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Are you “born again?”  It’s not something we talk about a lot in here, at least not in 
those words.  For many of us, the question evokes a sort of anxious response.  
We tend to associate it with well-scrubbed teenagers in ties ringing our doorbells 
to give us religious pamphlets, or Bible-carrying people who won’t take “yes” for an 
answer chasing us down the streets of Manhattan.  “Born again” has negative 
connotations for many people because it’s become a popular political label for an 
often-intolerant variety of evangelical Christian.  In fact, “born again” has come into 
more general use to describe anyone recently converted to a new point of view 
that they insist on beating you over the head with.   
 
But to be born again, or “saved” as some say it, is really just a coming to God, a 
conversion experience.  It means simply that you have admitted your own 
sinfulness, acknowledged Christ as your Savior, and asked him to come into your 
life.  I would expect there has been that moment for most of us, as evidenced by 
the very fact that we are here. 
 
People’s experiences of being “born again” are all as different as we are.  The 
Apostle Paul was blinded by a light, and knocked off his horse.  John Wesley “felt 
his heart strangely warmed” at a Bible study.  Some people are driven to their 
knees, or weep uncontrollably, or are overcome with almost unbearable joy.  For 
some it may be little more than a vague sense that something is different.  
Whether we use the vocabulary or not, being “born again” is a wonderful, and 
essential, beginning of our personal journeys with Christ. 
 
But while we need to acknowledge Christ as Savior to be Christians, there can be 
a problem with making “born again” the central focus of what it means to be a 
Christian.  The problem is that we can come to think of it as an end in itself; a 
once-and-done affair; a sort of spiritual “silver bullet.”  I was lost, now I’m found; I 
was blind, but now I see; and I can just get on with my life.  But being “born again” 
is not like crossing the Jordan to live forever in the “Promised Land.”  There’s 
nothing I can find in scripture that even implies that when you say yes to God, His 
job is done until the day he welcomes you home.  More importantly, there is 
nothing to suggest that when you’re born again you magically become the creation 
that God wants you to be.  It’s not like that at all.  Saying “yes” is the starting point 
on a journey full of successes and failures and ups and downs. 
 
The fact is that the most profound conversion experience by itself isn’t enough to 
keep us forever on the straight and narrow pathway to perfection.  Sometimes 
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we’re going to regress.  Sometimes we will feel that God is as close to us as our 
next breath, and sometimes we’ll feel like God is a million miles away.  Even as 
holy a man as John Wesley had his dark nights of the soul.  During one period of 
doubt, Wesley once wrote that he wondered if he had ever really loved God.  Most 
of us know that feeling, I think.  We all have times when we feel like we’re just 
going through the motions of faith, unable to find the heart of faith. 
 
Maybe Nicodemus was experiencing something like that.  Nicodemus was a 
religious man – a good, upstanding man.  He was a leader of the Pharisees, a sect 
of Jews that had evolved a practice of rigorous adherence to the religious laws.  In 
accordance with his religious code, and in the eyes of his fellow Pharisees, 
Nicodemus was blameless before God.  Jesus, on the other hand, was a rebel and 
a blasphemer, someone who hung out with all kinds of sinners – someone to be 
avoided, or better yet, done away with.  Yet something makes Nicodemus need to 
see Jesus face-to-face. 
 
Nicodemus is taking no small risk, and he knows it.  That’s why John tells us that 
he went to visit Jesus at night, to be sure that no one saw him.  I’m not really sure 
that Nicodemus really knows what it is he’s trying to find out.  Maybe he just feels 
like there’s something missing in his life.  He calls Jesus by a title of honor – 
“Rabbi,” teacher.  He says that he has heard Jesus’ words and witnessed his 
signs, and that he and others know that Jesus must have come from God.  “In 
reply Jesus declared, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God 
without being born from above’" (John 3:3)    
 
Nicodemus, as rooted as his religion is in the practicalities of living in the world, 
assumes that Jesus is implying some worldly meaning.  His first instinct is that 
Jesus literally means what he says – that Nicodemus must somehow reenter the 
womb and be born one more time.  But Jesus isn’t talking about a physical birth, 
but spiritual birth.  Jesus tells Nicodemus he must be born of the Spirit.  He must 
be born “from above.” 
 
This is a phrase that you might not be familiar with.  That’s what it says in the New 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible that is in your pews.  But if you go to just 
about any other translation of the Bible and read these verses, you’ll find that what 
Jesus says is “you must be born again.”  If you’ve encountered this story before, 
you probably heard it that way – Nicodemus must be born again! Which is right?  
Did Jesus tell Nicodemus that he must be “born again,” or “born from above?”   
 
Well, the fact is that the Greek adverb is a funny one, and both translations are 
equally correct.  I think there is evidence, if you look at how John uses it elsewhere 
in his gospel, that John intended that it mean “from above.”  But they’re both right.  
This is one of those places in the Bible where we’re free to choose which 
translation we like. 
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So, a more important question is this: “What difference does it make?”  I choose to 
think that Jesus did say we must be born “from above.”  And here’s the difference I 
think it makes.  To me, being “born again” describes an event.  But being “born 
from above” describes a process.  If you look at Christ’s message of salvation in 
its totality, it is about seeing the kingdom of God in this life, here and now, and not 
just about the promise of seeing it some day in the future when we die.  And if 
that’s true, then we as Christians must live into that expectation here and now.  
And we are called to be less concerned with being the people who were “born 
again” one day in the past, and more concerned with becoming the people who 
are being “born from above” continually; every day of our lives. 
 
The Apostle Paul saw things the same way, and you can see this theme repeated 
often in his letters.  Paul makes a direct connection between the death and 
resurrection of Christ and the life of a disciple.  Paul sees the Christian life as a 
process of continually dying to our old selves – to our old, sinful ways – so that we 
can continually be born anew from above.  Paul wrote in his letter to the Roman 
Christians, “…don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus 
were baptized into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism 
into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory 
of the Father, we too may live a new life.” (Romans 6:3-4) 
 
I think author Susan Howach had a wonderful take on this in one of her books 
(Absolute Truths).  If you were here for our Ash Wednesday service, you read this 
quote on the cover of the bulletin: “We die and we die and we die, not only 
physically – within seven years every cell in our bodies is renewed – but 
emotionally and spiritually as change seizes us by the scruff of the neck and drags 
us forward into another life.  We are not here simply to exist.  We are here in order 
to become.  It is the essence of the creative process; it is in the deepest nature of 
things.” 
 
You see, what is supposed to set us apart as Christians is not so much that we 
were “born again” as it is that if we’re serious about discipleship we never stop 
being born.  This metaphor of continually being born is a perfect one for the 
Christian life.  That’s because the changes that Christ wants to bring about in our 
lives can sometimes be as painful for us as childbirth.  But each tiny death and 
rebirth from above brings with it a new kind of life.  Every time we are born from 
above, we move ahead with a little less baggage, freed to live a tomorrow that is 
more fulfilling and abundant than we could even have imagined yesterday. 
 
Don’t get me wrong.  “Born again,” as most Christians think of it, is a wonderful 
thing.  It is an essential milestone on our journeys toward God. But it’s only the 
beginning.  When we understand our walk with Christ to be a continuing process 
of being born from above, then we are continually being made new in Christ.   
 
 One paradox in Christianity, among many others, is that for us as Christians, to 
grow up means to never stop being born.  That, Jesus told us today, is the only 
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way we will see the kingdom.  And that is the only way we will come to know the 
full height, and breadth, and depth of the power of these words: "For God so loved 
the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 
not perish but have… life” (John 3:16), abundant, and eternal.    


