
Jesus tells him. “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Without the new birth, a spiritual regeneration, no one can be reconciled to God as king. 


But Nicodemus is greatly confused at this point, as we hear from his question: “Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?’” So he’s thinking about a physical rebirth, which really is hard to picture. 


And Jesus speaks plainly:  “Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.’” (John 3:2-6)


The living dead like us, physically alive but spiritually dead, must be born again. We must have the new birth. 

THE GREAT QUESTION


Now here’s my question to you: When were you born again? You certainly know when you were born physically. Your parents have told you the day, even the hour and minute it happened. And you even a have an official birth certificate to prove to everyone that you were born, as though anyone needed proof! But when were you born again? 


And here’s the sobering point: if you do not know when you were born again, then perhaps you never were born again. Perhaps you are still dead in your trespasses and sins. Perhaps you are still among the walking dead, and if you die physically, then you will face God’s judgment and you will be condemned to eternal death, for which there is no remedy. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

You say, “How can I be born again?” The truth is that there is nothing you can do to cause yourself born again. It is entirely a gift of God and solely a work of God. Remember Peter’s words: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead….” (1:3) 

What did you do to cause yourself to be born into the world? Nothing. Nobody asks to be born; nobody causes themselves to be born. And so it is with the new birth. And, in fact, the Bible never, ever commands us to be born again. It isn’t within our power. 


What the Bible does command us to do is to believe on Christ. The Bible proclaims the good news that Jesus truly saves sinners like us, and bids us come to him to be saved. It is true that only those whom God has caused to be born again can and will trust Christ and will be saved. But it is not ours to try to be born again. Rather, it is ours to believe on Christ as the only Savior of sinners, and to surrender to him as the only Lord of all things. And by doing so, we will discover whether or not we have been born again.  None of us remembers when we were born. But all of us know for certain that we were born, because we now live. And likewise, we can know that we were born again if we believe on Christ and live a new life in him. 


And so you must believe on him. You must agree with God that you are a sinner, justly deserving his terrible judgment and wrath, and without hope except in Christ. And you must believe on Christ as the One who died to pay for your sins, as the One who rose to give you the new life.


You must then live that new life: a new life of obedience and love by the power of the Holy Spirit, a life of joining with God’s people in their worship and work in the world thorough Christ’s church, and a life of submission to the officers whom Christ has called to watch over his people. 


Will you remain in death, as one of the walking dead until your body also dies and you then face God’s judgment and condemnation in the eternal death of the lake of fire? Or ill you trust Christ and truly live in him? 
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Are You Spiritually 
DEAD 
OR 
ALIVE?

Unless you’ve been living in a cave for the last decade or so, you have probably noticed the widespread interest in stories about creatures who are both living and dead. There are tales of vampires, for example, in the wildly popular Twilight saga, turned into a series of blockbuster movies, or the Vampire Diaries on television. Then there are zombies, murderous creatures who are dead, but who are also, somehow, alive. And judging by the prevalence of these themes in popular culture, I would say that interest in these creatures is nothing short of fascination. 


Remarkably, there is a grain of truth to this which I think explains the interest. We are fascinated, I believe, because there is a part of us that relates to this phenomenon. On the one hand, we know ourselves to be alive—we move around, we blink, we have a pulse. But at the same time we often feel ourselves to be dead. And we know, deep down inside, that someday our bodies will cease to function, and they, too, will be dead. We are like those vampires and zombies: physically alive, but somehow also dead.


There is another similarity. According to the popular folklore, these creatures must feed in order to maintain their strength and physical life. Vampires must have blood, and zombies must consume human flesh or brains (sorry if this grosses you out). And we must eat as well, feeding on living things, plants and animals, to sustain our physical life. If we quit eating, we grow weak. And if we stop eating altogether, we will die. The fact that we must eat is humbling. By eating we are admitting that we do not have inexhaustible life in ourselves but are dependent creatures who must seek life from some source that is outside ourselves. 
THE LIVING DEAD


The Bible heartily agrees with all of this and offers an explanation as to why it is so. The oldest and earliest story in the Bible explains that God made us good and placed us in this world, a world that was perfectly suited to our needs, into a garden filled with food that would keep us alive indefinitely. 


And the Bible teaches that we were given two kinds of life: physical life and spiritual life. Genesis 2:7 says: “Then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature.” So we are physical creatures and spiritual creatures in the same being. That’s how God made us. And in the garden God gave abundant fruit trees to sustain their physical lives, but also the tree of life from which they could sustain their spiritual existence. 


God promised them continued life. They could eat their fill always and live forever as physical-spiritual creatures. But God also warned our first parents that if they should disobey him, they would die on the same day. “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.’” (2:16-17)


But they did eat of the forbidden tree. And God banished them from the garden so that food would become difficult to obtain. Also, more seriously, they were cut off from the spiritual nourishment given by the tree of life. Now here’s a question? Did they die that very day as God had warned they would? The answer is “Yes and no.” 


Remember, God made us physical-spiritual creatures, with two kinds of life in one being. And spiritually-speaking, our first parents did die that day. They were cut off from the spiritual life of God. So they were spiritually dead. And physically speaking, they began to die. Death entered into the world at that point because of sin and disobedience, and eventually, as with all of us today, their bodies would grow weak and finally die, and they would return to the dust. 


The Bible is very clear that their offspring inherited this condition: physically alive, yet spiritually dead (kind of like the vampires and zombies!), both alive and dead at the same time. The Apostle Paul writes of this in Romans 5: “For…by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners….” (5:19) and “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned….” (5:12)


Elsewhere Paul writes in Ephesians 2:1-3: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience—among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.”


So here is our universal condition, pretty bleak and hopeless. But we’re not finished yet. We haven’t yet reached the bottom. We know that we are physically alive but spiritually dead. But we also know that someday our bodies will also die. And after death comes God’s judgment. And we will be found guilty and will face the specter of eternal death in hell. Our death will be confirmed forever, and we will suffer the unending horror of everlasting death. The Bible declares this over and over again with perfect and sobering clarity. 
HOW THE DEAD MAY LIVE


The central message of Christianity is altogether hopeful. The Bible loudly proclaims that God did not leave us in this despairing predicament, but took decisive action to save all who would turn to him. The chief problem is the penalty which God warned our first parents would fall on them if they disobeyed him, this dreadful death sentence: “you will surely die.” We are all born with this death sentence hanging over us. What to do? Can the walking dead like us live again?


Here’s the good news. God acted in Jesus Christ to make us alive and to reconcile us to himself. The Son of God entered into our world as a man, a true human being, just like us, with one exception. He was without sin. So, because he was without sin, he was both physically and spiritually alive, and he was not under the sentence of death for sin. He had no sin. 


And then he suffered and died! “Wait a minute,” you say, “I thought death was only the penalty for sin? I thought death only entered into the world due to sin. If Jesus was truly sinless, then why did he die?” We get a clue from the manner of his death. He did not die of a heart attack or a stroke or an accident. He was executed. Even though he was perfectly innocent, he was condemned as a criminal and put to death. It’s clear that he was dying for others. He was serving the sentence of death that we all deserve for our sins. 


And then to prove that he was truly innocent, God raised him from the dead. Jesus himself was not under the penalty or power of death, and so God raised him. And now he is alive forever, and he has the power of an indestructible, everlasting life. And so he can grant true, spiritual life to the walking dead, like us. 

THE NEW, SECOND BIRTH


The Apostle Peter puts it this way: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead….” (1 Peter 1:3) There it is! That explains it all. Every one of us was spiritually stillborn. Oh, we were born physically alive, but we were spiritual dead. And what we need is a second birth, a new birth, a spiritual birth from above. Christ has the power to reconcile us, to reconnect us to the life of God. We need this new birth.


That’s what Jesus explained to one of the teachers of Israel named Nicodemus. We find this story in John chapter three.  Jesus has done some astonishing things and the people are all buzzing about who he may be. So Nicodemus comes to Jesus privately at night, trying to understand. He expresses his question as a statement: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” “I’m puzzled,” he says, “nobody could do what you do unless he is from God. But I don’t understand.”

