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John 3:1-17

 In the name of Jesus, Amen.
Last week, we covered Genesis 3, the account of The Fall, which is perhaps the best-known story in the Bible. Today, we reflect on John chapter 3, which contains, of course, John 3:16, the most well-known verse in the Bible. We see it everywhere! Spray painted on a train, on a sign at a sporting event, pulled by planes in the sky, on a billboard in the middle of the country; it’s everywhere.
The verse is well known, but like many things, the context is easy to forget. Nicodemus, a ruler of a group of Pharisees, has come to Jesus. It’s not clear why, but he comes in the night and begins by praising Jesus. Jesus doesn’t really acknowledge the praise. Jesus just jumps right into a lesson.
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”
Jesus doesn’t acknowledge the praise, but He does use the compliment as a jump off. As you may or may not know, “born again” may also be translated as born from above. If we understand Jesus to be saying “born from above,” the tie between Nicodemus and Jesus’ statements becomes easier to understand. 
Jesus tells Nicodemus that unless he too is from God, from above, he will not see the Kingdom of God. Jesus goes on to explain to Nicodemus that if you want to see the Kingdom of God, if you want salvation, you have to be born again by water and the Spirit. 
In our baptisms, we were born again. There in the water, we were given new life in Christ. We were born as children of the Heavenly Father, brought into His family, the church. God's Word and the water combined to give us new life. 
Some Christians are confused about baptism; they think it’s something that they do for God, or something they do as a sign of their faith. It isn’t something we do at all. We may put our head in the font or we may bring the baby to the church, but it is God who is doing the work. You cannot choose to be born; a baby doesn’t decide when he wants to leave the mother’s womb. Baptism is not something that you do to show your faith. Baptism is new birth; it is something that happens to you.  
In your baptisms, God used the Holy Spirit and water to give you new life. That is the way to salvation, birth by the Spirit. The Pharisees thought it was their birth, their genealogical connection to Abraham, that brought them salvation. Jesus is teaching Nicodemus that it wasn’t his first birth that will save him. It will be his second birth in the waters of baptism, as Peter says in 1 Peter chapter 3, “Baptism now saves us.” 
Now we come to John 3:16, “God so loved the world.” The world, all nations, all people, not only the Jews. Soon, Jesus would be placed on a cross so that, like the snake in the wilderness, all who looked to Him, who trusted in the faith given to them in their baptisms, would be saved. 
Baptism is not a magical ceremony; you don’t get a “get out of hell free card.” The act of baptism alone does not save us. Baptism is God delivering the gift of faith. That faith must be nurtured and cared for, that faith must know the thing to which it clings. Faith must look to Jesus, or it is dead faith.
The gift of baptism, the promise of salvation, the gift of faith, is offered to all people. It doesn’t matter if that person is black, white, or any other color. It doesn’t matter what language they speak. It doesn’t matter if that person is a Republican or a Democrat. It doesn’t matter if that person is disabled in any way or not. It doesn’t matter if they are a criminal or not. It doesn’t even matter if that person has lived their whole life apart from God. 
In the waters of Holy Baptism, everything and everyone is made new. Just as a baby has their whole life in front of them, just as a baby is full of promise and potential, so too when a person is baptized, anything is possible.
We look at each other and we see sin. We see addiction, adultery, and the messiness of each other’s lives. It’s hard to look past it and believe that God can change people, but He can and will do just that. 
We are born again, born from above, in our baptisms, but at times, the change is hard to see not only in others but also in ourselves. Sometimes we think that we aren’t enough. We think that God can’t possibly love us because of what we have done. 
One day, Christ will return and we will be raised from the dead. On that day, we will see the full effects of our baptism. On that day, we will see the full power of God’s love.
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” Eternal life is yours; it was given to you in your baptism as a free gift of God. That same gift is offered to the world for whom Christ died.
There are people you see, people you talk to often, who either have not been baptized or who have forsaken their baptism. Let us go out into classrooms, kitchens, living rooms, break rooms, parking lots, book clubs, volunteer organizations, gyms and more. Let us go out into the world and share the Good News with those around us. God loved the world so much that He sent His Son to die for them, and through the waters of Holy Baptism, God will give them forgiveness of sins and eternal life. God will give them a chance to begin life again, to be born again, to be born from above. 
In the name of Jesus, Amen.
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