JESUS
John 3

‘ I have lost my birth certificate.

It's the sort of thing that happens when you move to a new house,
which we did not long ago. I know where it was in the old house. It may
have been accidentally thrown away; but I suspect it was put into a very,
very safe place, and the place was so safe that I still haven’t found it.

Fortunately, I dor’t need it at the moment. I have a passport and other
documents. Sooner or later, if it doesn’t show up, I shall have to get a
replacement, which means going back to the town where I was born and
paying to have a new copy made from the register there.

But, of course, the one thing that a birth certificate isn’t needed for is
to prove that a birth took place. Here I am, a human being; obviously I
must have been born. The fact that at the moment I can't officially prove
when and where is a minor detail.

When Christians discuss the “new birth,” the “second birth” or the
“birth from above,” they often forget this.

OPEN

Stories of births are often characterized by a combination of anxiety,
humor, joy and pain. What details do you know about your own birth?
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STUDY

Read John 3:1-21. The Judaism that Nicodemus and Jesus both knew
had a good deal to do with being born into the right family. What
mattered was being a child of Abraham. Why did Nicodemus find
Jesus’ words so difficult to believe?

How do cultural values sometimes keep us from understanding and
embracing Jesus’ message?

The new birth Jesus is talking about is the same thing that has been
spoken of in 1:33. “Water and spirit” here must mean the double
baptism: baptism in water, which brings people into the visible com-
munity of Jesus’ followers (3:22; 4:1-2), and baptism in the Spirit,
which gives the new life of the Spirit welling up like a spring of
water inside, are both required for entrance into God’s kingdom.

As with 1:12-13, the point of this is that God’s kingdom is now
thrown open to anyone and everyone. The Spirit is on the move,
like a fresh spring breeze, and no human family, tribe, organization
or system can keep up with it. Opening the window and letting the
breeze in can be very inconvenient, especially for the Nicodemuses
of this world who suppose they have got things tidied up, labeled
and sorted into neat piles.

In verses 10-13, we have the first of many passages in which Je-
sus speaks about a new knowledge—indeed a new sort of knowing.
What do we learn about this new sort of knowing?
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4. How does John’s Gospel suggest we will gain this new knowledge

)

and what difference will it make in our lives?

5. Verse 14 looks back to the incident described in Numbers 21:5-8.
What is Jesus (“the son of man”) compared to in that story?

6. How is the crucifixion of Jesus like putting the snake on a pole?

7. How is this peculiar cure a demonstration of the greatness of God’s
love for the world (v. 16)?

What John is saying, and will continue to say right up to his account
of the crucifixion, is that the evil which was and is in the world,
deep-rooted within us all, was somehow allowed to take out its full
force on Jesus. When we look at him hanging on the cross, what we
are looking at is the result of the evil in which we are all stuck. And
we are seeing what God has done about it.

8. What is at the very heart of John’s amazing new picture of God?
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9. Precisely because evil lurks deep within each of us, for healing to
take place we must be involved in the process. That doesn’t mean
that we just have to try a lot harder to be good. What is required of
us (vv. 18, 21)?

10. Read John 3:22-36. What does John say to settle down his disciples
about the success of Jesus?

11. Sometimes different churches or Christian groups are jealous of
each other’s success. What does this passage have to teach us?

12. Instead of family rivalries, where do verses 31-36 say our focus
should be?

PRAY

Thank God for loving the world so much that he lifted up the Son on
the cross, giving us the chance to look on him in faith and be healed of
all the evil that lurks deep within us. Pray that we and all those around
us may feel the wind of his Spirit and experience the brand new life that
he brings.
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NOTE ON JOHN 3:22-36

The picture of the bridegroom with his bride is not just a convenient
illustration, showing that John's followers are jealous of Jesus and that
John is refusing to see things in those terms. In the Old Testament and
some Jewish traditicns, the coming Messiah was seen as the bridegroom
par excellence, the one who would come and make Israel his bride. Be-
hind this again, of course, is the equally important tradition that yswH,
Israel’s God, would betroth Israel to himself as his bride. Whether or not
the Baptist thought of this at the time—his mind seems to be focused
on the fact that Jesus is Israel's Messiah, the coming king, and that he
himself is not—the writer certainly intends us to think so.

John the evangelist also intends for us to see, not for the last time in
the Gospel, the way in which different characters in the story of Jesus
have to learn, as C. S. Lewis once put it, to play great parts without pride
and small parts without shame. At the very end of the Gospel (21:20-23),
Peter is reminded that what counts is not comparing yourself with other
pecple and seeing whether your status is higher or lower than theirs,
but simply following Jesus. Here, already, John the Baptist adds to the
evidence he’s given about Jesus' messiahship by insisting that if Jesus is
prospering, and people are going to him, that means that he, who had
pointed to him, should celebrate rather than be miserable or jealous.



