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John 3:1-15 / Key verse 3:3, “Jesus replied, ‘Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”

The theme of today’s passage is about “being born again.” In today’s passage, Jesus explains three things about “being born again”; what “being born again” means, why we must be born again, and how we can be born again. Before thinking about being born again, let’s think about our first birth. We celebrate each person’s birthday because to each one, his or her birthday is really precious because through our first birth we all receive our most precious life. But in today’s passage, we come to know that “being born again” is much more important than our natural first birth because unless we are born again, no one can see or enter the kingdom of God. In today’s passage, Jesus said this important truth of “being born again” to one person Nicodemus; a very successful man in Jewish community, yet who was in the darkness. No matter how great they are, unless people are born again by the work of the Holy Spirit, they are doomed to perish because of their sins. They are like the Israelites bitten by venomous snakes and dying gradually because sin is like most venomous snake. However, we have really Good News Jesus. Jesus was lifted up on the cross. He died on the cross. It was for Nicodemus and for each of you and me to make us born again as a new creation as his holy children in order to enable us to see and enter the kingdom of God. But this grace to give you a born-again new life; eternal life in the kingdom of God becomes yours only when you accept it; when you believe it. That’s why having faith is the matter of eternal life or eternal condemnation. May the Holy Spirit bless each person’s heart today as we listen to God’s words so that we all may believe in Jesus, be born again and experience the kingdom of God. 

Look at verses 1-2. Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish ruling council. Nicodemus in his Greek means “victor.” As his name suggests, indeed he was a successful victor in Jewish society from human point of view. First of all, he was a Pharisee; a very thoroughly and strictly disciplined man according to Moses’ law and elders’ traditions. Religiously and morally, he was a man of high reputation and integrity. Secondly, he was a member of the Jewish ruling council called Sanhedrin which consisted of 71 members including the high priest. At that time, Israel was a theocratic country under the rule of Roman Empire and Sanhedrin had the supreme authority in administration, legislation, and justice. Thirdly, he was Israel’s teacher who was able to teach Bible (OT) to his own people. Fourthly, he was a very rich man. According to John 19:39, he brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes about 75 pounds for Jesus’ burial. It was a big amount and highly expensive perfume. In short, Nicodemus was a very successful man who had almost everything that he could have for himself in this world; fame, reputation, money, honor, power etc. In light of general human standard, he didn’t seem to have any problem in his life. 

However, in verse 2, he came to Jesus at night. Why do you think Nicodemus came to Jesus at night not in day time? Well, was it because he was busy during day time? Most likely he wanted to avoid people’s attention. He was amember of Jewish ruling council and Jesus was just uneducated carpenter. Most of the Pharisees and Jewish leaders criticized Jesus trying to discredit him by any means. In such atmosphere, it must be a big embarrassment for him if his coming to Jesus was seen by people of his community in day time. Furthermore. In John’s gospel, when the author used the word “night,” it implied “darkness.” For example, in John 13:30, when Judas Iscariot decided to betray Jesus and went out, the author described, “it was night.” John implied that Judas walked “in darkness.” In the same way, when Nicodemus came to Jesus at night, the author implies that his inner heart was in darkness. Nicodemus had almost everything in this world. Outwardly he seemed to have no problem but the author says he came to Jesus at “night” implying that his inner heart was “in darkness.” Nicodemus felt something important was missing in him. Nicodemus who came to Jesus at night said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.” No doubt, Nicodemus wanted to get some solution from Jesus to solve his inner unsolved problem of darkness which he couldn’t solve on his own. Nicodemus was so fascinated when he heard and saw the miraculous signs performed by Jesus. He knew if God were not with Jesus, he could never perform all those miraculous signs. And he believed if Jesus could perform all those wondrous miraculous signs, definitely he could do miraculous things for him too. 

Look at verse 3. How did Jesus reply? Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.” Jesus saw and knew what Nicodemus wanted and what he needed most. According to Jesus’ reply, we can learn that Nicodemus wanted to see the kingdom of God for himself and possibly for his own country men as well. But he did not know how. He just expected that Jesus would perform miraculous signs to solve his inner darkness. Jesus deeply loved Nicodemus and understood his inner struggle and desire and he gave him what he needed most. Let’s read verse 3 again. “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.” Jesus used negative phrase twice to emphasize his word to make very strong affirmative statement; “no one” and “unless.” This means, “Nicodemus, do you want to see the kingdom of God? In another word, do you want to experience the kingdom of God? Then you “must” be born again.” To the Jews, the word, “being born again” was used only when the Gentiles converted to the Jews. So when Jesus said, “Nicodemus, you “must” be born again.” It must have offended him greatly because his pride was hurt. In his life, Nicodemus had never imagined that he must be born again to have right relationship with God and see and enter the kingdom of God. Even though he felt something missing in his life, he didn’t know that it was because he was not born again. So in verse 4, indirectly Nicodemus expressed his offended heart toward Jesus by asking, “How can someone be born when they are old? Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!” Since Nicodemus didn’t understand what Jesus meant, Jesus explained what being born again means and how it can happen. 

Let’s read verse 5 together. “Jesus answered, ‘Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit.” In verse 3, Jesus said, in order to see the kingdom of God, one must be “born again” and now in verse 5, Jesus says, in order to enter the kingdom of God, one must be “born of water and the Spirit.” So here we can learn, “being born again” means “being born of water and the Spirit.” In original Greek, “again” also meant “from above.” Then what does “being born of water and the Spirit” mean?” Here “of water and the Spirit” is not two different events but one event by the Holy Sprit. In order to understand these, we need to know the prophesy written in Ezekiel 36:25-27, which is about the restoration of Israel after Babylon captivity. God promised their fundamental restoration which would be fulfilled through the Messiah not only for the Israel but also all people on earth. Ezekiel 36:25-27 say, “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.” This was exactly the prophesy about “being born again” through the work of the Holy Spirit. Here, “clean water” is the metaphor of “God’s Spirit”. When God sends us his Holy Spirit, his work is cleansing us from all dirtiness (all impurities and all idols) just like water cleanses all our dirty things. In another words, it is removing from us “our heart of stone” which is the metaphor of “stubborn, rebellious, and dead heart” which belongs to our old hearts, which are full of impurities and idols. When the Holy Spirit removes from us such “heart of stone”, he generates “a new heart and a new spirit” in us. This new heart is like “heart of flesh” which are tender and receptive toward God’s laws. This is totally different life from our life of self-improvement or self-promotion, which Nicodemus and all of us in the past had strived for. 

So, Jesus says in verse 6, “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” No matter how great, good, and gorgeous our flesh is, flesh is flesh after all. Only God’s Spirit can give birth to spirit; a spiritual being and this is the meaning of being born again. “Being born again” is “being born newly from natural being to spiritual being.” Our first natural being came from our 1st physical birth but our spiritual being comes from our 2nd spiritual birth through the work of the Holy Spirit. Apostle Peter explained “being born again” in different angle in 1 Peter 1:23 saying, “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.” Jesus himself said in John 6:63, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you - they are full of the Spirit and life.” God’s Spirit always works together with God’s words to make people born again. 

Nicodemus’ initial response to Jesus’ teaching about “being born again” was big surprise and he still didn’t understand it at all. But Jesus was so patient and gentle in helping him. Then he explains the work of the Holy Spirit in the metaphor of the wind. In verse 8, Jesus says, “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.” Here Jesus compares the work of the Holy Spirit to the wind. The wind is a mysterious thing. First of all, there is wind everywhere. Likewise, the Holy Spirit, God’s Spirit is everywhere (Omnipresent; Genesis 1:2). Secondly, you cannot control the wind. It moves and works as it pleases. Likewise, the Holy Spirit works as he pleases. The Holy Spirit sometimes can work so mightily like Hurricane or Typhoon. The Holy Spirit can work sometimes very tenderly like tender breeze. One clear thing is that whenever the Holy Spirit works to give birth to us, there is clear evidence. One of the clearest things is written in Romans 8:15. It says, “The Spirit you received does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought about your adoption of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’” Those who can call God ‘Abba, Father,’ have joy of coming to know him and have intimate relation with him because they experience God; they call and God answer. Being born again is the greatest event you can experience in this world because only those who are born again spiritually as children of God can see and enter the kingdom of God. Now to teach the way of being born again, Jesus teaches one more thing.

[bookmark: _Hlk149597953]Let’s read verses 14-15. “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.” This incident of Moses and the bronze snake happened during the Israelites’ wilderness life (Numbers 21:4-9). When their journey became tough, they grew impatient and they complained a lot speaking against God and against Moses. They revealed such slave mentality many times. Then God sent venous snakes to bite them. Many Israelites died because of the snakes. Then they realized their sins and pleaded to Moses to pray for them to take away all the snakes. God instructed Moses to make a bronze snake and put it on a pole and promised when anyone who was bitten by snakes and looked up at it, they would live. As God promised, those who believed what God promised and looked up the bronze snake on the pole lived. This incident teaches God’s way of salvation very excellently; Suppose you are in Israelites’ situation. There are so many snakes here and there; everywhere. What is your best way to be saved from snakes’ attack? In our human logic and common sense, most people will look at snakes – source of problem and try to fight with any means or flee from them as much as possible. But God’s way was different. First of all, God didn’t instruct Moses to take away the snakes. So, snakes were still there. The source of problem was still there. Then God simply instructed not to look at the snakes; rather, look at the bronze snake on a pole which looked very irrelevant for the remedy There is no human logic or common sense but only God’s promise. Here do you understand what the point of God’s instruction; his intension is. God’s intention is to require them to have their pure faith in God; pure faith in his word of promise; nothing else. This is God’s way for salvation.  Now Jesus says, “everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.” Salvation is not something we can do in our own way. Being born again is not something we can make in our own efforts. Salvation;  being born again is done by God alone through his One and Only Son Jesus Christ and through his Holy Spirit. Our job is to believe it. Then his gift of salvation and making us born again as his children becomes ours. Jesus wants Nicodemus and each of us to know this and believe this. 

I grew up in a very poor and troubled family. My only dream was to enter Seoul National University in great expectation that “If I would enter SNU and make efforts to change myself as much as possible, I would find a way to make my life successful, bright and happy. But unlike my expectation, even though I made a lot of effort to change myself in the university through many activities, I realized nothing changed me; outwardly I looked like a good student, but I felt darkness in me. No matter what I did, the darkness was still there. I didn’t know what made my inner being dark. Later when I was invited to bible study, the words of God convicted me that it was my sin (lust) which made me dark. Only by the marvelous cleansing work of the Holy Spirit with words of God, I was born again as a child of God and experienced the kingdom of light.   

As a conclusion, in order to see and enter the kingdom of God, we all must be born again as his children. Being born again as his children is the greatest event you can experience and this event happens only through the work of the Holy Spirit and only when we believe in Jesus. Jesus Christ who died for our sins and rose again from the dead is the fundamental and only solution to make you free from your darkness and bring you to eternal kingdom of God. May God bless each of us to accept Jesus and live as born-again children of God experiencing the kingdom of God on earth now and later in heaven. Amen.   

Big Idea: Believe in Jesus and be blessed to be born again!
