22 July 2007 : John 3 : 1-8  
Today’s lesson contains one of the best-known, and yet least-understood, verses in the whole of the Bible. Let’s put it in context. We are in Jerusalem, and Jesus has been rattling a few cages. In words and actions, Jesus has launched a full frontal attack on the religious traditions of his day. He has exposed the emptiness and superficiality of what went on week by week in the temple, as people went through the ritual motions in the hope of buying off God’s anger for another while by their own efforts, without ever letting the love and the power of God come into their hearts and change them.
The powers-that-be were hopping up and down with rage at the boldness of this joiner from Galilee who dared to challenge their position, their privilege, who was audacious enough to suggest that the ordinary man or woman in the street could enjoy a personal relationship with God. One of those powers-that-be was a man called Nicodemus, a member, we are told, of the Jewish ruling council, and he had a problem.
Everything in his upbringing and education, everything in what we call his flesh, that is, selfish human nature, resisted and resented what this upstart was saying and doing. And yet – something deep down inside Nicodemus could not help but register that Jesus was the real deal. There was enough of God in the heart of Nicodemus for him to recognise that, right here in front of him, was someone very special indeed. We read that Nicodemus approached Jesus by night, in secret, under cover of darkness.

Nicodemus was hedging his bets. On the one hand, he had to know more about this Jesus. On the other, he had his reputation to consider. I wonder how many of us today can identify with that. Deep down, we know we’re being drawn to Jesus. There is something in the innermost places of our being telling us that we’ve got to meet this Jesus we see in the Bible ; that for all the things we possess, and the pleasures we enjoy, and the relationships we treasure, there’s still something missing, and this Jesus is the only one who can fill the gap. Like Nicodemus, we’re drawn to him.

But, again like Nicodemus, we’re frightened to do so. We have our reputation to think about. What will people say about us if we become religious, if we turn into Jesus freaks? Will a relationship with Jesus as Lord threaten our human relationships? Will he, or she, dump us if we become a Christian? Will we have to give up certain things, certain activities? And so we do this costing exercise – is Jesus worth the hassle? 
But before answering that question, let me turn it round. I wonder if Jesus, alone in the Garden of Gethsemane, betrayed by one of his disciples, about to be denied by another and deserted by the rest, a few brief hours away from the agony and humiliation of the cross – I wonder if Jesus asked himself – is the human race worth the hassle? But he was totally clear in his own mind that, for all our faults and failings, the answer was a resounding YES! He would give us absolutely everything he had to give, even his life.

Whatever it may cost us, potentially, to become a follower of Jesus Christ, two things are absolutely certain. One, it will cost us far less than it cost Jesus, and if you don’t believe me, pick up a copy of Mel Gibson’s film : The Passion of the Christ. Or just read the book. And two, what inconvenience we may have to endure by following Jesus is more than compensated by what He promises that we will gain – a whole new dimension of joy and peace and fulfilment in our life ; victory over everything the world can throw at us ; full and unconditional forgiveness for every wrong thing we ever did, said or thought ; total freedom from all negative feelings of guilt, despair, inadequacy or insecurity ; complete healing from all disease of body, soul or spirit. 
Indeed, the Bible even says that when we choose to follow Jesus, the same Holy Spirit power that raised Jesus from the dead lives within us. So make your choice wisely, and if there is anyone in your life who doesn’t accept that choice, you have to consider very seriously the following question – whose love for you is greater? The sinless One who laid down his life that you might forever enjoy true fullness of life, or the selfish one who won’t even lay down his or her lousy attitude toward God for your sake?

Nicodemus had to face the same dilemma that some of us are facing today. Confronted by the overwhelming love and mercy and power of Jesus, we have a decision to make, deal or no deal! Nicodemus, for many years, had settled for the halfway house that we call religion, ritual activity that brought some comfort, but didn’t and couldn’t address the real issues that Nicodemus was honest enough to know, deep down, that he had. 

You might not have set foot in church since the last time you didn’t manage to dodge school assembly, or you might have been coming more or less regularly all your life, but still the challenge of Jesus to Nicodemus comes at us all today. If you want to see the Kingdom of God, you must be born again. Let me say right away what that doesn’t mean. This is not a threat hanging over your head that if you don’t sign on the dotted line today, you could be off to hell tomorrow. This is not a text about judgement.

Please be clear about that. I’m not saying there is no judgement, nor am I saying there are no Bible texts that speak about judgement, but this isn’t one of them, and there are some of us occupying pulpits who look back over the years with some embarrassment as we recall how we’ve misinterpreted the words of Jesus here to beat congregations up with a turn-or-burn message that just doesn’t reflect the true nature of God. Look down this chapter to v.17, where Jesus says : God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world but to save the world through him. John 6.37 : All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. 
Most poignant of all, even as Jesus is being nailed to the cross, he cries out : Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re doing. And all this bears out the great declaration of James 2.13 : Mercy triumphs over judgement. When Jesus speaks of the need to be born again, he’s not trying to threaten us, but instead he’s holding out a hand to encourage us to step out of the darkness of unbelief or stale religious tradition to experience the fullness of joy and peace and victory he gave his life for us to enjoy.  
What he’s really saying is this. I died and rose again so that you might enjoy your life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. But to experience that, you must, in a sense, die and rise again too. The old life, where you were controlled and manipulated and driven by your selfish desires, what you want, what you think, what you feel, you’ve got to lay down. Crucify that old sinful nature, with its wrong and destructive desires, and enter into a whole new life, which will never end, which is my gift to you.
In that new life, you will enjoy the fruit of my Holy Spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. In that new life, you will see, you will understand, what the Kingdom of God is all about. For the first time, you will realise what the true purpose of your life is, to enjoy the breathtaking love of God in all its fullness and to share that love freely with others. For the first time, you will know who you really are, a precious child of the Most High God, individually loved and cherished, whose name is forever written in my book of eternal life. 

Jesus will say to us : From now on, your true worth will not be determined by what you do, what you own, or what people think of you, but by the fact that I laid down my life for you, I forgave your sins, I healed your diseases, I set you free from all your guilt and all your pain. I have paid the full price for all of this for you. New life is my gift to you. Choose today to lay aside the old, third-rate existence, and be born again into this whole new life of blessing and fulfilment that I long to give you. 
Let me ask you today – do you want that new life? If so, I’m going to pray simply in the words printed on the hymn-sheet and I invite you to share that prayer, to give your tired old life to Jesus and receive his free gift of new life that will never end – and if you make that biggest and best decision you’ll ever make, please don’t leave church today without having a word with me so we can help you move forward in faith.
PRAYER

Jesus, I believe what the Bible says about you.

I believe that you love me.
I believe that you died for me.

I believe that you rose again for me.

I believe that you offer me new life in all its fullness.

Today I accept your love.

I accept your life.

I am yours, and you are mine.

Help me, from this day onward,

To know your purpose for my life.

And to follow you every day,

Until I see you face to face in heaven.

Amen

