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“I Don’t Understand”
John 3: 1-8

It is very wonderful to be here this morning with you. I have gotten to know many on the (Search) Committee and they have opened their arms warmly to me as we have gotten to know each other a little bit. But as you know there is a lot to get to know. I am still learning things about my husband after 18 years that I didn’t know just the other day. Some are good and, well you know, some I wish I didn’t know. I am sure he could say the same about me. I come this morning bearing what I hope will be an encouraging message to your hearts. It has been encouraging to me as I’ve run it through my own heart first. It is a story that I think we remember from when we were younger - the story of Nicodemus. It is a sweet story about a man who has reached out and touched Jesus in a way that we are going to look at this morning. 
Before I read the scripture let’s pray. Thank you, God, for your goodness, Thank you, God, that you have given abundance to us. Whenever we have come to you, you have never turned us away. Lord we come this morning looking  for that freshly baked loaf of bread. Lord we don’t want to settle for the crumbs on your table but for the aroma of who you are, the fullness and the satisfaction of who you are to us. Lord I ask that your Holy Spirit would be among us through this message as it has been through the songs and through the service so far. Open our eyes our ears and our hearts, Lord, to hear the word that you have for us as your sons and daughters and as your community of faith in Jesus name. Amen  
The message this morning comes from the book of John, chapter 3 verses 1- 8.  This a little bit of the segment that I have chosen for this morning. This passage is sandwiched between two events. The events are first when Jesus comes into the temple and cleanses the temple. When he comes into the temple to cleanse it, he brings a whip; he turns over the tables. He is very angry because it has become a market place. We know that part of the scripture well. There are some within that group who say, “Well if you are the Messiah then show us a sign.” As you know the book of John is a book about signs. So that sets the stage for when this little conversation with Nicodemus comes about. At the end of chapter 2, I want to read verses 23 through 25, “When Jesus was in Jerusalem during the Passover Festival many believed in his name because they saw the signs that he was doing. But Jesus on his part would not trust himself to them, because he knew all people and needed no one to testify about anyone, for he himself knew what was in everyone.” 
Now we enter with Nicodemus. This passage in the Gospel of John is set up for us by the phrase that says, “he knew what was in each of them.” Now the passage for today, “There was a Pharisee named Nicodemus a leader of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night and said to Him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who can only come from God for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.’ Jesus answered him, ‘Very truly I say to you, no one can see the Kingdom of God without being born from above.’ Nicodemus said to Jesus, ‘Well how can anyone be born after having grown old? Can anyone enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?’ Jesus answered, ‘Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh and what is born of the spirit is spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh. Do not be astonished that I said to you, you must be born from above. The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it but cannot tell where it comes from or where it goes. So is everyone who is born of the spirit.’ Nicodemus said to Jesus, ‘How can these things be?’ Jesus answered him, ‘Are you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things?’”
 Having read many commentaries about this passage the commentators come to two conclusions at two very broad spectrums. The one is focusing on Nicodemus coming at night, what a coward he was. The other extreme is that Nicodemus comes to Jesus at night, but he comes to him to test him. He is very critical of Jesus. There are those two very large extremes in the commentaries.
 What I want to suggest to you is that there is a different view, and I want to put that out for you to decide what you think. Now I have set up these verses with chapter 2 verse 25 where it says Jesus knew the heart of those who came to him. As we have seen toward the end of the Scriptures or the end of Jesus earthly life, we know that Nicodemus was there at the end with spices. So we know at some point that, whatever contact he had with Jesus, he did come to believe. 
Nicodemus comes at night, and in the Gospel of John there is a lot about light and darkness. The night time could be seen, I guess you could say, that maybe he was afraid and he came at night. He was a Pharisee; it says he was a ruler and it says he was a leader of the Jews. Well, night time was the time when people visited each other. It was a time set aside from all the business of the day. We spend time with, we visit people, in the evening too, don’t we? After our workday we go sit down, maybe have some snacks. So I want to suggest that Nicodemus was a seeker. He says to Jesus from the beginning, “Jesus we know that you have come from God because no one can do these signs without the presence of God.” It is interesting to me how Jesus answers him. Nicodemus comes saying we have seen your signs we know you are from God and Jesus answers Nicodemus by saying no one can see the Kingdom of God unless he is born from above. 
Now the Greek in this particular passage can have two meanings. In the statement that Nicodemus makes, that word ‘from above’ can also mean being ‘born anew.’ It has a double meaning. Some translations say born anew; some say from above. But Nicodemus’ next question then to Jesus holds that second meaning which is being born anew. How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can anyone enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born again? Of course what do we say to that? “Look I am not getting this, Jesus. I don’t understand what you are trying to say to me because obviously I can’t do that.” But I think Jesus has affirmed Nicodemus by that phrase “no one can see the Kingdom of God unless he is born from above” because Nicodemus has already come and said, “I see the signs, Jesus, I see them, and no one can do these things unless they are carrying the presence of God with them.” Jesus answers again that no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and of spirit. 
Jesus’ first response is about seeing and Jesus’ second response is about entering. Then he expounds on what it means to be born from above which is being born of water and spirit. Jesus then says,  “Very truly I tell you no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and spirit and what is born of the flesh is flesh and what is born of the spirit is spirit. Don’t be surprise that I say to you, you must be born from above. The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it but cannot tell where it comes from or where it goes and so is everyone born of the spirit.”  
You know, I feel for this Nicodemus, I think he has come truly seeking to try to understand who this person is. I don’t know about you but it is easy to trust God when you understand, isn’t it? When you know what is going to happen it is easy to trust God. It is very hard to trust God when God is asking you to do something that you don’t know what the outcome is going to be. That is hard. I want to be the kind of person that gets all the benefits of someone who steps out in faith. But I don’t want any of the risk involved in that. How about you ? That is hard isn’t it? Nicodemus, here he is a Pharisee; he is a ruler and he is a leader of the people. He is an upstanding person in his community. He has believed in God from the way he was taught from his youth. Along comes Jesus and throws this thing in there that you have to be born again. Well he never learned anything liked that before. What is he going to do with that? 
There are times in my walk with the Lord when things come my way and I say, “Okay God I am not getting this. You have to help me out here.” Has that ever happened to you?  “I don’t know what you are doing here Lord, but this is a hard one.”  Nicodemus is well known in this community and he is a Pharisee so he has been trained in a certain way all his life. I think we have to understand how hard it was for him to hear these words. Because we are looking back at the story, it is easier for us because we know how this story has transpired to the end. But Nicodemus is right there in the middle of the story and that is hard. Jesus is telling him something which makes him have to rethink all the things he has learned throughout his whole life. 
I have learned certain things my whole life. I have grown up for the most part in the church and I have learned things a certain way. But when I went on the mission field there were a lot of things that were different. God chose to work in a way I was not accustomed to, and I had to step back and say, “Is that you Lord? Is that you? Is this really what you are saying? You’ve got to help me here Lord because I am not getting it!

 One of the things that I think we have seen and many have experienced is whenever we ask God to help us understand, God will do that, but it also does not come in a way that we expect. Sometimes it has been true for me that there has still been silence on an issue I seek to understand. God is just not telling me what he is going to do. That is what makes it faith isn’t it? 

In the Old Testament, in the book of Joshua, when they were getting ready to cross over into the promise land, God told the priest to carry the Ark of the Covenant across the Jordan River. They were to make a memorial in the middle of that river when the water receded. Well, there they stood and the water is still there. If you read that scripture it says that as soon as they touched their toes in the water that is when it began to recede - not until their toes touched the water. Now that takes faith to do that. Thanks be to God that faith is a gift for us by grace. Nicodemus was a seeker. He reached out to try and understand what was happening in his day and in his time. 
My prayer for the church is that we will grow in this way. There are things happening all around us and we must keep in step with what God is doing. It is for us to decide and understand as a body. What are you doing here, God? I want to see what God is doing and I want to run over there and get right in the middle of it! I don’t have to create it. I don’t have to make it happen. I am just watching and seeing what God is doing. That is where I want to be - in the middle of God’s work. How can you use me here Lord? What do you want to do with me here?
 I love the stories of the Scriptures because God uses children, he uses moms, he uses dads, uses grandparents. He uses those who have a long history and those who have small, because it is all by grace. Abraham wasn’t Jewish and he wasn’t a son of God until God just picked him right out of the people of his day. That is when it starts - when God decides to use somebody. I think Nicodemus saw something happening in his time and in his world and said I want to be part of something bigger than just me. How about you? I want to be part of something larger than just me, something bigger, an adventure with God. I want to be part of that. I want to be part of the community of people who are hungry and thirsty for all that God wants to pour out. I don’t know what that is but I am excited to figure that out and find that out with a group of like-minded people who want God to use them. 
You know, I have learned over the years that I have been very unwilling to help God out sometimes, very unwilling. “Oh, not that Lord. I will do this, but not that.” I have also found that there have been times I have been so hungry for God to use me and all I have to do is to have my face turned towards him even just a little, and he will say “Yes this time is for you,” just a little. I have also learned that sometimes all I have to do is show up and God uses me. People say, “Well this happened when you came. I said, “It did?” I love that it doesn’t depend upon me because, you know what, I am going to let the Lord down. I have let the Lord down. I let down the people around me because I don’t have it all together either. But I am hungry for a community who will walk together and figure it out together. I am hungry for that. I want to be right in the middle of what God is doing wherever it is that I am. 
I guess we could say today even a good person needs to be born anew. That would be another whole sermon series -to talk about what it means to be born anew- but what it means is that we can’t get there from here without God’s intervention. We can’t be born anew without God having done that work for us. The book of Colossians tells us that Jesus transferred us from one kingdom to another. Being born again is something so other than who we are that it is a work that only God can do. Many of you have experienced that work. Many of you know what that means. Jesus brings up this little simile about the winds. We can see the effects of the winds; in a hurricane, in a tornado, but we can’t always see the wind, can we? So it is with being born of the spirit. We can see the effects of rebirth in somebody, but we can’t always see how that exactly happens.
I am very grateful for this story. I am very grateful that Nicodemus did have the courage to go and talk with Jesus. It took a lot of courage for Nicodemus, having grown up believing one way for so long and then having Jesus come in and say something totally fresh and totally new. That is amazing. I want to be like that, I want to have that kind of courage. I want to be so in tune with my journey with the Lord that when the Lord says something to me, maybe it is going to throw me off a little bit, but I am going to seek God on what that means, and just take the next step into whatever it is and wherever it is God is leading me. It is so sweet to trust in Jesus even when we don’t understand. It is a hard thing but it is so wonderful. Sing this song with me. I know that you know it: “’Tis so sweet to trust in Jesus. Just to take him at his word. Just to rest upon his promise. Just to say thus saith the Lord. Jesus, Jesus, how I trust him. How I proved him o’er and o’er. Jesus, Jesus, precious Jesus, oh for grace to trust him more.” 
Let’s pray.  Lord Jesus thank you for your grace. Thank you, Lord that we have you to help us go to that next place and go to that next level with you. Lord we acknowledge that we cannot get there from here unless you help us. Renew our minds Lord, don’t pass us by, in the work you are doing today. Don’t pass us by Lord; let us be right in the middle. Let us have significance in this world beyond what we could ever accomplish on our own. Don’t pass us by Lord. Use us in a mighty way for your glory and for your honor and for your Majesty Lord Jesus. And all God people said, Amen.  
