YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN
Text: John 3:1-8
Readings: Ezekiel 36:22-36
Theme: To enter the kingdom of God you must be born again by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Purpose: To explain the meaning of born again and urge you to pray for this and seek it.
Charles Colson is a well known Christian speaker and author. In the early 1970’s he was special counsel to Richard Nixon, the president of the USA. Nixon was involved in the Watergate scandal and in 1974 became the first President in the US to resign from office.

Colson, because of his close involvement with Nixon, was brought to trial, convicted and imprisoned for 7 months. Through this experience he became a Christian. He wrote about his experiences and his dramatic conversion in a book titled, “Born Again”. 

People often use this term to distinguish real and genuine Christians from ordinary and normal ones.
When someone says, “He’s a born again Christian”, they mean that he is an on fire, zealous, full-on Christian, rather than just a run-of-the mill one. But this is a misuse of the term because every Christian is born again.
Jesus told Nicodemus, “no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again” (v 3). He says this three times in this conversation so we don’t miss it (v 3,5,7). 

If you are not born again you are not a Christian. 

If you are not born again you will not go to heaven. 

If you are not born again you are not in the kingdom!

So the question I have for you today is an important one; “Are you born again? Are you a Christian? Are you in the kingdom of God?”
Jesus introduced this statement with the words, “I tell you the truth”. That is, this is important! John Calvin wrote that this is an “outstanding passage”, and JC Ryle regards this as one of the most important passages in Bible. So let’s give this our careful attention.

Context: The gospel of John is quite different from the other three gospels. John records many of the conversations Jesus had with people, and this is the first of these.
Nicodemus was a Pharisee was interested in talking to Jesus and asking him some questions. But he was also afraid of what the other Pharisees might think of him talking to this renegade rabbi, so he went to see Jesus at night; it was dark and no one would see him. This also meant that he could have a personal conversation with Jesus, which was not usually possible because of all the crowds of people around Jesus during the day.

He recognised that Jesus was a teacher who had come from God and had performed miraculous signs. 

Jesus however was not interested in flattery or small talk and he responded by going to the heart of the matter. Jesus knew that this man did not believe in him as the Son of God and the Messiah. It’s as though he said to Nicodemus, “You think you know who I am, but  you are not yet part of my kingdom. No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he has been born again.” (v3) What does Jesus mean by “born again”? 
We’ll consider this question and examine the necessity of a new birth, the agent though whom this happens, and its characteristics.

1. THE NECESSITY OF A NEW BIRTH
The only way to be part of the kingdom of God is to be born again. The kingdom of God is a very important term in the Bible, although John only uses it here in his gospel in verses 3 and 5. It is God’s rule in this world. 
It is the big picture of what God is doing in history. 
To be in the kingdom is to know God and to have eternal life; it is to be a follower of Jesus, a Christian, a believer. 

The only way to see and enter the kingdom of God is by being born again. Jesus makes a comparison with physical birth. A mother will carry her baby in her womb for 9 months and then give birth. Her baby will be 

born into the world. 

This will mean a great change for this baby. 

The baby goes from being in the watery world of the womb to being out in the open air. 
The baby goes from being fed through the umbilical cord to being fed through his mouth.

Being born spiritually also brings about great changes.

You move from being part of the kingdom of Satan to the Kingdom of Christ Jesus.

You go from feeding on all the rubbish and trash and nonsense of the world through all the social media, to being fed with the word of God through the church and Christian pastors and preachers. 
Being born again is a massive change of life, it is a spiritual rebirth, a transformation of your heart and mind and will; it is a new spiritual understanding that produces a new way of life. 

Jesus was talking to Nicodemus who was a Jew. The Jews believed they were the people of God and they assumed they would enter the kingdom by right. After all, they were the children of Abraham. God had made a covenant with them. They belonged. They were in.  
Maybe you could reason in the same way. Many of you have been raised a Christian. Your family reads the Bible after meals. You too go to Sunday School, catechism, a Christian school. You attend church most Sundays. Aren’t you automatically in the kingdom?!
The answer is, No! Jesus said, “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he has been born again.” 

Just being in church does not make you a Christian nor part of the kingdom of God. You must be born again.

George Whitefield was a famous and powerful evangelist during the 18th century revivals in England. One day the Countess of Huntingdon asked him why he was always preaching on John 3, “You must be born again.” He replied; “Madam, because you must!” 
It is the necessary and essential requirement for entering the kingdom of God.

2. THE AGENT OF THE NEW BIRTH - the agent is the Holy Spirit – he is the one who causes this great change.
a. Jesus explains this in verse 5, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.” 
Jesus was looking back to the prophecy of Ezekiel which we read earlier - Ezekiel 36:25-26... (read...)
All of us are sinful by nature and we need to be washed and cleansed. We can’t do this ourselves because it requires an internal cleansing, a washing on the inside of us. This is symbolised with the water of baptism, as we see when we witness a baptism. But water can only clean us on the outside, not on the inside.

Only God can clean us internally, and he does it through his Holy Spirit. God does this on the basis of the payment for sin that Jesus made on the cross where he died for the sins of all who believe in him. 

To be born again Nicodemus needed to have his entire life washed clean and his heart changed. This is true for you and me. The Triune God can do this through the powerful work of the Holy Spirit. 

Compare this to the engine of your car. Imagine your car runs out of oil and the engine seizes. The engine is wrecked. You can’t fix it with a little tuning, new fuel injectors or rings, or some minor adjustments. No, you have to completely overhaul that engine, or you need a completely new engine. 

It is the same for us. Sin has so wrecked your heart and life that you can’t fix it. It is not a matter of some fine tuning or a few adjustments here and there. It is not a matter of trying harder or being a better person. No, you need a complete overhaul. You need a new heart. You must be born again! 

b. Jesus explains this in v 6, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.”

Remember that Jesus is talking to Nicodemus. 
According to the flesh, that is, his human nature, Nicodemus was a Jew, a son of Abraham. 

Not only that, he was also a Pharisee, one of about 6000 in Israel. They kept the law of God strictly, in great detail. They also kept the extra laws the rabbis had added to God’s law over the years. By Jewish standards Nicodemus lived a very righteous life. He was right up there with the best!
But “that which is born of the flesh is flesh”; a sinful nature gives birth to a sinful nature and no amount of good works and law-keeping would save him.

The same is true for you and me. None of us can meet the standard of God’s law. We always fall short. It is impossible for us to love God with all of our being and all of the time. We are sinful human beings. We cannot enter the kingdom of God by a good life.

But here is the good news: “that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” What we cannot do God and His Son have done through the powerful work of the Holy Spirit! 
The Spirit of Christ can give you a new heart! He can make you a new person through union with Jesus Christ. “If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation; the old has gone and the new has come.” (2 Cor 5:17)

This is emphasised by the passive tense of the verb “born again”. You are passive, you can’t do anything, you are inactive. 

When a baby is born she is passive; she isn’t doing anything, her mother is doing all the work!

So too in a spiritual birth; we are passive, the Holy Spirit is active. The new birth is a powerful work of God’s Spirit. 

This is also emphasised by the word “again” in v 3 & 7. 
It can mean “a second time” – first we are born physically, and then secondly spiritually. 
It can also mean “from above”, that is, from God. 

Both are true. This spiritual birth is a rebirth, a second birth; and it is from God, from heaven, the powerful work of God’s Spirit. He is the agent, the one who does this. 
Pray for this, ask for it, seek it, plead for him to work this great change in you!
We have seen that it is necessary for you to be born again, and that this is brought about by God’s Spirit. 

3. THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEW BIRTH
a. It is a powerful work of God’s Spirit. 
Jesus made this point in v 8 by comparing the Spirit to the wind. In Hebrew and in Greek the word for wind and spirit are the same; the Hebrew word is ruach and the Greek word is pneuma. Jesus said that the Holy Spirit is like the wind; “The wind blows where it wishes”; so too with the Spirit - he works where he wishes. We cannot control him or direct him. He will do the will of the triune God and will work as and when he pleases. 
In theology we describe his work as “irresistible”. The new birth is a work of “irresistible grace.” (Canons of Dort, Art 12). 
God does what he wills, what he pleases to do. 

The new birth is a powerful work of God’s Spirit.

b. It is mysterious
Again Jesus compared this with the wind. v 8, “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.”

Even today, with our satellite weather stations and sophisticated measuring equipment we cannot accurately predict what the wind will do.

“So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” There is a mystery about his work. We cannot predict what he will do. We cannot fully understand the way he works (Canons IV Art 13). We cannot describe exactly how he gives us a new heart. We don’t know when this work of regeneration takes place because it is an internal work, hidden from our view. 

One of our hymns expresses it like this (SttL 438)
“I know not how the Spirit moves convincing men of sin, 

Revealing Jesus through his word, creating faith in him.”

 “I know not how this saving faith to me he did impart, 

nor how believing in his word wrought peace within my heart.”

The work of the Holy Spirit is powerful and mysterious, but it is effective. If you have been born again it will produce an internal change, which you and others will see in a change of life! You become a new creation and this produces fresh spiritual desires, new habits of life, and a certain hope for the future. 
The Bible calls this conversion. After you have been converted you want to please the Lord, to live for him, and to obey his commands; you want to pray, to read the Bible and come to worship; you want to grow to be more holy, to be more like Jesus. 

There are indications that Nicodemus experienced this new birth. There are only two other references to him in the Bible, both later on in this gospel of John.
In chapter 7 he defended the teaching of Jesus to the Pharisees and the chief priests. He asked, “Does our law condemn anyone without first hearing him to find out what he is doing?” But the chief priests and Pharisees dismissed his question (7:50-51).
The other reference to him is found towards the end of this gospel after Jesus had died. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea took down his body from the cross and wrapped his body in linen along with spices and laid it in a tomb (John 19:38ff). 
Nicodemus publicly identified with Jesus. This is strong evidence that he was born again. 
He had thought carefully about his conversation with Jesus that night, had observed the miracles of Jesus, had heard his teaching, and, it seems, had come to believe in Jesus. 
The Holy Spirit had caused him to be born again. 
What about you? 

Have you thought carefully about Jesus? 

Do you believe in him? 
Do you speak about him to others? 
Are you prepared to publicly identify with him? 
Does your life give evidence of the transformation of a new birth by the power of the Holy Spirit?

Do you belong to the kingdom of God?

Are you born again?
Amen
