John 3 – You must be Born Again
Tonight we will study the 3rd chapter of the Gospel of John.  But first, I want to take you back to some verses in Chapter 2 that will help “set the stage.” Two key thoughts that I want you to see:

John 2:18 – As you might remember from our last study, Jesus entered the Temple and was very angry that it had become a place of business instead of a place of worship.  When he threw out the money changers and sellers, the Jewish leaders challenged Him.  They asked Him to show a miraculous sign to prove that He had supernatural authority.  They wanted Him to show that He came from God.
John 2:23-25 – While Jesus taught the people, He did miraculous signs to prove who He was.  Many people believed (in their heads) that He was very special, maybe even the Savior sent by God.  But Jesus could see into their hearts, and knew that, even though they believed about Him, they still didn’t fully trust Him.

Now let’s read John 3:1.  Here, we find a very special man named “Nicodemus” has come to visit Jesus.  He was a Jewish leader, perhaps one of those who asked him to perform a miracle to demonstrate his authority. He was also a “Pharisee.”  This was a small, elite group of very religious Jews.  They memorized the laws from the Old Testament and tried very hard to obey every one.  They even added new laws, trying to be even better than God required.  If you can imagine the very best person you know, the most religious person you ever met – Nicodemus was probably better.

John 3:2  But listen to him now: “we know that you are a teacher who has come from God.”  Why? Because there was no other way to explain the miraculous signs that He was doing.  It is interesting that he speaks for the group of leaders, using the word “we.”  As we move through the Gospel of John, you will see that these religious leaders are the strongest challengers of Jesus.  It is interesting that, even though they knew the truth in their heads, it didn’t change their actions.
But there was something different about Nicodemus.  Deep inside his heart, he was not sure if he was really good enough to go to heaven.  In spite of all his religious activities and good behavior, in spite of all his good deeds and service to the people, in spite of his power, wealth, and respect, he still wondered if there was something else that he must do to please God.  But he was still afraid of what his friends might think, so he came to see Jesus at night time.
John 3:3  Jesus now does something that only God can do: He looks straight into the heart of Nicodemus and answers his question before he asks it.  And His answer confirms the fears of Nicodemus: all of your good works and all of your religion is useless when it comes to heaven. No one will enter the kingdom of God by doing good works.  There is only one way to enter the kingdom of God – you must be “born again.”
John 3:4,9,10  Nicodemus is puzzled by this statement.  He’s trying to figure out how a person can literally be “born again.”  He has spent all of his energy trying to be a good person, to serve others, and to obey the laws of God.  Has his focus been wrong for his whole life?  Jesus challenges him as well: “Are you Israel’s teacher … and do not understand these things?”  Nicodemus is not just your ordinary religious leader: he is THE teacher of Israel, highly respected among all teachers.  But even though he is famous, he doesn’t understand the most important truth of all – how to enter heaven.

Like Nicodemus, we all have a huge problem:

Proverbs 16:25 Religion was invented by man, and even though it might seem good, it leads to death.  Why is this?

Isaiah 59:2 Because our sins have separated us from God
Isaiah 64:6 Even the good things we do are bad. Every human action is tainted with sin.
Romans 3:10-12 No one is good enough to please God
Ephesians 2:1 We are all dead in our sins, and dead people can’t do anything
What can a dead person do?  Nothing – he just lies there.  In the same way, people who are spiritually dead, separated from God, cannot do anything on their own to come alive and find Him.  That’s the picture of being “born again.”  What can a person do in order to be born?  Nothing!  You didn’t do anything to be born – it was totally a work of someone else.  Your parents were involved in helping you get a physical body, and God gave you a living soul.  You didn’t do anything to be born the first time – you simply received the gift of life.
John 3:5  Here, Jesus teaches the teacher.  The Jewish teachers would always begin their messages like this: “It is written…”  Their authority was the Old Testament Scriptures.  Since the Scriptures came from God, they wanted everyone to know that their source of authority was from God.  But Jesus quotes a different source of authority: “I tell you the truth…” – literally, “truth, truth.”  Since He is God, He is THE source of authority.  As we study the book of John, notice that Jesus often begins His teaching with these words.

John 3:6,7  Jesus makes it clear – He is not talking about a physical birth.  There is a difference between flesh and spirit – He is talking about a spiritual birth.  Just as flesh can only produce more flesh, physical actions can only produce more physical actions.  Here is the point: our physical actions, even the ones that look good, are still sinful.  Additional physical actions only lead to more sin.  And sin leads to death.
Now remember, Nicodemus is a scholar of the Old Testament.  So Jesus speaks to him with familiar language.  Look at Ezekiel 36:25-28.  Notice who is doing the work in all of these verses – who is the one that cleans a person of sin? Who is the one that puts a new spirit within a person?  It is all the work of God, not a result of religious activity.

John 3:13-15  How could Jesus speak with authority about this important matter?  He makes a powerful claim: He is the only One that has come down from heaven, and He is the only One who can describe the way into heaven.  He then reminds Nicodemus of another familiar story from the Old Testament.  Turn to Numbers 21:4,5.  What did the people do?  They spoke against God, the very One who gave them life and was guiding their steps.  It is a bad idea to accuse the true and living God of doing the wrong thing.  So in verse 6, He sends poisonous snakes among them.  When a snake bites a person, they will die.  It doesn’t matter if they are good or bad – the bite of the snake brings death.  As they face the reality of death, they wake up and realize that sin, their sin, has caused them to die.  And they also realize that they are unable to do anything to solve the problem.  Unless God does something, they will all die.  So they cry out to God for help (verse 7), asking that He take away the snakes.
God answers their cry, but in a very surprising way.  He does not take away the snakes.  Instead, He tells Moses to make a metal snake, stick it onto a pole, and lift it up among the people (verses 8,9).  And when anyone would look up at the snake on the pole, believing in the promise of God, they would live.  It was the only way.

In the days of Jesus, to be “lifted up” had a special meaning: it meant to be nailed on a cross and lifted up to die.  The Romans used the cruel form of execution so often that everyone knew its meaning.  In the same way, Jesus says that He will be “lifted up” to bring life to dying people.  Nicodemus came searching for an answer, and now Jesus gives it to him: “believe in Him.”
Before I talk about the love of God, I want to tell you about the justice of God.  Many people want to believe in a God who is very easy to please.  In their mind, they choose to think that God is like a gentle grandfather – one who doesn’t really care if you do something wrong.  The God of their imagination is one that is easy to please, overlooking your mistakes and giving you whatever you want.  While this sounds nice, it is not the God of the Bible.

The God who created the universe is almighty and powerful.  Before there is a word in your mouth, He knows what you are thinking.  One of my favorite passages about God is Isaiah 6:1-5.  This is the God of the Bible – perfectly holy.  He does not overlook our mistakes. He is a God that demands justice, One who judges sin – all of our sin.
Because of His perfect holiness and great justice, we only have one hope – His love.  His love must be equally amazing and great.  Now read John 3:16.  When I consider the cruelty of the Roman cross, it is terrifying to think about such a death.  It would take tremendous love for me to die on a cross for you. But can you imagine how much love it would take for me to send my son to die on a cross for you?
So here is the answer to Nicodemus, and the answer to each one of us.  You must be “born again.”  How can this be?  There is a key word in verse 15 and 16 – “believe.”  Not the kind of belief that we saw back up in John 2:23. This kind of belief goes beyond a simple understanding.  This kind of belief sees the depth of our sin and our absolute helplessness.  Then, it looks up to Jesus, crucified for our sins, believing that He will give us life.

John 3:18  There are really only two options: believe and be “born again” or do not believe and stand condemned.  
John 3:19-21  Now that Jesus has preached the good news to Nicodemus, He clarifies our biggest problem: even when we agree that Jesus is the only Savior who can rescue us from eternal death, we have a heart problem.  We love our sin more than we love Jesus, and we are afraid to come close to Him and have our sin exposed.  So we collect data, learn important truths, but walk at a guilty distance and continue clinging to our sin.  Many people who call themselves Christians live this way – going to church and increasing their knowledge of the Bible, hoping that God will help them achieve their personal goals.  But until we come into the light and recognize that our personal goals are actually our “personal gods,” substituting for the true God, our belief falls short of true, saving faith.  
What about you? Are you willing to come and walk in the blazing light of Jesus, have the idols of your heart exposed, and surrender everything to Him?
