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Sermon:  John 3:1-17 (Rebirth)

“Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”

An interesting answer to a question never raised.  Or, at least, not recorded.  Our gospel begins with Nicodemus coming to Jesus at night, saying, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”  No hint of a question or topic.  It speaks to the way we read and hear Scripture that we gloss over this.  That it generally doesn’t even register, or if it does we brush it aside.  Some instantly react, “Well, Jesus just read Nicodemus’ mind.”  Others might say, “The gospel was never meant to be a word-by-word recollection of the whole conversation.”

We tend to do the same with the next interchange.  In response to Jesus saying that one must be born from above to see God’s kingdom, Nicodemus asks, “How can anyone be born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”  Now Nicodemus was clearly not a stupid man.  William Barclay writes that we know three things about Nicodemus:  (1) He was wealthy.  We know that when Jesus died, Nicodemus brought “a mixture of myrrh and aloes about a hundred pound weight.”  Only a wealthy man could have purchased this.  (2) He was a Pharisee, one of the elite.  There were never more than 6000 of them.  All took a pledge in front of three witnesses that they would spend their entire lives keeping every detail of the scribal law.  (3)  Nicodemus was a ruler of the Jews, a member of the Sanhedrin.  One of seventy, the most prestigious group in the nation.

So how is it that Nicodemus can’t figure out that Jesus is speaking figuratively, of a spiritual rebirth from God?  Instead, taking it with a crude literalism.  Some might respond, “Well, the fault isn’t with Nicodemus, it’s with the translation.  The KJV says, “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  So does the NIV.  The editors of the NRSV, the argument goes, cannot stand the phrase “born again,” so they tweaked with the translation.”

Others might say, “Nonsense.  While the Greek word can be translated either “from above” or “anew,” the Gospel of John uses the word as “from above” in John 3:31, John 19:11, and John 19:23.  Not as “anew.” In any event, this dual meaning works only in Greek, not in Hebrew or Aramaic.  Jesus would not have spoken in Greek.

For that matter, the author of the gospel of John is using a set pattern that he employs repeatedly.  An enquirer says something.  Jesus answers in a saying that is hard to understand.  That saying is misunderstood by the enquirer.  Jesus answers with a saying that is even more difficult to understand.  The author then follows this with an explanation.  Think about the misunderstanding with the Samaritan woman at the well regarding living water.  The misunderstanding of his being the bread that came down from heaven.  The misunderstanding of his body being the Temple to be destroyed and raised up in three days.  It’s not that Nicodemus was dense; the author was using a rhetorical device in order to teach.

There are more oddities with our gospel lesson.  John 3:11 has Jesus saying, “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony.”  When I first read our gospel lesson for today in preparation for this sermon, I was struck by Jesus using the word “we.”  In all the rest of the gospel story, Jesus is speaking in first person, singular – “I.”  And I could not remember another instance when Jesus spoke in this way in first person plural – “we.”  It was a hallmark of Jesus that he taught “as one having authority.”  Rabbis, Pharisees, and scribes would invariably support their arguments citing the Hebrew Scriptures, or the Talmud or Mishna or other rabbis.  But not Jesus.  He declared the will and commandments of God on his own.  So why do we find this unique reference:  “ . . . we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony.”?

Some explain this as the plural of majesty – the “we” referring to the Father and the Son.  Or perhaps the Trinitarian “we.”  But to others it seems more like John the Evangelist is slipping into a dialogue between the Church and the Synagogue for this one verse.  This is not to say that this incident never occurred or was not part of very early oral tradition.  Just that it seems odd that Jesus would support his statement by the use of “we,” given what we have in the rest of Scripture.

There are two other “oddities” that suggest an editor’s hand.  John 3:13 says, “No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.”  But this was clearly before Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension.  So what ascension could Jesus have been talking about here?

The second “oddity” has to do with John 3:5, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.”  The phrase, at least on the surface, does not seem to fit in with the rest of the gospel passage.  It is the only reference to water, and omitting the phrase makes for a better parallel to Jesus’ first response to Nicodemus (“no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above”).  John 3:8 speaks of being born of the Spirit, without reference to water.

Raymond Brown, in the Anchor Bible Commentary on John, writes, “Many scholars suggest that at least some part of vss.12-21 is a homily by the evangelist himself rather than the words of Jesus.  The reference to Baptism in vs. 5 has led even so conservative a scholar as Lagrange to remark that this whole expose would appear more natural on the lips of a Christian catechist long after the Church’s foundation than on Jesus’ lips as his opening words of the ministry.”

Now a good case can be made for the water not being a reference to Christian baptism.  An excellent analysis is available online by Dr. Robert V. McCabe, Professor of Old Testament at Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary.  Through parallels between our gospel lesson and Ezekiel 36:25-27, he concludes that “born of water and the Spirit refers to the life-giving and purifying activity of the Spirit.”
  However, he also notes that just as the passage in John 6 on eating the flesh of the Son of Man and drinking his blood cannot fail to bring to mind the Lord’s Supper, so too the reference to new birth by water and Spirit inevitably directs attention to Christian baptism.
For the early church, the reference to water in this passage was clearly linked to baptism.  This was attested to by Irenaeus (Bishop of Lyons at the end of the 2nd century), Tertullian (an early Christian author, also at the end of the 2nd century, and Augustine (Bishop of Hippo, in the late 4th and early 5th centuries).
Many today hold to this interpretation.  The New Oxford Annotated Bible, NRSV, has a footnote stating:  “Birth into the new order is through water (baptism; 1.33; Eph 5.26) and Spirit (Ezek 36.25-27; Titus 3.5).  But the implications of this interpretation were at times troubling and strained.  Augustine held strongly to the belief that unbaptized infants were condemned to eternal damnation.  He did concede that such infants would not have as unpleasant a time in hell as those adults who committed actual sins.  But damned, nonetheless.

While the RC Church has never officially endorsed the idea of limbo, a place of maximum natural happiness or mildest condemnation, it has not been discounted either.  Only as recently as 2007, Pope Benedict XVI permitted the following statement from the International Theological Commission to be released:

“Our conclusion is [that] many factors . . . give serious theological and liturgical grounds for hope that unbaptized infants who die will be saved and enjoy the beatific vision. We emphasize that these are reasons for prayerful hope, rather than grounds for sure knowledge.”  One can only prayerfully hope that the RC Church didn’t spend too much money on this Commission.

But to be fair, it does seem a conundrum.  If one believes in Augustine’s doctrine of original sin, infants are in as much need of union with Christ, the gift of the Holy Spirit, cleansing from sin, and new life in Christ as any adult.  If membership in the body of Christ is limited to those baptized (and how else is membership obtained?), and if membership in the body of Christ is required for eternal salvation, the fate of unbaptized infants seems clear.  But we instinctively rebel against this.  Especially as Anglicans, who see fit to use reason in theological assessments, as well as scripture and tradition.

As Anglicans, we are willing to trust God to be just and merciful, and to focus on our own weaknesses than to dwell on another’s salvation.  Whether they be unbaptized infants, or, for that matter, those who don’t conform to our notion of “the saved.”

But just because most of us don’t believe that unbaptized infants go to hell, baptism remains a wondrous gift of God.  By it we do become members of Christ’s body, we do receive the Holy Spirit, we are cleansed from our sins, we do share a new life in Christ.  All this we believe is true, and for this we should be truly thankful.

But let us remember that we have a part to play in our new life, and that is to honor the vows we made at baptism.  To continue in the apostles’ teachings and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers.  To resist evil. When sinful, to repent and return to the Lord.  To evangelize by word and deed the Good News of Jesus Christ.  To seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving others as ourselves.  To respect the dignity of every human being, working for justice and peace.

It is easy to get caught up in the busyness of our daily existence, and to forget our vows.  Lent is a good time to reflect on our lives, to see where we might be missing the mark.  Remembering that when we try, God will help us.
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