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The original Greek New Testament does not have chapters and verses. Chapter numbers and verses were added by biblical scholars to help us find our way through the Bible and back again, and are very helpful. But sometimes those artificial divisions muddy the flow of a particular section of the Bible. Here is a good example of that.

The first two chapters of John help us to understand why all need a savior. The final two verses of chapter two lead us naturally into the first verse of chapter three. And the first verse of chapter three introduces us to a type of man John has been describing in the first two chapters. There should be no new chapter here, but a new paragraph. (The new chapter makes us expect a new topic.) Listen and you will hear what I mean. Two twenty-four begins, “But Jesus would not entrust Himself to them for He knew all men. He did not need man’s testimony about man, for He knew what was in a man.” Chapter three reads, “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus …” See what I mean? This isn’t a new chapter but the logical next paragraph in this study of men. It is as if John writes, “For instance, there was a man …”  Enough of that, lets look at the man. 

The interesting thing about this man Nicodemus is that he is just about the best person you would want to know. He is a politically powerful man, a biblical scholar, a moral person, a conservative theologian and a faithful servant of God. If you needed someone on your side, he would be a good choice. But like every other human being he was as lost as a goose in high weeds! John wants us to understand that no matter how good we are, no matter how biblically savvy we are, no matter how faithful we are in our church participation, if we have not been born again we are not a child of God.

Nicodemus comes to Jesus under the cover of night. He doesn’t want to be seen with Jesus because the political and social ramifications could be counter productive to his career and social standing in the community. The first words out of his mouth are an attempt to show Jesus that he is a wise and observant teacher himself. Jesus immediately cuts to the quick showing Nicodemus a basic truth he must wrestle with, being “born again”.


What does Jesus mean when He says, “unless a man be born again he will not see the kingdom of God”?  Nicodemus with all his training didn’t know, so it is a fair question. You and I with our life-long exposure to the phrase “born again” might think we know, but have only a vague idea. In verse five Jesus says that to be born again one must be “born of water and the Spirit”. Now, by “water” we might think Jesus is talking about baptism. But He isn’t! Baptism has no power to save. Romans 10:9 says, “That if you confess with you mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heat that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.” (No mention of baptism!) And of course Ephesians 2:8-9 says we are saved by God’s grace through faith in Christ Jesus, not by any action, including baptism!

But what is baptism? Baptism is an act of repentance and commitment. Baptism is a persons way of saying “I am turning from my old way of living and giving my life to Jesus.” The water of repentance is the first step to eternal life isn’t it?

“Spirit” is capitalized so we know Jesus is talking about the Holy Spirit of God. So repentance and the Holy Spirit pave the way for our faith in Jesus to open the doors of eternal life. We were dead to God but now are born again.
Why do we need to be born again?  Have you ever thought to yourself that if you had the chance you would like to do some things over, some things better than you did the first time? Of course you have, and you can! Our God is the God of second chances. He will wipe your life’s marker board absolutely clean. Calvin Miller says it this way: “You literally can be born again. You can abandon a dreary existence and find a place of glorious beginning. Jesus can live through you, touching all your failure with hope. To be born of the Spirit is life everlasting. To be born again is not life after death. It is life instead of death.” 
 Faith in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ qualifies us for this new birth. Our willingness to abandon our old sinful ways and the power of the Holy Spirit triggers our new birth.
What happens when we are born again? I am not at all certain there is a human way to describe what happens. But James Montgomery Boyce puts forth an interesting possibility. He points out the Bible says we were created by God in His image. That means many things but it might mean that we are created as “triune” beings since God exists in three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It might mean that we are created as a triune; body, soul and spirit.
All living things have a body. All animals have a body, trees and all growing things have a body. We human beings share this creation with all of God’s other created things. We all have a body.
In addition to the body we also have a soul. Boice says, “A soul is that part of man that gives him his identity. It is with the soul that man thinks, feels, reacts, and aspires. A man is linked with the animal world by his soul, for the animals all have a sense of identity.”
 
In addition to the body and soul, man also possesses, or has the capacity to possess a spirit. We were created by God to possess a spirit. It would appear, from the Bible, that we are the only creatures God made that have a spirit. How that ability to have a spirit makes us different from, say, our pets is hard to grasp. For instance, my border collie has a distinct personality, obvious likes and dislikes, and a huge capacity for love. She seems to “worship” us but I don’t think she has any concept of God. Certainly having a spirit makes us responsible for the proper care of the other creatures. That was, after all, Adam and Eve’s first job.

Adam and Eve were created with a body, soul and spirit. But Adam and Eve died when they disobeyed God. How did they die? Not physically, not at first, that would come later. Their spirits died first! That was the part of them that was in direct communion with God. Disobedience kills our direct communion with God.

Then their souls began to die. If the soul is that part of man that contains the intellect, feelings, and identity, then when death comes to the spirit and the spirit connection with God is severed the soul looses it’s identity, its life blood, and begins to decay. Paul alluded to such a thing when in Romans 1:21 he wrote that when people gave up worship of the true God “their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened”. We didn’t loose our intellect, feelings or identity, but we lost our ability to reason our way back to God and our ability to commune with God, to walk with Him in the cool of the evening.
Let me give you an illustration of what happens when the spirit dies. There is a neuromuscular disease known as myasthenia gravis or serious muscle weakness. In a healthy brain a message is sent to a limb to move. That message travels down the nerves to what is known as a motor end-plate. The motor end-plate triggers the muscles to move. Myasthenia gravis is an autoimmune disorder that interrupts the flow of information to the motor end-plate preventing movement. In time the muscle will waste away and die because it isn’t in contact with the brain.
The same thing happens when the spirit dies from sin. The spirit is like the motor end-plate, it is created to commune with God. Sin is like the autoimmune disorder that disrupts God’s messages. The messages are still being sent from God but we don’t hear them because we no longer have a living motor end-plate, and so our spiritual life with our Father withers away and our souls, no longer connected to the life giving love of the Father, begin to corrupt and die. And, in time, our bodies return to the dust. The spirit is eternal, but will now spend all eternity separated from the joy of the Creator. Hell!
When we are born again God rebuilds us in reverse order. We are justified with God through our faith in Jesus Christ, the sin that killed our spirits is cleaned away, and we are given new spirits, not old tainted and tired spirits but brand new perfect spirits. Our connection with God is perfect once again; the Holy Spirit of God is at home in us. Heaven with our Father is our home!
The soul comes next. The intellect, feelings and identity that God created us to have are reborn but not perfectly mature. The influence of the new spirit begins to recreate us in the image of our Father. We call this sanctification and it is an ongoing spiritual process by which God brings about a changed and holy life. As long as we are in the flesh we are subject to the temptations of sin so the sanctification process goes on for all this physical life. God’s Spirit convicts us of places we need to change and helps us grow in holiness. This sanctification process can be painful. That may be why Paul called the Christian life a “living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God”. (Romans 12:1) God is in the process of “transforming our minds”, but that process is always motivated by God’s love for us. In this life we will never be the perfect body, soul and spirit God created us to be. The sanctification process will make us more and more like Jesus, unless we somehow stand in the way of the process. Sin is anything that threatens God’s process of our sanctification. 
“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” (John 3:16) “Therefore”, Paul writes in Romans 12, “I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.” This is our commission isn’t it! To listen to His Spirit, to obey His Word, to live as much as we humanly can like Jesus. Until He calls us home. Amen.
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