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BORN AGAIN

John 3:1-21
Key Verse: 3:3 
“In reply Jesus declared, ‘I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.’”

This is one of the most famous passages in the Bible. Its teachings are well known to Christian and non Christian alike. There is the subject of the new birth or more commonly the 'born again' teaching. Then there is the subject of God's love or the more commonly known 'For God so loved the world' teaching. Then there are also other enormous teachings that take the background in the light of those two. For example, in this passage, Jesus talks about his crucifixion and the need for us to put faith in his crucifixion. This is no small matter since it was pretty early in his ministry that Jesus so openly talks about his death. But he needed to do so in order to help a man called Nicodemus to open his heart to the grace of God. When Nicodemus came to see Jesus, he really did not know what he had wanted, but only that Jesus had what he had wanted. And sure enough, Jesus knew exactly what was missing in this man's life and offered to him. The only problem was that Nicodemus was not ready to receive what Jesus wanted to give him. He was too afraid of change. In life we see many who know that Jesus has what they need to make their lives meaningful and worthwhile, but who are too afraid to change. But unless they change, they can neither receive eternal life nor enter heaven. This passage speaks to everyone. But it mostly challenges those who are afraid to change. 
Read verses 1-2. “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. He came to Jesus at night and said, 'Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.'” Nicodemus was a Pharisee. In other words, he was an extremely religious man. Nicodemus was also a member of the Jewish ruling council. It means he was also a man of great standing, power and influence in society. A man like this had it made. He had everything a man would want in life. So what reason did he possibly have in coming to Jesus, and at night? 
It is not an easy question to answer. But the words he spoke to Jesus give us a clue as to what was going on in his heart. According to his words in verses 2, "Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him." What he meant in this was, “I cannot deny that God is with you, working through you in a wonderful way; But why isn’t he also with me?” "Rabbi, what am I missing in my life that I feel so empty and unfulfilled all the time?" And that was not so easy for this man to admit at all. He was one of the top priests, having studied and lived the religious life to the fullest extent. People depended on him to give them good spiritual advice. People sought after him to teach them the way to God and to his kingdom. Outwardly, he was everything a religious man aught to be. But even though Nicodemus could fool others into believing that he was close to God and held the keys to the kingdom, he could not fool himself. He didn't know God. He didn't feel God. He couldn't reach God even if he wanted to. And most of all, there was this deep nagging feeling in his gut that if he died, he would not make it to heaven. Surely something was missing. But what? And how could he get a hold of it? Tonight, he stood before Jesus like a lost man groping for answers. 
Read verse 3. “In reply Jesus declared, ‘I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.’” At first glance Jesus' answer to Nicodemus seems odd. But the trut is that Jesus deeply understood what was troubling this man. He saw his problem right away and counseled him accordingly. Nicodemus was right in a sense. He was missing something. But he never imagined that what he was missing was seeing the kingdom of God. Nicodemus thought the kingdom of God is a place he would go to when he died and then only if he had obeyed all the commandments, which he had done. But Jesus talked to Nicodemus about seeing the kingdom of God as if the kingdom of God was something he could see and enter here and now. It's true that Jesus always referred to the kingdom of God in the here and now. Once Jesus had said that the kingdom of God was within his disciples. In other words, anywhere God or Jesus is, is the kingdom of God. And so, many people experience the kingdom of God when they invite Jesus to live and to rule in their hearts. What Jesus said to Nicodemus was true. He had not been able to see the kingdom of God. And he had not been able to see it because he had not allowed God to rule his heart nor his life. Of course, Nicodemus studied the Scripture and obeyed it. He was a religious man, following all the rules and regulations. But he had done all this for himself, and not for God. He had worked hard for himself and not for God. In his heart there was nothing more than his successes and accomplishments. He just loved the world too much. He loved himself too much. There was no room for God anymore.  
Jesus really understood Nicodemus' dilemma, that he had religion but he did not have God. So he felt empty all the time. When we have God in our hearts we have love and patience, peace and fulfillment. But Nicodemus had none of that. And it left his heart empty and anxious. But he had come to see Jesus and Jesus would not turn him away. After Jesus revealed to Nicodemus the reason for his emptiness and un-fulfillment, that he could not see God nor his kingdom, Jesus went on to help him solve this critical problem. Simply, Jesus told him that he needed to be born again. That must have come as a shock to Nicodemus. Perhaps he expected Jesus to tell him to study some more, to pray some more, to give something to the poor or such. But Jesus told him that he must be born again. I sounds a little far fetched for any person to be born again. But what Jesus meant was that he must be born of God. He meant that his spirit must be born. Jesus meant that Nicodemus must put aside his religious life and put on the spiritual life. It is the only way that he would be able to see the kingdom of God and have fellowship with God as he wanted to. What a shock it must have been for Nicodemus to hear such a thing. But whether he understood the full meaning of what Jesus said or not, does not matter. What mattered the most was how Nicodemus would receive Jesus' words of counsel. 
There are many people who think they know what born again means, but who really have no idea what it really means. But simply born again means to be born of God's family, to become a child of God, to no longer be a physical person only but to become a spiritual person with ties to God and to his kingdom. In brief it means to have a new life, a life born of God. To become a new person, a person who no longer lives for himself but who lives for God. And that is not so easy to do. It is not easy because no man can do this on his own. We need the breath of God to give us new life and a new meaning to our lives. Which is exactly what Jesus tried to tell Nicodemus, that he needed to stop working hard to better himself religiously which was getting him nowhere, and to begin looking to God for a new life and a new meaning to life. That, Nicodemus was not willing to accept yet. He could not because he had too much invested in this world and in his own life to let go of. But he could not mostly because he was terrified of having to change. He was afraid to let go of his life and all that he had become. He was too afraid of losing all that he had worked for all his life. What was truly scary was that he had no idea that if he did was not born again, he would die in his sins, and never get to heaven. Which is the case for many people. People are unwilling to give up their ideas, plans, and security, out of fear of losing too much. But in the process they lose their soul. Jesus really loved Nicodemus to have given him such a wonderful and life giving truth. But as we know, Nicodemus was not ready to accept it yet. So he pretended not to understand what Jesus was saying, even though he had a pretty good idea of what he was supposed to do. 
Read verses 5-8. Jesus answered, "I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again.' 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 counseled Nicodemus that in order to see the Kingdom of God he must be born again. Now Jesus explained to him how a man can be born again in order to enter the kingdom of God. He explained to him that the new birth is a birth of water and the spirit. In this Jesus taught Nicodemus a marvelous truth. A truth that would be able to set him free from his bondage to the old way and make him a new man who is free in God and in Jesus. The truth he taught him was twofold. First he would have to be born of water, which is symbolic of the baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And second, he would have to wait on God to pour his Spirit on him to make him a child of God, so that God may live in his heart. This is a great truth which sheds light on the meaning of born again in a wonderful way. To be born again, we must first be ready to repent of our sins. Unless a man or woman understand that human life with all its comforts and pleasures and desires offend God, they will not repent. And unless they repent, God does not forgive them nor send his Spirit to live in their hearts. Therefore the first rule of being born again is repentance. And this is not a one time repentance. Whenever we study Bible and pray, our sins are revealed, and become an opportunity for us to repent. Some people are too callous to see their offense against God. Some are too proud to repent. Some are just too comfortable in their ways. And some are like Nicodemus, fearing that if they repent, they would have to change their lives and the way they live. And its true. Repentance is our effort to change our lives and the way we live. Come to think of it, it is a little scary to think about the sins we have to give up, thinking that our lives would become boring and empty. But there is nothing further than the truth. Repentance cleanses the heart from everything that it offensive to God and which stunts life. And repentance brings about the forgiveness of sins, for without the forgiveness of God, we live in constant fear and anxiety and the lie that we will lose if we change. 

Jesus understood Nicodemus more than we can begin to imagine. He never imagined that such a religious person like himself needed to repent. Repentance was for sinners, and he was no where near being a sinner— well maybe only a little sinner but certainly not a big sinner. But Jesus warned him that if he kept up this kind of mentality, he would perish. He needed acknowledge his sins and repent. He needed to repent for depending too much on himself. And for his self righteous attitude and for many other sins. But he needed to first repent. And Jesus then coached him on what he needed to do after that. As flesh gives birth to flesh, so also only Spirit can give birth to spirit. In other words, he needed to let the Spirit of God give life to his dead soul. And that is another thing Nicodemus did not fully comprehend or accept. He had thought that he had earned God’s presence in his life, that he was a child of God already. But all the evidence showed that he did not have God. He did not have God because he did not simply repent and depend on God for his forgiveness and his salvation. That is what he needed to do. 

Did Nicodemus understand and accept Jesus’ words? Look at verse 9. How can this be? He should have bowed his head in humility and said “yes Lord, I understand. I will repent, and I will depend on the Spirit to change my heart and my life.” But again he urged Jesus to explain himself more to him. Perhaps he still could not see how it is only God who can save a person, and mark him or her as a child of God. Perhaps he really wanted to know how to a man can humble himself so much as to repent, and then humble himself so much as to completely depend on God for God’s Spirit and presence in his life. And so Jesus explained once more the way to the new birth, to salvation and to the kingdom of God. Read verses 14-15. “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.” It would take us another lecture to comprehend this teaching. But in truth, it took Nicodemus only one second to fully grasp what Jesus was saying. Jesus was saying to him that God works in a man’s heart not by man’s effort nor by man’s work, but rather God works in a man’s heart by faith, when a man completely looks to God for forgiveness and for salvation. Nicodemus needed faith to look at Jesus who would be lifted up on the cross some day for the salvation of all sinners beginning with himself. It was a beautiful teaching. It would help to free Nicodemus from his endless effort to reach God on his own, and would bring him close to God by faith. For only by faith can anyone come to God and enter his kingdom. 
How beautiful was this teaching to this stubborn old man. Jesus may have anticipated Nicodemus’ next question, “How can this be?” And so Jesus did not let him ask it, he simply explained to him that God’s grace is not something that any person can gain neither by work nor by being good nor by being religious. It is something God gives to all simply because of his great love for all sinners. Read verse 16. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Simply speaking, God loves sinners and sacrificed his One and Only Son to bring forgiveness and salvation to all who believe. Nicodemus just had to believe this truth. If he did, he would gladly repent of his sins, stop making excuses, and not be scared of changes he has to make, and finally he would be the happiest man on earth, because God would finally come to live in his heart. 
We know that Nicodemus was not ready to accept this yet. Not because it was too difficult to understand but because he loved his life too much and hated to change his ways for anything, even if it meant not having God in his life. (19-21) We must not be afraid of change. Rather we must be ready to give up anything that offends God in our lives and look to Jesus by faith for forgiveness and for salvation. It is the way of the new birth and into the kingdom of God. 
