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A Whole New Birth

John 3:1-21

I am amazed by the brilliant people in this world.  

I am amazed by the 13-year-olds I read about in the paper who compete in these national spelling bees and can recognize, remember and spell words like appoggiatura, which my computer’s spell-check had to spell correctly for me.

I am amazed by our graduates (we have a big bumper crop of high school graduates this year), and the amount of homework they have done and the GPA’s they come up with, which are often way beyond a 4.0, which used to be considered perfect!  

I am amazed by the brilliant people in this congregation, who are launching satellites into space to test out Einstein’s theory of relativity (which I personally don’t even understand), or working on new cures for cancer, or competing on robotic teams in our high schools.

I am amazed by people who are brilliant at fixing things, whether it’s a crashed computer or a crashed MacArthur Maze freeway connector in 25 days!

And to be honest with you, I pin a lot of my hopes on brilliant people like this and the fact that they are increasing in their brilliance.  For example, I am counting on the continuing improvement in eye surgeries so that when I finally have mine (I am one step away from needing a seeing eye dog), I will be able to see perfectly far away and close up, with no glasses and no complications down the road.  I am counting on that.

I am counting on a brand new medical procedure that will help correct my cousins’ brain aneurysm.

Isn’t this why so many of you will participate in this summer’s Relay for Life – we are counting on brilliant people to find a cure for cancer?  We have confidence that brilliant researchers can come up with solutions to our most vexing problems if we can just get them working on it.

Nicodemus was a brilliant guy in his day.  He was a teacher, a Pharisee, a leader of the Jews.  He may not have won any spelling bees or launched any satellites into space, but I’m betting he was the Valedictorian of his class.  He knew his stuff.  He knew his scriptures, backwards and forwards.  He knew the law, to the letter.  He would have been the head of the Bar in his day, perhaps the President’s Chief of Staff, or the first draft pick for any winning team.  You get the idea.

He was smart and gifted.  When it came to God’s covenant, he was faultless in all respects.  

Why does John tell us about Nicodemus?  Every gospel writer has their unique way of telling the story of Jesus, and John is the only one who mentions Nicodemus three times (Jn. 3:1ff, 7:50, 19:39).  He tells us that Nicodemus is impressed with Jesus because of the signs that he has performed, and the only miracle that John has told us about so far is Jesus turning six huge 30-gallon water jars into 
the best wine you’ve ever tasted in your life at a very ordinary wedding reception (a very fine wedding gift!).  Yes, John tells Jesus’ story in a very unusual and significant way.

John also tells us that Nicodemus “came to Jesus by night,” and concludes our passage using with the metaphor of darkness and light, a theme he started in his opening paragraphs, “that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light.”

So we have this story about Nicodemus, who was as enlightened as they come, who finds Jesus at night wanting to know what every good Jew and every good Rabbi wanted to know:  What must I do to enter the kingdom of God?  Nicodemus was confident that whatever Jesus said, there wasn’t anything he couldn’t understand and there wasn’t anything he could not do, as long as he was clear on what it was that God wanted.  “So, Jesus, you are obviously a teacher sent from God and God’s presence is with you.  What is it that God wants us to do?”

What did Jesus tell him?  He didn’t tell him to do anything.  He told him that he needed to be born from above.  And this is where we see how much Nicodemus is in the dark.  He could not figure out what in the world Jesus was talking about – born all over again?! – and he could not do the one thing Jesus told him he needed to do.  And this is exactly the point:  the kingdom of God isn’t your doing, it’s God’s; the kingdom of God isn’t for you to figure out, but to trust.  It all comes from God.

I can almost imagine Jesus, the Rabbi, taking Nicodemus and sitting him down with the scroll of Proverbs rolled out before them, and pointing to Proverbs 3:5-8.

Trust in the Lord with all your heart,

and do not rely on your own understanding.

In all your ways acknowledge him,

and he will direct your paths.

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

fear the Lord, and turn away from evil.

It will be a healing for your flesh 

and a refreshment for your body.

You have to be born from above to do that.

I don’t think this was what Nicodemus expected or wanted to hear from Jesus.  I think he expected this Rabbi to give him some new lesson to ponder and figure out.  He expected this Rabbi to tell him what he needed to do to continue to be at the head of the class with God.  I wonder if we don’t expect the same thing?
A few weeks ago, some members of one of our small groups emerged from their discussion and jokingly announced, “We just figured out the Trinity!”  We all laughed.  I knew they were kidding.  

But, on the other hand, how are we tempted to do exactly what Nicodemus was doing?  How are we tempted to trust in our own understanding, our own brilliance and mastery of life, instead of yielding ourselves to the mystery and mastery of God?

According to scripture, we are all tempted to trust in our own understanding and insight in two opposite sets of circumstances:  when we are doing extremely well, and when we are in times of prolonged suffering.

Moses warned Israel about the first danger, trusting in ourselves when we are doing extremely well, way back in Deuteronomy 8:12-14, 17-18.

When you have eaten your fill and have built fine houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery… Do not say to yourself, “My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.”  But remember the Lord your God…

We live in fine houses.  We have eaten our fill.  We have great opportunities available to us, more than we can handle.  All that we have is multiplied.  And I marvel at how easy it is to forget God when I sit down with a feast spread out before me, in my home or someone else’s home or in a restaurant, and I don’t give thanks.  And I don’t seek God’s guidance throughout the day, as if my amazingly full life is all the work of my hands.  How tempting it is to trust in our own brilliance when life is full.

And it is also tempting to trust in our own insight when life is not full but tough and torturous and there is no light at the end of the tunnel.  When care-giving for a loved one asks more than you can possibly give.  When the emptiness and depression inside your heart is like a black hole sucking the life out of you.  When you just can’t keep up with your expanding responsibilities.  When the pain and the sadness and the anxiety won’t go away.  That’s when we are most tempted to demand an explanation, understanding, answers, not faith.

That’s what was happening when Moses lifted up that bronze serpent in the wilderness (Num. 21:4-9), which Jesus mentions in his little mini-sermon to Nicodemus.  It was a story Nicodemus knew well:  The people of God were sent the long way to the Promised Land, through a horrible expanse of wilderness where there was no food and no water and only yucky manna to eat (“We detest this miserable food!”).  

What was God doing to them?!  They got mad as hell.  And when all their bickering turned into poisonous snakes and they cried out to God to save them, God did something really weird to save them.   God told Moses to make an image of a snake, the most God-forsaken animal on earth, and lift it up on a pole (the Israelites were not supposed to make images).  Everybody who was bitten and then looked at that bronze serpent didn’t die.  It was a very unbiblical kind of cure!

 But the working of God’s kingdom isn’t for us to figure out, and it isn’t for us to accomplish.  It’s all about what God does!

Trust in the Lord with all your heart,

and do not rely on your own understanding.

In all your ways acknowledge him,

and he will direct your paths.

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

fear the Lord, and turn away from evil.

It will be a healing for your flesh 

and a refreshment for your body.

Could Nicodemus – brilliant, high-achieving Nicodemus – do this?  Can we do this?  What was Jesus’ answer?  Only if you are born from above, not by the will of the flesh or the will of man.  We need a new birth, a new en-light-en-ment that comes from the Light of the world giving us a whole new point of view.

Last week I had the chance to travel to Puerto Vallarta in Mexico with friends and we saw one breath-taking sunset after another.  In fact, most of my pictures are of the sun setting from a different angle and with different cloud formations every single night.  As we marveled over these sunsets, I was struck by the language we continue to use about the movement of the sun: the sunrise, the sunset.

How many hundreds of years has it been since Copernicus and Galileo fought to change our understanding of things, from an earth-centered solar system where the sun rises and sets and everything moves around us, to a sun-centered solar system where our spinning globe revolves around the sun?  Yet still we have this language, and with that language comes this perception that the sun rises and sets around us at the center.  

That thinking is from the dark ages.  And it is a good description of our darkness, the darkness that surrounded Nicodemus that night as he stood there talking to the Light of the world, convinced that reality begins and ends with what he could see, what he could know, what he could do.  He was stuck there, unable to change it, unable to enjoy the freedom of trusting in God and not in himself.  And so are we.

But God’s salvation was unfolding before his very eyes.  Soon he would see the Son of Man lifted up in the most God-forsaken form of death on earth.  It was an insane thing for God to do – who could ever understand it?  It was such an unbiblical way for God to offer salvation to God’s rebellious and ungrateful people.  But every snake-bitten, earth-centered, sin-infested person who would look at God’s salvation on that cross and believe would be saved.  

If Nicodemus could trust God’s salvation without fully understanding it, if he could trust God’s life inside of him without managing it, if he could trust God as the center of it all – he would be free.  But he couldn’t even do that on his own, only from above, by God’s power, by God’s Spirit.

That’s where Jesus was taking him.  That’s where Jesus is taking all of us – to freedom.  God is not condemning us for not figuring it all out.  God is not condemning us for not accomplishing our own salvation.  God is delivering us from thinking that we have to!  The only thing we need to do, by God’s grace/power/new birth, is this:

Trust in the Lord with all your heart,

and do not rely on your own understanding.

In all your ways acknowledge him,

and he will direct your paths.

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

fear the Lord, and turn away from evil.

It will be a healing for your flesh 

and a refreshment for your body.

That is good news!

