“Red Letters” Series / 2: “Born Again” / March 2, 2025

When I was teaching at the college, one of my “other duties as assigned” was to represent the college at various church camps.  So I’d teach classes, maybe preach a little. I especially remember one Junior High girl. I was teaching on one of Jesus’ parables, and I guess I asked the kids what they thought it meant … which is flat-out dangerous. Well, this one little Junior High girl made her guess, and her guess was flat out … stupid.  So, in my tender and gentle way, I told her that her guess was … flat-out stupid. To which she replied, “Well, what makes your opinion any better than mine?” And she was serious! I was a college prof, a PhD in New Testament from one of our better universities, a Masters degree with a focus on biblical studies. I had studied some of the greatest minds on the meaning of the parables of Jesus. And she says, “Well, what makes your opinion any better than mine?” And … she had a point … a miniscule, nearly microscopic point. It’s true, she might have been right, and I might have been wrong. Stranger things have happened … maybe.

My son-in-law, Tommy Hamilton, is a doctor, a medical doctor, a general practitioner … has been for 20 years or so. And sometimes, when we are talking about some ailment I might have … sometimes I don’t like what he says. And … well … I’m like, what makes his opinion any better than mine? I’m a doctor too … been a doctor longer than he has. And I’ve got Wikipedia!

Tommy Current runs the local Raymond James office. Robert Brewer is a banker. Joe Gilbert manages state retirement funds. They are all money guys, and elders. When we talk money stuff during an elders meeting, I have noticed that the other guys listen to those guys more than they listen to me. That hurts! I’m the senior pastor … for a few more months! I counsel people about money … sometimes.  What makes their opinion any better than mine?

Have you ever talked to someone who is engaged to be married, maybe, and who already seems to know everything there is to know about marriage? Or sometimes the know-it-all about marriage is the guy who has been married 5 times. And they are like, “What makes your opinion any better than mine? Or new parents. This one is so funny. How many of you grandparents have been given detailed instructions by your kids on how to feed, or change, or play with your grandkids? Especially if it’s their first kid! And they are like, “How can you think your archaic opinion is any better than ours?”

And then there is … God. People are like, “What makes your ideas about God any better than mine? You have your ideas about God, I have mine. What makes your ideas about God any better than mine?” They even tried pulling that one on … Jesus. What makes your opinions about God any better than ours … Jesus? … Have you ever tried that one out? … We’re going to talk about a Jesus story kind of like that this morning.

Ben and I are kicking off this series we’re calling “Red Letters.” It’s about some of the stranger words of Jesus, especially in the Gospel of John.  The words I am going to drill down on today are in the story of this dude named Nicodemus, in John chapter 3.  Nicodemus was a guy kind of like a lot of you guys, maybe … kind of like what people think of me, sometimes.  He was a really good guy. He was seriously religious, in church every week. A teacher, a preacher. An extremely moral man, it seemed. And … and … a guy who was intrigued by Jesus. He was, at least … a Jesus admirer.  And, like a lot of us, he was in a boatload of deep spiritual trouble … and he didn’t have a clue! You see, it’s not enough to respect Jesus. It’s not enough to admire Jesus. Are you willing … to follow him?

Now the Nicodemus story kind of starts back at the end of chapter 2.  It says, “Because of the miraculous signs Jesus did in Jerusalem at the Passover celebration, many began to trust in him. But Jesus didn’t trust them, because he knew all about people. No one needed to tell him about human nature, for he knew what was in each person’s heart.” (John 2.23-25) Huh! That’s kind of scary, right? You could just as legitimately translate it, “Because of the signs Jesus was doing, many begin to believe in him. (Okay) But Jesus didn’t believe in them, because he could read their hearts like a book.” They were “admirers,” maybe, but not really “followers” … yet … and Jesus can read things like that.

And Nicodemus was one of those.  You see, when John wrote John he didn’t inserts chapter numbers, and verse numbers.  In fact, back then they didn’t even insert commas, and periods, and stuff like that. So right after John says there were these admirers of Jesus, who were not really followers, yet, he us tells the story of Nicodemus.  

John … who was there, an eyewitness … John says, “Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish ruling council.” 
· So, he was a Pharisee, which means he was one of their spiritual elite, incredibly serious about God.  Pharisees were meticulous about trying to please God.  The clothes they wore mattered.  The food they ate mattered.  The amount of money they gave mattered.  Everything mattered.
· And he was a member of their "Sanhedrin," which is kind of like their Senate, their House, and their Supreme Court all rolled into one.  In other words, he was a very, very important man.
· And a few verses later we'll find out he was one of their lead teachers.  In other words, When Nicodemus talked, people listened.  He was accustomed to being listened to. His opinion mattered. That little tidbit is important, guys. When Nicodemus talked about God, people listened. If someone had asked him, “What makes your opinion about God any better than mine,” he’d have considered that twit a stupid jerk. And, in most cases, he’d probably have been right.

Anyway, John says … and John was there … John says, “After dark one evening, he came to speak with Jesus. ‘Rabbi,’ he said, ‘we all know that God has sent you to teach us. Your miraculous signs are evidence that God is with you.’” (John 3.2) … Now, do you think Nicodemus was being 100% honest, or was he just buttering Jesus up? I don’t know! But here’s the deal: Jesus doesn’t listen to our words, he listens past them right into the heart.  And, Nicodemus may be intrigued by Jesus, but he’s no “follower” … yet. 

So, it’s “after dark one evening” when Nicodemus goes to see Jesus. Kind of a weird little detail.  Why would John mention the time of day?  Why does it matter what time it was, how dark it was?  But we wonder …
· I wonder if Nicodemus was trying to be ninja-like.  Maybe he doesn’t want anyone else to see, anyone else to know that he’s meeting with Jesus.  Maybe being seen listening to Jesus wouldn’t have been “politically correct.”  You ever felt that way?
· Or maybe … maybe he figured it was the only way to have some uninterrupted Jesus time.  Jesus was a busy man, it seems.  As was Nicodemus.  Maybe it was the only time he could have a serious one on one … he figured. Could be.
· Or maybe … maybe John thought the darkness was fitting.  John talks about light and darkness a lot in his Jesus story.  Not physical light and darkness, but spiritual light and spiritual darkness.  If you are living in spiritual darkness, you need some Jesus, John says.  So maybe the darkness of the night was kind of like the perfect setting for a man who was looking for some light.

Anyway, Nicodemus starts out all respectful like: “Rabbi (teacher), we all know God sent you to teach us.  Your miraculous signs are evidence that God is with you.” Now, Nicodemus is either lying like a dog, or he is just buttering Jesus up (setting him up), or he is kind of speaking only for those who were leaning in towards Jesus.  Because most of the religious leaders weren’t sure.  In fact, most of them were quite skeptical … about Jesus.  But … Nicodemus seems very serious.  “Jesus, some of us, anyway, some of us are … impressed.  Your power is … mind blowing!  You have our attention!  So … who are you, really?  What are doing, really? What’s your agenda, Jesus?”  

And … I suspect Nicodemus expected Jesus to respond with equal courtesy, equal respect.  He was a prominent teacher too.  But it’s kind of like … Jesus blows right past his words to his heart.  No pleasantries.  No PC chit-chat.  No mention of Nicodemus’ status, his credentials, his good intentions.  Not because they didn’t exist, but … because they didn’t really matter.  Do you think God cares who you are, how important you are, how you are accustomed to being spoken to?  Do you think God actually listens to your words at all, instead of your heart?  Come on!

(John 3.3) Jesus just dives in: “I tell you the truth (Listen, now! Don’t miss this!  Don’t blow this off!), unless you are born again (Nicodemus; unless you, Nicodemus, are born again), you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”  “I know you believe in God. I know you are a deeply religious man. I know you are a seriously … good man.  But I’m telling you, unless you are born again … you’re not in!”

Now, Jesus’ words were … ludicrous! They were absurd! They were mind-blowing to Nicodemus!  You see, Nicodemus was a good Jew.  And good Jews back then believed that if you were a good Jew, you were already in.  You didn’t need to be “born again,” whatever that means. Maybe if you were a really big sinner, or an apostate maybe, maybe then you might need to be “born again.”  Or if you were not a Jew at all.  If you’re a Gentile, of course you need to be born again.  But Nicodemus was already in, right?  He’s not apostate! He’s no Gentile! In fact, Nicodemus wasn’t just an ordinary Jew, he was one of the elite!  And Jesus is like, “Unless you, Nicodemus … unless you are “born again” (whatever that means) you are not in, you’re out!”  It’s kind of like Jesus is changing the rules, right? “Your belief in God won’t cut it.  Your belief about Jesus won’t cut it. Your efforts to be a good man won’t cut it.  Your best … your best won’t cut it.  Unless you are born again, you’re out,” Jesus says … to us. … Well, what makes Jesus’ opinion any better than yours?!

So Nicodemus is like, “What do you mean? How can an old man go back into his mother’s womb and be born again?” (John 3.4)  “Come on, Jesus.  That’s crazy!  
· Now, I don’t know if Nicodemus thought Jesus was expecting his words to be taken literally.  Probably not.  I hope not. That’d be extra weird.
· But even spiritually … I don’t think Nicodemus would have any issue with Jesus saying these words to some apostate, or some Gentile.  They are dead, spiritually! They need a spiritual “quickening,” right! But Nicodemus already believed in God, and already tried to be a godly man.  He didn’t need to be “born again,” whatever that meant, did he?
· And you or me, we might push back on Jesus for other reasons.  “Born again? You can’t just, wipe out who you are, and where you’ve been, and what you’ve done, can you? I mean, it would be cool to have a few spiritual mulligans.  But I am who I am, right?” And Jesus is like … “No … you’re not.  You’re not even close to what I made you to be.  You are not even close to who you really are … yet.  But you can be.”

Let me take a detour, kind of, for just a couple minutes. What does Jesus mean, “born again”? This guy named George Barna studied Christians a lot. And here’s how he defined “born again” for his studies. He starts with this question: “Have you ever made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in your life today?”  Have you? If a person answers “Yes,” they get this question: “Do you believe you will go to heaven when you die because you have confessed your sins and accepted Jesus Christ as your Savior?”  … … Do you?  You don’t have to stand up or raise your hand.  Have you ever made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in your life today?  And, do you believe you will go to heaven when you die because you have confessed your sins and accepted Jesus Christ as your Savior?  If you answer “yes” to these two questions, George Barna calls you “born again.”  I’m not sure that quite gets to the heart of it, but it’s not a bad start.

Anyway, here is what George Barna found in a study done in 2007.  He found that 26% of Catholic church attenders are “born again” Christians.  About 1 in 4 of those who attend Catholic churches say they have made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today, and believe that they will go to heaven when they die because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.  61% of Protestant church attenders are “born again Christians.”  Which means that roughly 40%, 4 in 10, have “not” made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today, and they do not believe that they will go to heaven when they die because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.

Now, it’s impossible to get an exact number, but somewhere over 2000 people consider CapCity their church home.  Not every week, but about 2000 people worship here with some regularity.  If we are average, then about 800 of our church family have not made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today, or they don’t believe they will go to heaven when they die because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their Savior.  … If we are normal, a whole lot of you … That breaks my heart! … Does that worry you?  Are you one of them? I hope we are better than average.  Maybe only 25% of our family isn’t born again – only 500 of us.  500 of our kids, our friends, our neighbors, our colleagues … quite a few of you. Maybe it’s only 10% of our family – only 200 of us.  … Guys, we are on a mission from God: to introduce as many as we can to Jesus and to drag as many as we can to heaven with us! We have work to do! And, for some of you, come on! If you know what’s right, and you haven’t acted on it yet, Let’s get it done!

We have a ton of guests in and out of CapCity. And, there are thousands that CapCity family rub shoulders with every day!  How many of them, do you suppose, have not made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today, or don't believe they will go to heaven when they die because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their savior?  Does that thought cause your heart to skip a beat?  Does it take your breath away? If not, why not? Does it put a knot in the pit of your stomach?  Does it bring a tear to your eyes? If not … what wrong with us?

Back to the Nicodemus story.  “Born” again.” Birth is, by definition, a passive act, isn’t it?  The baby doesn’t do much.  It gets squeezed, and twisted, and pulled on.  But it’s mom who does the work, isn’t it?  She pushes, and sweats, and pushes, and bleeds, and pushes, and groans.  Lucado says, “The mother pays the price of birth.  She doesn’t enlist the child’s assistance or solicit his or her advice.  Why should she?  The baby can’t even take a breath without umbilical help, much less navigate a path into new life.  Nor, Jesus is saying, can we.  Spiritual rebirthing requires a capable parent, not an able infant.”

And then there’s that word, “again.”  There are different ways of saying “again” in Greek.  The one here is kind of odd.  If you were to check it out in your Bible you’d probably see a little note next to the word “again.”  If you go to the margin it will explain the note.  It will tell you that the word “again” can also mean “from above.”  “You must be born again.” Or, “You must be born from above.” One words, two definitions. And both work.  Every one us was birthed once … physically.  But you are not just a physical creature. We’re kind of like “hybrids” – both physical and spiritual. And for us to be what we were meant to be, a spiritual birth … a “born again,” a “born from above,” is required, too.  Our Creator must re-create, Jesus says. … So  … have you been “born again … from above”?

And then Jesus says, to Nicodemus, “I assure you (I’m not yanking your chain; I’m dead serious), no one – no one -- can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit.” (John 3.5) Boy, that line has befuddled so many! Born of water, and born of Spirit. What’s that mean?
· Some guys keep it simple. Born of water: that’s probably your physical birth … you know, after the water breaks. Born of Spirit: that’s probably your spiritual birth … which is also kind of symbolized by your emerging from the water (baptism) right? Maybe Jesus is just saying you need two births:  a physical birth, and a spiritual birth, because you’re not just a physical creature, you’re a spiritual creature too.
· Other guys are like, maybe water and Spirit both describe your spiritual rebirth. Jesus tells us to baptize with water. But there’s something deeper going on when a person is reborn. God is planting his Spirit inside us. (Baptistery: “water and Spirit”) That’s the heart; that’s the key!
· And other guys are like ... do you hear what Jesus is saying? Do you hear what Jesus is claiming? I wonder if Nicodemus’ brain started kicking into high gear.  He was a Pharisee. He was one of their leading teachers.  He knew the Bible like the back of his hand.  His mind was a virtual concordance. . .  Unless someone is born of water . . . and spirit. Well … God had said through Isaiah the prophet, “I will pour water on the thirsty ground and send streams coursing through the parched earth.  I will pour my Spirit into your descendants and my blessing on your children.” (Isaiah 44.3) Water and Spirit … But that’s when the messiah would come.  And God had said, through Ezekiel the prophet, “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean. . .  I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you . . .  I will put my Spirit in you.” (Ezekiel 36.25-27) Water and Spirit. But that’s when the messiah would come.  Was Jesus claiming to be that Messiah?  The one who would fulfill everything God had promised?

(3.9-10 on screen) This was flat-out hard for Nicodemus: hard to process, and hard to accept.  So, Nicodemus is like, “Born again? How?” He’s a scholar, he’s a teacher, he’s an academic … like me. We want to understand the “how.” We’re skeptical till we can process the “how.” I want to understand how this spiritual rebirth works, I want to know what it costs, I want to know the fine print before I … submit myself to this rebirth. … But do you realize how stupid that thinking is when we’re talking about God? “I’m not going to buy it, God, until it fits into my brain!” How stupid is that!  It’s kind of like, “I’m not going to drive this car till I know exactly how every piece works!” Or, “I’m not using this phone again till I know how it all works!” Or, “I’m not going to love again till I can figure out how a woman works!” “I’m not going to follow you Jesus, until I can figure you out!”  … … Good luck with that!

And Jesus is like, “Come on, Nicodemus. You’re supposed to be a teacher and you can’t get the big idea? You’re like a Junior High girl at church camp! … “Well, let me give you two more clues.” (John 3.13)  And guys, this one is huge! What makes Jesus’ opinion any better than yours? Well, Jesus says, “No one has ever gone to heaven and come back.  But that’s where I’m from. I am the only one who actually knows how it all works.  Because … I Am the One you’ve been waiting for. You can feel it!  You can sense it! You can see it in what I do, you can hear it in what I say.  And you haven’t seen anything yet!” That’s why you need to listen!

(John 3.14-15) And then Jesus says, “You know your Bible, Nicodemus.  Do you remember the story about the time when the Israelites were grumbling against Moses, and God sent those poisonous snakes into their camp, and people were getting bitten and dying?  And do you remember how Moses was told to shape a snake out of bronze, and mount it on a pole, and whoever would look at that snake mounted on that pole … that person would live?  Well … listen … God’s going to do it again … even bigger … way bigger.  You see, “I Am the Son of Man, Jesus says. I am the Messiah you’ve been waiting for. And God is going to nail me to a pole, and I will be lifted up.  And anyone who focuses on me, anyone who follows me will have eternal life.  You are birthed again spiritually, by God, through me,” Jesus says. “And everyone – everyone – who believes in me will have eternal life,” Jesus says. “What makes my opinion any better than yours,” Jesus says. “I am the One you’ve been waiting for. I’m the One that came down from heaven. And I’ll prove it when God lifts me up – not just onto a cross, but out of my tomb. You see, you come to God through me,” Jesus says. 

Which means … it’s not about who your parents are.  It’s not about what you know, or how religious you are, or how spiritual you are, or how good you are.  It’s not about anything you can do at all! It’s about trusting what God will do to you, in you, for you, to us … if you let him.  

So … … what do you think Nicodemus chose to do?  To be honest, we don’t know for sure what choice Nicodemus made.  John doesn’t tell us. Maybe we’re not supposed to.  We know that he continued to be a … a “sympathizer.” And early Christian legends tell us he eventually was … born again. But what Nicodemus did after this conversation with Jesus, we just don’t know. Maybe because … maybe we’re supposed to write the ending.  What would you have done?  What have you done … with Jesus?  Listen, something drew you here today, or someone.  Maybe God had a hand in it, too.  And you can sense: it is all about Jesus. We were built by God to sense that: it is all about Jesus.

All of us were born once … but that only covers the physical part of who we are.  Have you been born again … by the Spirit of God … through Jesus?  It takes that second birth to enter into the other Kingdom we were made for.  It’s not about believing there is a God.  It’s not about being good.  It’s not about anything we can do at all.  It’s about what God can do for us, in us, to us … through Jesus … if we let him.  It’s about the grace of our incredible God!

Bottom line, guys, Jesus is the one who came down from heaven. Jesus is the one who was lifted up, on a cross, to pay the penalty for our sins. Jesus was the one who predicted his death, and his resurrection, and pulled it off. What makes his opinion way better than ours … Do you really need any more than that?

And Jesus said, “You must be born again,” and “You must be born again,” and “You must be born again,” to every single one of us.  So, are you? Are you born again?

Now, Jesus didn’t spell out what that meant in this Nicodemus story, but it trickles out as the Jesus story unfolds, and his disciples, guys like John, they spell it out quite clearly.  Essentially, it is accepting Jesus as both your Savior, and your Lord ... your King … your Master, even. They also sketch out the formalities.  
· You believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. … Do you?
· You repent. That’s more than just feeling sorry for where you’ve been and what you’ve done; it’s a turning away from sin towards God and His will for your life. … Have you?
· You confess before men that Jesus is your Lord. … Have you done that?
· And you are baptized. Guys, baptism is a big deal. It’s not just a command, it’s one of those turning points, those rites of passage, it’s kind of like an initiation rite.  It engages the whole body.  It starts with the mind. Its’s a visible statement that we believe in Jesus as the Son of God, and accept him as our Savior and Lord. And, baptism is a physical thing. We are doing something on the outside that kind of pictures what God is doing on the inside … cleansing us, forgiving us. It’s a dying with Christ, a burial with Christ, and a resurrection with Christ to a brand new life … with God, for God, God’s way. And, baptism engages our spirit. It’s a sign of our surrender. Do you know how you kind of fall backwards when you are baptized? There is a moment in which you relinquish control … kind of to a person, but more than that, to God.  And you are going to struggle with taking control back. And then you will remember, “When I was baptized, I relinquished control of my life to God.” That’s what it means to be a Jesus follower. 

So … have you been born again? If not, are you ready? What’s holding you back? I know, it will cost you everything! But if you don’t, it’ll cost you more.
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