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Primary Text with context:  John 3:1-8 ESV       You Must Be Born Again

1 Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  2

This man came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are

a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is

with him.”  3 Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born

again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can a

man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother's womb

and be born?”  5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of

water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.  6 That which is born of

the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  7 Do not marvel that

I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’  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. So

it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”

Introduction:  One of the most beautiful and meaningful times in my life

happened in 1975 and 1976 - the birth of my two children.  Natural childbirth is,

can I say it, messy, scary, exhilarating and not what I expected at all, but what an

unbelievable experience!

But we do not want to be fooled like Nicodemus.  It is not the flesh or our bodies

that are important in the big picture, it is what pertains to the Spirit/God!  What

we can produce by the power of the flesh dims in importance to what can be

gained with God’s help and His Spirit. It is only what God does that has everlasting

value.

I helped baptize my two children on Easter years ago and God added them to His

Church.  This was a much more important event in the Kingdom than their first

breaths.

In our text, Nicodemus, a Pharisee, came to Jesus “by night.”  In John’s symbolism,

“night” may very well mean more than the cover of darkness.  Most of us go to

Jesus at night - not really understanding what God requires - not understanding

the “cost of discipleship.”



My daughter, Jennifer, when asked why she wanted to become a Christian, told

me so she could take communion.  She didn’t yet understand.

Even today, many people just like Nicodemus who may have been 60-80 years

old, a ruler and teacher in his own right, thought that salvation is connected to

sacrament, a ritual, or ordinance (the term we typically use).  God is always the

essential and crucial active agent in a person’s salvation not simply the disciple

(learner, catechumen.  And no matter what you may hear, it is not the Church that

confers salvation on anyone.

Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, pp. 259-260 - “When he called men to follow

him, Jesus was summoning them to a visible act of obedience.  To follow Jesus

was a public act.  Baptism is similarly a public event, for it is the means whereby

a member is grafted on to the visible body of Christ (Gal. 3:27 f; I Cor. 12:13).

The breach with the world which has been effected in Christ can no longer remain

hidden; it must come out into the open through membership of the Church and

participation in its life and worship.”

Baptism is a passive act by the person who is actively demonstrating faith and

repenting and confessing Jesus’ Lordship.  It should never be simply a mechanical

process.  This is made abundantly clear by the connection of baptism with God’s

Spirit.  5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water

and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

As a Kingdom Requirement:

I.  Baptism Is Necessary (to be saved)!

It is a requirement!

Water and the Spirit are equally linked in the salvation process.

Illus.  Not to be too simplistic - but you can have a peanut butter sandwich, and

you can have a jelly sandwich, but unless all the ingredients are combined you

will never have a peanut butter and jelly sandwich!

The pattern in the New Testament Church is that baptism can and should be

administered upon belief, repentance and confession of Jesus’ Lordship by the

candidate for baptism.  This is what is sometimes called “believer baptism.”

There is never a case for “infant baptism” as it is practiced in some circles,

anywhere to be found in Scripture.  Baptism is a necessity for salvation, but it is

not an end in itself, and will not produce “new life” spiritually any more than

child birth can produce life without God’s help.



Baptism among our “Restoration Movement Churches,” to which we belong

historically, came to mean baptism only by immersion and for the forgiveness of

sin because Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians decided to go back to the

Bible and realized:

1.  This was the New Testament Church’s practice

2.  The definition of the word βαπτιζωβαπτιζωβαπτιζωβαπτιζωβαπτιζω requires it.

3.  Denominational founders and others also prefer it.

Let me give you three quotes here:

Calvin (Presbyterian): “The very word ‘baptize’ signifies ‘to immerse,’ and it is

certain that immersion was the practice of the primitive church.” (“Institutes,”

Vol. XI, chap. 15, sec. 49)

Wesley (Methodist): “We are buried with Him, alluding to the ancient manner of

baptizing by immersion.” (“Notes on the New Testament,” Romans 6:3.) “Baptized

according to the custom of the first church and the rule of the Church of England,

by immersion.” (Journal,” Vol. I, P. 20.)

Virtually all Baptists agree on the way a person is to be baptized (by immersion),

but we are apart as to its significance.

Look also at what it says in the Jerusalem Bible (authorized Roman Catholic

translation) in a footnote (JB  1969:277) for Romans 6:  Baptism is not separated

from faith but goes with it..., and gives it outward expression by the operative

symbolism of the baptismal ceremonial.  For this reason Paul ascribes to faith

and to baptism the same effects (cf. Galatians 2:16-20 and Romans 6:3-9).  The

sinner is immersed (my underline) in water (the etymological meaning of baptize

is dip) and thus buried with Christ.

Even within the Roman Catholic Church’s own most recent catechism it says:

“Immersion in water symbolizes not only death and purification, but also

regeneration and renewal.  Thus the two principle effects are purification from

sins and new birth in the Holy Spirit” (R.C. Catechism  1994: VII:321).

To say baptism by sprinkling is the same as saying “immersion by sprinkling.”  I

hope you understand I could stack evidence to the ceiling for my point here, but

the bottom line for a non-Christian is: will you obey what Jesus clearly asks of you?



5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the

Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

As a Kingdom Requirement:

II.  You Must Be Born Again.
3 Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he

cannot see the kingdom of God.”

Being reborn is not about “new and improved,” but totally and radically different.

This is God’s work - not ours!  It is a birth from above.

Bonhoeffer makes it clear and helps us understand what Nicodemus did not.  “A

man takes on flesh and enters the kingdom of the world because his father begets

him; a man can enter the kingdom of God only when he is begotten by a heavenly

Father.”

Being “born again”...starting over...how tempting?  I am certain there have been

times when we all wished we could start all over again:

in careers

in personal relationships

even...in our commitments to God

Just like the wind is uncontrolled by man, so is God’s action in our lives.  “being

born again and from above” is God-initiated.  John 3:13 ESV  13 No one has

ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.

It is God who in His grace comes down to us and makes the first move and

initiates the offer of salvation!  Fred Craddock says, “the writer allows the Church

to overhear Jesus tell a synagogue leader that there is nothing you can do but it’s

from above.”  This does not mean a weak law or permissiveness; God has not

lowered the passing grade.  Obedience is still required.  Grace does not discount a

God-inspired human response.

Being “born again” is not a denominational statement of superiority over other

groups.  It must also certainly mean submission to God’s rule and authority.  “Born-

again” followers - are there any other kind in the New Testament Church of the

first-century up until now?  The idea of submission means we MUST do something

as well as allowing God to act.  The subjects of the Kingdom are those who have

committed themselves wholly to carrying out the will of the King.



Our last point and most personal question is:

III.  How Do I Make It into God’s Kingdom?
That was really the question of Nicodemus.

How do I make it into God’s Kingdom?

1.  By God’s grace

Grace is what God gives us that makes up the vast difference between our

performance and His expectation for us.  Ephesians 2:8-9 ESV  8 For by grace you

have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,

9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.

2.  By your act of submission in baptism

5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the

Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

Luke 17:20-21 ESV The Coming of the Kingdom

20 Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he

answered them, “The kingdom of God is not coming in ways that can be observed,

21 nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the kingdom of God

is in the midst of you.”[a]  Footnotes:  Luke 17:21 Or within you, or within your grasp

The Kingdom is not all present nor all future, but linked together (already, but not

yet).  We can not just dream of the future with no preparation now, otherwise

sometime in the future (when it is too late) we may find ourselves reminiscing

about what might have been if we had only obeyed God’s clear instruction.

I hope Jesus Christ comes back soon for me and others who follow him now, but

I also hope he waits long enough for those of you who have yet to step over the

line and make a decision for Jesus, and to finally submit to his clear commands.

This world will not last forever (even scientifically we know this).  Human life and

human history are racing toward the END.  But the message of Jesus tells us that

at the end, there is not nothingness or annihilation, there is God waiting to judge

who has been faithful or not.  Reward or punishment awaits us all!  Which will it

be?  This could be horrifying or wonderful depending on how you prepare now in

the present.



God of our future brings about meaning and purpose for mankind in the present.

Therefore value is placed on mankind - God died in our past in the person of

Jesus that we might meet Him in our now - and so we might have a great future.  It

really is up to you!

Conclusion:  Dr. William S. Boice says this, “Neither the Church nor individuals

should argue baptism.  The believing, repentant person who wants to follow both

the Lord’s example and His direct command will always find a way to do it.

Remember that man does not judge.  We do not baptize by either the authority or

the command of the Church.  The Church is the result of what happens when a

man is reconciled to God.”

James 4:17 ESV  17 So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for

him it is sin.

Even the church dare not disobey the Lord’s commands:  Romans 6:1-6 ESV

1 What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?  2 By

no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?  3 Do you not know that all of

us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  4 We

were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was

raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.

Comment:  You have to die before you can live, just the opposite of physical life!

5 For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be

united with him in a resurrection like his.  6 We know that our old self[a] was

crucified with him in order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so

that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.

Comment:  Don’t be destroyed by either bad decisions or no decision at all!

When Jesus calls you to follow Him, He provides the grace and requires you

provide visible acts of obedience - FAITH, REPENTANCE, CONFESSION,

BAPTISM!  Even after baptism there must continue to be obedience.

Invitation for salvation... If  you are willing, God is faithful to save you!

For Christians, the breach with the world which already has been affected in

Christ can no longer remain hidden.  It must come out into the open through

membership in God’s Church and participation in the Church’s life and worship.


