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The God Who Grants New Birth

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Carson, Don A.  The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God's Story.  Baker Books, 2010.

I.  Introduction to the New Birth

How is the phrase "born-again" typically understood?  How is it used in the media and in culture?

"Indeed to talk about the new birth as if it is primarily a metaphor for a specific religious commitment is slightly bizarre.  The child about to be born does not make a commitment to come out of his mother's womb.  As far as I know, it is the mother who is doing all the work and pushing the little tyke out.  The source of new birth comes from the parents.  New birth language is strangely chosen if it is primarily a way of referring to the commitment of the one so born" (125).

II.  What Jesus Actually Said about Being Born Again (John 3:1-10)

What do we know from the text about Nicodemus?

Nicodemus is a man of considerable education, political power, and prestige.  Later in John we also learn that he is a wealthy man as well.  He's a Pharisee, which means he's devoted his life to reading, studying, and obeying the Scriptures.  He's a member of the Sanhedrin, which was the Jewish ruling body of 70 men.  Jesus calls him "the teacher of Israel," which means Nicodemus was particularly well-educated and highly esteemed.

Nicodemus comes to speak with Jesus at night, according to 3:2.  Some have said that he came at night out of fear of embarrassment to be associated with Jesus.  He wanted to maintain his street cred, so he came when no one would be watching.  However, given Nicodemus' wealth, power, prestige, status, and intellect, it's not likely that he would have been intimidated by an "itinerant preacher from the relatively despised area Galilee, complete with funny accent" (126).

As we've seen before, John likes to play off the imagery of light and darkness.  Nicodemus' coming at night was indicative of the darkness of his heart.  Nicodemus has no idea how to properly approach and relate to Jesus; he is in darkness, as the nighttime parallels.

Nicodemus' comment that "we know that you are a teacher from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him" smacks of arrogance.  It is almost as though Nicodemus was doing Jesus a favor or even an honor to officially stamp Jesus' ministry with his and the Sanhedrin's approval.

Jesus' reply seems to come straight out of left field.  "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God" (3:3).  Wait, what?  What does Jesus' answer have to do with anything?

Remember when we talked about God's reign as king, God promised David that one of his descendants would come and set up the final kingdom of God on earth.  Nicodemus sees that God is with Jesus in a powerful way, so he claims to see something of God's working in the world.  Jesus replies to him, " 'My dear Nicodemus, let me tell you the truth.  You do not see a blessed thing.  You cannot see the kingdom unless you are born again.  You might see the miraculous signs, but you really do not understand their significance.  You do not see the kingdom at all' " (127).  Think about Israel in Egypt and the plagues.  The Egyptians saw the same miracles as the Israelites did, but they did not believe.

Nicodemus answers with incredulity, and some have argued that Jesus was simply talking over Nicodemus' head.  Nicodemus really had no idea whatsoever what Jesus was actually talking about.  However, that doesn't seem to fit with the text.

Remember, Nicodemus is the teacher of Israel.  He's not an idiot.  He's a Pharisee, which means he knows the Old Testament better than anybody else.  Jesus isn't talking over his head; Nicodemus understands all too well what Jesus means, and he's having difficulty wrapping his head around the truth.

Why does Nicodemus react so strongly to Jesus' declaration that "you must be born again"?

To see what it is that Jesus means when he says, "you must be born again," we have to look at the rest of the conversation in John 3.  After Nicodemus expresses his shock at Jesus' statement, Jesus affirms again, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of the water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God" (3:5).

3:3 and 3:5 are parallel statements.

	John 3:3
	John 3:5

	Truly, truly I say to you...
	Truly, truly, I say to you...

	...unless one is born again...
	...unless one is born of water and the Spirit...

	...he cannot see...
	…he cannot enter...

	...the kingdom of God.
	… the kingdom of God.


Nicodemus should have understood Jesus' meaning, given his expertise in the Old Testament (hence Jesus' rebuke in 3:10—you're Israel's teacher and you don't get it?!?).

When Chad looked at the new birth in the salvation series, he noted that Ezekiel 36 speaks of God promising a new covenant that's better than the old one.  There, he uses the language of "I will sprinkle clean water on you" and "I will put my Spirit within you," which contains the connection of being born of "water and the Spirit".

Jesus goes on to explain himself.  Flesh gives birth to flesh, and Spirit gives birth to spirit.  In Romans 8, Chad showed us that there are two kinds of people: those in the flesh and those in the Spirit.  If you're in the flesh, you can only do and produce what is of the flesh.  Flesh cannot produce spirit, only flesh.  So, if someone is going to see or enter the kingdom of God, they can't be just flesh-born.  They have to be Spirit-born, or born again.

Finally, Jesus uses a fairly famous analogy to explain the mystery of this truth.  Being born again is like the wind, Jesus says in 3:8.  You don't know where it starts from, and you don't know where it's ending up.  You do know how it affects things, though.  The same is true of those who are born again.

"Understand this: you and I may not be able to explain all the mechanics of new birth.  From the Bible we may study passages like this one and a handful of others that talk about new birth, and doubtless we can infer quite a few things about how this new birth works.  But at the end of the day, we will not possess a full analysis of how God works powerfully within us to transform us.  Nevertheless, where there is genuine new birth you always see the results" (130-131, emphasis original).

III.  Why Jesus Could Speak about Being Born Again (John 3:11-13)

A question may be fairly asked (Nicodemus may have even asked it himself): what gives Jesus the right to say these things.  Jesus turns Nicodemus' pompous "we know" into a glorious "we know" of his own.

Jesus can say these things to Nicodemus because he was "in the beginning with God" and he "was God."  He was in the bosom of the Father in the throneroom of glory.  Jesus tells Nicodemus that he can't even understand what goes on on Earth (being born again); how could he understand if Jesus were to describe what heaven was like?

Part of the need for new birth comes about from coming to grips with the truth claims of the Bible.  C.S. Lewis' liar-lunatic-Lord trilemma really is what confronts every human being.  

· Either Jesus is a liar, which invalidates everything he said and most of what's said about him, or

· Jesus is a lunatic, which again calls into question why anyone would base his life and even die for a madman, or

· Jesus is Lord, and everything he claimed is true.

This is what Nicodemus had to wrestle with, and it is what every human being must wrestle with as well.

IV.  How Jesus Brings about This New Birth (John 3:14-15)

Given that one must be born again to see and enter the kingdom of God, how then is the new birth accomplished?  Jesus refers to an event from Israel's history that Nicodemus would have been very familiar with: the bronze serpent episode from Numbers.

As was the case with Israel, they were whining and griping and not trusting in the Lord, who had only proven his trustworthiness, goodness, and love a million times over.  As punishment, he sent poisonous snakes throughout the camp.  

The people cry out, and God gives them a strange remedy.  He tells Moses to make a bronze snake and put it on top of a pole.  Everyone who has been bitten need only to look at the bronze snake on the pole, and he would be healed.

"Those who have the venom in them will look at the bronze snake and live.  How bizarre!  Nothing about, 'Make sure you say enough ritual "Hail Marys."  Make sure you do a lot of penance.  Lash yourself with some whips to show that you are really sorry.  Fast.  Do a lot of good works.' None of that.

"It is as if God is saying, 'Will you not learn?  You people provide the sin.  I provide life. You provide the death and the destruction. I provide the forgiveness. The only way out of this sentence of death is not by digging yourself out but by the provision that I myself make. You look at my provision, and you live' " (134).

With Jesus, it's not a bronze snake on a pole, but himself nailed to a pole. We look to Jesus in faith, repenting of our sins, and he heals us from the venom of sin from the serpent who bit us so long ago.

