
Trick or Treat

The town of Pitman, NJ was built around a camp meeting pavilion that the well-known hymn writer, C. Austin Miles directed. Many of his hymns are known and loved by Christians today. He wrote, In The Garden, Dwelling in Beulah Land, If Jesus Goes with Me, I Know Whom I Have Believed, Look for Me!, Somebody’s Praying For You, Still Sweeter Every Day, The Gospel Train, Win Them One by One, and A New Name in Glory. A large number of Pitman residents are Christians yet today. 

Several years ago, a couple of atheists filed a complaint saying that the town's Christmas decorations were offensive. A judge ordered the town to take down a banner that read, "Keep Christ in Christmas!" Almost overnight, large signs with that message were posted in nearly every yard all over Pitman. The citizens of Pitman celebrated victory over the "forces of evil." 

Atheists claim that the Christmas story is fake, but they have no problem with Santa Claus and Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer. And if you tell their kids that these are fakes, they can get angry!
Many homes in Pitman are as elaborately decorated for Halloween as at Christmas time. Complaining that the ugly, bloody and ghoulish decorations of their neighbors are offensive would not hold up in court. Private persons are entitled to free expression under US law; unless the message is Christian. The "forces of evil" seem to be winning. 
In the Forward to my book, Images of the Creator Should be Creative, I shared from Matthew 22 about the Pharisees, Herodians and Sadducees who tried to trick Jesus. This time a ruler of the Jews named Nicodemus came to Jesus by night. It was trick or treat night.

John 3:1-21
Q: Why at night? (he feared what the people, especially his fellow Pharisees would say if they saw him). 

Q: Was Nicodemus wearing a mask or was he an honest seeker? (you figure it out)

Now read verse two, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him. (Who does he mean by "we"?)

Q: Was that statement true?

Q: Remember what the Pharisees said to Jesus in Matthew 22:16 (two weeks ago)? 
Master, we know that thou art true, and teachest the way of God in truth, neither carest thou for any man: for thou regardest not the person of men. 

Even if what Nicodemus said was true, it was a lie to him if he didn't believe it.

Jesus knew the heart of Nicodemus and must have recognized genuine interest. He took the time to explain the plan of salvation in great clarity. Many Christians have memorized the entire chapter and most of us can quote John 3:16!

John 3:3  Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.  

The term "born again" is quite common today, but it only appears here and in two other places: James 1:18; Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.  

I Peter 1:23: Being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God, which liveth and abideth for ever. Note that James and Peter speak of the seed of the Word, but only John speaks of Spirit and water.

In verse 4, Nicodemus is incredulous. He asked,  How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother's womb, and be born?  I think that if I had never heard of being born again, I might have reacted the same as Nicodemus. His was a logical question.

Jesus' answer is in verses 5-7: Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. 

"Verily, verily," "Behold," or "I tell you a truth…" are different ways of saying, "Listen up! What I am about to say is very important!" 

Q: What do you know about repetition in scriptures? (Repetition underscores importance)

v3: Jesus answered him…

v5: Jesus answered him…

v3: Verily, verily, I say to you…

v5: Verily, verily, I say to you…

v3: unless one is born again…

v5: unless one is born of water and the Spirit…

v3: he cannot see the kingdom of God.

v5: he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

Q: What is meant by "Water" in verse 5? 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that to enter the kingdom one must be "born of water and the Spirit". We know that every person who is saved receives the Holy Spirit, but what does it mean to be born of water? There are some who claim that we must be born once inside (faith) and once outside (baptism) in order to be saved. 

Nicodemus raised the question of natural, physical birth. Jesus answered, "No, Nicodemus, you must be born both naturally and spiritually." The bursting of the amniotic sac of a mother just prior to childbirth is the birth of "water." We often say of this event, "Her water broke!" In v. 6 Jesus reinforces this interpretation when He says, That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  
Man did not become a living soul until God breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. After Adam and Eve sinned, they became spiritually dead - separated from God. We need to repent and yield our lives to Christ in order to have God's Spirit within us again. Jesus began his statement by saying, "Verily, verily…" and he concludes it by saying, "Marvel not!" What Jesus said about being born again should have been obvious to any one, especially a teacher of the Jews! 
Jesus continues with another common occurrence in nature (v. 8):  The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is born of the Spirit. Once again, Nicodemus responds with bewilderment.  "How can these things be?" 

Jesus answered and said unto him, Art thou a master of Israel, and knowest not these things? Verily, verily, I say unto thee, We speak that we do know, and testify that we have seen; and ye receive not our witness. If I have told you earthly things, (fleshly birth, winds) and ye believe not, how shall ye believe, if I tell you of heavenly things (spiritual new birth and moving of the Holy Spirit)?  

Note the switch in personal pronouns! Nicodemus is thinking and speaking as a good Pharisee, so Jesus includes the disciples in his response. From Pentecost forward, we (Jesus with us) are working as a team. It's one thing for us to identify with Christ, but awesome when Jesus identifies with us!

John 3:13  And no man hath ascended up to heaven, but he that came down from heaven, even the Son of man which is in heaven. Jesus declares his deity - he is the promised Messiah! That should have been enough to humble Nicodemus. He has been teaching the people that the Messiah would come. According to Luke 3:15, the entire nation of Israel was anticipating the coming of Christ. Nicodemus is standing in his very presence! He should be lying prostrate on the floor or at least kneeling!

In verses 14-17, Jesus presents the plan of salvation in the clearest and most concise form possible. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up. (This was an important teaching of the Jews.)  That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life. (Remember, Jesus had not yet been crucified! We have all memorized John 3:16 but we know about the crucifixion and resurrection.)  For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. Verse 17:  For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved. 

John 3:18-21  He that believeth on him is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already, because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved. But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought in God. 
Did Nicodemus get a trick or a treat? Our text doesn't say, but in John 7:30 +44-53, Nicky tried to come to Jesus' defense in a meeting of the Sanhedrin. We still don't know where Nicodemus stood. In John 19:38-42 two wealthy and influential men buried the crucified body of Jesus. The text says that Joseph of Arimethia was a secret disciple for fear of the Jews. The other person was Nicodemus. Did he get a trick or a treat? We still don't know!

An elderly Austrian was on his death bed. The wife called a priest to administer the last sacrament. He came into the sick room and laid a crucifix on the man's chest and said, "Here is your Savior, pray to him for comfort and help!" The man took one glance at the crucifix and threw it onto the floor. Then he said, "That crucifix can't save me; I carved it myself!" 

Most people are careful about who gets their email "forwards." They don't want to offend friends or relatives who are on the other side of an issue. If Uncle John is a liberal, you don't forward conservative messages to him. If cousin Jane thinks killing animals is cruel, you don't send her hunting jokes, no matter how funny they are.

Do we Christians avoid communicating the gospel if it might offend someone? I must admit that I have been guilty of this. I have been hesitant to share the gospel in order to preserve a good relationship with someone whom I would really like to see saved. I may have been praying for that person's salvation, yet I hope God sends someone else to share the gospel with them! 
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