John Eason - St. Barnabas Sermon, March 20, 2011 – Lent II
Text: John 3:1-17  “You Must Be Born Again”
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish, but may have eternal life.”

Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a leader of the Jews, a “teacher of Israel.”  He was an older man – I would imagine old enough to be Jesus’ father … and yet, he came to Jesus, this younger man, seeking answers … answers to questions that he had regarding spiritual things.  Questions which appear to have come about as a result of Nicodemus listening to Jesus, as he taught and shared with the people – and as he performed signs and wonders among them.
I think what had happened here is that Jesus had moved Nicodemus out of his “comfort zone!”  This old teacher, for years, had been in the mode of leading others to understand that serving God and being in relationship with Him was all about conforming to the Law.  

And I’m sure he’d done this with the utmost of sincerity and good intentions.  However, I can’t help but think that – even before he’d heard Jesus speak and teach – I can’t help but think that there must have been some sort of “stirring” within him – some sort of sense that there was something more to serving God and living for Him – than what he knew, and what he’d been teaching others - all these years!
Nicodemus came to Jesus, John tells us “by night,” because I’m sure he didn’t want anyone in the religious establishment to catch him “hanging out” with Jesus.  Because, you see, Jesus didn’t exactly “conform” to the accepted model of a respected, traditional rabbi!  And what he taught the people was a bit different from the same old message of conforming to the Law and to the traditions of the elders.  And what’s more – Jesus hung out with “sinners!”  Imagine that!!
However, in spite of all this, Nicodemus sensed Jesus knew things, and that he had an insight into truly being in a right relationship with God – that he, as an old man, and even as a teacher and leader of the Jewish people – didn’t have a clue about!

“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”  (I’m not exactly sure how “all-encompassing” this “we” was that he used here!)
And then Jesus words to Nicodemus, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the Kingdom of God without being born again! … No one can see the Kingdom of God without being born again!”  And, reading between the lines here, we can almost hear Nicodemus’ unspoken reaction and response – “Well, thanks a lot Jesus!  That’s about as clear as mud!”
But not what John wrote down, though, as the actual words he spoke in response.  “How can anyone be born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”  Of course, “physical birth” had nothing to do with what Jesus was talking about here.  Jesus was talking about a spiritual rebirth.  An awakening of our own spirit – our innermost being – to the reality of the message of the Gospel … and of finally truly understanding it, and making it our own!   Understanding the message that “God so loved the world, that He gave His one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish, but may have eternal life!” 

As I shared with you before, one of my favorite heroes of the faith is John Wesley.  And as we learned from the video and program that Lynda and Bob Miller shared with us recently – initially, even as an ordained priest in the Church of England, John Wesley, like Nicodemus, didn’t have a grasp of this concept of the “new birth” either.  
Wesley pretty much saw the mission of the Church as the means to teach and lead people to lead good, moral lives.  He, like Nicodemus, didn’t have a clue about being “born again” … until a life-changing event occurred one night.
“In the evening, I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed.  I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation.  And an assurance was given me that he (Christ) had taken away my sins – even mine – and saved me from the law of sin and death.”  John Wesley, May 24, 1738
I remember growing up in the Church, and believing that this “born again” thing was something for the Baptists and the Holy Rollers – but certainly not for respectable folks like Methodists, Presbyterians and Episcopalians!  I, too, like John Wesley at first, thought the mission of the Church was to teach people how to live good, moral lives – although that part didn’t seem to be working out too well for me either!
Terry and I got married, and attended Church every Sunday – because we felt it was the “right thing” to do!  I was even so gracious as to put a few dollars in the offering plate!  However, even though I wasn’t sure what it was – like Nicodemus – I felt something was missing, and sensed there was something more about this whole “religious thing!”

To make a long story short, the receptionist in our dentist’s office was one of those “charismatic Catholic” people.  Both the Hogan family and the Eason family shared the same dentist before Terry and I ever met.  And when we go married, this lady gave us a book to read, which she said she believed would help us get a “good start” in our new married life together.  The book was Jesus Passed By.

That book sat around for a long time, before I ever opened it.  I started traveling with my job, and I was in a motel room one night – nothing on the 3 or 4 channels of TV we had back then that interested me, including the rerun of “Star Trek” I’d already seen probably a half a dozen times!  And I don’t know how that book made it into my suitcase – whether I had tossed it in as an afterthought – or whether Terry had put it there.  But somehow, God had made sure it was in there, and that I picked it up, and started reading it.

Jesus Passed By was a book where each chapter was someone’s testimony about how they had come to know Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord.   And if I recall, I’d made it through about 3 chapters before I couldn’t see well enough anymore, because my eyes were too full of tears.  
I didn’t really even know how to pray – other than the Lord’s Prayer, and maybe grace before a meal.  But I remember getting down on my knees, next to the bed in that motel room that night, and saying, “God, if this is real, and if what these people wrote down about their experience with you is true – then I want to have this same experience and relationship with you, too!”  And I guess I ended with an “Amen” – but I’m not sure.
I went to sleep that night, and then woke up the next morning with a sense that I had begun a “new journey,” and that life would never be the same again.  And it hasn’t been!  Now, don’t get me wrong – I didn’t become a “saint” overnight – and I’m certainly not one today – at least not a “saint” with a capital “S!”  But I began a journey of transformation that has made all the difference in my own personal life, my marriage, my relationships, my priorities, and my view of the future.  As you’ve probably heard me say before, “I don’t know what the future holds, but I know who holds the future!”  And that makes all the difference!!  Amen?!

This past Friday, I had breakfast with 2 friends before we went on a motorcycle ride – and John Pavek, a friend who’s visited St. Barnabas for the past several Wednesday evenings – invited a couple we’d met in the parking lot to join us for breakfast.  This guy was a biker, too – so we talked about motorcycles for awhile.  Then he asked us what we did – Gary shared that he was retired, John shared that he was in the tree business, and then I “dropped the bomb” that I was the pastor of a Church.
This guy was fairly upfront and honest about the fact that he didn’t have a whole lot of use for what he referred to as “organized religion.”  But he did say he wanted to ride with us next Friday, and he did tell John he’d visit his Church – which is a “biker Church” over on the Westside – as long as they didn’t try to “convert him!”  John assured him they wouldn’t – because he knew it would be the work of the Holy Spirit that would draw this man to Christ – and not any human effort!  So please pray that God would bring this couple into the Kingdom – and that we wouldn’t get in the way of His doing so! 

Maybe there are some folks here this morning who feel a little like Nicodemus, or John Wesley, or John Eason – before we came to know Christ as Savior and as Lord.  Maybe you’ve been a faithful, God-fearing Church-goer all your life – but you’ve never really had that sense, deep within, of knowing that you trust in Christ, and Christ alone, for the forgiveness of your sins and for your eternal salvation.  Maybe you’ve thought the “new birth,” being “born again,” was just for the Baptists and the Pentecostals, like I did!”

Whatever your situation or reason, if God has touched your heart this morning, and given you a longing for that relationship with Him, through His Son Jesus Christ – which you feel you’ve never really known … I would invite you to receive Communion, and then either go to one of our prayer ministers, or Fr. Bruce or me, and tell us you want to receive Jesus Christ – acknowledging him not merely as the Savior and Redeemer of the world – but as your own personal Savior, Redeemer and Lord!  And we’ll pray with you – and I promise you that God will honor that prayer!!

Let’s pray.  Lord God, Heavenly Father – Father of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, thank you for sending us your one and only Son, with the promise that whoever believes in him should not perish, but will have eternal life.  Thank you that you sent your Son into the world – not to condemn the world – but in order that the world might be saved through him.  Lord God, hear the prayers of those who come to you today, trusting in a new birth and a new life in Jesus Christ.  In his name we pray.  The name that is above all other names – both in heaven – and on earth!  Amen, and amen!!  

