Pre:

Today we begin to look forward into the season of Lent, which begins this coming Wednesday, which is Ash Wednesday. Lent is a season of preparation for the commemoration of Jesus’ death on the cross and the great celebration of his resurrection.  As followers of Jesus, we are challenged to take some time during this season to do a little self-study and consider how we might grow into the people of faith that God has created us to be. 


To help us all this season, my sermon series will focus on the marks of Grace. In other words, what are some of the identifying features of a Christian?  Can you tell a Christian by the color of his hair, or by the clothes she wears? Can you tell a Christian by the car he drives? Or by what kind of tattoo she has? What does a Christian look like? 
Well, we’re going to take a look in the Bible, and maybe a look in the mirror, too, to answer these questions. Counting this weekend, I have seven weeks to talk about this before Easter. So, I’ve chosen a list of seven identifying factors that are key characteristics of a Christian. And today we begin at the beginning, with the new birth. 


Our Bible story is from the Gospel of John, a story about a man named Nicodemus who comes to visit Jesus. 

The New Birth
John 3:1-21


How do you celebrate your birthday? Cake? Presents? 
A little boy received a Superman cape as a present.  He excitedly put on his new costume and ran outside as fast as he could.  After a few minutes of running and jumping in the backyard, the boy returned to the house and angrily tore the costume off and threw it on the floor.  With disgust the boy complained, 'It doesn't matter how hard I try; I can't get this stupid thing to work!” (Don’t you hate when they forget the batteries!) 
On her eightieth birthday, a woman from Brooklyn decided it was time to prepare her last will and testament.  She went to her lawyer to make two final requests.  First, she insisted on cremation. “What is your second request?” the lawyer asked.
“I want my ashes scattered over Bloomingdale's.”
“Why Bloomingdale's?”
She replied, “Then I'll be sure that my daughters visit me twice a week.”
A Dad suggested that for his birthday the family get him a gift that the whole family could get something out of.
So they did. They bought him a new wallet.
Birthdays are interesting to say the least. But here’s the question for today: How would you like to go back to your beginning – your birth day – and do it all over? Go back to the beginning. Learn how to walk, how to talk, how to read, how to live? 
This is the challenge for Nicodemus. Starting over. Being born all over again and learning a whole new way to live. 
Nicodemus is a grown man. He’s worked hard to get where he is today.  He has been living a good and faithful life and has become a leader among his people. He’s a Pharisee, which means he has joined a group of people who make it their business to dot every I and cross every T of the law. Plus he is a member of the Sanhedrin, which is the ruling body of the Jews. Today Nicodemus might be a tenured professor at a theological seminary, and a state senator to boot. When he comes to Jesus, he is wearing an Armani suit, carrying a laptop, and texting on his droid. 
In all of the ways that people of his time would measure life and success, Nicodemus is all set.  His ducks are in a row. 
Yet there is something about Jesus that gives him pause. He has heard Jesus speak, seen him perform miracles.  And in all of that he has perceived that God is at work. “No one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God,” he says to Jesus. 

And then Jesus says his famous line, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above (or as other translations say, born again).” 

Nicodemus is shocked when he considers this idea of being born a second time.  He has taken Jesus literally, and envisions himself, a grown man, crawling back into his mother’s womb. Which is ludicrous. 

Perhaps he has missed the point. Jesus is talking about a rebirth from above, that is, a spiritual rebirth, a birth into God’s family. But then, that is just as unthinkable to Nicodemus as it would be to physically be born a second time. You see, Nicodemus is already a good person, a person of faith, a man who does the right things according to what he has been taught by the Jewish law. He is already a son of Abraham, a child of God. He doesn’t need to be born into God’s family. He’s already there. Isn’t he? 
Nicodemus, who has his life all settled, and all his theology in nice little organized boxes, is going to have to start all over again, Jesus says. Nicodemus needs to feel the wind of the Spirit on his face, and learn to walk with God all over again. 

You must be born from above—born again. Either phrase is an accurate translation of the Greek. And either way the point is that it’s all about what God is doing, bringing new life to birth and inviting people to have a part in that life. 

Jesus is extending an invitation to Nicodemus to become a follower. He is challenging Nicodemus to think in new ways. But I want you to notice that there is also more than a hint that God is already at work in Nicodemus, bringing something new to birth.   Nicodemus comes to Jesus with an awareness that God is at work in Jesus. But Jesus is saying, you’re seeing God at work in me? Then look at what’s happening in you Nicodemus. No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above. So, if you can see this, the new birth has already started. Let it happen. Let yourself be born again. 
This idea shakes everything loose for Nicodemus, it’s like an earthquake in his soul; and you can get this if you are the kind of person who likes to have things figured out and neatly arranged. God is not that way, Jesus says. You can’t catch God and tie God down any more than you can catch the wind. But God loves you and the rest of the world enough to send the Son into the world to save you. So, hold onto your hat, and come along. 

This is what it means to be born from above; born again. 

Twenty centuries later, this phrase, born again has sort of been taken hostage and used in a way that is contradictory to this passage. Here in this passage, Jesus is telling the Pharisee Nicodemus about the wind of God that blows where it will. In other words, God is the initiator. God is the one calling. God is the one sending the son into the world so that everyone who believes in him will be saved.  This is big stuff, and only God can accomplish it. But in many corners of the church, this is reduced down to a kind of formula: do this and this and this, and voila! You are born again. You’re all set. And instead of setting people on an adventure with God, this formulaic approach allows people to settle down on the couch with Nicodemus with their life all in little comfortable boxes again.  

But this is not the nature of the new birth. Notice Jesus is not giving Nicodemus a step by step process. He is not even inviting Nicodemus to say the sinner’s prayer. What he is doing is rocking Nicodemus’s world. He is opening up a whole new world to Nicodemus. A world where God is still alive and at work.  

When Nicodemus came to Jesus he came with the same perspective that the other Pharisees of his time had. It was his job to get himself into a right relationship with God. Keeping the rules is the way to salvation. But Jesus turns that idea on its head. You can’t do it. You have to be born from above. 
Think about it this way. When you celebrate your birthday, it’s all about you, isn’t it? It’s all about you making your entrance into the world. But how much did you have to do with your actual birth? It was all your parents’ doing, wasn’t it? You may have even given them the classic line, “I didn’t ask to be born, you know!” You didn’t cause your birth. Yet at some point you made a decision to embrace your life and live it. 
And the new birth is something like that.  You and I cannot make ourselves be born from above any more than we could choose to be born from the earth. What you and I can do is what Nicodemus greatly struggled against: believe and accept the new birth that was already happening in him.  

What it boils down to with Nicodemus, and with us, is the need to give up our tendency to want to put everything, including God, into those nice and neat boxes—and instead learn to know God as God truly is—as alive as a tiny baby, as elusive as the wind, more powerful than a thunderbolt. We would love to control God, to bring God down to where we are. But the real magic happens when we let go of that need to control and let God bring us into that new birth where life is possible and anything can happen.

6

