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Today’s message needs to be presented a little differently than usual.  This passage is so packed that, in my opinion, in order to do this passage justice, it demands greater explanation than other pages.  The gospel writer John is so deep and mystical that sometimes his words need to be explained in their uniqueness before the executed can be understood for today.  So after I read the passage, we will do a little Bible study then the application/preaching – all within appropriate time limits, so don't worry.
Nicodemus (v.1)–came at night seeking Jesus = secret; doesn’t get it

Signs (v. 2): Nicodemus “believes” b/c of miracles, not his heart
born from above (v.3): also born again, born anew, born from above, 
             beyond us – John wants you to hear all these meanings

Born of water/flesh (v.5): natural birth

Born of Spirit (v.5): born anew, as a believer, with Christ’s life

eternal life (v.15-16): life of the ages, eternal life – must hear both




– eternal life is both then and now

believes (v. 14, 15, 16…): for John faith acts like a verb – active

whole world (v.16): “cosmos” – in John this word typically refers to 



people who are set against God – enemies

Moses/serpent: Israelites had been bitten by deadly snakes and when 

       Moses lifted up the serpent high – if people looked at it 


they 
were healed = Jesus lifted upon the cross

Condemn/not condemned (v.18): not necessarily by God but by your




       choice to believe or not believe in Jesus
John 3:1-21
3Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 2He 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.’ 3Jesus answered him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.’ 4Nicodemus 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?’ 5Jesus answered, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. 6What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7Do not be astonished that I said to you, “You must be born from above.” 8The 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.’ 9Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these things be?’ 10Jesus answered him, ‘Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things? 

11 ‘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. 12If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 16 ‘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. 17 ‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19And this is the judgement, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 20For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. 21But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.’

Choice

Every day we make so many choices.  I read recently a study by Cornell University showed adults tend to make 35,000 choices per day.  Now that may sound like a lot, because it is.  Of course, not all the choices we make are life and death – actually, most aren’t – for instance, the average person makes 226 decisions daily on eating and food.  But while they may not be life or death, all choices have consequences, repercussions.  Our food choices have health consequences.  Decisions to choose healthy foods make us healthy.  Unhealthy foods can make us sick.  Our word choices, what we say each day, can also have health consequences if we are not careful.  Every day we must make choices, and live with the consequences.

I believe that today's passage, and John’s whole gospel, is in many ways about choice.  Not the 35,00 daily choices, but really just one choice that everyone must make.  The choice is this: to believe, in Jesus as the Son of God and the One who brings eternal life, or not to believe.  In my reading of John’s gospel overall, it seems to be the most important choice we make in our lives (Nico, woman at the well).  Everyone must make a choice in this situation; and like all choices, this choice too has consequences.  Clearly the gospel writer John wants you to believe in Jesus and enjoy the positive consequences: having the benefits of participating in eternal life, the abundant life, starting right now and leading to eternal life with Jesus.  The positive consequences of choosing to believe include strength from God when you need it in your struggles of today, peace from God when you need it in the craziness of life today, love from God when you need it.  And ultimately, the joy of being with God as we spend eternity together – eternity secured for us by Jesus when he was lifted up on the cross, just like the serpent on the desert by Moses.  John wants you to believe in Jesus.  All you have to do is choose him. 

John wants you to choose him and to believe in Jesus – and our passage today is central to that choice.  He is helping you to say “yes.”  The well-known verses 16-17 tell us that when we choose to believe in Jesus, when we put our total trust and our hopes and our lives under his guidance and care, when we obey God as we talked about last week, we experience God’s love and we enter into eternal life – the abundant life – and when we believe in Jesus we are “saved” – saved from condemnation but also saved and moved into the kingdom of God.  Life changing consequences from our choice.  (condemnation part)

Unfortunately, as we know, it’s not always an easy choice to trust God with our lives.  Nicodemus struggled to get the concept.  The whole idea of new life, abundant life through believing in the Son seems to escape him.  It doesn’t make sense – perhaps because he is using his head too much.  Because, let’s be honest, Faith, belief is not really a logical thing.  It is, in my opinion, a decision, a choice.  It is you choosing to believe in something that may not seem tangible, touchable – something that may not seem reasonable or explainable.  But that's why it’s faith and belief – it’s not fact.  With facts, you don't make a choice.  They are.  With faith and belief you do make a choice.  Faith is at the heart of who we are as believers.  And with that choice comes eternal life – the abundant life which begins today.

Again, John wants you to believe in Jesus.  He wants you to accept Jesus' invitation to the eternal, abundant life.  At the end of his gospel in chapter 20 John writes this: 30Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. 31But these are written so that you may come to believe* that Jesus is the Messiah,  the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.  John wants you to believe so that you have life – Jesus’ life – the abundant life.

Now let’s just say you are sitting there saying “yeah pastor Tedd, I already know that – you are not saying anything new to me.  I already believe and live in that abundant life.”  To you I say great – and what are you doing with that life in Jesus name.  Last night was a pretty fantastic experience at the spaghetti dinner.  I was impressed, moved, mesmerized, joy by the fellowship, camaraderie, hard work and love I saw shared among all of you (stories).  You are so blessed by God to have that – kind of like Abram from our first scripture reading.  Not all churches or people have that.  You are blessed.  But that blessing comes with a responsibility – to go and bless others with that blessing – just like Abram was called to do.  One of the fantastic things about this passage I learned from studying this week is that the most well known verse, 3:16, is so much richer than we thought.  I mentioned it earlier, but that word for “world”, cosmos in the Greek, for the gospel writer John, almost always means the people who are set against God – the people who chose to be enemies of God.  So in a very real sense, John writes that God so loved his enemies and those set against him … that he sent his only Son for them.  When we think about it that way, it gives me a whole new perspective – that God is so concerned about those who are not in communion with him that he sent his son for them.  This reading of the text leads me to know and believe that God did come for all those who don't know him yet and aren’t experiencing his blessings – and that like Abram, I, and you, are called to be at work with him spreading that blessing.  And is have experienced here in the time I've been here, many of you know God, Jesus, deeply – you have that abundant life as we saw last night.  Your job is to figure out how to share that love and abundant life with those around you.  That’s really important – especially for us in the current age of anger and hatred, disjointedness and fighting.  How is Ogden Presbyterian called to bless the world?

But maybe you don't really believe.  Maybe it is a big struggle for you.  Maybe you are like Nicodemus (he was a teacher) right now and it doesn't work for you.  That's cool too.  In John’s gospel we see Nicodemus 2 more times.  The second time he doesn’t seem much further down the road.  The third time we see him, John calls him a believer.  It can take time to get there.  If you are still unsure, stay the course of searching for him – just like Nicodemus.  Perhaps take the rest of Lent to study and pray and grow.  So let me encourage you this day.  Choose to believe.  John wants you to believe; Jesus wants you to believe.  It’s so powerful and has such beautiful consequences.  Then as you move along in the journey, as you meet Christ more and more, you will choose – you will choose him and the abundant life and an eternal life of joy.  Then you will have that abundant life and you too can share it with others – then we will all have it and the Kingdom of God, a kingdom of peace and joy will truly be among us.  And we will celebrate.  Thanks be to God, Amen.
