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Sermon: “Do You Understand?”

Scripture: John 3:1-16

Now 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 has 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 tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above."  Nicodemus said to him, "How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one 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.  Do not be astonished that I said to you, 'You must be born from above.'  The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit."  Nicodemus said to him, "How can these things be?" Jesus answered him, "Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?  

"Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony.  If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things?  No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.  And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  

"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.”

Introduction: 
"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.”

The scripture that contains these words is probably the most widely publicized of the entire Bible. We don’t often see the whole verse written but we do see the words John 3:16 displayed in all kinds of places—the most common place seems to be on the sidelines of baseball stadiums. We also see John 3:16 written on billboards along the roadsides, on T-shirts and caps. 
Martin Luther called this verse "The Gospel in Brief," and many others agree that this one verse summarizes what Christianity is all about.
There has even been a book recently released with the title 3:16. The whole book is on this one verse. I don’t own it yet, but I do own this book, entitled, 100 Bible Verses that Changed the World, and I wasn’t at all surprised to find that John 3:16 was one of them.
The chapter is entitled “Same Old Verse,” and it’s about the famous preacher Dwight L. Moody who was once known for his fiery sermons. The chapter begins…”Whenever Dwight Moody went anywhere, unexpected things happened.” It goes on to tell how he went to Chicago at age 19 with the intention of being rich selling shoes. This is what he did during the week. And on Sundays, he taught a Sunday School class. When he was 30 years old, he met a converted pick pocket by the name Moorehouse who had since become a preacher. Every time Moody’s job required that he be out of town, he had this man, Moorehouse, preach for him. Each time he returned home, he discovered that Moorehouse had used the same old verse as the text for the sermon: John 3:16. When he asked Moorehead why this was, he told him that this is the scripture God had told him to preach on. Well, Moody decided to take a closer look. He began to spend many hours meditating on this scripture, and in the process, he was transformed. When his heart began to thaw out he could not hold back the tears, saying… “If outsiders who came into church could find that people there loved them, the churches would soon be filled.”  His preaching changed drastically—from threats of fire and brimstone—to a message of God’s amazing love. He began to hold crusades in all major cities of our country, and thousands responded to the message of God’s love.

So this gives us a picture of the power of God’s holy word—particularly in these words of John 3:16. Let’s take a deeper look…         
" For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 
Though many people recognize the phrase John 3:16, book, chapter, and verse,
 
there are probably not many who can actually quote the verse.

And of those who can recite the verse, 
there are probably fewer still…

who understand what the words mean.

We all fit into one of these categories.

The important thing is that we are here today, 


seeking understanding of God’s holy words.
Gospel writer John has given us the whole story 

including,

 when and where 

and in what situation
these words were first spoken.
This is all important to our understanding. 
So let’s begin…

According to John,

the words were first spoken to a certain Pharisee


by the name of Nicodemus



who came to visit Jesus late one evening.

Already, we have two important pieces of information. 

The person to whom Jesus said these words was not a well-intentioned follower.

He was one of those religious leaders from the Temple

--who were always trying to trip Jesus up


--trying to catch him doing something contrary to the Law



--so that they could shut him up

--and get him off the streets.

So “right off the bat” we know that trouble is in the air--in the late night air.

Only a person who didn’t want anyone to know where he was going 

would sneak around like this in the night.

Obviously, Nicodemus was one of these.

After all, his reputation would be completely ruined 

if his fellow Pharisees saw him



making a visit to a lax Jew like Jesus.

The fact that Nicodemus was a Pharisee is an important piece of information, 

because for the Pharisees, they way a person is believed to be “saved”



was entirely different from what Jesus had been teaching.

There were only about 6,000 Pharisees in all. 

They were known as chaburah, or brotherhood. 

The way that a Pharisee entered into this brotherhood 

was by taking a pledge in front of three witnesses, 

and what they promised was this:

that they would spend all of their lives 

observing every detail of the scribal law. 

The name Pharisee means “the separated one,” 

so these were those who had separated themselves from ordinary life 

in order to keep every detail of the Law.

It was this kind of man, 

committed to the Law, 

committed to doing what he believed God would have him do 

--who came to Jesus inquiring about salvation, 

speaking for all the other Pharisees as well, saying:
"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." 

What he expected Jesus to say in response is a mystery.

Perhaps he was trying to “butter” Jesus up 

before saying what he really came to say.

If so, his whole plan was thwarted,


because it certainly didn’t work.

Far from being flattered,   

Jesus answered him saying, 

"Very truly, I tell you, 

no one can see the kingdom of God 

without being born from above." 

…which is to say: 

 
You may think that you understand, but you don’t.

It is impossible for anyone to understand 


--who hasn’t first been born from above.

And this is where Nicodemus got off track.

Thinking on a physical level, 

about earthly possibilities, 

he asked Jesus a question: 

 "How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother's womb and be born?" "How can these things be?" 
And then Jesus answered him, 
"Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?  

If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 
…Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  

"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.”

Well…Jesus' words must have been a total shock to Nicodemus!
All one needs to do is believe in order to be saved?

This was the complete opposite 

of what Nicodemus believed necessary for salvation!

All good Jews knew that salvation was earned

—by obeying the Law entirely and perfectly.
….And the part about the Son of Man being lifted up on a pole?

Why on earth would a man of God do such a degrading thing?

It made no sense to Nicodemus.

Now…before we allow ourselves to judge too harshly,

 we should ask ourselves a question:

“Do we understand?”

“Do we? Can we?”

Jesus says that we can—but only if we have been born from above.
How does this actually happen?
There is a story that may help us.

It is a story about a man who died and went to Heaven… 
When he showed up at the pearly gates, St. Peter was waiting. "I want to enter Heaven," said the man. "You may enter," replied Peter, "if you have accumulated 100 points on earth." "Well," said the man, "I was baptized in the church and scarcely missed a Sunday in my entire life."

"That's good," said Peter. "That's one point!"

"One point? -- only one point? Well, I did serve on the Administrative Board for 20 years, and I taught Sunday School for 25 years."

"That's good. Another point."

"What!? only one more point!? Well, I tried to live a good life. I tried to be a good father and husband."

"That's good," said Peter again. "That's worth one more point.""Oh, my," said the man. "The only way I will get into Heaven is by the Grace of God!"

"That's right!," said St. Peter with a smile on his face. "And that's worth 97 points. Come on in."


It’s a story about God’s mercy and grace 

..which are things Nicodemus didn't understand. 
Even we, 

despite our knowledge of scripture and our experience of  life in Christ, 

tend to question “grace.” 
Let's think about it.

 

Like Nicodemus, some of us would prefer to be given a list

 -- things to do, ways to act, laws to keep. 


These are things we can control—and check off our list when they are completed.
The new birth, on the other hand, is not something we can orchestrate. 

It has nothing to do with rules or commandments, or worthiness, or works. 

It is something we have no control over; 

like the wind that blows—that is felt but not seen.
The bold truth is:

Being born again is a gift—a gift given freely by God

—out of his great love for us.

There is absolutely nothing we can do to earn it.

A man by the name of John Mathison tells a story that illustrates this beautifully. 

It’s the story of a small boy in a large family in the post-depression era…

The family was preparing themselves on Saturday night for getting to church the next morning. The mother was particularly harried, and asked her 7-year-old son, Richard, to polish her shoes. He agreed, and went to work.

Sometime later, he brought the shoes to his mother for inspection. She complimented him on his work, reached into her purse, and gave him a quarter. He looked at her, rather puzzled, but said nothing.

The next morning, the mother felt a lump in the toe of her shoe as she was getting dressed. Removing the shoe, she found a wad of paper inside. Slowly, she unfolded the paper and a quarter fell out. Spreading the paper out in front of her, she found a note written on it in Richard's 7-year-old scrawl. "I done it for love."

So, did Nicodemus ever “get it?”

Di d Nicodemus ever change?

Well, we don’t know for sure. 

The last time we hear of him is in chapter 19: 
This time he is with Joseph of Arimathea, 


another religious leader who has asked for the body of Jesus 
in order that He might have a decent burial
--in a “never before used” tomb 

that he has donated for this purpose.


One of Rembrandt's most famous etchings portrays the scene, 
showing the limp, dead body of Jesus being taken down off the cross. 
Joseph of Arimathea, dressed in all his finery, stands close by. 
Further away, in the darkness, veiled in shadow as only Rembrandt could do it, 
is Nicodemus--his face lined in sorrow. 

In his hands he is holding the linen cloth 
in which Jesus' body was to be wrapped. 

The Gospel says that Nicodemus also brought with him a mixture of spices, 

myrrh and aloes, 

"about a hundred pounds". 

Well, one can’t help but wonder what Nicodemus must have been thinking 

as he stood there, 

waiting for the body of Christ to be taken down from the cross.

Was he still as mystified as he had been 
when Jesus told him that he must be born again? 
Was he still puzzled by the response Jesus gave him 

when he questioned him about how it was possible for one to be born again? 
Or maybe, it was more like Frederick Buechner imagined it 

during his moments of contemplation. 
I would like to think so.

Let’s imagine…Maybe as Nicodemus listened to Jesus, in the flicker of the firelight,

 on that long ago night, 
maybe he found his pulse quickening. 
Maybe, hearing the words of what we now call John 3:16, 
Nicodemus felt a spasm of joy
--the likes of which he'd not felt since his first kiss
--or a thrilling jolt 
like you get when the doctor informs you 
that you don't have to undergo surgery after all 
--that all you need is a prescription

for some medication. 

If so, then perhaps when Nicodemus looked up at Jesus hanging there on the cross, 
recalling how the people in the wilderness were saved 
by looking up at that snake on the pole,

Nicodemus believed, and he was saved.

This is our hope—for all of the “Nicodemuses” of this world

--and for ourselves.

When we stop to let it all soak in


--what Jesus did for us…and why,



we can’t help but be changed




--because God will change our heart.

And why would Jesus do this?

—become one of us



and allow himself to be lifted up on a cross?

The answer to this question is: 

There was no other way to get us to follow him


--to know him on a personal level



--to find our way to God 

in this chaotic, fallen world.

I have one final story to share with you this morning
—a story that will bring this point home:

It is entitled 

“The Geese and the Snowstorm.”               


There was once a man who did not believe in either the virgin 
birth of Christ nor the spiritual meaning behind it and was skeptical even about God. He and his family lived in a farm community. His wife was a devout believer and diligently raised her children in the faith. He sometimes gave her a hard time about her belief and mocked her religious observances.

"It's all nonsense -- why would God lower himself and become a human like us? It's such a ridiculous story," he said.

One snowy day, she and the children left for church while he stayed home. After they had departed, the winds grew stronger and the snow turned into a blinding snowstorm. He sat down to relax before the fire for the evening.

Then he heard a loud thump, something hitting against the window... And, still another thump. He looked outside but could not see anything. So he ventured outside for a better view. In the field near his house he saw, of all the strangest things, a flock of geese. They were apparently flying to look for a warmer area down south, but they had been caught in the snowstorm. The storm had become too blinding and violent for the geese to fly or see their way. They were stranded on his farm, with no food or shelter, unable to do more than flutter their wings and fly in aimless circles. He had compassion for them and wanted to help them. He thought to himself, the barn would be a great place for them to stay. It is warm and safe; surely they could spend the night and wait out the storm. So he opened the barn doors for them.

He waited, watching them, hoping they would notice the open barn and go inside. Nevertheless, they did not notice the barn or realize what it could mean for them. He moved closer toward them to get their attention, but they just moved away from him out of fear.

He went into the house and came back with some bread, broke it up, and made a bread trail to the barn. They still did not catch on.

Starting to get frustrated, he went over and tried to shoo them toward the barn. They panicked and scattered into every direction except toward the barn. Nothing he did could get them to go into the barn where there was warmth, safety, and shelter. Feeling totally frustrated, he exclaimed, "Why don't they follow me? Can't they see this is the only place where they can survive the storm? How can I possibly get them into the one place to save them?"

He thought for a moment and realized that they just would not follow a human. He said to himself, "How can I possibly save them? The only way would be for me to become like those geese. If only I could become like one of them. Then I could save them. They would follow me and I would lead them to safety."

At that moment, he stopped and considered what he had said. The words reverberated in his mind: If only I could become like one of them, then I could save them. Then, at last, he understood God's heart toward mankind... and he fell on his knees in the snow.

                        
God became a human being so that we might follow him 

and come to know him on a personal level.

Once we know Jesus, we will be changed

—because then we will know--without a doubt




that we are loved.

Those who take God’s love into their being 

are like a newborn baby, who does not know how to give love



--until he or she has first been loved.

All who allow themselves to take in the love of God 

will be born again.

And this is the reason we are able to love 

--because God first loved us.

Jesus is asking us this question today:

“Do you understand?”
Let us join together in the singing of the last 3 verses of Kumbaya 

--page 494 in our hymnal as we ponder the answer to this question…
