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The word of God is like food.  The hungrier you are, the better it will taste.  Some of the best food I ever ate was when I was camping – not because the food was so good, but because I was extremely hungry.  A can of beans was like a steak to me. But, if someone has been eating junk food   before dinner, she will   have no interest in supper.


God’s word is good news to the hungry.  Those satisfied with life are not interested.  But, those facing hardships and hard questions are very interested.  

Today we want to see that Ezekiel spoke to a religious nation that was starved for God’s word, and Jesus spoke to a religious man who was hungry for answers.

I.  To a Religious Nation – Ezekiel 36:22-32


Condition. The book of Ezekiel is written to a rebellious nation.  For 30 chapters of the book, he warns the nation of Judah as well as the neighboring nations of the judgment of God.  He warns the people and their leaders that the good times will end, soon.


Then in chapter 33 a runner comes to Ezekiel – he was already part of those taken to Babylon.  This runner comes with bad news.  Jerusalem has fallen – the city where God placed his King and the city of the Temple dedicated to God was totally defeated and torn to the ground.  Everything of value was taken away.


From that time Ezekiel changes from words of warning to words of encouragement.  He starts to give them words of Hope.  This brings us to our text today.  Ez 36:22-32.


This message can be summarized in two sentences: 

It is not what you can do,

It is what God can do.

It is not what you can do.   When you look at this message it makes the same point at the beginning as at the end.  Look at verse 22 and 32.
22 “Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name,  which you have profaned  among the nations where you have gone.  
32 I want you to know that I am not doing this for your sake, declares the Sovereign LORD. Be ashamed and disgraced for your conduct, O house of Israel!

This is shocking for a religious nation.  God was not going to help them because they were good.  God was not impressed with their religion.  He was going to help them despite their religion.  He was going to help them for his own purpose.  Their religion was like junk food – it had made them too full to receive God’s true message.  Now that all that was lost, they were again hungry.  They were ready to hear the second part:


It is what God can do.
It is what God can do.  There are three things God said he will do for this religious nation.

First, he will preserve his reputation.  When the religious people were untrue in their lives, it put a stain on the reputation of God.  Just as when you or I claim to follow Jesus but we are selfish or small or stingy, it makes God seem small and selfish to people.


So God was going to show that He was not small.  He would restore this religious nation back to their original simple faith.  Then the nations would see that God was true and just.  We see this idea in verse 23


23 I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the LORD, declares the Sovereign LORD, when I show myself holy   through you before their eyes.

In this action God will also bring this religious nation to see their sins, and turn from them in sadness.


The history of Revivals in churches has usually started with the religious people discovering their sinfulness – it does not begin with the unbelievers, but with the falsely religious.  Once they are restored, the circle expands.


Second, he will restore the defeated.  Ezekiel had been warning of God’s judgment for a long time.  When that judgment came, he immediately turned to offering hope.  He did not point a finger and laugh at their sinfulness.  He did not congratulate himself on his message.


The discipline of sinners comes with the offer of restoration.  You know the son who took his money and went to a far land and wasted it all.  He could have come home at any time, but it was not until he was feeding pigs and eating pigs’ food that he remembered home.


We should not point fingers when people get entangled in their errors, but we should offer to them the gracious welcome of God.


Third, he will give them life – this is the most important part of Ezekiel’s message.  It shows that they had failed to take control of their own lives.  Their plans and methods had brought defeat and death.  It was now time for them to receive new life from God.  This new life is described in verses 25-27.

25 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  

The first thing that God will do is to forgive their sins.  Sins are all the actions and attitudes that go against Faith and Love.  When we turn from God in our lives and live for self, that is sin.  When we turn from love for others and love only ourselves, that is sin.  


People may think that their sins are small, or that they are at least no worse than everyone else.  But sins are like the water that evaporates from the earth.  Each little drop of water ascends until cloud forms, and finally until a storm of lightening and drenching rain.  


God says, “I will cleanse you from all your sins.”


26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.   

Ezekiel is saying that the problem is when we have hard harts.  Hearts made of stone can not work.  They could only produce death.  If your heart turned to stone right now, you would live a few seconds.  So those with stone hearts are those who are dead.  They may be living a kind of life, but they are dead to the life God created for us.


God will take those stone hearts and give us new living, healthy hearts made of flesh.  He promises a heart transplant – to bring us to life.


27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees   and be careful to keep my laws. 

The new heart is created by God’s Spirit.  God will give to those he forgives a new heart, and he will give those with a new heart the filling of the Holy Spirit.


Do you know when Adam came to life?  Was it when god took the dust of the earth and fashioned a body?  No, for when we go to a funeral, we can see such a body which has no spirit.  It was when God breathed into Adam the breath of life.


Breath, in the language of the Bible, is the same as Spirit. Your breath is invisible, but it gives you life.  So the Spirit of God is invisible, but he gives us spiritual life.


So what did God have to say to the Religious nation?  He said, “Now that you are listening, you need to know it is not what you can do for yourself.  It was never what you could do for yourself; it is what I can do for you.  I have come to forgive your sins and give you a new life with a new heart and the filling of the Holy Spirit.”

We have the Bible in two parts.  We often act as if the Old Testament is not at all like the New Testament.  Really the New is built upon the Old.  The Old Testament already told us that it is not what we can do for ourselves, but what God can do for us.  
God gives life through the Holy Spirit.


Turn with me to John 3, where Jesus has a conversation with Nicodemus – we will not consider all that is in that chapter, but the first ten verses. (R)

II. To a Religious Man – John 3:1-10


Nicodemus is a religious man.  He is a member of a religious denomination that is the strictest and the most Bible-based.  He is a member of the Jewish Council which governed the religious life of Judea.  Secular matters like war, law enforcement and taxes were decided by the Roman Governor.  Spiritual and moral but all other matters were decided by the Council. 

From this conversation we discover that Nicodemas is a teacher – Jesus calls him one.   In verse 10 Jesus calls him “The Teacher of Israel.”


Nicodemus is interested in Jesus - but he is also cautious.  Because he is an important man, he can not be seen with Jesus, so he comes at night.

Then in this night time conversation, Jesus tells Nicodemus what Ezekiel taught Israel 6 centuries earlier.

It is not what you can do,

it is what God can do.

You Must be Born Again – Nicodemas begins with a compliment for Jesus – he says that Jesus is a teacher from God, and that is clear from all his miracles.  We do not know if Nicodemus is sincere, or if he thinks that by starting with a compliment that he will make Jesus tell him what he wants to know.  We have a saying “you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.”


Jesus goes quickly to the point.  He is not interested in compliments.  He says to Nicodemus, a religious and an educated man, what he needs to hear.  He says, “…no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”

The word born again has a double meaning.  It can mean – reborn.  That is born a second time.  It can also mean born from above.  What Jesus is saying is both of these.  A person needs to be born a second time, and that rebirth comes from God above.

There is no other option for no person without this rebirth can be part of God’s kingdom.  All of us became citizens of our native country by birth. On May 31, 1956 I became a United States Citizen.  But some of you have become citizens by choice – you came to the US and studied and applied for citizenship.  


Jesus says that everyone has to become a citizen by choice in God’s kingdom.


Nicodemus does not understand.  He thinks it is impossible to be born again by a human mother.  In that he is right.  But he is thinking too literally.  Jesus is not talking about natural rebirth, but a spiritual rebirth. It is not to be born again down here, but to be born again from above.


5 Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.  

Jesus is telling Nicodemus the same message that Ezekiel gave to a religious nation.  The Water and the Spirit are necessary.


Water refers to cleansing.  Just as God said through Ezekiel: “I will sprinkle you with water and make you clean.”  Now Jesus said to Nicodemus that he needs to be washed from his sins.  He needs to be cleaned up from his lack of faith and from his lack of love.  

Spirit refers to the Holy Spirit.  Just as God said through Ezekiel, “I will put my Spirit in you.”  

This is the work of God – it is beyond our power and our understanding.  We can tell that God has done it, once it is done, but we can not tell how he does it.  It is a work of God.


Jesus compared it to the wind.  For Breath, Wind and Spirit are all the same word in this language – all are invisible forces.

8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.


This is the Gospel we preach.  You can do nothing to gain a new life.  When you come to that place where you know that you need a new life, you are ready to hear this message.  When your efforts at life are empty, you are ready to hear.  It is not what you can do; it is what God can do.

What does the Lord say to you?  Are you religious? Are you unreligious?  Know that God offers you Life, not from yourself, but from his Spirit.  
