Real life is what John’s gospel is all about – a real story about a real God who sends his real son into the real world to live an unreal life (in the incredible sense of course – his life was real)!!!  And John is intent on emphasising real life by showing what happens when people have conversations with God incarnate, Jesus Christ.  We’ll be looking at 3 people who have conversations with God and the effects these conversations have on them.  We’ll be looking at the conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman tonight (ch4), and the conversation between Jesus and the sick man at Bethesda (ch5) next Sunday morning.  But this morning, as you will have gathered from our reading, we’re looking at the conversation between Jesus & Nicodemus.

This man Nicodemus is mentioned three times in John’s gospel.  What we’ve just read is the first, and as we may have gathered, he’s a little unsure of Jesus at first, but we’ll get to that.  Next time we hear of him he’s mentioned in John 7:50-51 and what’s he doing?  He’s boldly standing up for Jesus by insisting that no matter what unrest he may be bringing to the Jewish leaders, he must be treated fairly.  Finally, we read of Nicodemus helping Joseph of Arimathea, and what are they doing?  Well, in John 19:38-42, we see that they are taking care of the flimsy, blood-soaked, dead body of Jesus Christ who has just been executed on a cross.  

So what happened to this man Nicodemus, who along with his colleagues in the Jewish council were probably raising their eyebrows at another so-called Messiah.  To them, Jesus was a nuisance who was crossing the line, who was speaking in such a way that affected their reputation as the head-honcho’s of the nation of Israel.  Call it jealousy, envy, stupidity, call it what you like.  But we can’t get away from the fact that it was from this band of ‘holy-ones’ that the plot to kill Jesus emerged from.

So what did happen to change this Nicodemus from one of a band of leaders opposed to Jesus to one who would defy his own council and associate himself so closely that he would act like Jesus’ own family in respectfully caring for Jesus body after his crucifixion.

Well, by looking at the conversation he had with Jesus, we hear the words Jesus spoke to Nicodemus.  Those words which, once spoke, pounded on the hard heart of Nicodemus, pounded until the message got through.  And this message received would reverberate and resound in his head over the coming months and years.  And in the same way church, God might be pounding on your heart this morning… relentlessly trying to crack the darkened mould on the human heart, desperate to get his message of light and hope into that heart of yours… and why?  Simply because he loves you and wants to save you from the clutches of hell and its tormenting fire!  

In fact, before we even dig deeper into this passage, may I be so bold as to plead with you… these words spoken by Jesus in this conversation with Nicodemus are not simply spoken to him… they were spoken to all the world and by God’s will that brought you hear today, they were spoken that you could hear them today!  They can change you for the better, they can save you from hell, they can give you real life, now and in heaven…  So I beg you, listen with all your strength because you may never hear a more important message than the one contained in this passage today.

First, let’s re-introduce ourselves to Nicodemus, and as he takes his place on the pages of history, he comes with quite a list of credentials!  He is a Pharisee, a highly esteemed Jewish leader and teacher and member of the Sanhedrin (v1).  Nicodemus is believed to have been one of the most prominent theologians of his time.  
Yet, here he is in v1-2, muffling his face into his cloak, coming at night, sneaking along the streets of Jerusalem passing from shadow to shadow, under cover of darkness.  Do you see the weight he carries on his back, I am of course speaking figuratively.  With him he brings the baggage of his life, he shoulders the responsibility of a leader, he stumbles under the weight of all his knowledge of the law, that law which reveals to him his sin, yet is not sufficient to save him by itself.  

Some reckon he comes at night because he is afraid of being recognised.  Some palm off any significance of the night by suggesting that the law was often studied at this time.  But I believe John is highlighting that Nicodemus’s night time journey is one symbolic of the darkness he finds himself in.

So can I ask you again, how have you come here this morning, yes it may be daylight out there but have you come undercover of darkness, the darkness of sin and wrong-doing in your life?  Have you come with baggage?  Is the journey you are making, your life journey, like that of Nicodemus who already thought that his place at the banquet table in heaven was already set?  Is the path you walk down taking an unexpected turn by your becoming inquisitive about this Jesus?

Interestingly, that’s what brought Nicodemus to Jesus.  He was curious, seeking now to know more of this man who speaks with authority, and has the brass neck to storm into the temple area, make a whip out of some cords and drive out those who had done business in their allocated areas in temple courts for years!  He’s probably heard about the miracles too, like the Cana wedding miracle… now, they didn’t exactly have BBC news 24 on their scrolls, but news like that got around.   And now, it seems Nicodemus is unsure of Jesus and comes to find out where he’s from and what his purpose is, and so with questions he comes to Jesus to find answers.  

And again can I ask, how do you come to Jesus this morning?  With questions and a degree of unbelief?  Good – that’s exactly how Nicodemus came… and just as he found the answers so can you – so listen close. 

The conversation starts with Nicodemus who (v2-3) is admitting that maybe God is with this Jesus, as seen from his miracles and heard through his teaching.  Yet Nicodemus’s initial statement, calling Jesus a teacher shows that he’s missed the significance of what’s happening.  Jesus is not just a teacher, like every other teacher in Israel at that time.  He’s the Teacher!  He’s not just someone who believes in God – No No… He is God!!!  Nicodemus, you are speaking face to face with God!

And so can we friends… not face to face (not yet anyway!!!) but we can speak with God and he listens.  This is important for what we’ll talk about later.  Suffice to say at this time that God hears every word we say, and allows us to pray to him.

Jesus reply to Nicodemus is somewhat abrupt and even a little cryptic.  He doesn’t engage with the question asked.  And here we might do well to remember that Nicodemus comes to Jesus with his own agenda, with his own thoughts and from his own perspective.  He’s the one representing the nation and it’s leaders, Nicodemus is the one with authority to guide the conversation and say what goes…  Yeah right - Jesus rocks Nicodemus back on his heels.  Jesus is the one who takes our agenda’s and tears them up.  Jesus is the one who replaces the thoughts and opinions we consider important and points us to the things that are really important, only for us to realise that he’s right!  Jesus is the one with authority!  Jesus is God!  

Jesus declares, ‘I tell you the truth, no-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again’ (v3).  Can you imagine the look on Nicodemus’s face?  Was he shocked, perplexed, both and more?  Probably…  Born again?  What is this Jesus on about?  And now, Nicodemus has the choice… will he follow Jesus lead in the conversation or retreat back into the dark?

He follows – Good lad Nicodemus!  His next question is probably something that we would have asked.  Ok Jesus, so you want to re-write nature and you want us to re-do the whole child birth thing?  But he’s misunderstood.  Jesus is speaking symbolically and spiritually and Nicodemus, Israel’s great theologian and teacher is fumbling through his brain trying to understand where Jesus is going with this conversation!  

But Jesus is saying that if Nicodemus wants to know anything about the kingdom of God, and most of all to see it, then he must be born again.  And just as natural birth is our mode of entry into the natural world, so spiritual birth signifies our mode of entry into the heavenly kingdom of God!

Can I ask you church, each of you deep in your heart… are you born again?  Have you died to your old self of sin and wrong-doing and pain and darkness and hell and do you now live a new life without condemnation, in light and love and with the promise that when this earthly body passes away you shall open your eyes and have to squint because you’ll be dazzled by the glory of the heaven you have just woken up in?  Friends, this is true life!  And God is waiting this morning to hand it to you if only you would believe in him.

If you’re struggling to understand what I mean so far, bear with me.  Nicodemus was struggling at this point too.  As we see from v4-8, Jesus has stumped Nicodemus even more, despite the fact he’s providing an elaboration of what he’s just said – he’s explaining!

Jesus talks of a person being born of water & of spirit, and many scholars have sought to untangle what Jesus means here.  I believe Jesus is again referring to symbolism and the water he speaks of brings to Nicodemus’s mind another thorn in the pharisaic flesh – John the Baptist – who baptises with water.  What did his baptism signify?  Repentance!  The deliberate turning away from sin and wrong-doing!  So being born again of water means to have firstly repented of your sins.

Have you?  Have you said sorry?  You must say sorry, for just as someone does something that offends you and you expect an apology, so God does too.  Sin is an offence against him – he’s the one we’re accountable to.  We might think that the wrong things we do are not harming anyone- tell that to Jesus as he hangs on the cross.  Tell that to God when you stand before him in judgement and he points to his Son bearing the glorified marks of the nails in his hands and says, I gave him for you!

Being born of the spirit is the recognition of what happens after truly repenting – when you say sorry and mean it.  You are given the gift of the Holy Spirit who dwells in your heart, who stays with you as a deposit guaranteeing what is to come (v???) – heaven!!!  The water is repentance – the spirit is new life – and that’s being born again!

Nicodemus’s responds and unveils his true heart.  He is baffled… his religion has been upended.  He has been challenged.  And all he can muster is a simple “how can this be?”

And now we come to the crunch – For Nicodemus?  Yes!  But also for you and me.  Jesus tells Nicodemus in v14-15 “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”
Jesus is telling Nicodemus things he does not yet know, but later, as Nicodemus will see, the words spoken by Jesus now will no doubt be recalled by Nicodemus later.  Jesus is telling Nicodemus of a shadow on the horizon, the shadow of cross and a dark day of agony.  Jesus is predicting his death.  

But what is the illustration Jesus used pointing to?  Ah yes, a story that would have been familiar to Nicodemus.  In Numbers 21:4-9, we read about the Israelites in the desert, and they’re complaining about the food, the lack of water, and about being in the desert.  As a result, venomous snakes were sent throughout the camp and many died.  The people recognised God’s discipline and went o Moses and said, ‘Tell God we’re sorry – help us!’  And so Moses prayed to God on behalf of the people who had sinned and was told to form a bronze serpent and put it high on a pole.  Then if someone was bitten by a snake, they trustingly looked at the serpent on the pole and were healed and they lived.

And what does this mean?  Well, Jesus is telling Nicodemus, the people in the world are dying because of their sin, they are bitten by it and its venom invades their system and chokes the life out of them.  And now Jesus, the Son of Man, will be lifted up on a cross like the serpent.  And the message is that just as the sick Israelites looked at the bronze serpent and lived, so all humanity can look in faith at the Christ on the cross and by believing have life!!!  Eternal life – in heaven!

At last… we come to verses 16-21.  I’ve been waiting to tell you about these verses all week!  They provide for us the reason for all the forgiveness offered, for the eternal life promised, for the sacrifice of the Son of God to make it all possible.  God didn’t have to do it.  He could have wiped us out.  And v16 unveils the most profound thing your ears may ever hear.

“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.”

God GAVE the gift of his son…  why?  Why this gift?  Well, why do you do it?  Why do you give a gift?  I picture you stalking the shopping centres as Christmas, and walking the aisles, not just for that cheap gift for the cousin you’ve not heard from for a whole year, but looking for that extra-special gift for that extra-special person.  Why do you do it?  You do it so the heart will leap, so the jaw will drop and you hear the words, ‘it’s perfect, you couldn’t have given me a better gift.’  That’s why you do it, out of love, to show that love… pause… and that’s why God did it.  His gift is for you.  You mean so much to him.

Need any more convincing?  Let me illustrate.  Hold up £50.   I am going to give this £50 to one of you.  Who would like this £50?  First let me do this.  Crumple the £50 up.  Who still wants it?  OK, What if I do this?   Drop it on the ground and started to grind it into the floor with his shoe.  Still want it?  Tear it a bit.  Still want it?

You have all learned a very valuable lesson. No matter what I did to the money, you still wanted it because it did not decrease in value. It was still worth £50.  (give £50 to wife)…  Many times in our lives, we are dropped, crumpled, and crushed into the ground by sin.   We may feel as though we are worthless, but no matter what has happened or what will happen in your life, you will never lose your value in God's eyes. To Him, dirty or clean, crumpled, finely creased, or torn, you are still priceless to Him.  That’s how much you mean to Him.  The world may not notice you . . . but God does.  Remember, God loves you because of who God is, not because of who you are.

This same person speaking to Nicodemus, is the same one who will soon be cruelly beaten and mocked and spat on, and the shadow of the cross grows larger with every passing second.  On that cross will hang a love that turns rag dolls like us into priceless treasures.  

God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only son, so that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16).

Many might detest the idea of eternal life on the basis of what their lives are like now.  For some of you, you are miserable, and you couldn’t cope with an eternity of that.  But trust me, a miserable life after you die is only lived in hell, and you only go to hell if you don’t believe in Jesus.  Eternal life with him is too great for any words to explain!

A love like this, people, demands a response.  It’s your call.  What will you do with the love God is offering you right now?  What is your response to the fact that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, saved you from your sins by dying on the cross for you?  Will you open your heart to God and receive his love and forgiveness, just as Jesus hands opened for the nails?   

And this response must be from your heart… it’s offensive to say to God you believe just because of what’s on offer.  I’m reminded of the story about a man who received a letter that said, "Dearest Jimmy, No words could ever express the great unhappiness I’ve felt since breaking our engagement. Please say you’ll take me back. No one could ever take your place in my heart, so please forgive me. I love you, I love you, I love you! Yours forever, Marie... P.S., And congratulations on winning the state lottery."  God sees through the selfish prayer – he knows what’s on your heart.  

Turn and face God – and do so remembering that when you do, you don’t face a God who looks over your head in disgust, he doesn’t frown on your past errors and wave his finger at you aggresivley.  No… when you repent, when you turn from sin to face God you will see him standing with open arms waiting to receive you.  

We’re going to do some CPR now…  NO, it’s not a demonstration from any medical staff here today, nor am I about to pass out…  this is God’s CPR…  We’re going to 

· Confess… tell God what we’ve done and say sorry

· Pray… accepting God’s promises of life and heaven

· Receive… forgiveness, love, mercy, hope, and the special gift of God’s Holy Spirit, coming to live in your heart, to support you and strengthen you in life.  

PRAY

