Sermon John 3:1-17 Lent 2A 8 March 2020
Nicodemus was a member of a group called the Pharisees. According to the first century Jewish historian Josephus, Pharisees were considered the most expert and accurate expositors of Jewish law.  Often in the gospels Jesus seems to have come across hypocritical Pharisees who talked the talk but did not walk the walk. But not all Pharisees were hypocrites, many were very devout Jews. They believed in social justice and they also believed that God would redeem the Jewish nation and ultimately the whole of humanity. They looked forward to the kingdom of God and the Messiah who would bring the kingdom of God and redemption. They believed that the Kingdom of God would come by following “The Way.” “The Way” was essentially a set of rules that governed every aspect of their lives. By keeping these rules and living their lives according to these rules they believed they would eventually prepare the way for the kingdom of God to come.  Nicodemus was probably a genuine Pharisee who devoutly followed the rules of his religion, hoping one day to see the kingdom of God. 
To this day many people still think that the way into God’s kingdom is through the way they live. The world is full of devout people who live good lives religiously following the rules of their faith, hoping that by being good enough they will one day see God and enter into his kingdom. There are even millions of Christians who think that the way into the kingdom of heaven is through their good works. There are even plenty of Lutherans who think this way. It shouldn’t really surprise us, because in so many areas of our lives we learn the lesson that if we want something we have to work for it. Like Nicodemus they believe that their standing before God and their chances of seeing heaven are all to do with their actions. They think that as long as they lead good lives they will make it into God’s good book and into heaven. 
The only way into the kingdom of heaven is to be born into it. Just imagine what a shock it must have been for Nicodemus. He believes Jesus is a teacher who has come from God, so he respects what Jesus has to say. Perhaps he expects to learn a little more about how to live the victorious good life. Perhaps he wants to know how to get closer to God and to win God’s approval. Then Jesus tells him something that makes everything Nicodemus has ever done totally worthless as far as his relationship to God is concerned. All his devotion, all of his giving to the temple and to the poor, all of his keeping of God’s commandments is worthless. The one and only way into heaven and into a relationship with God is to be born again. 

But what can you do to be born again? Surely a person “cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb to be born!" John 3:4 (NIV). Nicodemus cannot let go of the idea that he has to do something. He imagines that somehow Jesus is expecting him to enter back into his mother’s womb which is of course impossible. The truth is you cannot do anything to be born again. Being born again has nothing to do with what we do and everything to do with what the Holy Spirit does. And like the wind, you can’t control the Spirit by following formulas, or keeping commandments or even inviting the Spirit or Jesus into your life. 
Birth is something that happens to you, it isn’t something that you have any control over! When you think about it a baby has very little to say about its birth. A baby cannot decide to be conceived, conception is dependant totally on the action of the baby’s parents. While in the womb the baby is totally dependent on its mother for life, protection and nourishment. Even at the time of birth a baby is dependent on the mother or those caring for her.  Being born is something that is done to you. This is true of being born by your mother and it is true of being born by God. In the original language every time the word translated as “born” in our reading is used it is a passive verb. In other words being born again is something that someone else does to you, that someone else is the Holy Spirit. Jesus is saying that you cannot see the kingdom of heaven unless you are given birth to again. The way this happens is that water and the Spirit give birth to you. The only way to see and enter the kingdom of heaven is to be birthed by God and this happens in by means of water and the Holy Spirit in Holy Baptism.  
Salvation is not about what you do but whose you are. In Hebrew society your status was determined far more by which family you belonged to than by your personal achievements. Today this is still the case in many societies, and is especially still the case with royalty. Not just anyone can claim to be king or queen. Your status as king or queen depends entirely on who your parents are. Through Holy Baptism the baptised are re-born into God’s family. Their relationship to God becomes a Father – child relationship. They become children of God and their new status brings them automatically into the kingdom of heaven. Salvation is not about what you do but whose you are.
Salvation is about whose you are and who you believe in. Baptism without faith will not save you. The same Spirit that re-births us also blows into our lives to give us faith. Faith through God’s Word, faith through a parent or some other relative or a friend bringing the good news of Jesus Christ to us. No matter how we receive faith, this too is a gift from the Spirit, sustained and nurtured by the Spirit. The one and same Spirit through water and God’s Word gives us new birth and faith. Out of love for us God gives us something to believe in, a person to have faith in. Faith in the only one who can save us. In faith we the re-born children of God look up to the Son of Man who was lifted up onto the cross, Jesus who was given to us by the God the Father, “that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” John 3:16 (NIV).
Amen
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