Being Born Again
4
2/08/09


Allison UMC






 Text: John 3:1-17
February 8, 2009
T.A. Maurer

“Being Born Again”

(3rd in a series of 4 sermons entitled, “Transforming Encounters”)
Many of you will recall the heartwarming 1989 Academy Award-winning film, "Driving Miss Daisy."  It starred Morgan Freeman and Jessica Tandy.  If you’ve never seen it, I highly recommend it to you.  It won four Academy Awards.
The story is about a friendship that grows over twenty years between a wealthy, independent-spirited widow named Miss Daisy, and her middle-aged black chauffeur named Hoke.  But their relationship doesn’t begin as something mutual or cordial.  

Miss Daisy is a stubborn woman set in her ways.  After driving her new 1948 Packard into her neighbor’s lawn, her son revokes her driving privileges, convinced she is a risk to herself and others.  Of course Miss Daisy throws a fit.  
Not wanting to deny his mother her independence, her son hires Hoke as his mother’s chauffeur.  But Daisy will hear nothing of it.  She refuses to accept this new arrangement.  
For the first few weeks after hiring Hoke, Miss Daisy refused to use his services.  Instead, she took a street car wherever she went, leaving Hoke standing idle.  This was her way of telling her son she was not going to accept this new arrangement.  

But as the weeks pass, despite her stubborn attitude, Miss Daisy began using Hoke’s services, but only after some insistence from Hoke himself.  As the months gave way to years, their relationship as driver and passenger grew.  In fact they became good friends.  

Then one day Miss Daisy confided in Hoke saying, "Hoke, you’re my best friend."  It took Daisy almost twenty years to make that statement. It had been a long journey, but Miss Daisy was a changed person.

The story of Driving Miss Daisy is more than a heart-warming tale about the relationship between a black chauffeur and an elderly, rich, widow.  It’s a story of a transforming encounter. 

Which brings us to the story of Nicodemus.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  You’ll recall that the Apostle Paul too was a Pharisee.  Pharisees were known for being fanatical about obeying every detail of the Jewish Law.  They felt no Law was more or less important than another.  Known for their conservatism, Pharisees usually opposed change.  Preserving centuries of tradition and was their platform.

But Nicodemus was more than just a Pharisee.  He was also a member of the Sanhedrin, which was the Supreme Court of the Jews.  Only 70 men comprised the Sanhedrin, and Nicodemus was one of them.  It’s obvious this position awarded Nicodemus high distinction, respect and enormous authority.  

Given his distinguished position, Nicodemus calls on Jesus under the shroud of darkness.  The reason is obvious.  He has his reputation to protect.  Jesus was, after all, under surveillance by the Sanhedrin for challenging Jewish orthodoxy.  

But Nicodemus was a fair and open-minded man.  He wanted to be sure his facts about Jesus were correct and not the product of rumors or misinformation.   So for clarity sake Nicodemus personally engaged Jesus in conversation.  

It’s intriguing to learn by his opening words Nicodemus recognized Jesus to be more than just a prophet.  In fact, he addressed Jesus as rabbi, a title used by Jesus' disciples only after they recognized Him as the Christ - the anointed One of God.  
Furthermore, Nicodemus confides in Jesus: “We know that you are a teacher sent by God.  No one could perform the miracles you are doing unless God were with him.”  In speaking so candidly, we learn Nicodemus is a man of integrity, a man in search of the truth even if it conflicted with sacred tradition.  

Jesus replied to Nicodemus, “no one can see the Kingdom of God without being born again.” (v.3)   Hearing these words, Nicodemus becomes confused.  He interprets Jesus’ words literally, whereas Jesus was speaking metaphorically.  Suddenly it becomes obvious how distant the two men are in understanding one another.  
It reminds me of the pastor who was delivering a children's sermon about Jesus curing lepers. The pastor tried to describe to the children what the disease of leprosy was like.  One of the symptoms is itching.  So the pastor asked the children, "Have any of you ever had chickenpox?"  One little boy said, "No, but I've had chicken McNuggets."  Well, it was about at that level of miscommunication that Nicodemus and Jesus began their conversation. 

Of course Jesus wasn’t referring to a literal rebirth.  He was speaking of a spiritual rebirth, a birth that was of God.  Such a birth involved a new perspective - a way of seeing reality that differed from the rest of the world.  Jesus was implying that to see the Kingdom of God required a transformed heart and mind.  
That’s why Jesus said, “no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit.  A person is born physically of human parents, but is born spiritually of the Spirit.”  (vv. 5,6)  Quite clearly Jesus is speaking of a spiritual transformation of heart and mind.  Without such a transformation it was impossible to enter the Kingdom of God Jesus was inaugurating.  
So long as Miss Daisy clung to her obstinate attitude about losing the freedom to drive her own car, she was blind to all other possibilities.  She could only see what she had lost, not what could be.  It was only after experiencing a changed heart and mind did she realize the blessing of a new-found friendship.  Only then was she able to say, “Hoke, you’re my best friend.”  

So what happened to Nicodemus?  Good question.  Strangely, Nicodemus disappears from John’s Gospel.  Our text ends with Jesus’ speaking to Nicodemus, but not a word about Nicodemus.  He mysteriously drops from the scene, and for the next 16 chapters isn’t mentioned again.  

And then out of nowhere he suddenly reappears.  Interestingly, it’s on the occasion of Jesus’ burial.  The Gospel writer describes how Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate to claim Jesus’ corpse.  After removing the corpse from the cross, John writes these words, “Nicodemus, who at first had gone to see Jesus at night, went with Joseph, taking with him about one hundred pounds of spices, a mixture of myrrh and aloes.  The two men took Jesus’ body and wrapped it in linen cloths with the spices according to the Jewish custom.”    

How odd.  Even while Jesus’ own disciples were nowhere to be seen on Good Friday - hiding in fear of their lives - Nicodemus publicly risked associating himself with this convicted criminal and heretic.  
Moreover, when Joseph and Nicodemus were preparing Jesus’ corpse for burial, the Sabbath was only hours away.  Touching a corpse so close to the Sabbath would have surely defiled Nicodemus, preventing him from participating in public worship.  His absence would have certainly been noticed, requiring an explanation. 
Though it took nearly three years for Nicodemus to be born again, it’s obvious by his actions on Good Friday that he was a radically changed him.  Something about Jesus’ crucifixion had suddenly transformed Nicodemus’ heart and mind.  There was something about Jesus’ death that caused Nicodemus to risk everything – his reputation, career, family and even his life – to align himself with Christ and become His disciple.   
Reflecting on this transforming encounter Nicodemus had with Jesus, I wonder in what ways we need to be transformed?  In what ways are we blind to Christ’s will for us, preventing us from seeing the Kingdom of God?  Where in our lives do we need to be born again? 
Surely if a man as righteous, honorable and religious as Nicodemus needed to be born again, I can’t help but think that there are areas in my life and yours that need to be transformed.  Areas where we’re convinced we’re okay, but in fact we’re blind to what Christ would have us see.  Areas where we need to be born again, acquiring a new and different perspective.
For the next few moments I’m going to ask you to sit quietly and reflect on what ways you need to be born again - to be transformed by the power of Christ’s grace?  Maybe it’s the way you relate to your spouse, your family, your co-workers.  Maybe it has to do with a particular bias or prejudice you have.  Maybe you’ve been neglecting your relationship with Christ, spending little or no time reading God’s Word or praying.  Maybe it has to do with the way you manage your money.  You decide.  
I’m sure if you think about it you’ll discover that in some way you need to be born again.  You need the transforming power of God’s grace to bring about a change in you so you’re able to see the Kingdom of God.  
Take the next few moments and spend the time in silent reflection, after which I’ll close in prayer.  And if you feel the desire, I invite you to slip quietly from your pew and come forward to the altar rail as a special place you can encounter and speak with Christ.  


PRAYER
Let us pray.  Gracious God, like Nicodemus we seek to know the truth about Christ.  We want to understand what it means for us to be born again so we can see your Kingdom with greater clarity.  Transform us in whatever way you see fit so we may become the devoted disciples Christ called us to be.  For we pray this in His blessed name.  AMEN
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