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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, 5who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.

***

I raise a question this morning not as a matter of rhetoric or a preacher’s device.  I hope you take it as personally as if an angel were appearing to you, to you alone, to inquire.  Are you born again?

I know the very words of the question might grate on you, might make you cringe.  
Matters essential to the faith, life and witness of the church in the world are always being discounted, ridiculed, and attacked – anything to erode our confidence.  The new birth is one of them.  













It is taught everywhere in the New Testament.  As to its necessity, Jesus said, “Truly, truly I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” (John 3: 3)

As to its nature, John taught, “No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God's seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God.” (I John 3:9)
As to God’s will in the matter, James taught, “Of His own will He brought us forth by the word of truth.” (James 1:18)
Like Peter, Paul also emphasized that the new birth is how God’s mercy comes to us.  His mercy comes to us as a new birth in our lives so we embrace Christ as our Savior and Lord.  “He saved us,” Paul wrote, “not because of righteous truths we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” (Titus 3:5)

The new birth.  This is the truth rediscovered that produced the evangelical awakening in England when the church was largely dead, and so much good fruit:  Zeal for personal holiness, worship, and evangelism, social reform, and world wide missions.  
The new birth.  This is where God’s power and mercy become very personal and very real to us, so our faith becomes very personal and very real in Christ.  Its many good fruits testify to how indispensable the new birth is to vigorous Christianity.

Are you born again?  Let’s consider two things Peter is teaching us as you mull this question over for yourself.  The first is this:  The new birth speaks of a tremendous change, an eye opening experience in which Christ is seen for who He is.
When you were born, a whole new world suddenly opened up to you.  Only it wasn’t a different world, but reality as you had never been able to see it before.  
It was unforeseen for you, unexpected, both shocking and thrilling.   You had known shadows and sounds before, nothing really sharp and clear.  Now the shadows had given way.  Though the change at first seemed foreign to you, things that had never made sense began to, had you been able to think about them:  
Like, why you had feet and hands, fingers and toes, rather than flippers.  Like why you had a nose and legs, and a voice, and lungs rather than gills.  You discovered that were created to breathe the air you could now smell, make noise, move vertically; to know and be known, to love and be loved.  You were created for this.
The new birth Peter speaks of is like this.  The change happens to a person; no one can produce it.  For some it is more shocking than others, for some more emotional, for some more sudden, for some more lengthy, but the result is still the same.  Once it happens, it is irreversible.
Because you have become new on the inside, the world seems new.  You see what was only a shadow before, you understand what was once muffled.  What you are begins to make sense.
Before the new birth, when your heart swelled with awe or gratitude, you didn’t quite know what to do with that.  After the change, you know to worship and you want to worship and are fed in your spirit as you worship God as the giver of all good gifts. 

Before the new birth, when you felt guilt or shame, you didn’t know what to do with that, either.  After the change, you know, like the heat on your hand as it draws near a flame, guilt and shame are the result of drawing near to sin, of violating the laws God has put in your own heart so you honor him.  Afterward, you know to withdraw, and you know when you do burn yourself where healing lies, in drawing to near to God to receive his mercy through Christ, who became sin for you, so you could share the righteousness that is in him.  
You know these things and many others, because you have seen Christ for who he is and embraced him through faith as your Savior.
The new birth is a dramatic image to select for a spiritual change.  But it is no exaggeration, because the transformation is as significant as going from death to life, from being a dying branch once cut off from the tree of life, to being grafted in.
The new birth begins with your own discovery of who Christ is so that you feel your need of him.  But that is merely the initial gasp of an infant as he is held for the first time.  
Jonathan Edwards wrote of the new birth that “all spiritual discoveries are also transforming…such is their power and efficacy (effect) on the soul, that they alter its very nature.”  As Paul put it (I Corinthians 3:18), “But we all with open face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image, from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord.”

The new birth is accomplished by the Spirit of Christ.  God gives him to unite with our own soul, so that united, we are given a new nature.  The life of Christ is communicated to us.  Throughout Jesus’ earthly ministry, we see in the Gospels again and again that wherever he was, he imparted life.  Just as objects illuminated by light begin to emit light, those who received life began to impart it.  

They lived differently.  They told others.  They felt joy, knew peace, gave up sins, sought his word, lived in hope, had faith, practiced love.

This is no less true now.  The new birth marks a permanent change, in fact, an everlasting change.  There is nothing superficial about it.  In the new birth, God takes you into his arms as your Father forever.  
I said we would only look at two things Peter is teaching us about the new birth, the first of which is that it marks such a remarkable change.  

The second is this.  To be given new birth does not mean you suddenly enter into new world, but, Peter says, it does mean you are born again into a living hope.

The key word, the one that is supposed to get your attention is “living”.  Living hope contrasts with dead hope.

There is dead hope, just like there is dead faith.  It is everywhere.  Dead hope is presumption.  Dead hope is nothing like the hope God gives.  Dead hope does not come from him but from God’s enemy and yours.  
You and I hear it expressed at times when someone dies.  “He is in a better place,” they say, but without conviction.  It means little more than that whatever the dead person suffered here is over.  That is not living hope.  There is no confidence in it, no promise, no certainty.     
Peter refers to the hope of salvation as a living hope because it is vibrant, self-generated.  We do not give it life.  It gives life to us.  It is not born in us.  We must be born into it.  

It is not grounded of any future you or I might wish for or desire.  It is grounded in the future God has decreed.  Eternal salvation could not be more certain.  The hope lives because it is real.  It is God who makes it real, and God makes it live in us.
The living hope is the sure and firm confidence in the salvation that God has accomplished for us in Christ his son when he suffered for our sins on the cross, when took upon himself the guilt that is ours and the judgment we deserve and died.

God has furnished us with proof in raising him from the dead.  Jesus’ resurrection is the cause of spiritual rebirth.  His triumph over death is the kernel from which living hope flowers – not just once as an annual, or periodically as a perennial, but forever.
This world is like a womb shrouded by death.  Everywhere we look we see sin -- its alienation, suffering, despair and guilt.  Our sages teach us things like, “All good things must end,” or “all love leads to grief”, or, “There is nothing new under the sun.  Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”
Jesus has pierced that shroud.  He broke free of death, broke through it and is risen, to secure for us living hope -- from God himself.  This is hope that changes us from the inside, that assures us:  All bad things must end.  God’s love can never fail.  Death must be swallowed up in life, every tear wiped away.  It is fueled and fed by the Spirit of Christ in us.
Are you born again?  Jesus rose to make this possible.  No, more!  He rose to make it certain.  Salvation could not be more certain.  Peter calls it an inheritance that is waiting for you.  That means something that already exists, that God preserves, waiting to be revealed.  Do you hear that?  It shall be disclosed in the future, but it is real now.  It cannot perish, cannot soil, cannot fade.
The first evidence of the new birth is faith in Christ.  When you discover for yourself who Jesus really is, your Savior and Lord, you will believe in him, you will trust him to forgive your sin and bring God’s salvation to you.  You will know that you have changed.  You will know the joy of a living hope.    
This faith in Christ is part of the new birth God gives.  It is his way of shielding you, protecting you so you are not deceived and mislead, or so you do not reject him or his mercy but grow to know him more and more.
Are you born again?  If your answer is “yes”, you have every reason to live in the joy and security of God’s mercy.  
If your answer, you honest answer is “no”, you have every reason to call on God to cause you to be born again to a living hope, to read the Scriptures for yourself, to ask Christians to share what they have learned.  If you desire this spiritual rebirth, desire it enough to seek it from God, this is sure evidence that God, God himself is drawing you near.  Don’t be distracted, and you will not be disappointed.
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