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A Reading from the Gospel According to John 

Chapter 3:1-17 

 

 1Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews.  2He came to Jesus at 

night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you came as a teacher from God since no one can perform 

these wondrous signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”  3Jesus answered, “Amain, 

amain, I say to you, unless you are born from above you cannot see the kingdom of God.”   

 4“How can one be born when one is old?” he asked.  One cannot enter a mother’s womb a 

second time and be born.”  

 5Jesus answered, “Amain, amain, I say to you, unless you are born of water and the wind 

of God, you cannot enter the kingdom of God.   6What is born from flesh is flesh, what is born 

from the wind is wind.  7Do not wonder that I told you, ‘You must be born again from above.’ 

 8The wind blows where it wants to and you hear its sound but you cannot know where it 

comes from and where it goes.  So it is with everyone who is born from the wind of God.”  

 9“How can these things happen?” Nicodemus asked him.” 

 10Jesus said to him, “You are the teacher of Israel, and you do not know this?  11“Amain, 

amain, I say to you, we speak of what we know and we testify to what we have seen; yet you do 

not receive our testimony.  12If I tell you of earthly things and you do not believe, how if I tell you 

of heavenly things will you believe?  13And no one has gone up into the sky except the one who 

came down from the sky, the earthly son.  14And as Moses raised up the snake in the desert, the 

earthly son must be raised up, 15so that all who believe in him will have eternal life.  16God loved 

the world so much he gave his only son so that all who believe in him might not be destroyed 

but have eternal life.  17For God did not send his son into the world to judge the world, but so 

through him the world might be saved.” 

 

* 



 

 In this episode, unique to John, Jesus encounters old Nicodemus, one of the wisest, most 

respected Pharisees.  Nicodemus has wealth and power, yet he’s a man with a spiritual ache 

none of his books, none of his learning, can relieve. 

 Today’s meeting yields some of the best-known and most contentious verses in John.  

Jesus chides, “No one who hasn’t been born from above can see the kingdom of God,” and “Unless you are born 

from water and the wind—the spirit, or the breath—of God that, “No one can enter the kingdom of heaven 

without being born of water and Spirit.”   

 Somehow, though, “God so loved the world that God gave God’s only Child so that everyone who 

believes  in that Child. . . may have eternal life.” 

 Thanks be to God— poor Nicodemus, though, all the same.  How can an old man, no 

matter how wise, be born again? 

 While some readers think Nicodemus seeks Jesus at nightfall so nobody would see, a 

brief acquaintance with Jewish custom shows it’s not so.  Rabbis believed that the Torah 

became clearer once it got dark, when it was quiet, and the day’s distractions had dwindled 

away.  Nicodemus here uses his study time to go beyond the standard texts.  Jesus becomes the 

holy book into which this pious man delves, anxious to come to a some understanding.  

 Nicodemus begins, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these 

signs apart from the presence of God.”   

 “What am I missing?   What can’t I grasp?,” is what he pleads. 

 So with poetic phrases, with metaphors, Jesus will playfully try to explain.  He says it’s 

time, friend, to be born anew, born from on high.   

 Jesus says all that can help  Nicodemus comes like the  wind on a midsummer night.  Just 

as an invisible something ruffles our hair and combs through the grass, the Spirit stirs in us before 

we even have words for that stirring.  



 I keep shifting some phrases—“born from above” to “born again,” because in Greek they are 

actually the same:  gennethe anothen is what John’s text says.  Anothen can mean ”from above” maybe  

”anew”, or just  “again.”   Literally, it says, “from up” or “from the top.”   

 Imagine Kate at a choir rehearsal.  She takes the singers through each line or part,  then 

says “Okay, let’s take it from the top.”  Sopranos turn to the first phrase and begin all over again.  

Roughly, that’s how anothen can indicate different things.  

 In Greek, the same word implies both at once.  In English, translators, though, have to 

choose.  This may make some of us almost as troubled as Nicodemus seems to have been. 

 Because, in our time, to be born again has sectarian overtones.   

 It’s become part of our popular culture, a litmus test for would-be leaders. 

 It suggests a fresh start—a new way of life—but some make this claim in an exclusive, or 

exclusionary way.  Some decide others can’t really be Christian, probably can’t be saved, if they 

can’t cite a particular born again moment in their lives.  Being born anew, they maintain, is 

something everyone’s got to achieve, got to profess, or we’ll be left behind.   

 That’s a misreading, though, of the Gospel of John.  Starting with grade school grammar, 

“to be born” is a passive construction in English and in Greek.   

 We can say that “Jack built a house” or that “A house was built by Jack”; either way, Jack is the 

builder, the house is something he creates.   If I tell you, “We’ve got to build a house,” you’re not 

expecting the house to do anything, or be responsible  for it’s own construction.   

 To say, “The Spirit gave birth to Jill” or even, “Jill was born of the Spirit,” either way, the Spirit 

does what it has to do—not Jill, you see.    

 So if Jesus says, “Jill must be born of the Spirit,” we can’t expect Jill to make that happen.  

She’s not the one who can make that happen.  She’s not in charge. 



 Being born from above is an act of God, which we experience as God’s grace 

transforming something in us.  We are not saved because we believe.  We’re only saved “for God 

so loved the world,” so loves the world.  Once we recognize that marvelous truth, perhaps, we’ll 

know what abundant life is, and can appreciate more of its mystery and its beauty.   

 We might figure that Nicodemus is stumped, can’t understand what Jesus is saying.  I 

think he does; I think he understands very well.   He senses Jesus is talking about some kind of 

radical transformation, a change in your life that’s so unbelievable it is like being born a second 

time.  Nicodemus says, “Please, I’m getting old, set in my ways.  I know what I know.  I have my principles, 

loyalties, habits— you’re telling me, so change?   How do I do that?  How does anybody do that?”  

 Jesus says, “It’s not something you do.  It’s what the Spirit of God does in you.”  Think of the wind:  

“It blows where it pleases.  You can hear it, and can feel it, but you can’t tell where it comes from or where it’s 

going to go.  That’s true with everyone born of the Spirit.”  

 This is anothen—rebirth from God, rebirth that comes from the Holy Spirit.  Grace, 

Nicodemus:  you can’t direct it.  You can only allow it to happen.  Nicodemus is nothing if not 

religious, but he’s reluctant to open his heart to the whims of the Spirit.  He’s not quite ready to 

let himself be carried away.   

 One other passage most of us know—not always, though, as it was once meant— comes 

at the end of this morning’s reading from John.  It assures us that, “God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”   

 The word that startles me here is the one we translate as “world.”  In Greek, it’s “cosmos”; 

God so loved the cosmos—all that there is.  Not just the members of one church on Earth!  The 

whole shebang, my grandfather would say.  The whole cosmos is saved when a child of God 

becomes flesh and blood.  Whether we realize it or not—whether we like it or not—Christ 

comes to bring salvation to the cosmos, not condemnation.      

  I believe Jesus means it when he says, “God sent the Son into the cosmos. . . [so that] “the cosmos 

might be saved through him.”  



 For many years, Allan Happe was pastor of First Church in Cambridge.  He’d helped 

create, years ago, our United Church of Church.  He once preached,  

 “To the question, ‘Have you taken Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and savior? ‘ I must answer in a 

larger measure of faithfulness,  ‘No, I take Jesus Christ as the Lord and Savior of the entire cosmos, which includes 

my person as no more than one infinitesimally small but grateful part.  My personal salvation is nothing if it is not 

sustained by communion in the Church, reconciling service in the world-at-large, and participation in the 

purposes of God.”1  

 In fact, the wind blows where it will, and takes whatever it can.  What if our job is to 

trust God—let ourselves be carried away? 

 True, there’s this caution that “unless you are born of water” some take to mean Jesus won’t 

take you if you’ve not been baptized.  Centuries ago, St. Augustine came up with this notion of 

“baby limbo” heathen infants spend eternity. 

 But I think we can grant Jesus poetic license.  Every single human being first stirs to life 

within the amniotic sea.  That’s all we know, that’s all there is, until those waters break, and 

sometime later we open our eyes in the delivery room.   

 I can’t believe in a God—never could—who would condemn my Jewish friends, or the 

Hindu families who meet Sunday evenings, burn incense and pray.  They, too, are loving people, 

care for their neighbors, try to do good.  If being Christian means thinking they’re doomed or 

damned, I don’t belong. 

 Others who midwived me into faith never spelled out what I had to believe.  They were 

the people who felt I was Christian before I did.  They took me in, whether I accepted Jesus or 

not.  They never scolded my family or my friends were going to hell, not even once.  They were 

the ones who told me God is love—God loves my wife and child better than I will ever be able 

to do. 

                                                           

 1  For this note and for other insights on John’s text, I’m indebted to “Born Again, Born from Above,” a sermon by 
Anthony S. Kill, delivered at the Eliot Church of Newton on February 20, 2005. [Online text 2 
http://www.eliotchurch.org/sermons/05-02-20.htm] 



 To paraphrase Desmond Tutu, I believe God believes in us whether we believe in 

God already or not.  Some of us naturally rush to embrace God once and for all, early in 

life; others, like me, are stumble toward God one half-step at a time, along a winding 

path that may take years.  I believe, no matter how long we it takes us, our destination’s 

the same.  I believe God is with us, whether we recognize God or not.  

 I believe the human family has so many faiths and so many styles of worship, 

because God knows how just different we are and delights in diversity. 

 I suspect Nicodemus the Pharisee senses a part of this mystery one night.  Next 

time we see him, he’ll walk with Joseph of Arimathea to Jesus’ tomb, bringing his gifts of 

precious ointment, aloes and myrrh.  

 Nicodemus became the patron saint of seekers, people still unsure, still not quite 

convinced.  That includes your grown-up children who don’t go to church and may not 

know today what they believe.  God isn’t finished with them or with any of us yet. 

 May that God bless you all. 


