The Gospel of John 3:1-15

Introduction
· Open Bibles to John 3
· Continuing our series through the Gospel of John
· Today we’ll begin Chapter 3 with a look at Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus
· Read and pray: John 3:1-15
Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.”
3 Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”
4 “How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!”
5 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
9 “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked.
10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 11 Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12 I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13 No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.”
· There is only one people group that Jesus gives a hard time to.
· We saw it in chapter two with the priest and money changers in the temple
· And again here with the Pharisee Nicodemus in chapter three.
· This will not be the last confrontation we see between Jesus and the religious professional of his day.
· And this is probably the most cordial of any recorded in scripture
· This is not the only time we’ll hear of Nicodemus in John’s Gospel

Chapter 3 begins with Nicodemus coming to Jesus by night.
· What do we know about Nicodemus?
· Nicodemus was one of those impressed by Jesus' signs as recorded at the end of John 2:23
· “Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Festival, many people saw the signs he was performing and believed in his name.”
· These are the signs that took place after Jesus’ confrontation with the money changers in John chapter 2 verses 13-21
· Nicodemus was a ruler of the Jews
· He was a member of the ruling Sanhedrin. 
· The Sanhedrin were the judicial and ecclesiastical council of ancient Jerusalem
· He was religious
· Scripture calls him a Pharisee
· A Pharisee was a member of an ancient Jewish religious sect that emphasized strict interpretation and observance of the Mosaic law in both its oral and written form.
· He was educated 
· Jesus calls him “Israel’s teacher” in verse 10
· Nicodemus is a Greek name meaning “conqueror”
· And as a ruler he was influential in Israel 
· Some might say that Nicodemus represents what is high and best in men.

· Why did he come to Jesus at night?
· Scripture does specify but maybe…
· He wanted to meet privately and not in public view
· Maybe it was a politically savvy move to meet at night and out of the limelight?
· Maybe he just wanted an uninterrupted dialogue with this young radical upstart who operates in signs and wonders?
· In verse 2 Nicodemus says to Jesus:
· “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.”
· I believe this is a sincere statement on Nicodemus’ part
· And not flattery
· He saw what Jesus did (signs and wonders)
· And attributed it to God

Conversational Whiplash
· Nadine and I and our kids have this dynamic in our family that I call “Conversational Whiplash”
· It’s when one person decides to change the conversation in mid sentence without letting the others know there has been a change of topic.
· It’s like they say the first half of the sentence in their head and the second half is spoken out loud
· Almost 38 years later and I’m still playing catch up.
· That’s what this conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus feels like
· Jesus has an entirely different topic for discussion
· Nicodemus complements Jesus and Jesus changes the conversation
· In verse 3 Jesus makes this profound paradigm shifting statement:
· “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”

Born Again
· In the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s the term “Born Again” took on some negative political and cultural connotations
· Looks go back to the original intent
· Jesus' reply to Nicodemus shatters the Jewish assumption that their racial identity - their old birth - assured them a place in God's Kingdom. 
· Jesus makes it plain that a man's first birth does not guarantee him the kingdom
· Only being born again gives this assurance.
· It was taught widely among the Jews at that time that since they descended from Abraham, they were automatically assured of heaven. 
· In fact, some Rabbis taught that Abraham stood watch at the gate of hell, just to make sure that none of his descendants accidentally wandered in there.
· Most Jews of that time looked for the Messiah to bring in a new world order in which the Jews would be pre-eminent. 
· But Jesus came to bring new life to ALL mankind
· In which relationship with the Father, Son and Spirit would be preeminent.
· Define “Born Again”
· The ancient Greek word translated “again” (anothen) can be also translated "from above" 
· Meaning “from heaven” or “from God”
· This is the sense in which John used this word in:
· John 3:31 “The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all.”
· And John 19:11 “Jesus answered, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.”
· To be born again means to be born from above

Nicodemus’s Reply
· In verse 4 he asks Jesus:
· “How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!”
· Nicodemus is either confused or sarcastic
· Maybe he does sarcastically think Jesus is referring to a second natural physical birth or…
· He might be thinking that the term “born again” means "turning over a new leaf. 
· Sort of like "How can you teach an old dog new tricks?" 
· Either way Nicodemus clearly does not understand Jesus

Jesus Explains
· In His description of new birth, Jesus recalls a familiar theme from Old Testament promises of the New Covenant
· Write these Old Testament verses down, I don’t have time to read them all to you today but the students among us might enjoy the research:
· Deuteronomy 30:1-6
· Jeremiah 23:1-8
· Jeremiah 31:31-34
· Jeremiah 32:37-41
· Ezekiel 11:16-20
· Ezekiel 36:16-28
· Ezekiel 37:11-14, 37:21-28). 
· These passages essentially make three promises in the New Covenant:
· The re-gathering of Israel.
· The cleansing and spiritual transformation of God's people.
· The reign of the Messiah over Israel and the whole world.
· In Jesus' day
· The common teaching among the Jewish people was that the first two aspects of the New Covenant had been fulfilled. 
· They saw Israel re-gathered - at least in part - after the Babylonian exile. 
· They saw strong spiritual movements like the Pharisees, which they believed fulfilled the promise of spiritual transformation. 
· All they waited for was the reign of the Messiah.
· That's why Jesus' statement about the new birth was so strange to Nicodemus. 
· He thought that the Jewish people already had it
· And they certainly weren't looking for it. 
· They only looked for a triumphant Messiah.

Jesus explains the new birth
· Verse 5-8
· 5 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
· Jesus is emphatic!
· “Very Truly I tell you”
· The KJV says: “Verily, verily”
· The Message puts it this way: “You’re not listening. Let me say it again.”
· He’s saying pay attention!
· Man does not need to be reformed, he needs to be transformed.
· Jesus is saying you don’t need a better version of humanity you need radical conversion by the Spirit of God. 
· You don’t need to be a better caterpillar
· You need to become a butterfly
· We must be born of water AND the Spirit.

What does it mean to be born of water? 
· Well, we know from John 3:10 that whatever being born of water is, it should have been familiar to Nicodemus from the Old Testament. “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 
· Some have thought born of water means to be baptized. 
· Water here may represent baptism, but there is no real Old Testament foundation for this.
· Some have thought that born of water means to be born again by the Word of God. 
· As in the “cleansing by the washing with water through the word” as referenced in Ephesians 5
· Some have thought that born of water means to be regenerated by the Holy Spirit…
· The rivers of living water as referenced in John 7
· And still others have thought that born of water means to receive the water of cleansing prophesied in Ezekiel 36 as part of the New Covenant. 
· This approach has some weight to it because of its connections to Old Testament prophecy
· Which Jesus says Nicodemus should have known to understand these things.
· But honestly, in my humble opinion, that’s over thinking it all
· I believe that that being “born of water” simply refers to our physical birth
· Since we come from a sack of water. 
· This makes sense and it parallels nicely with the next verse:
· “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit” in John 3:6

Flesh vs. Spirit
· We live with this conflict to this very day
· Listen to me -  the best the flesh can do it produce flesh
· We cannot produce Spirit without the Holy Spirit
· We cannot produce spirit by works of the flesh
· The new life Jesus is talking about is not a better natural life but a supernatural life.
· Without the new birth of the Spirit everything we do is tainted by the flesh. 
· We can discipline ourselves by diligently following the religious rules and regulations of men but it not going to get us where we need to go
· This is foundational to the gospel message
· In verse 7 Jesus says to Nicodemus:
· You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.
· But Nicodemus was surprised!
· Because he - like most all Jews of his time - believed they already had the inner transformation promised in the New Covenant. 
· Jesus wants him to take hold of the fact that he does not have it, and must be born again.
· And let’s not forget who Jesus is talking to
· Nicodemus was a religious leader and a Pharisee. 
· By all outward appearance, he was already transformed unto God. 
· If Nicodemus must be born again, what about us?
· It says that we can’t get there but good works
· It ONLY happens by grace
· No amount of bible study, church attendance, tithing or helping the poor will make us righteous
· Or put us in right standing with God
· It must be a work of the Spirit
· It is ONLY by grace 
· And this is a gift of God not because of our good works
· Good works don’t get us to God
· At best they are the overflow  and outpouring of a loving relationship with God
· 1 John 4:19
· We love because he first loved us.
· And get this
· Intellectual comprehension is NOT a prerequisite to receiving this new birth
· For some it’s even a hindrance to simple trusting faith
· That’s why Jesus says to this educated religious profession in verse 8
· The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
· Jesus wanted Nicodemus to know that he didn't have to understand everything about the new birth before he experienced it.

How Can This Be?
· Perhaps you’re feeling like Nicodemus
· How can this be?
· This is too good to be true!
· This grace thing, this love thing!
· I’ve worked hard my whole life
· I’ve diligently done right things right
· I’ve read my bible
· Studied the scriptures
· Given money
· Attended church faithfully
· Served on church boards and committees
· Is all this for nothing?
· How can this be?

· Nicodemus is confused. 
· He is so set in his thinking
· He believes he’s got it all together
· He’s got it all figured out
· That the new birth has already happened to him and all of faithful Israel
· He’s having a VERY hard time thinking out of his theological "box."
· In a way we’re all recovering Pharisees
· We all have our God boxes
· And occasionally God moves by his Spirit and blows them up.
· I’ve had many of my God boxes destroyed
· I don’t see it as failure
· I see it as humility and growth
· Only the prideful and the religious are unchanging
· Jesus continues his explanation

Verse 10
· “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 
· Jesus chides Nicodemus for not being aware of the need and the promise of the new birth
· Because these are plainly laid out in the Old Testament. 
· Nicodemus knew these passages well, but believed that they had been fulfilled in regard to the new birth. 
· Nicodemus for all of his religious experience had blind spots 
· I wonder what blind spots we might have when it comes to grace, love and the move of the Holy Spirit?

Verses 11-12
· 11 Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12 I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?
· A simple look at earthly things…
· Like the illustrations Jesus used, and even a look at his own life - should have made Jesus' point plain to Nicodemus. 
· If he can't see that he needs this spiritual transformation, what more can Jesus tell him?
· In other words
· If you struggle with elementary concepts of the new birth by grace…
· How will you ever grasp the supernatural things of heaven?
· Salvation is not by works and living a supernatural life in the power of the Holy Spirit it not by works
· I’m born again not because I’m good
· But because of God is good and he loves me
· I can live a supernatural life in the power of the Holy Spirit not because I’m good and have somehow “earned it”
· But because God is a good Father who gives good gifts to his children.
· Too much of the church is still living in 1 Corinthians 3:1-3
· “Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live by the Spirit but as people who are still worldly - mere infants in Christ. 2 I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. 3 You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere humans?”
· And the quarreling referenced here by Saint Paul is political, theological and philosophical
· Why aren’t we beyond this after 2000 years?
· John Wimber use to pray:
· “Oh God may I grow up before I grow old.”

Let’s finish up with verses 14-15
· 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.”
· A clear reference to Numbers 21
· Where – at God’s direction Moses made a bronze snake and attached it to a pole so that all Israel could see it and be healed of venomous snake bites
· Jesus is alluding to the cross
· That he will be lifted up
· And all who look to him will too be taken from death to life.
· Jesus says “everyone who believes”
· Believes comes from that same Greek root word we’ve examined before: pistis
· It’s a relational word
· A verb often translated as faith or belief
· But for our modern culture it is more accurately defined as trust
· ABC – it’s an Action, based upon a Belief, sustained by Confidence
· Jesus is saying that everyone who TRUSTS me may have eternal life.
· Jesus is challenging Nicodemus to trust him more than his religious training, education and experience.
· My prayer for myself and for you today is that we would trust Jesus more than all our religious training, education and experience.
· If a world class professional like Nicodemus come miss it, so can I.
· Let’s pray.
