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You must be born from above  
 
Genesis 12:1-4a 
Psalm 121 
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17 
John 3:1-17 
 
Text: John 3:7 
Do not be astonished that I said to you, “You must be born from above.” (… again, anew) 
 
Introduction 
A January 2020 news article cited a new study by David Blanchflower, a professor of economics 
at Dartmouth College, which pegs 47.2 as the age when people in the developed world have the 
least amount of happiness, and 48.2 in developing nations.  If I was looking for a suggestion on 
addressing this unhappiness the article didn’t provide much. It suggested that, statistically 
speaking, this low point on the happiness curve would pass.  I find this underlying narrative, that 
life is understood as an ebb and flow of happiness, unsatisfying; unsatisfying in that it doesn’t 
carry the freight with respect to the wonders in life I experience; unsatisfying in that it seems flat, 
two-dimensional at best. 
 
We are bombarded in our culture with many narratives about the nature of our human existence.  
They are expressed in news articles; in the conversations we have in the workplace or at the 
store; in the advertisements on signs and through electronic bombardment; in the doctor’s office 
and at medical consultations.  We come to church carrying the influence of those things and here 
we rehearse week by week the story that the true narrative of our existence unfolds within the 
purposes of God to redeem a fallen world.  It is God’s story we come to hear and to situate our 
lives within the narrative of our Lord’s purposes to save us.  I find great relief in worship and 
hearing the gospel afresh. 
 
I love the Gospel of John.  It stands out from the rest of the New Testament.  This is not to say it 
is better than the other gospels or the writings of the Apostle Paul.  N.T. Wright describes well 
the cosmic scope of John’s gospel.  “John,” Wright says, “takes us up the mountain, and says 
quietly: ‘Look—from here, on a clear day you can see forever.’ We beheld his glory, glory as a 
father’s only son. John does not include the story of Jesus’ transfiguration, as the other 
evangelists do. But there is a sense which John’s whole story is about the transfiguration.  He 
invites us to be still and know; to look again into the human face of Jesus of Nazareth, until the 
knowledge comes over us, wave upon terrifying wave, that we are looking into the human face 
of the living God.” (Wright, The New Testament In Its World, p 648-9) 
 
I begin with this big-picture understanding of John’s gospel to set the context for reading this 
story of the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus.  I do so that we might strengthen our grip 
on this story of our existence and the true narrative of our lives; that in hearing Jesus we are 
hearing the living God.  I do so that we might jettison those lesser narratives that encroach on our 
existence as we live in this world.  You are not defined by the number of your most recent 
birthday; you are not merely a consumer needing the latest device; you are not a function of your 
ailments and medications.  You are one whom God has come to speak with in Jesus of Nazareth 
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and his saving purposes for you are forever.  The gospels insist that this is the true story of our 
human existence 
 
1. Nicodemus was, by the standards of his day, accomplished and influential.  We are told that he 
was a leader of the Jews—among those on the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, Nicodemus 
stands out as influential.  John tells us later that Nicodemus was the one who bought the spices 
for Jesus’ burial indicating that he was a person of some economic means.  He was, religiously 
speaking, serious about his faith.  On many measures, he was the poster boy for success. 
 
Somehow he has come in contact with Jesus.  John tells us that Jesus was in Jerusalem during the 
Passover festival where many were believing in Jesus because of the signs (miracles) that Jesus 
was doing.  (John 2:23) It was here that Nicodemus sees Jesus and he senses something about 
Jesus that compels him to check Jesus out.  Even though, by all appearances, Nicodemus has his 
life together, so to speak, Jesus awakens in him the sense that he needs something from him.  
“Rabbi,” said Nicodemus addressing Jesus, “we know that you are a teacher who has come from 
God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” 
 
It is in the course of this conversation with Nicodemus that Jesus uttered those somewhat famous 
words, “you must be born from above,” or as the King James Bible renders it, “you must be born 
again.”  Some grew up in churches where the term “born again” was cherished.  Others find the 
question, “are you born again,” curious, not knowing what is meant by the question.   I would 
invite all of us to set aside our conceptions of that term for a moment as we revisit the 
conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus. 
 
Like many in our world the Pharisee named Nicodemus had a literal-minded approach to life.  It 
prevented him from hearing what Jesus had to say about the kingdom of God.  When Jesus said 
that “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above,” the word translated 
“from above” (anothen) has three meanings.  It can mean “again” in the sense of “one more 
time;” that is, “again” in the sense of chronologically repeated.  Or it can mean “from above;” 
that is, from the realm of the transcendent, from God.   Or it can mean “from the beginning, a re-
creation, with a new, different nature.”  Plainly Nicodemus fastens on the first meaning only, 
“one more time.” “It’s absurd,” he says in effect, “to suggest that a grown-up like me can enter 
his mother’s womb one more time and repeat his physical birth.” He’s right: it is absurd.  
 
But this first meaning of ‘anothen’ is precisely what Jesus doesn’t have in mind.  Our Lord is 
thinking only of the latter two meanings: everyone may, and everyone should, be born from 
above, from God, and thereby be reborn with a new nature.  Jesus maintains that life can begin 
anew; there can be a fresh beginning for everyone; we can begin again with a new nature, a 
different nature—and all of this a gift of grace from God’s hand.  I grew up in a church that 
cherished the term “born again”; and, upon reflection, what was meant by that term were these 
latter two meanings—from above, anew.   
 
The new birth Jesus speaks about is the work of God in our lives rendering us who are dead in 
our trespasses and sins spiritually alive.  I invite you to listen to how the letter of 1 Peter speaks 
of new birth. “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has 
given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” (1 
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Peter 1:3)  Notice that the new birth is spoken of as something given us.  And we know that the 
open-handedness of God knows no bounds.  Anyone can receive the gift. 
 
2. We read today the Genesis story of God’s calling of Abram to leave his country and kindred 
and go to the land I will show you.  The story begins this way; “Now the Lord said to Abram.”  
How did Abram know that God was addressing him?  We aren’t told how.  We are only told that 
God did.  It is this way everywhere in the Bible.  People encountered by God know who 
addressed them, they know what was said and they understand the meaning of the address.  
 
God needs no authentication as if there is a device that exists apart from God by which we can 
authenticate that it is really God.  There is no God-detection meter.  We are his creatures.  It is 
not the other way around, though we humans are quite adept at inventing idols.  I was recently 
watching a video of one preacher who was describing an event in her life as a God-thing.  I think 
I understand what she meant—she was expressing her joy of how she could see God at work in 
her life.  At the same time it made me a little nervous because it gave the impression that other 
things were not God-things. God was at work because what happened was unusual—nothing that 
we could orchestrate.  It could give the impression that God’s activities were only occasional; 
limited to the narrow miss or the unusual gift. Is it not true that our entire existence is a God-
thing?  The very fact that we have life at all is a gift of God.   
 
We are told that Abram went, as the Lord told him.  For Abram, he was being called to leave 
behind the gods of the Chaldeans; to obey the One who was calling Abram to follow him to a 
destination he had in mind for Abram.  In many respects Jesus’ call to follow him has parallels in 
our own lives.  We are called to leave behind the ideologies and value systems and idols of our 
culture and follow Jesus into his kingdom—to live as a member of that kingdom here among the 
kingdoms of this world. 
 
I would invite you to consider that this story of Abram—Now the Lord said to Abram—is an 
instance of what Jesus means when he said “you must be born from above/anew/again.”  Jesus 
intimates to Nicodemus that, as a learned teacher of the Israel, he should have known this.  
Humanity is not clamoring it its religiosity to find God; we have each gone our own way.  
Rather, God comes to the rescue; God makes incursion into our lives. 
 
It is also instructive to note that the text in Genesis does not spend a lot of time describing the 
nature of the incursion.  It does tell us the context of God’s call—namely, what God said to 
Abram and lots of detail on Abram’s journey.  And all of this is captured in another Genesis text 
that the Apostle Paul quotes in his Romans letter; “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned 
to him as righteousness.”  Abraham believed God.  This is the story of faith; of relationship with 
God.  Paul does not say that Abraham had some set of superior religious skills.  He believed 
God. 
 
On one side of the coin it says, “Now the Lord said to Abram”; on the other it says, “Abraham 
believe God.” The entire thing is a gift of God; what the believer discovers is that even her 
believing is at God’s enabling. 
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3. When I have had occasion to teach a membership class for those interested in joining the 
church I typically give this assignment.  Set aside an hour and a half and read the gospel of John 
from start to finish.  Read it like you would read a novel.  In the Bible I currently use it is 26 
pages long—you may need two hours to do this if you stop to make a coffee part way.  In that 
kind of reading listen for the themes and at the end reflect on the impression the book gave to 
you.  One of the themes you will discover is that John’s gospel is the gospel of believing in 
Jesus. 
 
John’s gospel starts by saying of Jesus, “to all who received him, who believed in his name, he 
gave power to become children of God.”  It ends with the purpose of the book put this way, 
“these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 
that through believing you may have life in his name.” 
 
And in this encounter with Nicodemus, Jesus tells him that the new birth is lived out through 
believing in him.  “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 
Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. For God so loved the world 
that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have 
eternal life.” 
 
The question for Nicodemus and for us is will we believe Jesus.  The word of our Saviour has 
been preserved in this written record for our sakes and Jesus is making incursion into our lives as 
we hear it.  We know what has been said—will be like Abram, believe.  For some, like 
Nicodemus, it comes slowly, begins tentatively.  For others like the woman at the well—the next 
story in John’s gospel—believing is immediate. It is always the right time to say yes, Lord I 
believe, help my unbelieving.  And we will discover that our Lord’s grip on us is ever so much 
stronger than our grip on him. 
 
4. Nicodemus makes two more very brief, cameo appearances in John’s gospel.  The first comes 
in John 7 when the Sanhedrin begins plotting against Jesus.  At that juncture, Nicodemus speaks 
up to ask that they all make certain to follow the letter of the law in investigating Jesus. 
Nicodemus’ final appearance is in John 19 when he is said to have helped Joseph of Arimathea 
embalm and then bury the body of Jesus. 
 
Did Nicodemus believe?  I think so.  I think Nicodemus is known to the early church and his 
story is preserved for that reason.  Maybe it went something like the way Frederick Buechner 
fancifully imagined it.  Maybe as Nicodemus listened to Jesus in the flicker of the firelight on 
that long ago night, maybe he found his pulse quickening.  Hearing the words of what we now 
call John 3:16, ‘for God so loved the world,’ maybe Nicodemus felt a spasm of joy …  
 
If so, then perhaps some time later when he buried this quirky rabbi, maybe Nicodemus recalled 
that image of the snake on a pole Jesus spoke about.  And if so, then maybe, two, three days 
later, when Nicodemus heard the report that this Jesus had risen from the dead, maybe that old 
senior citizen Nicodemus found himself inexplicably weeping–crying and carrying on like . . . 
well, like a newborn baby. 
 
You must be born from above. Amen. 


