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Sunday, February 13, 2005
Sermon. “Nicodemus.”

One night long ago, Jesus met a sensitive intellectual – a man respected for his judgement and sagacity.  His name was Nicodemus.

The meeting took place on the Mount of Olives.

I can imagine the moon riding high in the sky that night, and driven clouds scudding across it’s face…and the wind blowing up from the Kydron valley stirring the branches and rustling the leaves of the olive trees.
It was probably a cold night.
I think Nicodemus came to Jesus at this unusual time because he was afraid.

I think every footstep he heard as he made his way to the rendezvous startled him.

I daresay he went hot and cold when he passed another person – for he dreaded recognition.

The darkness suited him like an old cloak – gave him some comfort and cover, for he was very scared – his body quivering like a landed fish.
AND YET HE CAME.

But why had he come at all?.

He came because he believed Jesus knew a secret of life he did’nt know.

He was a Pharisee, a deeply religious man…….BUT SOMEHOW his religion had never satisfied his innermost need, never quenched the deep thirst of his soul.

He had heard Jesus preaching in the open air, and he felt that here was a Rabbi who could meet his inner need.
The very words of Jesus had created a longing in his heart that was at once a pain and a promise.

SO HE DECIDED TO SEEK A PRIVATE INTERVIEW.

A DIRECT ENCOUNTER OF TWO PAIRS OF EYES.

He came by night because he did’nt want any of his colleagues in the Jewish High Court  to know he was meeting  one who to them was clearly a subversive. 

I’m frankly interested in the errand of this man. I’M SO MUCH LIKE HIM.

O I’m not the intellectual he was.
 I don’nt occupy the social position he did.
BUT I TOO HAVE EXPERIENCED A HUNGER – no earthly power could satisfy – needs no human friend could meet.

So I’m going to steal along in the footsteps of this night visitor.

Why do’nt you come with me?

Ah! See! They have met… this  prominent Pharisee and the young unorthodox Rabbi.
AND HERE’S A VERY STRANGE THING.

Nicodemus has immediately expressed his admiration for Jesus……commending Him for his preaching, and the wonders that marked Him out as a man of God.

But with a wave of His hand Jesus has brushed aside Nicodemus’s carefully rehearsed opening…as if admiration was the last thing he needed.

AND IS ALREADY ANSWERING  NICODEMUS REAL QUESTION….
…BEFORE THE MAN HAS ASKED IT.

He seems to know just WHY Nicodemus has come, and what is in his mind.

YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN NICODEMUS.

You’ve got to undergo a God given experience whereby your conciousness of  failure and emptiness and dissatisfaction….

…IS TRANSFORMED

And your life made full and strong--vital –and victorious.

You must make a new start.

YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN.

Do you recall how in her heart gripping story, UNCLE TOM’S CABIN,  Harriet Beecher Stoew introduces to us a tiny 9 year old Negro slave girl named TOPSY?

Topsy is a wild and willful – not to say wicked, little creature  -- with the blackest of black faces – white flashing teeth – big dancing eyes, and a mop of wooly plaits sticking out from her head in all directions,

St. Clair, a rich LOUISIANA PLANTER takes a fancy to the child BUYS HER and brings her home to his rather prim and proper housekeeper with the request that she be brought up in Xtn. Ways.
To him it is all something of a joke, but clearly it is going to be no joke for the housekeeper. TOPSY—AS THAT SHREWD LADY SEES IN A MOMENT IS SURE TO BE A HANDFULL.
Still practical woman as she is – she at once sets to work – gives the little one a bath – prunes the unruly plaits and tries to make her as presentable as possible.

THEN SETTLING HER DOWN ON A CHAIR—

SHE PROCEEDS TO QUESTION HER.

How old are you Topsy? She asks.

“Dunno, missus” – answers the girl with a broad grin.
Who was you mother?   Never had none.

Never had a mother!!  What do you mean?  Where were you born?

NEVER WAS BORN!!   Beamed TOPSY.  NEVER WAS BORN!!
We are amused at Topsy’s error.

BUT THERE IS A SENSE IN WHICH A LARGE NUMBER OF FOLK HAVE NEVER BEEN BORN!!........They have not entered into life…

…they don’t really live!!

In the physical sense, of course they are very much alive but not in the spiritual sense.

Their spiritual senses are all locked up.

Some of them are dead even to the beauty NATURE…and certainly they are dead to the unseen and the eternal.
One is reminded of PETER BELL when first we meet him in Wordsworth’s story poem of that name:-
A big loutish fellow for whom sunrise and sunset ….the sighing of the wind; the fragrance of flowers, the delicate hue of a rose; the merry laughter of children and the singing of the birds,,,HAD NO MEANING OR MESSAGE. 
 Listen to what Wordsworth had to say about Peter Bell:-
“In vain, through every changeful year,
Did Nature lead him as before;

A primrose by a river’s brim

A yellow primrose was to him,
And it was nothing more.”

His imagination was starved.
He was unappreciative even of the primrose …it’s warm colour, texture and delicate beauty.
One cannot but compare Tennyson’s response to Nature:-

For him Nature was sacramental

“Flower in the crannied wall,
I pluck you out of the crannies,

I hold you here, root and all, in my hand,

Little flower---but IF I could understand

What you are, root and all, and all in all,

I should know what God and man is.”

The Peter Bell’s of this world (whether they be men or women)  while being blind to the beauties of Nature…

ARE DEAD TO SOMETHING OF FAR GREATER IMPORTANCE.

While they may have a vague notion that such a  being as GOD exists they have no knowledge of Him, no acquaintance with Him.
 There is no fellowship with ONE OTHER AND GREATER THAN THEMSELVES.
 One WHO is able to still a restless spirit, and open the windows of the soul to the things of heaven.

AND..
If such folk want that special quality of LIFE only God can give.
If they desire to hear His inward voice.

If they want to wake to the unseen and the eternal..
THEY MUST BE BORN AGAIN.

BUT HOW CAN YHIS BE DONE?

That was aquestion that threw Nicodemus.

He found it beyond his comprehensuion and looking at Jesus with blank amazement – he mumbled:-

How on earth can such a thing happen?

We are born once and as soon as we leave the womb it closes behind us for ever.

Who can go back into the past…re-arrange experience…THEN EMERGE A NEW PERSON?

How can a man be born again?

The question bordered on the insolent…but it was a cry of ignorance….and Jesus always log-suffering answered immediately:-
Nicodemus He said, “It is not something you can achieve yourself.. …as you have been striving to do by attempting to fulfill the Law of Moses  and failing miserably.
 Being born again is an unmistakable work of God.
And to help Nicodemus understand, He used an illustration…A VERY REMARKABLE ILLUSTRATION.

Holding up His hand he said:-

“Listen to the wind Nicodemus!   Listen to the Wind!”

You can hear the sound of it----the night is full of it----HARK TO IT IN THE TOPS OF THE OLIVE TREES.

But where it comes from and where it is going NO MAN KNOWS.

NOW NICODEMUS, The Spirit of God is just like that.

Invisible but unmistakable.
Impalpable but full of Power
.He is able to do wonderful things for you IF ONLY you will stand in His path…turn your face to Him…OPEN YOUR LIFE TO HIS INFLUENCE.

AND
If you keep your life open to Him and don’t  pretend

He will give you a new vision and keep you absolutely fresh to do His will.

Give you a freshness in your thinking, in your talking and in your living,

the continual surprise of the very life of God.

This striking illustration, as I have said would be easily understood by Nicodemus because he was a Jew,  and it was a natural thing for a Jew to compare the activity of the Spirit of God with the WIND.
WHY?, you naturally ask.

To find the answer we must take note of the Hebrew word RUACH

It was a word that stood for three things:-

1. It meant BREATH, more especially agitated---violent breathing.
2. It meant also WIND…the powerful sweeping win of the desert, and not by any means a gentle breeze.

3. And it meant RUACH ADONAI…the Spirit of God. The supernatural power…that dominating impulse, uncontrollable in it’s power that sweeps across history and can break into the life of a man or woman completely transforming it.
So Jesus said to Nicodemus:-

Listen to the wind Nicodemus!  Just listen to the wind.
When it blows it makes it’s presence felt.  It’s effects are manifest.  You don’t need a lecture on the dynamics of atmospherics to tell that something is going on.
IT IS UNMISTAKABLE.
Like the wind Nicodemus the Spirit of God is only known by the effect He produces in life…..and the effect  ( when he is allowed to operate in a person’s life)  is always change and change for the better.
IT IS A REBIRTH.
BUT let us turn our attention from Nicodemus for the moment and consider this matter of NEW BIRTH of being BORN AGAIN

It is an unmistakable a work of God.

1. A Divine creative action whereby one’s whole being is transformed, rejuvenated and made absolutely new.
2. It is a mystery HOW it happens…

BUT that it   does happen IS ONE OF THE BEST AUTHENTICATED FACTS IN THE RECORD OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE.
Think of Saul the persecutor becoming Paul the preacher.

Think of Augustine the libertine becoming the saint.

Think of Bunyan the blasphemer becoming the immortal dreamer.

There is only one sufficient explanation for these dramatic and spectacular changes in the life of ordinary men.

They were born again.

At one particular point in their experience the Wind of God ….the Holy Spirit… swept into their lives and did for them what they could not do for themselves ---and as a result of His action they entered upon a new and marvelously transfigured life.

TAKE NOTE MY FRIENDS….Just as the wind is ceaselessly active..
just as the wind is always blowing and we hear the sound of it,
so the Holy Spirit is ceaselessly, restlessly on the move seeking an entrance into hearts and lives so that they may be regenerated and renewed.

Sometimes the wind blows strongly; sometimes more gently.

Sometimes the wind blows with seemingly irresistible force;

Sometimes with scarcely discernable movement.

RECALL how this is expressed in that loveliest of all hymns about the Holy Spirit: “Our blest Redeemer, ere He breathed.” The hymn writer puts it in these words:-

He came in tongues of living flame,
To teach, convince, subdue;

All-powerful as the wind he came,

As viewless too.

SOME OF US HAVE MEMORIES of when the wind of the Spirit was blowing almost at gale force and the hearts and wills of men and women

bending over like trees before a storm

    WHILE AT OTHER TIMES THERE WAS A TOTAL ABSENCE of  

turbulence,,,,, but a stillness that could be felt and in that stillness that gentle voice was neard:-

“soft as the breath of even.”
YES, the Spirit gives life,

New life, the very life of Christ and men and women are born again,

 AND BECAUSE HE IS THE HOLY SPIRIT THIS IS WHAT  MAKES IT POSSIBLE FOR THEM TO LIVE A HOLY LIFE.
This is what really baffled poor old Nicodemus:-

How on earth ---can a man be born again?

How on earth --- can his nature be changed?
Nicodemus was’nt insincere.

He just wanted Jesus to dot the I’s and cross the t’s

He wanted a rational explanation.

BUT..

Jesus says to him in effect:-
Look Nicodemus…stop seeking explanations,

Stop arguing.

What you have to do is not to ask whence the wind comes  ---that you will never know. Just get your sails up now it is there.

Don’t trouble to expound it’s mysterious dynamics

YIELD TO IT’S LIVING POWER.

That’s what really matters.

Perhaps you like Nicodemus, are seeking a rational explanation about the New Birth.
WELL--- I CAN’T EXPLAIN TO YOU THE MYSTERY OF THE WINDS THAT BLOW ACROSS OUR EARTH.

And I can’t explain to you the mystery of the activity of the Spirit of God.

I AM A MAN ---NOT GOD.
But that the wind does blow

That God’s Spirit is active

THIS I KNOW.

I can turn my face to the wind and feel it’s effects.

I can yield to the Spirit and experience His power.

I can be reborn…by God’s Grace I have been.

Would that each one of us would allow God’s Spirit to have His way with us!

I know the difficulties.

I know the towering formidable difficulties.

For the holy spirit is A MYSTERY;

A MYSTERY IN THE SENSE That Rudolf Otto gave the word in his great book “The idea of the Holy:”

Mysterium Tremendum et Fascinans

A mystery that causes fear and which yet attracts.

But I also know in the last resort to be born again is as simple as this:-

Will I take Jesus at His word?

Perhaps, just perhaps---

This is the time for someone here this morning to answer that question.
Listen to the wind friend!    Just listen to the wind!

And so the shadows fall away

And so the west winds play

And all the windows of my heart

I open to the day.

PRAYER.
O Holy Spirit, God….Holy life giving Spirit, Come we pray and dwell in each one of us.

Make our hearts your temple; let your presence enter and drive out all unclean and unworthy things,

Illuminate our minds.

Guide and strengthen our wills, and
Let even our mortal bodies be renewed by your indwelling
In the name of J.Xt our blessed Lord.  AMEN
HYMN   NUMBER     293.

Benediction.
The love of the Lord Jesus draw us to Himself.
The power of the Lord Jesus strengthen us in His service.

The joy of the Lord Jesus frill our hearts.
And the blessing of God almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,be among us and remain with us always.  AMEN.
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