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In the Small Catechism, the Reverend Doctor Martin Luther’s explanation of the Third Article of the Apostle’s Creed begins as follows; 
“I believe that I cannot, by my own reason or strength, believe in my Lord Jesus Christ, or come to him. But the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith. 
In the same way, he calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith.” 
	These words of Luther are, of course, only his own articulation of what the Scriptures themselves declare. Nobody sees Jesus for who he is; nobody knows the Lord; nobody believes in him, apart from the Holy Spirit. 
We know this from the very words of Jesus in his conversation with Nicodemus. 


Even though Nicodemus addresses Jesus as “rabbi,” a title of respect and honor, and tells him; 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.  That still falls far short of the truth. 
Even Muslims will say that Jesus was a prophet of God. Not THE prophet, of course, but a prophet, none the less. From there, however, Islam rejects everything else regarding Jesus; who he is, what he taught, and the salvation that he has given to us, by means of his own death by crucifixion. 
As Jesus told Nicodemus; “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”   This is what Luther explains in the Small Catechism; I believe that I cannot believe.
 Contrary to popular Protestant doctrine, I cannot “decide for Jesus,” I cannot “choose Christ.” I cannot “accept Jesus into my heart.”  Not apart from the Holy Spirit’s working within me.  


Remember Adam and Eve from last week?  Upon hearing the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden, after they’d lost their innocence, they didn’t “choose Christ”; what they chose, instead, was to run and hide in the bushes. 
 That’s what the fallen nature does apart from faith. Apart from the Holy Spirit’s enlightenment, we have no faith in the one, true and living God; we have no concept of the treasure that we possess through him. 
The sin- darkened soul only knows that there is a God, and only knows God as the one who requires absolute obedience, and who comes to judge and punish us for failing to meet his requirements. 
God who loves us so much that, despite our wickedness, he takes our punishment, declares us innocent, and gives us heaven; that’s completely contrary to any human concept. In fact, it’s completely offensive to human reason. The world does not work that way; but God does. 
 Rather than consign us to hell and be done with it, he sends his only begotten Son into the world, not to judge it, but to save it.  


16“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”
That is the Gospel; from the mouth of Jesus Christ himself. No one can see the kingdom of God, the kingdom of grace and eternal life, apart from being born again; that is, apart from being made alive by the Holy Spirit. 
The natural, fallen man is spiritually dead; the Holy Spirit makes us spiritually alive and enlightens us, opens our eyes, to the truth of the gospel. 
He does so through God’s word; not through personal visions or revelations; not through “experiencing God;” not through miraculous signs; but through the word alone. 
You must remember this, or you will be led astray. The Holy Spirit comes to us through God’s word alone. When we read it, when we hear it, these are the very words of God by which he is speaking to us. 
“But, pastor,” you say, “What about baptism, and the Lord’s Supper?”  Great questions! What is baptism? It is God’s word attached to water.
 What is the Lord’s Supper? It is the very Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, really present, in, with and under the consecrated bread and wine; and what consecrates that bread and wine? Once again, it is God’s word. 
Through these very means, appointed by God, and not by men, Jesus Christ comes to us and gives us forgiveness and eternal life. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are the visible gospel. Jesus told Nicodemus; “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.
 In baptism, God bestows on us the Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Holy Trinity, who works faith when and where he pleases. 
In the Lord’s Supper, Jesus comes to us and gives us his very Body and Blood for the strengthening of our faith, in addition to giving, and assuring us, of the forgiveness of our sins. 
Wherever God’s word is, there is the Holy Spirit, opening our eyes to the truth of the word, and bringing us to repentance and faith that, whoever looks upon Jesus, that is to say, whoever believes that Jesus Christ’s life, death and resurrection is their salvation, has exactly that. 
14And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up,15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.
When the Israelites suffered God’s judgment in the form of venomous snakes in the camp, God instructed Moses to set up this prophetic symbol; a bronze serpent upon a pole, raised high above the camp, that whoever was bitten could gaze upon it, and be saved. 
We have been bitten by that venomous serpent, Satan. Our faith is in Jesus Christ crucified. Jesus has given himself; lifted upon the cross, that all who, in faith, turn to gaze upon him are saved from Satan’s deadly venom; they shall live, and not die. Though the body return to the dust, it shall be raised again to eternal life.  
Jesus Christ; a teacher sent to us from God? Certainly, but much more than that. He is God in the flesh, come to save fallen mankind from sin, death and hell; and by the grace of God, through the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit, we know and rejoice in the fact that he has done it. Amen. 
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