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John doesn’t give lots of accounts of Jesus healing the sick and driving out demons; he doesn’t need to since the synoptic Gospels do this and they were written and known quite a while before John wrote His account.  But John does give a general statement here right after the cleansing of the temple indicating that many people believed in Him because they saw Him perform many wonderous signs.  The thing is that Jesus knows that this kind of belief isn’t sincere.  

Jesus mentions believing in His works even if one can’t believe Him in chapter 10, verse 38.  While this is better than nothing, it is a shallow faith.  Jesus’ works testify to who He is.  A Christian ought to hear this testimony and then believe in Christ Himself.  

As we are told here, Jesus already knew all about people.  Clear back in Genesis 8:21 God said: the intent of man’s heart is evil from his youth.  He also knew that they misunderstood Scripture and were looking for a conquering king.  You can bet they thought that anyone who could do the miracles that Jesus did could defeat the Romans.  We also learn in chapter 6 verse 15 that the people planned to take Jesus and make Him king.  This was again because of the miracles He could do.

The fact that Jesus purposely avoided these situations is further proof that He was who He said He was.  Any fallen human-being would have jumped at the chance to gain all the power and glory of being king.  But Jesus already knows that He is the King.  He must simply await His Father’s timing, and He does this in perfect obedience.

How good are we at waiting for our Father’s timing?  Do you ever get impatient for God to act?  Do you ever try to move things along according to the way you think it ought to be?  That is our human tendency.  But time and again we see in the Bible that doing so causes nothing but trouble.  Part of our sanctification process as Christians is learning to wait on God.  Sometimes that lesson comes at a high cost.  The good part is that if we are truly in Christ, He will even use the times we mess up to our good.

But going back to Jesus not entrusting Himself to those who were not true believers; the wonderful news is that He does entrust Himself to those who believe.  In chapter 10 verses 14 and 15 Jesus says: I am the good shepherd, and I know My own and My own know Me, even as the Father knows Me and I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep.  See, if we are truly believers in Jesus, if we become His sheep, the King of the universe will even lay down His life for us.  Jesus doesn’t need for us to make Him King; He is King.  However we must allow Him to rule our hearts and lives.

The apostle John tells us of a man named Nicodemus.  He was a Pharisee and he was member of the Sanhedrin.  So he was a member of the strictest sect in regard to keeping the laws in the Bible and those traditions that had been added to those laws.  He was also a member of the ruling group of the Jews.  He was certainly a learned man, and as we see, he was dedicated to God.  In the conversation that takes place, Jesus entrusts Himself to Nicodemus.  Nicodemus is doing his best to seek the truth.

We hear of Nicodemus twice more in John’s account.  In chapter 7 he attempts to defend Jesus against the rest of the Sanhedrin, and in chapter 19 he helps Joseph of Arimathea to bury Him.  Here in our passage for today, Jesus is willing to spend time with him because he is truly seeking. The same is there for us.  Jesus tells us that if we seek, we will find.  Seek Him and He will show Himself to you.  Notice that what Nicodemus was told wasn’t easy, he had to think about it.  And it may be the same for us.
Nicodemus came to Jesus at night.  There are several possible reasons for this, but it doesn’t really matter why.  It is, however, a major theme in John’s Gospel that darkness points to spiritual darkness; a lack of spiritual insight and knowledge.  This was Nicodemus’ condition.  He held to laws and commands, but he thought in the physical; He hadn’t taken the next step of associating the Bible with the very real spiritual world.  Jesus would help him begin to consider the importance of a spiritual relationship with God.  In fact, that relationship meant the difference between eternal life and eternal death.

We must make that step.  It is difficult for us since we live in a physical world.  We can’t handle and see and smell the spiritual.  And it requires the help of the Holy Spirit to begin to make sense of the spiritual realities.  In 1 Corinthians 2:14 Paul tells us: But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.  In spite of all his knowledge of the Bible, Nicodemus thought in the natural and we can see that the words of  Jesus seemed ridiculous to him.  But he genuinely sought the truth and that is what we must do.  The Holy Spirit will help us to understand the spiritual if we truly turn to Him.  

Nicodemus came to Jesus and spoke to Him very respectfully.  There were other instances of religious leaders speaking to Jesus with respect, but they were only attempts at flattery to catch Him off guard.  This tactic never worked.  But Nicodemus is sincere.  He doesn’t yet realize who Jesus is, but he recognizes that the miracles He performs indicate that He is from God.  The truly wise understand that they can always learn more; Nicodemus wanted to know more.

Jesus didn’t even give him a chance to ask any questions.  As mentioned back in chapter 2, verse 24, Jesus knew all people.  This is not a general knowledge of the human race, but a knowledge of each and every individual.  He knows each of you here.  And so, Jesus goes right to the heart of what Nicodemus needs: he needs a lesson in spirituality.  

Jesus tells him that you have to be born again.  If you are not, the consequences are terrible: you will never see the Kingdom of God.  Not only will you never enter it, you won’t even see it.  This goes right to the heart of what Nicodemus needs to hear.  It confuses him, but he needed to hear it and learn it.  All his good acts and all his following of the law would not get him into the Kingdom of God.  Again, it is the same for us.  All the good acts and all the moral behaviour in the world will not get a person into heaven.  If a person has not entrusted themself to Jesus entirely, they will not see the Kingdom of God.

A little side note here.  The Greek word translated “again” also means “from above”.  Both of these concepts are important.  We must be born again to see the Kingdom of God; but that birth comes from above.  It is a birth from God.

You can just imagine how incredulous Nicodemus was when he heard that he had to be born, when he had already been through that once.  He is obviously thinking in the physical; which is what Jesus was going after to change.  He wants to know how someone can be born when they are old.  He can’t imagine somehow going back into his mother’s womb and being born once more.  It made no sense to him; and indeed, it doesn’t make sense.  

Often times in the Bible someone questions God or Jesus and they get into trouble.  But Nicodemus doesn’t.  The difference is that most question God out of disbelief.  They have no faith and they can’t believe that God has the ability to do things.  But Nicodemus was not questioning out of disbelief; he was questioning out of a sincere desire to understand.  We too may question God, but it needs to be in faith and with a willingness to accept the answer.
Now, Jesus was pretty tough on Nicodemus because he had spent most of his life studying the Scriptures and he should have had at least some idea of what Jesus was talking about.  But let’s take a moment and look at what it means to be “born again” or to be “born from above”.  We are physical beings, so spiritual ideas don’t come naturally to us.

Most folks have some understanding that in addition to our physical bodies, we have a spirit.  When we are alive, our spirit is within us and we are going about our lives.  When we die, our spirit is no longer there.  There is a separation that takes place; the spirit from the body.  When this separation takes place, we know that the person is dead.  

When we sin, we become separated from God.  In fact, we are born with a sin nature that we inherited from Adam.  Any sin or sin nature will separate our spirit from God.  We can think of that separation as spiritual death.  And it is; in this condition of separation we cannot see the Kingdom of God and so we cannot have eternal life.  We are faced with eternal death.

When we accept Jesus Christ as our Saviour, our spirit is reborn.  All of our sin and guilt is completely removed and we are no longer separated from God.  Our spirit is alive again; it has been born again; it has been born from above because it is a work of God Himself.  In fact, the Bible lets us know that we actually become the children of God.  He officially adopts us and we become heirs of His glory along with Jesus, His only begotten Son.

Jesus tells Nicodemus several things here but is leaving it to him to figure this out.  Jesus answers his question by telling him that he must be “born of water and spirit”.  This statement has led to lots of discussion and different understandings, even after 2000 years of the Holy Spirit leading us.  Let me speak to the main ideas.  The first problem is water.  What is meant by being born of water?

One suggestion is the amniotic fluid that comes along with natural birth; so it refers to a physical birth.  This kind of makes sense except that Jesus is not talking about physical things here; He is talking about spiritual.  He is denying that a person must climb back into their mother’s womb and come out again.  So He is not talking about the amniotic fluid of natural birth.

Another explanation is that it refers to baptism and this is the explanation that is usually put forth.  However, baptism was not something practiced by the Jews except in certain circumstances such as when someone chose to join the Jewish nation as a prostyle.  Christian baptism was not yet practiced, and John’s baptism dealt with repentance from sin and not rebirth.  

Jesus had to be talking about something Nicodemus could pick up from the Old Testament.  Ezekiel 36 is very important in all this.  In verse 25 the Lord says: Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols.  This is the water that Jesus is talking about; this is the water of the new birth.  Notice the pronoun “I”; it is God who takes the action.  This is a spiritual cleansing, a removal of the effects of sin and evil.  The cleansing by this spiritual water brings about a spiritual rebirth.  It makes us right with God again and we are no longer separated from Him.

Rebirth also depends on the Spirit.  If your translation is like mine, it has the word “the” in italics.  That means that it isn’t there in the original Greek and the translators added it for clarity.  Sometimes this is helpful; sometimes it’s misleading.  Also, the word “Spirit” is capitalized which means the Holy Spirit.


If this is what was meant in the original Greek, that’s fine.  The Holy Spirit is definitely involved in the rebirth of the followers of Jesus.  However it can be argued that it simply reads “water and spirit”.  If so, we can go back to our passage in Ezekiel 36 that Nicodemus would have been familiar with.  In verse 26 the Lord says, “Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.”  We see the rebirth taking place in the receiving of a new spirit.  

I think it is also significant that this is followed by Ezekiel 37; where he has the vision of the dry bones coming to life.

There is much more in these verses and, Lord willing, we will continue with them next week.  The main point here is that before we come to Christ, we are spiritually dead.  When we look at all the horrible things people are doing in this world and all the messed-up ideas they have; just remember that they are spiritually dead.  They need for us to pray for them and they need to hear the Gospel.  

Also, make sure that you are not spiritually dead.  Be sure that you have submitted yourself entirely to Jesus Christ as your only Lord and Saviour.  He is the only way to rebirth and into the Kingdom of God.



Prayer

Merciful Jesus, some of the things that are in Your word are difficult and can be hard to understand.  Thank You for the Holy Spirit who helps us to grasp the spiritual truths You have for us.  At the same time, thank You that the main thing we must know is simple: that You are the only way to salvation and to accept You as Saviour is to be born again.  By You we will see the Kingdom of God.

Give us the desire, as Nicodemus had, to know more about You; to understand You as best we can.  Give us that thirst that can only be quenched by the living water You provide.  Give us that hunger that can only be satisfied by the bread of Your word.

Thank You for spiritual rebirth.  It will be hell for those who’s spirit remain dead in unbelief; in separation from the Father.  Separation in sin will be eternal separation, but rebirth will be eternal life in the presence of You and our Father.  All glory is Yours.

We pray all these things in Your glorious name
Amen
