(John 3:1-21 NLT) There was a man named Nicodemus, a Jewish religious leader who was a Pharisee. 2  After dark one evening, he came to speak with Jesus. "Rabbi," he said, "we all know that God has sent you to teach us. Your miraculous signs are evidence that God is with you." 3  Jesus replied, "I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God." 4  "What do you mean?" exclaimed Nicodemus. "How can an old man go back into his mother's womb and be born again?" 5  Jesus replied, "I assure you, no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit. 6  Humans can reproduce only human life, but the Holy Spirit gives birth to spiritual life. 7  So don't be surprised when I say, 'You must be born again.' 8  The wind blows wherever it wants. Just as you can hear the wind but can't tell where it comes from or where it is going, so you can't explain how people are born of the Spirit." 9  "How are these things possible?" Nicodemus asked. 10  Jesus replied, "You are a respected Jewish teacher, and yet you don't understand these things? 11  I assure you, we tell you what we know and have seen, and yet you won't believe our testimony. 12  But if you don't believe me when I tell you about earthly things, how can you possibly believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13  No one has ever gone to heaven and returned. But the Son of Man has come down from heaven. 14  And as Moses lifted up the bronze snake on a pole in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15  so that everyone who believes in him will have eternal life. 16  "For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 17  God sent his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him. 18  "There is no judgment against anyone who believes in him. But anyone who does not believe in him has already been judged for not believing in God's one and only Son. 19  And the judgment is based on this fact: God's light came into the world, but people loved the darkness more than the light, for their actions were evil. 20  All who do evil hate the light and refuse to go near it for fear their sins will be exposed. 21  But those who do what is right come to the light so others can see that they are doing what God wants. " 

Text: John 3:1-21, Number 21:9
Focus Statement: God has sent the light (His Son) into the world to save it

Function Statement: That my hearers would embrace the freedom in the light

John 3:16 – the universal statement of the gospel.  For God so loved the world, that he gave his one and only son.  So that everyone who believes in Him will have eternal life.  But that statement is hard to see sometimes and specifically the God so loving portion.  We moderns like to express our problem with a loving God as the problem of evil.  If God is so loving, if God really loved the world – then he’d do something about evil.  There wouldn’t be things like tornadoes that flatten towns or 6 year olds with cancer.  And we twist ourselves up over that question.  People abandon the faith, or quit believing in God all together.  A line out of a popular movie might express the feeling – “God is a kid with and ant farm.”  It doesn’t even take a philosophical question to think about that.  Three Sunday’s ago the OT lesson was the sacrifice of Isaac.  A story where God asks the Abraham to kill his only son as a sacrifice.  Today’s old testament less tells the story of God sending the snakes into Israel’s desert camp.  They’ve been in the desert 40 years.  All their parents have passed away.  This desert and movement and manna is all they have known.  And they are on the move again.  And Israel grumbles about the food and water, and God sends snakes.  Is that equal?  Last week was the 10 commandments with the summary – “I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation.”  What did that great-great-great-great-grandchild do?  For God so loved the world?  It is easy to see why the world might be skeptical.
The evidence that we have that God is a loving Father, and not a kid with an ant farm, is the testimony and life of Jesus.  Our gospel text is part of a larger scene. And in it, I think we can see the Son of Man, Jesus, coming to terms with what must be done.  Nicodemus, a Pharisee, a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling body, comes to Jesus under the cover of darkness.  And Jesus and Nicodemus go back and forth.  Nicodemus’ last words are the exasperated expression – “How are these things possible?”  The things he refers to are Jesus cryptic words about being born again – being born of water and the spirit.  Nicodemus is in the dark.  Nick has no comprehension of the things of the Kingdom, of the Spirit.  From our study of Mark this year – so were Jesus’ disciples.  “Who is this one?” was their cry.  They didn’t get it.  This is where all of humanity is originally found, in the dark.  Sin has clouded and warped and perverted everything.  Completely.  This is where we are found - in the dark, unbelieving, exasperated at the universe, at God, and our lack of understanding.

Jesus’ first answer to Nicodemus’ exasperation is the barbed question – “You are a respected Jewish teacher and you don’t understand these things?”  Why would he?  Why would we?  We are in the dark.  We are bound in Satan’s kingdom.  What are the things of God to us other than serpents and laws?   Things that kill us.  

From that barbed question, Jesus’ answer seems to turn toward himself.  He pleads a little with Nick – “I assure you, we tell you what we know.”  But Jesus processes our lack of comprehension – “and yet you don’t believe our testimony.”  Why would Nick, why would we believe it.  All Nick has scene is serpents, and requests for sacrifice and laws.  Things that kill us.  God is love, sure, whatever you say.  And, Jesus continues the self examination, “How can you possibly believe if I tell you about heavenly things?”  Exactly, how?  How can we believe?  Jesus, you are a teacher.  God is with you, tell me.
“No one has ever gone to heaven and returned…”  That is true Jesus.  We don’t get that testimony.  All we know is sheol, the grave.  Who praises you from sheol, the grave?  

“…But the son of man has come down from heaven.”  Yes, and what has he come down for?  To rule and judge and smite the nations?  To add new ways to increase the residents of sheol?
“And just as Moses lifted up the bronze serpent – so the son of man must be lifted up.  Everyone who believes in Him will have eternal life.”  And that is different.  God lifted up…eternal life for everyone.   [Pause]    God come down to earth, God with us, is lifted up.  Jesus takes all those horrible events, and deaths and judgments and takes them into himself.  Jesus is willing to do this Because God the Father so loved the world.  God the Father will give his one and only son.  Abraham, I asked you to do something once.  Now I myself will carry it through.  Because God so loved the world.  The Son of Man would be lifted up.  The poison in the world, the sin that causes death, was not God’s fault.  Is the lifting up of the sinless Son equal?  But God so loved the world.  Because God is a loving Father, the son will testify in his death.  God sent his son into the world not to judge the world, not to add more names to the grave, but to save the world.  How can we believe?  Because the Son of Man who came from the Father was lifted up on that cross.  Because the Son of Man, Jesus, who came from the Father said this is how much God loves you - Enough to pay the overwhelming price to bring a light to those who sat in darkness.

And that light shines as clear and as bright today as it did 2000 years ago.  Jesus, lifted up on that cross, testifies to how deep in darkness this creation sits.  Deep enough to kill the righteous Son of God.  Deep enough to try and kill the light.  But that cross also testifies as to how deep that light can reach.  God sent that light deep into the world.  Deep into the grave, to pull all those who believe out of the grave’s darkness and into the marvelous light of eternal life.  The only question is our response to that light.

A story is told of a visitor to the Metropolitan Museum.  He is being shown around and taking in the masterpieces hanging in the galleries.  The quality and the love and the emotions and the genius in these works is unquestioned.  But at the end of the tour this man tell his guide, “Thank you, but I really don’t think much of your old pictures here.”  The guide, struck by the remark, pauses for a second, and then whispers to the visitor, “Sir, these works are no longer on trial. It is those who come to view them who are.”  The man’s response did not change the testimony of the works.  The man’s response judged his own blindness.

That is what our response to the cross does.  If we stand before the cross and marvel at God the Father’s love that he would send his own son.  If we feel the trust of the Son for the Father that he would endure the cross, knowing that the loving Father would not let that injustice stand.  If we listen to the Spirit telling us the Father and Son did this out of there great love for you.  There is no judgment against us.  We know that we have been reborn from above and the grave cannot touch us.  And that offer is for everybody.  
There are those who would rather stay in those corners.  They would rather stay in the darkness.  They see the cross and feel nothing.  They see nothing lovely about it.  They only see one more instance of pain and judgment.  Their view does not alter what the cross is, the testimony of the one and only Son to the Love of the Father.  What is does do is expose the state of their soul.  Those people have judged themselves is what John says.  They did not accept the testimony of the one and only son of God.  They would rather stay hidden because of their evil, than listen to the voice of God calling to them.  The light shines for them, they choose to hide from it.  

But, those who see the love of the Father reflected from the cross, come out of the darkness and into the light.  They want all to see what they are doing.  We know what light does.  It reflects.  It bounces around and illuminates.  It brings warmth.  That is what those living in the light do.  They reflect the light, the love of Christ to others.  That reflection of Christ, seen in our faces, in our actions to those still in darkness, is our witness.  Christ testified on the cross to the Love of the Father, and because of that salvation we can now testify through the Spirit to that love.  And that light opens up amazing opportunities and wide vistas.    We don’t have to huddle in the dark corners.  We don’t have to be constantly afraid of the law or snakes.  That light frees us to move into places we could not imagine.  Walking in the light free of fear.  Because God so love the world, that he gave His only son.
