas, and Easter). Sometimes they
struggled when the congregation said the creed because they had to profess
things they still weren’t sure about: was Jesus really born of a virgin? Did
Jesus really descend into hell? Do | really believe in the resurrection of the
body? And just in general, do | really believe in God the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit?

When we had these conversations, | reminded the students that there’s a
reason we profess the words of the creed in community, all together during
a worship service. Because when we are having a hard time believing all or
part of the creed, we can let others believe for us. There will likely be times
in all our lives when things don’t always make sense. Those are the times
when we can lean on others and let them profess faith for us. We can let our
doubts be, and let the faith of others be strong when ours isn’t. Because
otherwise, there’s no room for our own faith to gestate. There’s no space to
travel through the spiritual birth canal into a living faith.

In some ways, Nicodemus in today’s gospel reminds me of these students.
Nicodemus is a teacher—he’s smart, curious and rational, like a lot of the

students | worked with at California Polytechnic University. Nicodemus came
to Jesus by night, maybe because he was embarrassed to be struggling, and
guestioned him twice, asking “How can these things be?” Nicodemus isn’t
sure what he believes, and he keeps his faith at arms’ length so he can
compartmentalize it from the rest of his life. Jesus sees that, and he
connects Nicodemus’ questions with the need to be born again. Basically
Jesus tells Nicodemus that he’s still gestating, that he is on a journey to be
birthed into a faith that he can declare in the light of day. And by continuing
to wrestle with and finally be washed by water and the Spirit, Nicodemus
will come to fully understand, trust, and experience what Jesus has come to
do: to give eternal life, not to condemn, but to save the whole world.

I’'m guessing that Martin Luther thought there were a whole lot of
Nicodemuses in the churches he visited around Saxony, Germany in 1528.
Luther found many people in those churches whose faith was still gestating.
They didn’t know or understand the Creed, the Lords’ Prayer, or the Ten
Commandments, but more importantly, Luther realized that in their not-
knowing and not-trusting, they were missing out on the gift of Jesus’ eternal
life and salvation of the whole world. How could he, in good conscience,
allow God’s people to miss out on receiving and understanding such a
crucial gift?

That’s why Luther wrote the Small Catechism, to help parents teach their
children about the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, and
the sacraments, because when they understood them and like Nicodemus
were birthed into a living faith, they truly experienced the life Christ offered.
| want you to turn again to the Small Catechism on page 1162 in the back of
your hymnal. Today we’re going to be focusing on Luther’s explanation of
the Apostle’s Creed, the statement of faith which has been used by
Christians since the fourth century.

Luther addresses and explains each petition of the creed, each part of the
Trinity—I believe in God the Father, | believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son
our Lord, | believe in the Holy Spirit. For each of these petitions Luther
unpacks what it means to believe. Because in believing, Luther asserted, we
would know and trust that we were chosen, redeemed, and enlightened



with Christ’s gifts. We would ingest and confess the fact that God so loved us
that God gave us, and the whole world, Jesus, so that we could have eternal
and abundant life.

In the first petition, | believe in God the Father, Luther celebrates that God
created us together with all that exists. God has given and preserves our
body and soul. God provides everything that we need, all the necessities and
nourishment for this body and life. And God does this because it’s God’s
choice to give it out of divine goodness and mercy, not because we deserve
it, not because we earn it, but because God so loved the world that he chose
to it. Do you realize that? Everything we are, everything we have, everything
that preserves our body and soul, is a pure, sheer gift from God because
God wants to give it to us. And even though God chooses to give all this to
us whether we have faith in God or not, as Luther writes, we owe it to God
to thank, and praise, and serve, and obey God. This, as Luther says, is most
certainly true.

In the second petition, | believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son our Lord, Luther
explains that believing in Jesus, both human and divine, means believing
and trusting that you have been redeemed, totally and completely of your
sins. I’'m guessing that you still have nagging guilt or shame over things you
have done or left undone. And even if you believe that God has forgiven
you, you might not have forgiven yourself. Hear Luther’s words: He has
purchased and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of
the devil. You are no longer defined by your sin or the power of evil over
you. You don’t belong to sin, you belong to Jesus. Luther says, “He has done
all this in order that | may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and
serve him.” You are not your sin. You are a child of God redeemed by Jesus.
That’s who you are, and so live according to your identity to serve the one
who saved you. This is most certainly true.

My very favorite part of Luther’s explanation of the creed comes in his
explanation of the third petition: | believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic
church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of
the body, and the life everlasting. What is this? 0OR What does this
mean?

| believe that by my own understanding or strength | cannot believe in Jesus
Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me
through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy and kept
me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the
whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one
common, true faith.

This, | hope, is comfort to all Nicodemuses—the first Nicodemus in the Bible,
the Nicodemuses in sixteenth century Germany, the Nicodemuses in my
college campus ministry, and perhaps you, if you are also unsure about
aspects of faith and your faith is still gestating, which, honestly, probably
includes, or probably should include, all of us. Luther explains in this third
article of the creed that the Holy Spirit will do the hard, messy labor to bring
us into a more mature faith. Our job is that even in the midst of our doubts
and uncertainties, to let faith carry us—even if it’s the faith of others—
through the spiritual birth canal into a living faith. By our own understanding
or strength we cannot believe in Jesus Christ or come to him, but it’s the
Holy Spirit who calls, enlightens and keeps us, who can bring us to that faith.

In our wrestling, in our middle of the night questions, God will give us birth
by water and the Spirit, so that we may experience the greatest gift of Jesus
—the gift of eternal life, not condemnation, but salvation for the world. This
is most certainly true. Amen.
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