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Intro

John is a book about belief and worship. The former begets the latter. The latter begets the joy that humans are seeking. John is concerned with the right path to the right God, so that man can truly worship the true God. He has set up his book, “So that we’d believe,” and believing results in proper worship, which is what we are designed to do (John 4:24; 17:3). 

Two weeks ago we saw Jesus’ first “sign” in which he turned the water in to wine, which seemed obviously a symbolic action reminding His disciples that He was to taste the wine of sorrow, in order for us to taste the wine of joy, which comes as a result of our marriage to Christ as our groom. It is Jesus that transforms simple things into great things, and it is that transforming power that gives us hope in our current world of sorrow. 

Last week we saw Christ leaving the wedding and going up to Jerusalem for the “Passover” of the Jews, which was the Jew’s most important festival, designed to worship God and retell the story about what God had done for Israel during their exodus from bondage in Egypt, which is an incredible foreshadowing of what Christ would do through His sacrifice on the cross, which was symbolically presented in turning the water into wine. 

John juxtaposed these two stories in order for us to see that transformation results in worship the way God wants to be worshipped. Salvation can be seen as vessels waiting to be filled, or temples waiting to be smashed. Either way, it is a God thing that makes it happen. Christ is both the lion and the lamb, and anything less than this understanding of God is an understanding of a god made in our own minds. The cleansing of the temple showed us that the people had gone astray from God, and had forgotten why they were gathering to worship in the first place. Their lack of understanding the greatness of God, had caused them to exploit others (since they no longer saw people made in the image of God), and they began to use God for the signs that he might do, but not for the fact that He, Himself is that blessing as the turning water into wine story highlighted. In today’s passage we see a man from the Pharisees named Nicodemus who comes to Jesus at night, and is definitely interested in Jesus, but possibly quite representative of many who believed Jesus for wrong motives (see John 2:23-25). 

From the Head …
Verses 2:23-25 are key transitional verses. The word “now” (de) most commonly translated as “and” appears to string verses 12-22 with verses 23-25 (“now” 2:23) and verses 3:1-21 (“now” 3:1). It shows connection not sequence. Jesus had judged those in the temple for making His father’s house a den of thieves, looking out for miracles and money, and not worshipping Him as their lone need and sustenance. In chapter 2:23-25, we see that Jesus was not entrusting Himself to all of those that were believing, because He knew that all of them were only interested in what He could do, but not interested in who He was (this appears to come to a head in chapter 6). It connects us with our passage because in verse one we see Nicodemus, “A member of the Jewish ruling council” (and would become quite favorable to Jesus at a later time (John 7:45-52; 19:38-42) came to Jesus at night. While there is speculation as to why at night, and there is good reason to believe that it was metaphorical for his spiritual condition, we will let it suffice that it was the best time for Nicodemus that day. Even though Nicodemus was a great religious leader, it appears that at this moment, he is connected to the group that John speaks about in our connector verses (2:23-25). He immediately seeks Jesus out because of the signs He performed. He is a man that may be interested, but is still skeptical and is seeking. As Jesus often does (see John 4), He cuts through the small talk and enters immediately into the heart of man, and makes an enigmatic statement:

“I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God, unless he is born again.”

What does this mean? First, before we dive into that, we must recognize the opening phrase “I tell you the truth,” which is repeated two more times in verse five and again in verse eleven. It literally reads “Amen, Amen” and is used 24 times in John’s gospel and signifies John’s strongest appeal to authority and truth that he can muster in the Greek language. In the Hebrew the term meant, “It is firm,” and was usually uttered as a second party witness, but here we see Jesus breaking from tradition and applying it to His own words that He wanted us to take note of. What is it precisely He wants us to understand?

This verse, as well as the few that follow is some of the most misunderstood, and misused verses in the church today. What does it mean to be “Born again?” It is such a common evangelical tem, and one that is severely overused. There were many different ways that the culture could have heard this. The mystery religions were rife with stories of dying and rising saviors that were played out in “Passion Plays” that according to one author, “The worshippers aim was to become one with the god in such a way that he passed through the god’s sufferings and shared the god’s triumph and the god’s divine life…When the union was achieved the initiate was, in the language of the mysteries, a twice born.”  The Jews too had a concept of rebirth, or born anew, especially with Jewish converts. So what’s the big deal? None of these ideas had the notion of regeneration. They had ideas of innocence, and starting over, and enlightenment, but not regeneration. As Leslie Newbigin speculates, Nicodemus heard what Jesus was saying like the mystery religions and proselyte Jews before him, as “flatlanders,
” people who saw things fro earth alone, and saw rebirth as a second chance, a newness of life to make things better, but not a transformation and regeneration that leads to a new quality in life in His kingdom, which has an already, but not yet aspect to it. The stress on the Jewish converts and mystery religions was on the converts humility or faith, the stress as we will see here is on the person’s need for complete transformation by the Spirit of God. 

“I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the spirit.”

Since Nicodemus struggled with Jesus’ words, he reiterated His statement slightly differently. In order for us to interpret this, it is important that Jesus felt that Nicodemus should understand it as Israel’s teacher. If this is true, then quite possibly the Old Testament has something to say. If these two verses are Hebrew parallelisms what does “Born again mean? The word “again” (anothen) can be translated either as “again” or as the NIV translates it the other instances as “Above” (see John 3:31; 19:11). It appears given the context of verses 5-8, as well as, 3:31, that the idea is that no one can see the kingdom of God, unless they are born from “Above” (by God; see John 1:13). 

Now as we approach verse five, what does born of the water and the Spirit? Does this refer to two births (one physical, one spiritual), or does water refer to something like baptism? The Greek construction, the lack of ancient literature on understanding water as a physical birth, and the fact that Nicodemus wouldn’t have been able to see the water as baptism (since it would have made no sense to him), leads many including myself to believe that this has nothing to do with two births, or water baptism. Calvin wrote that, “I cannot at all bring myself to believe that Christ is speaking of baptism, for it would have been inappropriate…That as the children of God we must be born anew and that the Holy Spirit is the author of this second birth is therefore one single and simple statement.”
Thus this statement isn’t about a contrast, or about getting “Right with God,” but it is Jesus saying to even a religious person, the only way you can really experience the kingdom of God, is from above, by God. Both the water and the Spirit signify the same thing, a cleansing and transforming that only God can do. What, or how could Nicodemus know this? Because much of the Old Testament prophets prophesied when such a time would come, when man would be cleansed by God and given a new spirit, so that they could be made spiritually whole and transformed by God, not just given a new lease on life (see Ezekiel 36:24 ff; Titus 3:5). It is not good enough to live morally, because if it were, we certainly wouldn’t need God. In Ezekiel 36 we see so clearly the need for washing, and a new heart. No ritual, or religion can do that, only Jesus can through His death, burial and resurrection. 

This is further highlighted by Jesus’ statement that, “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” This is right in line with what John said in 1:13. Simply we are connected to God and His kingdom because of Him, and because of that, it is our right and privilege to love and worship Him in spirit and truth (see John 4:24). 

“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.”

Jesus is glorified/honored by being lifted up on he cross, where He is recognized by those who believe as God who sacrificed for their sakes, though He was rich became poor so that we could become rich. The Old Testament people were saved not by Moses, or the golden serpent (although they came to believe just that; 2 Kings 18:4), but by God’s grace, because they didn’t deserve it at all.

“For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whosoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”
The most famous of all verses may be the most screwed up. It’s sort of the crown to a conversation that Jesus has had with Nicodemus, teaching him that salvation comes from above, Jesus Christ sacrificing Himself for those that believe. We so often use this verse to talk about us choosing God, whereas this context is clear that it is a lot more about God choosing us, and cleansing us, and transforming us, so that we would believe. We have life, because Christ loves us and gave us that life, by sacrificing His body! When we believe, we “Come in to the light” of God’s truth. It is clear that Christ isn’t here to condemn, because according to our passage man stands condemned already, and lives in darkness, until he/she comes into the light by the saving grace of Jesus Christ. Apart from Jesus, we experience nothing but the pangs of the fall and death.

… to the Heart

We have much to praise Jesus for today. He has died, so that we may live. He has transformed our sick, dark hearts to love Him and others, and desire to spend time with Him and His people in corporate worship, giving praise for what He has done, and the life eternal He has given us.

� I believe he is borrowing off of Chesterton here.





