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May 30, 2021 (The Holy Trinity – Pentecost 2) 

Sermon Text – Romans 8:12-17 (John 3:1-17) 
 

- All who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.  For you did not receive a spirit 

of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption.  When we cry, 

"Abba! Father!"  it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of 

God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ…  - 

 

Martin Luther once said something like this, “To believe in the Holy Trinity is faith.  To try 

to understand it is insanity.”  Therefore, I’m not going to try to explain it today either.  

Neither did many other great theologians.  One commentator writes about our text for 

today, "The Apostle Paul does not explain the Trinity -- how God is three-in-one and 

one-in-three -- and no systematic explanation is to be found in the other biblical 

writers, either."  The fact is that the Trinity is implied in much of our scriptures, but its 

explanation was left to much later church squabbles.  In our passage from Romans, 

Paul takes a much more practical approach.  Let’s see if we can get at what he is 

doing.  On the one side of his equation, St. Paul lines up the words “flesh, slavery and 

death.”  On the other side are “spirit, adoption and life.”  Live according to the “flesh” 

and the result is “slavery.”  Allow the “slavery” to continue and the conclusion is 

“death.”  Live according to the “spirit” and the result is “adoption as children of God.”  

Keep the relationship based on the adoption going and the conclusion is “life.”  

“Flesh” or “spirit,” “slavery” or “adoption,” “death” or “life” – which one shall it be?  

“Well, that’s easy,” most of you will say.  “Choose the spirit.”  “Choose adoption.”  

“Choose life.”  And I say, “Go ahead.  What’s stopping you?”  And there’s the rub.  You 

can’t do it.  You might want to.  You might try to.  You might even hope to.  But no one 

can choose the work of the spirit.  No one can choose to be adopted as a child of 

God.  No one can choose to be raised to new life.  

  

 A nine year-old girl was attending a family reunion with her parents.  Upon learn-

ing that some of her cousins had been adopted into their families, she came running to 

her mother in tears.  “I wish I was adopted!” she cried.  “Then I would have more in 

common with them.”  The little girl’s reaction may surprise most of us, but it reflects a 

very human concern for belonging and identity.  She is looking for something in com-

mon with children who seem quite different from her.  She wants to know that she fits in 

with the rest of the family.  And there’s the problem.  She can’t choose to be adopted.  

And it’s not just because she already has parents, who are her parents by birth.  She is 

limited in her choosing because no one can choose to be adopted.  You can choose 

to be available for adoption.  You can choose to be open to adoption.  You can even 

choose to hope and dream that you will be adopted.  But you can’t choose to be 
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adopted.  It all has to do with who has the power, who has the authority and who has 

the ability to do the things that we might hope to have happen.  Only the adopter can 

choose to adopt.  Only the parent can choose to adopt the child.  The child cannot 

choose to be adopted. 

 

 Our first reading begins with the words “so then…”  They are signal to us that we 

are joining an argument that is already in progress.  It’s like walking into the middle of 

a conversation.  It’s easy to miss exactly what is being said because we don’t have all 

the information about what is being discussed.  Under those circumstances, misunder-

standings are easy.  We could even jump to the wrong conclusions.  So, here is what 

Paul has been talking about.  In chapter seven, he has described the fundamental 

dilemma facing humankind.  Sin is at work in our lives.  Because of sin, which dwells in 

each of us, we cannot choose what is good and right.  The way he says it is this: “I do 

not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate…But in fact [I know that] it is no longer 

I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  For I know that nothing good dwells within 

me, that is, in my flesh.  I can will what is right, but I cannot do it…”  The argument is 

complicated and we need to understand Paul’s use of terminology.  For Paul, “flesh” 

doesn’t refer to our physical reality, but to our human existence apart from God.  With-

out God, we are lost.  Without God, we are subject to sin.  Without God, we cannot 

choose what is right.  The solution, according to Paul’s argument, is found in the power 

of the Spirit.  “If the Spirit of [God], who raised Jesus from the dead, dwells in you,” he 

writes, “[the one] who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies 

also through his Spirit that dwells in you.”  And this is the life-giving power of God.  God 

does it.  God chooses.  God adopts.  God gives life.  “So then,…” now here comes the 

conclusion: “All who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God…[for] you have 

received a spirit of adoption…[and] we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, 

heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ…” 

 

 Did you hear that?  You are no longer bound to the world of the “flesh,” to the 

“slavery” that follows it and to the “death” that flows from that.  Instead, you have 

already received the “spirit” of God, which is at work in your life to “adopt” you as 

God’s own children, and thereby makes you co-heirs with God’s own Son, who has 

already been raised from death to “life.”  This is what classically has been called “the 

Happy Exchange.”  Simply stated it says, “Jesus became like us, so that we could 

become like Jesus.”  And this comes about “not through any effort or accomplishment 

of our own, but simply because it pleased God to treat us as God's perfect, beloved, 

and holy [children].”  In other words, God chooses us.  God grants us God’s spirit.  God 

adopts us as God’s children.  And God raises us to new life as co-heirs with Christ.  The 

good news is that we are adopted!  We are like all our sisters and brothers.  We are like 
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every one of our cousins.  We do have something in common.  God has loved us so 

much, just as God has loved the whole world, so that “he gave his only Son, so that 

everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

 

                Amen. 

 


