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March 20, 2011

Genesis 12:1–9; John 3:1-17 
Romans 4:1–8, 13–17
What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works:

“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven,

and whose sins are covered;blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.”
For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.  That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”—in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Nicodemus would have found a comfortable place in our world today.  He could fit in as a self-help guru or a life-coach.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee, and the Pharisees could show you methods and rules for how to straighten out your life.  They could give you a vision for life, a purpose.

The vision would be how you can follow the methods and be a better you.  The purpose you could fill your life with would be how to be a good person before your neighbor and before God.

We don’t want to sell the Pharisees short here.  It’s easy enough to think of the Pharisees as a bunch of legalistic teachers of the Law who went around putting people under the yoke of holy laws and spiritual principles and all the rest.  There is truth to that.  But it might be worth asking, Why?  Why did the Pharisees teach all these rules and methods for living, and why did people listen to them?

Because, all this Pharisaical teaching did, after all, serve a real-world, practical purpose—Pharisees could give practical sermons.  For, the Pharisees, men such as Nicodemus, as also the people who listened to them, saw what was going on in their world and in their own lives.  And much of what they saw wasn’t good, and what wasn’t good was usually the result of people making bad decisions and choices, treating each other badly, and not keeping the law of God.

So the Pharisees did what would seem logical.  They would teach people how to keep God’s Law, they would even come up with additional methods and rules that, if you followed them, would help to make sure that God’s law was never transgressed, and they would shame those who didn’t regard the law.  So the Pharisees taught rules of how to handle yourself on the Sabbath, of how to eat—what kinds of food, how to cook it—and how to treat your spouse, and, when that marriage goes south, even of how to have a proper divorce.

That’s Nicodemus.  A self-help guru, a life coach, a person who is concerned about his neighbor and wants to help everyone live a clean life.

But what happens when all the rules and methods, all the seminars and books about how to be a better you or how to live a purpose filled life—what happens when they leave you going to bed at night feeling empty?  Feeling empty, because even after all your efforts at improvement, you still don’t have any confidence of how you stand before God; feeling empty because no matter how hard you try to straighten out your life so that you can make good decisions in the future, you still don’t have any way to cleanse those sins you committed against your neighbor, or your family, or your spouse, yesterday.  Feeling empty, because no matter how hard you try to fill up your life with purpose, you still must come to grips with how you stand before the face of God—and he is fooled by none of it.

So Nicodemus the teacher, in the cover of night, comes to Jesus to be taught.

“Truly, truly, I say to you,”

[says Jesus,]

“unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” ...

“Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’  The wind blows where it will and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit.”


[John 3:5 and 7]

Nicodemus, the great teacher, has never before heard a doctrine like this.

No instruction on how to be a better you, no methods on how to get control over your family, no rules on what to eat or how to cook your food, or how to stop drinking or gambling, just a strange teaching on being given a new birth—being born again of the water and the Spirit.

Nicodemus has never before heard a doctrine like this.  It totally redefines what it means to be a person standing at the face of God.

Where before the sinner tried to mitigate his sin and look a little less sinful, where before the person tried all sorts of methods, programs, and searches for purpose to try to establish some sort of worthiness before God, now, by the doctrine taught by Jesus, the sinner is stood up before God as a new man, a new woman, brought forth as one being given birth, brought forth in the new birth of water and the Holy Spirit.

In this doctrine taught by Jesus, where is place given to the sinner to somehow sanitize his life, to somehow gain favor from God?  No place is given to the work of the sinner, no place is given to human worthiness, no place given to works at all.

It is all by grace; all by the working of the Holy Spirit; all by the gift of God who loves the sinner, such that he sent his own Son into the world not to condemn the world, but to save the world through him, so that, apart from works, anyone who has faith in the Son of God will not perish but will have eternal life.

Nicodemus has never heard anything like this before.  Jesus has walked him out of death into life, out of law into grace, out of works into faith, out of living as a sinner trying to keep up with the law into living as a newborn baby receiving gifts from God as a baby receives milk from his mother.


Then, some years later, after the Son of God is crucified, after Jesus dies for the sins of Nicodemus and the sins of the world, another Pharisee enters—Saul, also called Paul.  Like Nicodemus, the Pharisee Paul, too, is called out of his life under the Law, out of teaching people the rules of how they can use their works to clean up their own lives and methods of how to live with more purpose, and Paul, too, is called into the Gospel, into life under God’s grace.

Now, as Paul the Apostle of Christ Jesus, he rejoices in teaching the doctrine of the Gospel.  This Gospel by which Paul has found himself freed from chasing down righteousness under the law, freed from having to try to cover up his own shame—this Gospel Paul now teaches to others, so that they, too, may live life as newborn babies, living in the new birth of water and the Spirit.

Will you try to live by the Law, will you try to improve yourself before God?  Even Abraham couldn’t do that.  

“If Abraham was justified by works,” 

says Paul, 

“then he has something to boast of, but [even then] not before God.”


[Romans 4:2] 

“For what does the Scripture say?”

says Paul,

‘Abraham had faith in God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.’” 


[Romans 4:3]

That is the new life, the life not grasped by works, but received as gift, the life of the new birth of water and the Spirit, the life of faith.


There are two righteousnesses here, one false, the other true, one death, the other life.

The one righteousness is the righteousness of the Law, a righteousness gained by our works, by our own worthiness, by us sanitizing our own lives.  This is a false righteousness, empty and worthless before God—death.

The other righteousness is of the Gospel, a righteousness made ours by the gift of God; not ours by anything we do, but credited to us, accounted to us by the word of Gospel spoken into our ears.  This righteousness is God looking at us and, knowing our unworthiness, knowing our sin, imputing to us the worthiness of his Son, declaring us clean and innocent, justifying us, as a judge looking at a criminal and saying, “Your debt is paid, your sin is atoned for, you are forgiven”—life.

It all depends upon the word out to the mouth of God.  Faith is that gift from God that clings not to our own works, but to the justifying word from our Lord, clinging to the word of forgiveness as a hungry baby receiving the food given him by his mother.

It all depends on the word out of the mouth of God.  Faith hears no other word.  Our sinful flesh listens to the words of this world, to the words of modern day pharisaism which would teach us how to prove ourselves by living right, but faith listens to no other word, but the word out of the mouth of God.

It is the word of justification, the word declaring the sinner forgiven; it is the word of Gospel spoken by God who so loves the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever has faith in him would not perish but would have eternal life.  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world would be saved through him.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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