
Sermon 8 March 2020. Born Again 
Jn 3 1-17, Rom 4  
 
ITMA. It’s that man again. What have you done to get me two services  
running? The advantage of having me twice is continuity, which is helpful, if your  
memory is anything like mine. 
Last time here (two weeks ago) I preached on the Transfiguration. It was  
Jesus’s way of preparing the disciples to face his coming death as something that  
had been approved by God. From the transfiguration onwards, Jesus is on a journey  
to Jerusalem, knowing that death and torture await him. His disciples have been told  
to expect the worst. A cloud would hang over them and descend from time to time.  
During Lent we should mentally be travelling with Jesus knowing what his fateful  
journey must have been like. 
This week we have two passages teaching us the real significance of Jesus’s  
death and the need to have faith; Jesus talking to a leader of the Jews in secret and  
part of Paul’s famous treatise on faith. 
What is your reaction, if someone declares himself to be a “born again  
Christian”? Do you embrace him or her as a fellow believer, or do you keep your  
distance? What if they then ask “Are you saved”? Do you try to change the subject or 
do you answer with confidence? Most of us would probably cringe when faced with  
those questions, but should that be the right reaction? 
Let’s turn to the Gospel account of Jesus’s secret meeting with Nicodemus, a  
respectable member of the religious establishment. He was a Pharisee and a leader  
of the Jews. His name crops up on two further occasions. Later in the Gospel, the  
chief priests tried to bring Jesus before the Sanhedrin for preaching in the  
Temple. Nicodemus had the courage to remind his fellow Pharisees in the Sanhedrin 
that the law requires a person to be heard before being judged. (Jn 7.50). The  
second occasion was after Jesus’s death, when Nicodemus helped bury Jesus and  
to provide embalming spices.  
On this occasion, he was not nearly so bold and came secretly. Pharisees  
observed the Jewish purity rules scrupulously. Most of them believed that the key to  
acquiring the right relationship with God, such as that enjoyed by Abraham, lay in  
obeying the Jewish purity laws to the letter. They even embellished them for good  
measure. On the whole, the Pharisees were not bad men; they wanted to be good  
Jews, but Jesus castigated them for the burden that strict observance of the law  
placed on the poor and called them hypocrites. Possibly, Nicodemus did not  
understand why the Pharisees were singled out for harsh criticism. His belief in the  
necessity to keep the law would have been shaken. He may have read an old  
rabbinic commentary that “Abraham our father inherited this world solely by the merit 
of faith.” He went to Jesus as a teacher, who had come from God, to try and find out  
the right approach to entering the kingdom of God. 
He gives Jesus a warm greeting, but before he has time to ask his question,  
Jesus launches straight in with an answer. Jesus explains that there are two sides to 
a human being, the physical and the spiritual. The physical comes through the  
mother’s womb. We are defined by our ancestry and our gene pool is handed down  
by our ancestors. By contrast our spiritual side comes from God and is far more  
mysterious. To live on this earth we must be born from our mother’s womb. To have  



a right relationship with God, we must be born of the spirit. 
When Nicodemus protests and says “How can this be?” Jesus chides him that 
he is a teacher who does not understand. Jesus may have been frustrated that,  
despite the rabbinic commentary about Abraham’s faith, the Pharisees still insisted  
on the supremacy of the law. Jesus then predicts that he will be lifted up to heaven  
so that “Whoever believes in him may have eternal life”. To emphasise this point, it is 
repeated in one of the most famous verses in the Christian Bible “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”. From what we read of Nicodemus later, the penny  
must have dropped. 
The argument concerning the necessity to keep the Jewish laws, rather than  
to have faith, did not go away, despite Jesus’s death and resurrection.  In Acts, we  
read that Paul had to address it on a number of occasions. In his letter to Romans he 
sets out the theological argument. 
The letter was written by Paul at a time when the Jews had been allowed  
back into Rome, having been expelled by Emperor Claudius some ten years earlier.  
The Jewish Christians would have been uprooted, lost property and friends. When  
they returned, they would have found that the gentile Christians were now leading  
the church and no doubt their noses would have been put out of joint. The Jewish  
Christians had never really given up their Jewish laws and customs. Several years  
earlier, Paul had had to argue forcibly that gentile converts did not have to be  
circumcised and keep the Jewish laws. He knew it would be hard to make new  
converts if he said “the good news is that Christ died for all, but the bad news is you  
must be circumcised.”! 
We can guess that there were probably tensions between the Jewish and  
Gentile Christians from Paul’s letter, which he addresses. In chapter 4 he examines  
the fact that Abraham was chosen by God to be the father of the Jewish nation and  
asks why he was chosen. What made him different? Abraham was a successful man 
and built up large flocks and herds which he could have boasted about, but that was  
nothing to God. It was his belief in God that made him different. He originally came  
from Ur in the Chaldees, a long way north of Israel when the Lord said to him “Go  
from your country and your kindred.... to the land that I will show you.” Abraham then 
went as the Lord had told him. 
 Imagine telling your family that the unseen God had told you to uproot  
yourself and immediate family and go somewhere as yet unknown. I can just imagine 
what Lynn and Thomas would say! Yet Abraham had the faith to follow the Lord’s  
instructions, not just at the start, but throughout a long, adventurous journey. 
As I said in relation to Nicodemus, a few Rabbis appreciated that Abraham  
had been chosen because of his faith. Most Jews tried to argue that he was chosen  
because he was the only law abiding man of his generation. In various letters, Paul  
quotes scripture at them. Paul had been brought up at the best rabbinic school and  
therefore knows that this is an old argument. The few, who believed the scripture  
verse, about faith, argued that Abraham could not have obeyed the law, when he  
lived hundreds of years before Moses had been given it. The argument went back  
and forth. All we need to know is that Paul is convinced that those who argued for  
law-keeping were wrong and he wanted to remind the Jewish Christians in Rome of  
this. In the verses from ch. 4, which are omitted, Paul deals with the argument that  



circumcision is a sign of faith, by pointing out that Abraham had demonstrated faith  
while he was still uncircumcised. 
God promised Abraham that he would be made a great nation or, as Paul  
says, he would inherit the world. Jesus promised Nicodemus that everyone who  
believes in Jesus would have eternal life. Both these promises depend on two  
matters; firstly the generosity of God, (free grace), and secondly the faith of  
Abraham, in his case, or our faith, in our cases. The Jewish argument that man must 
acquire merit through obeying the law and doing good works was false.  
In various letters, Paul argues with utter conviction that trying obtain the  
benefit of God’s promises through good works is doomed to failure. No man can fully  
keep the law; therefore if God’s promise depends on keeping the law it can never be  
fulfilled. 
Paul had a lot of sympathy for his fellow Jewish Christians. Having  
demolished their argument about the merit of keeping the law, later in the letter, he  
turns to the Gentile Christians and tells them not to dissuade the Jews from keeping  
their laws. If they thought it was important for their faith, they should be allowed to  
carry on, even though it had no benefit. 
Today, in this country, few of us keep the Jewish laws, but many hold the  
belief that birthright or the keeping of certain rituals will make them a Christian. Sadly 
to have to say, however many clergy or Christian ancestors we may have had,  
however many family bibles are kept on shelves, however many times we go to  
church and sit through a service, however many baptisms we attend, or however  
much we give to charity or do charitable works, it counts for nothing. Faith is the only 
thing that counts. 
To go back to my opening question about your reaction to someone who  
claims to be “born again” how would you react having heard what I have just said?  
Jesus taught that you must be born both of spirit and water. Can you accept that you 
are born again too? And what if someone asks if you are saved? Paul argues that  
we are saved through faith in Christ. In his sermon last week, Malcolm argued that  
we must have confidence in our faith, even in testing times. Do we have sufficient  
confidence in Jesus’s promise that we are saved for eternal life through faith?  
I am not arguing that from now on we should all be asking our friends if they  
are saved or if they have been born again. A year or so ago there was some  
research that showed people were most put off Christianity by things their friends  
said. Nor am I arguing that we should give up good works. (In his epistle James  
wrote that faith without works was valueless). I am arguing that we must have the  
inner confidence to know that we have been born again and if asked, however  
tactlessly, can answer with conviction that we have. If you are not sure, have a word  
with Sharon or one of us on the ministry team 
 


