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“You Must be Born Again”      Text – John 3:1-10      OT Reading – Ezekiel 37:1-14

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
One of the great reformations of the modern age is known as the First Great Awakening.  It occurred both in Protestant Europe and the colonies in America around 1740.
And one of the sermons that played a role in that reformation in America was preached by Jonathan Edwards.  It is called Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.  When it was preached in Enfield, Connecticut, on July 8, Edwards was interrupted many times before finishing the sermon by people moaning and crying out, “What shall I do to be saved?”  
Now, the interesting thing was that the Awakening had already been going on in that area of America for some time already.  Other Awakening preachers had preached to that congregation.  But it was that sermon that began the Awakening in that place.  Why?  Why that sermon?  
And before you say that this sermon must have been one of those special sermons that just puts it all together perfectly and hits the congregation right between the eyes, this was the third time that Edwards had preached that sermon, including at his home congregation.  But the first two times its effect was the usual polite handshakes at the door, but nothing like what happened at Enfield.  So again, why?  It was the same sermon.  Why in Enfield but not in those places?
And we recently saw this same thing in Acts 17.  
Paul preached to the philosophers at Athens.  And the Spirit of God is very specific in recording the outcome of that sermon, “Some of them sneered, but others said, ‘We want to hear you again on this subject’ … A few men became followers of Paul and believed.  Among them was Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a women named Damaris, and a number of others.”  
And the question is the same: Why just Dionysius and Damaris and a number of others?  Why not all?  And why them?  Everyone there heard the same sermon; why that outcome?
Well, the question we are asking has to with what is known as conversion.  
And conversion simply means change.  
When you divide so many mm, for example, by 25.4, you end up with inches – you convert metric into imperial – you change the number from being one thing to being another.  
And in terms of human beings, conversion is changing from being an unbeliever to being a believer.  
And as we have seen already in this sermon series, every single human being begins life as a sinner – Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”  
We do not begin life as believers.  In fact, our natural condition is that of being God-haters.  Thus, in order to be a believer we need to be converted; we need to be changed.  
Every believer, then, is a person who has been converted – they have gone from unbelief to belief.  
· And so, this building is full of converts.  
And so, our chief questions today are how does conversion happen.  How does someone change from being an unbeliever to being a believer?  
And secondly, who does it?  Is it my responsibility to convert?  Is it something I can and must do?  Or is it something only God can do?   
And as always we seek our answers from the Word of God.  So, let’s turn our attention to John 3 where Jesus reveals the truth about conversion.
1. And as ever, context is crucial to understanding John 3.  And we have to take some time seeing how this is so here.  

a. So turn with me please to John 1:12.  John has revealed already that Jesus is the eternal and only begotten Son of God.  But He has been rejected by the Jews, His own people.  But John continues, “Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God.”  And Jesus is essentially talking here about conversion – the change from unbelief to belief.  And then comes this crucial phrase in terms of our focus this afternoon, “-- children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.”  
i. It’s a fascinating verse isn’t it.  At the beginning of the verse it talks about those who do something – they “receive Christ,” and then it goes on to talk about them being given something by Jesus – the right to become children of God.  So, the emphasis seems to be on their receiving Christ as the starting point.  
ii. But when you look at what Jesus gave them – “the right to become children of God – children not born of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God,” it becomes very clear that what is being talked about here has its origin not in man but in God.  
A. Just as it is with our physical birth, so it is with spiritual birth.  
1) Every person in this room today was one day conceived and born – but not one of us brought that about for ourselves.  We didn’t decide to come into existence and then set about doing all that was needed for that to happen.  It was the decision and will and act of others – God and our parents, that brought us into being.  
2) Well, those who receive Jesus; those who believe in Jesus, are those whom God spiritually ‘conceives’ and ‘gives birth to.’  They are “born of God.”  
B. Already then we see that it is the activity of God that is to the fore in this matter of conversion.
b. Now, skip down to 1:47.  There, Jesus is selecting His disciples.  And “when Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, He said of him, ‘Here is a true Israelite, in whom is nothing false.  ‘How do you know me?’ Nathanael asked?  Jesus answered, ‘I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.’”  
i. Nathanael is astonished!  He knows that he and Jesus have never met, but somehow Jesus already knows what is in his heart.  So for Nathanael, this can only mean one thing – Jesus must be the Son of God.
c. So now begins a series of episodes in Jesus’ ministry that bring about different responses from the people He is with – in ch.2, it is the changing of water into wine at the wedding in Cana.  And at the end of it, in v11, we are told that “This, the first of the miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galillee.  He thus revealed His glory, and His disciples put their faith in Him.”
i. And we will read about this type of reaction many times in John.  
ii. But it won’t always be saving faith.  
A. Recalling back to what we read in John 1, sometimes it will be the reaction of those Jews who did not ultimately receive Jesus – it will be temporary faith, faith that lasts just a short while, or faith in miracles that eventually fizzles out, but not always saving faith.  
d. And we see precisely this at the end of ch. 2, which we need to understand in order to understand what happens in ch. 3.  We read there, “Now while He [that is Jesus] was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs He was doing and believed in His name.”  
i. OK?  Sounds good, doesn’t it – many believed in His name.  But what was it particularly that brought about this ‘belief’?  Miraculous signs.  
A. And throughout the Bible, while miracles always accomplish God’s amazing purposes, they have never been sufficient for saving faith.  
1) Just think of all of those astonishing things that God did for Israel in the wilderness – Red Sea crossing, Pillar of fire, Manna from heaven, etc etc etc, but how quickly are Israel back to complaining?  Almost immediately it seems.  
ii. So look how John continues, “But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for He knew all men.  He did not need man's testimony about man, for He knew what was in a man.”  
A. And we saw this with Nathanael, didn’t we.  Jesus didn’t need someone to tell him about how Nathanael ticked or what sort of a person he was.  Jesus could see right into Nathanael’s heart.  
B. And so it was with all these ‘believers.’  Jesus knew that their faith was miraculous faith, not saving faith.  
C. And so, in some way, He keeps His distance from them – He withholds Himself from them because their faith is not certain.
2. So now, finally, we are at ch. 3.  Notice 2:25, “He did not need man’s testimony about man, for He knew what was in a man.”  And now 3:1, “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus…”  Nicodemus is one example of the type of person that John has just been describing at the end of ch. 2.  He is a man who was one of the ‘mans’ that Jesus knew only had miraculous faith.  
a. He is a Pharisee, a member of the ruling council, or the Sanhedrin, and he comes to Jesus at night, either because he doesn’t want to be seen doing this or because he wants some ‘quality time’ with Jesus, which is hard to get during the day.  And look at his opening statement in v2, “Rabbi,” which is a very respectful term, “we know…”  And notice how it is not “I know” but “we know.”  He is putting himself among a group and not getting too personal just yet.  “We know that you are a teacher who has come from God.  For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with Him.”  
i. And while this is good and true and reveals Nicodemus to be a student of the OT – one who accepts the OT as the Word of God, it isn’t “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,” is it.  
ii. It is the response of a man who sees himself as a representative of the Jewish faith who is pretty sure he has worked out a place where Jesus fits in with the OT; as some sort of prophet perhaps; someone like Elijah, for example.  
iii. But this is not the response of someone who has come to see that He is a sinner and that Jesus is the Messiah Saviour that He needs and must worship.  
A. And there is an eternity of difference between those two views of Jesus, literally.  
b. But Jesus knows what lives in Nicodemus.  Jesus, as the Son of God, both human and divine, sees what is in Nicodemus’s heart.  Jesus answers Nicodemus’s question.  
i. You see, while Nicodemus began not with a question but with a statement, Jesus saw the question buried deep in Nicodemus’s heart.  It is the same question asked in Matthew 19:16 by the rich young ruler, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?”

A. Nicodemus is a product of his times – a ‘salvation by works’ man.  I can satisfy God’s requirements – just tell me how high I have to jump!  

ii. And so, “Jesus declared, ‘I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless He is born again.”  
A. And there is one thing in particular about what Jesus says that we need to note – our versions say “born again,” but the Greek word translated as “again” can also be translated as “born from above.”  And that is how it is always translated wherever else it is used in John’s Gospel, even in 3:31, and that would also fit very well with the context here, as we have seen.  
1) But there are also good reasons why “born again” is preferred.  And so, it is best to see both the idea of “born again” and “born from above” in what Jesus says here.
iii. So, think about this incredible opening statement of Jesus remembering who he is talking to – Nicodemus.  If you were to ask Nicodemus what makes someone a child of God, how would he answer?  Being Jewish – simple.  If you are born into a Jewish home, you are in.  
iv. But with these few words, Jesus wrenches Nicodemus’s whole worldview out from underneath him – you must be born again or born from above; it is not about being Jewish.
c. And so, what you have now is one man speaking Spanish and the other speaking Swahili, as it were!  Nicodemus does not have a clue what Jesus is going on about.  
i. You see, Nicodemus has not yet been converted.  Nicodemus does not yet have the glasses of the Holy Spirit.  Spiritual things do not make any sense to him.  
A. You read these words of Jesus, and you know what He means.  Why?  Because you, as a converted person, have the Spirit of God within you – you have ‘Holy Spirit glasses’ on!  But Nicodemus does not.  And so, this is nonsense to him: “"How can a man be born when he is old?" Nicodemus asked. "Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb to be born!"”
d. And just look at the stunning response of Jesus to Nicodemus’s floundering in v5, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.  Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.”
i. Nicodemus is still thinking in terms of the flesh, but Jesus is telling Him that this is a spiritual matter.

ii. And those words, “water and the Spirit,” are about baptism and the work of the Holy Spirit.

A. John has been describing the work of John  the Baptist, baptizing people at the Jordan River.  It was a baptism of repentance; a symbol of being washed.  But you get baptized in that river 100 times and come up clean, but if the Spirit was not at work within, it amounted to nothing.  You must be “born from above.”  
B. And that’s why after these words, it is Spirit, Spirit, Spirit – that’s where the emphasis is.

1) We are physical beings, yes.  And so, we are born and we live.  But what happens to us all eventually?  We die.  And if we die in the flesh, we will endure an eternity of death, without ever dying, in the fires of hell.  
2) What is needed is to be born of the Spirit.  For then we shall enjoy an eternity of life in heaven with Jesus!

e. So now Jesus really puts the acid on Nicodemus – he exposes his inability, his ignorance, and his need of conversion.  First of all, He says in v7, “You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again.'”  

i. And with these words he is rebuking Nicodemus for failing to understand what the OT makes so very plain.   

A. And He uses an illustration from creation to prove His point.  But the illustration also comes straight out of the OT.  
1) He says, “The wind blows wherever it pleases.  You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going.”
a) And this is something we all know to be true, don’t we boys and girls.  We cannot see the wind but we know there is wind because we see what it does when the leaves on branches move around or the outdoor chair blows over, etc.  We know there is wind because we see its effects.

b) And what this illustrates we read of earlier in Ezekiel 37 where those dead and dry bones came to life because the wind, which symbolized the Spirit, blew the breath of life into them.

c) And so, Jesus continues, “So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”  We do not see the Holy Spirit come down from above and enter a person to begin His work of rebirth.  But when people say, “I believe that this book is the Word of God, and that it is true, and that Jesus died for my sins, and then begin to change their behaviour in line with this word,” well then we are seeing the Holy Spirit at work – we see someone who has been converted.
f. But Nicodemus cannot yet see this.  And notice his question: “How can this be?”  Its been the same question throughout – how CAN…?  Surely he CANNOT…?  How CAN this be?  Still Nicodemus is focusing on man’s doing.  Still he cannot see that it is all about the Spirit of God’s doing!  
i. You see, Nicodemus’s starting point is a person who is born a Jew, who has the Law, who can please God, and who just needs to know how.

ii. But the starting point of the gospel is that you cannot – you are dead in your sins – you are dry bones – you are a corpse.  You need to be saved.  You need to BE made alive.  You need to be born again.  You need to be converted.  You need to become a new creation.  You need to be born from above.  That is the language of the Bible.  It is language that speaks about something happening to us, not something we do. 
A. Remember what we said about the story of Lazarus in John 11?  

1) You and I could have stood outside of his tomb for days and weeks urging him to come out and live.  But he was dead!  He couldn’t make himself live.

2) But by the power of Jesus’ Word and the Spirit, Lazarus is brought to life.
iii. And Nicodemus should have known this. Nicodemus should have known that conversion is necessary and that it is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus was not talking about some obscure text in one OT prophets somewhere – this is the consistent teaching of the OT.
A. David, after acknowledging his sinfulness in Psalm 51 goes on to say, “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.”  David knows he cannot do this, God must.
B. Ezekiel 11:19, “I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.”
C. Isaiah 44:3, “I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants.”
D. Jeremiah 31:33, “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time," declares the LORD.  I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.”  
g. Yes, Jesus says here in John 3, “You must be born again.”  But that is not in the sense of You have to do this, it is in the sense of this is necessary – this needs to happen to you; God has chosen some to salvation, and for them to enter that salvation, it is necessary for them to be born again.
i. Conversion is the work of the Spirit of God.  And it ordinarily occurs when the Word of God is read or spoken and the Holy Spirit plants it in the soil of the hearts that He has made ready to receive that Word, and in those hearts alone.
A. And that is why the Awakening began that Sunday with that sermon in Enfield, Connecticut.  
B. And that is why only Dionysius and Damaris and some others were converted when Paul preached in Athens.
C. And that is why when you speak about Jesus you get different reactions.

1) Conversion is the work of the Spirit of God.

So, that leaves us with just one question: Are you converted?  
And this is a vital question which each of you must answer.  And it is not difficult to answer.  
Are you like Nicodemus, perhaps?  Does your salvation hang on being Reformed?  Or, being here for afternoon worship?  Or, having believing parents?  Or, not committing adultery or getting drunk like so many do?  Or believing in a six-day creation or being against women in office?  For as righteous as those things are, they are not what it means to be converted.  
It is not even enough to believe that Jesus is the Son of God and that He died on the cross.  The demons believe those things, and shudder!  
Do you know that you are a guilty, undeserving sinner who can offer nothing to God but for whom Christ died?  
And does that fill your heart with love and adoration and thankfulness, so much so that it is bursting out of you?  
Do you hate your sins and despise your wrongdoings, and are you determined to flee from them?  Are you hungry to do what is good and right?  
If so, you are converted – you have been born from above – you are one who was a corpse but who is now alive in Christ by the work of the Holy Spirit.  
And this is so, whether you can point to a definite date and moment or whether you have just grown up knowing this to be so, but in a deeper way with each passing year.
Salvation is God’s work, from beginning to end, Hallelujah!  So here is the gospel to which you must respond – believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved.  Amen.

