

Renewed in Mercy:  Part 2  Guided by the Promise
Genesis 12:1-4            John 3:1-17
	John 3 is a familiar passage to many.  If we slow down a bit and take a second, deeper look at its content, we might just recognize ourselves in this story. We have all had nights like the one Nicodemus has, questions roaring in our minds, uncertainty and concern keeping us awake.  On these nights, we come quietly to Jesus, hoping He will answer our concerns and quiet the noise.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a man of influence, a member of the powerful Sanhedrin, the ruling body of the Jews.  He has heard accounts of Jesus in the preaching of John the Baptist and heard of the signs of the work of Jesus.  He has probably heard of the miracle of Cana and, certainly, of the disruption in the Temple.  So, Nicodemus comes to Jesus this night during the feast of the unleavened bread with questions.  
Jesus meets Nicodemus with grace, mercy, and tenderness.   Jesus does not turn him away.  Here, we learn that Jesus is not offended by our questions or our uncertainty, and as with Nicodemus, the time of day does not limit our access to Him.  Jesus never rebukes a step toward Him.  He welcomes it.  Nicodemus represents the spiritually empty, the spiritually, incomplete, the spiritually unsatisfied, the unsettled, the curious, any seekers walking through some form of night.  Jesus does not respond with a lecture or a condemnation but with a radical invitation that challenges Nicodemus’ whole theology and identity:  He is to be “born again” (v. 3)!  Here in the dark of night, Nicodemus learns of the need for renewal of the soul with the source of light—The Light, Jesus.  The ancient Greek word used here for “born again” means “another”; it can also be translated as born “from above,” “anew from above.”  It means to have new life.  The theological term for this is regeneration.  It is not a moral or religious reform but the bringing on of new life.  It means a new nature, a new source, a new beginning.    
“Yeah, but, Pastor Chris,” you might be thinking.  “I’m a Christian.  I’ve been born again.  Why do I need to meditate upon this?”  You need to think about this, Christian, because you and I need to revisit the immense mercy and the source of it that made the boundless mercy possible.  We need to continue, concertedly, to operate in our inheritance and living hope:  “3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In His great mercy He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. This inheritance is kept in heaven for you,” writes Peter in 1 Peter 1:3-4.  Look at that phrasing again:  “In His great mercy”!!  We need to keep our hearts tender to the truths found in the Gospel.  
At the end of the tale of Nicodemus, we find that most familiar and most startling of statements about Christianity:  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Begotten Son that whosoever believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life.” David Guzik says about this verse that there are seven wonders found inside:

God							The Almighty Authority
So Loved						The Mightiest Motive
That He gave His only Begotten Son		 The Greatest Gift
That whoever						The Widest Welcome
Believes in Him					The Easiest Escape
Should not perish					The Divine Deliverance
But have everlasting life				The Priceless Possession
For you to enjoy these wonders, God did not ask for your resume; He didn’t wait for you to be perfect.  He intervened Divinely.  God acted first:  
5 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So, it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”--John 3:5-8
The Spirit moves where He wills, and the result is life.  Nicodemus doesn’t understand it, but Jesus is not frustrated by lack of understanding.  He wants us to draw on His mercy because that is who He is.  It’s His heart in action. “3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God. 5 For just as we share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds through Christ,” writes Paul in 2 Corinthians 1:3-5.  Jesus wants Nicodemus and us firmly grounded in hope and confidence in Him.  He wants “whoever believes” to dwell in regeneration, in being born again.  To be born again requires no earning, deserving, qualifying, or working but having, possessing, receiving, holding, inheriting, and LIVING in Jesus’ mercy as the redeemed of God.  
A healthy Christian life operates by faith based in trust, knowledge, mercy, and grace of the Christ Jesus the Lord.  There are times when we feel powerless, afraid, disrupted, but it is the stability of our Savior, the free gift of salvation, and the mercy toward our heart that navigates in us.  Jesus shares with Nicodemus His very heart, the heart of the Father.  “The Father Himself loves you,” writes John in his gospel (16:17).  Speak that to your uncertainty and your questions.  Many of us feel the pressure to project certainty, to have answers.  Here we see that before Nicodemus understands, Jesus speaks of love.  New spiritual formation is not about having all the answers.  For Nicodemus and for me, love precedes clarity.  Jesus is not offended by our questions (v. 4, v. 9).  Walking in newness of life is not about grasping all of the spiritual information but about trusting God’s redemptive plan in the process of formation.  Nicodemus’ journey begins with learning that God’s Spirit direct how He wills; it leads him to the tomb of Christ in devotion to Him:
38 Later, Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus. Now Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly because he feared the Jewish leaders. With Pilate’s permission, he came and took the body away. 39 He was accompanied by Nicodemus, the man who earlier had visited Jesus at night. Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds.[a] 40 Taking Jesus’ body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen. This was in accordance with Jewish burial customs.  John 19:38-40.
Our spiritual formation flows from the heart of Christ.  We need to allow God to soften our grip on the old and allow Him to reshape us into deeper trust:
Isaiah 30:18 tells us that the Lord longs to be gracious to us.  
BREATHE.  Let the promises of God guide you.

Nicodemus’ journey begins in the dark, but the Spirit is patient.  Lent is a season of reorientation and repentance.  Trust God’s mercy for you and have the courage to allow Him to loosen your grip on the old and allow Him to reshape you to have trust in Him and devotion to Him.  Keep your heart tender!
Passages in support of this sermon:
Genesis 12:1-4
12 The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you.
2 “I will make you into a great nation,
    and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
    and you will be a blessing.[a]
3 I will bless those who bless you,
    and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth
    will be blessed through you.”[b]
4 So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he set out from Harran.
John 3:1-17
Jesus Teaches Nicodemus
3 Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.”
3 Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”
4 “How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!”
5 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So, it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
9 “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked.
10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 11 Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still, you people do not accept our testimony. 12 I have spoken to you of earthly things, and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13 No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.”
16 For God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
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