
1 
 

Pastor Madelynne Lindsey 
March 8, 2020 

Are You Born From Above – John 3:1-17 

Let us pray:  Loving and Gracious God, bless us, we pray, with your 
presence this day. O God fill our hearts with your praise and lead us in 
holiness and righteousness in this hour and in the hours to come. We ask it 
in Jesus’ name. Amen.  

A few years ago, I was in a car accident. Fortunately, no one was hurt. 
In fact, I was hit while sitting idle at a stop light! But, as anyone who has 
been involved in an automobile accident can tell you, the experience leads to 
endless documentation and telephone calls with insurance agents and claims 
adjustors and body shops.  

And so, after completing all the various paperwork, I finally was able 
to get an appointment with the auto body shop for the repairs. The body 
shop indicated that there was a section that the adjuster did not include and 
that I might have to pay out of pocket in order to complete the job.   

I did not want to hear that, but if I had to wait to get another 
appointment with the insurance adjuster, it would probably be weeks before 
I could get my car repaired. 

Reflecting theologically, I felt a profound sense of gratitude toward our 
God who does not function like insurance companies. However, it did get me 
thinking about God's relationship to body shops. 

When Nicodemus came to Jesus, he knew enough to know that Jesus 
was offering a new kind of body repair. The temple, priests and traditions 
had for good Jews been the place to seek repair work. Now Jesus' language 
implied there was a new fix, a new kind of repair needed for the faithful. 
Nicodemus came to Jesus by night to check it out. 

The more zealous Pharisees, leaders of the Jews considered 
themselves to be the pure and pious ones. They became a distinct class, 
rigid defenders of Jewish tradition. They had grown to positions of power 
during Jesus' day and often abused that power.  

They had something to lose in these new radical concepts and 
teachings of Jesus, but they also could not resist trying to understand this 
prophet in greater ways. Nicodemus apparently had that kind of curiosity. 
So, Nicodemus comes to Jesus secretly, at night, and begins a private 
conversation.  
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Suddenly Jesus is talking to more than just Nicodemus--although it's 
the middle of the night! Jesus knows that he is talking to a larger crowd, is 
fighting a larger battle, than just an evening conversation with Nicodemus. 

Nicodemus represented a rigid kind of thinking about laws and 
traditions and rituals but also about the basic work of God. Jesus wonders 
how Nicodemus could be such a trusted teacher and not know the inner 
workings of God's Spirit, not know the power of God's Spirit.  

Nicodemus, and the Pharisees, had such clarity about the things of 
God that any entry of new ideas or expressions was too much to grasp. They 
seemed unable to bear the weight of the perceived consequences that might 
come from acceptance of such thinking about the holy.  

So, let's return to my car. After several days in the body shop, you will 
be interested to know that the car was returned to me completely repaired, 
including the part that the insurance company did not include. My conclusion 
was that the guy at the body shop thought a lot more like God, and less like 
the insurance adjustor. You can't fix almost all the damage! It must be 
completely remade! Or, as Jesus would say, "born from above." 

What Nicodemus had such a hard time understanding was the concept 
that God did not want a detailed inventory of every dent, scrape, and 
scratch on the hearts and lives of the faithful. What God wants is to remake 
each one of us.  

God doesn't demand a story behind each fender bender. God doesn't 
pick and choose which sins are forgiven and which ones remain. God gives 
us new birth with water and the Spirit and remakes us into new creations.  

Through this new birth, our relationship with God, through Christ, 
takes on a deeper and more complete meaning as the experiences of our 
lives are seen through the lens of God's gracious and forgiving work of love. 

Has anyone ever asked you, “Are you a born-again Christian? I was 
asked by a few newly born-again Christians once at my former job.  What 
does it mean to be “a born-again?” Jesus says this surprising thing: “You 
must be born again, Nicodemus.”  

Greek Scholars interpreted those words from Jesus to mean either 
“born again,” or “born from above.” That’s an interesting double meaning, 
and I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if John used that particular Greek word 
intentionally, but too much debate about whether it’s “born again” or “born 
from above” can take the punch out of the message.  
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I think the important word here is “born.” Out of all the possible 
metaphors Jesus might have chosen to describe “seeing” or “entering” the 
Kingdom of God, he picks this one. “The experience of the Kingdom,” he 
might say, “is not like visiting a foreign country, or entering an unfamiliar 
room, or reading science fiction.  

The experience of the Kingdom is like being born. It’s a radical, 
traumatic, lifechanging event.”  Regardless of what the scholars say, 
Nicodemus understands Jesus to be saying he must be born not from above, 
but again, and he wants to know how. “A man can’t enter into his mother’s 
womb and be born a second time, can he?” 

To which the answer is and always will be, “Of course not: that’s a 
physical impossibility.” But perhaps that is the precise point of Jesus’ 
statement. Because what Nicodemus is doing by maintaining the rigorous 
demands of Pharisees is like trying to give birth to himself—his spiritual 
self—and that’s a spiritual impossibility.  

Think back for just a moment to the circumstances of your own birth. 
Who was it that labored to get you here? You, or your mother? It was your 
mother, of course. None of us birthed ourselves. Our mothers gave birth to 
us. They gave us our birth. Which means that our role in the whole process 
was a very passive one. Our job, as babies being born, was to let go and let 
our mothers labor on our behalf. 

I cannot go back and re-birth to my two sons. Neither can we go back 
and re-do so many of our difficult trials and adversities in life: loss, 
disappointment, heartbreak. We are filled with guilt, regret, and longing. 
And we often want to hold tight to those feelings, even when God is ready to 
take them away, giving us a fresh start and a new paint job.  

Christ's sacrifice would ultimately remake the way in which our lives 
are given meaning and purpose. Christ's sacrifice will make us new, a 
forgiven and whole people. No, we cannot go back and wipe away our past. 
What we can do is be reborn of water and the spirit.  

Jesus doesn't promise to re-do our first birth. No, we don't climb back 
into our mother's wombs to be reborn. It is a different kind of birth--one 
that allows our spirits to overcome whatever blows the physical world has 
dealt us and live freely, fully remade, with knowledge and experience of the 
living God. 

Significantly, the late night conversation with Nicodemus the Pharisee 
begins to wrap up with these famous words, "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."  
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Why is it significant that the encounter with Nicodemus came just 
before this most beloved scripture? Until Nicodemus believed that one truth, 
it would be difficult for him to hear or believe anything else. The same God 
that offered the people of Israel the beautiful laws of the prophets that the 
Pharisees so dutifully upheld, also offered this greatest of gifts--love. 

Jesus seems to be saying, “Nicodemus, for too long now you’ve been 
trying to deliver yourself by your own efforts. You come asking about the 
Kingdom and wondering if you’ve done enough to get in. I say to you that 
you must be born again—you must let go and trust God with this holy labor.” 

Don’t you think that in every generation we tend toward the 
Pharisees? We like structure more than spontaneity. We are more 
comfortable with law than with spirit. If we came to Jesus at night asking 
questions, they might be questions like these: “Will we get into heaven?  

I read a joke about getting into heaven. A pastor was doing a children 
sermon and began to ask them these questions. “If I sold my house and my 
car, had a big garage sale and gave all my money to the church, would that 
get me into Heaven?" he asked the children. "NO!" the children all 
answered.   

 "If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the yard, and kept 
everything neat and tidy, would that get me into Heaven?"  Again, the 
answer was, "NO!" Well, then, if I was kind to animals and gave candy to all 
the children, and loved my wife, would that get me into Heaven?" I asked 
them again. Again, they all answered, "NO!" Well," I continued, "then how 
can I get into Heaven?" he asked. A five-year-old boy shouted out, "YOU 
GOTTA BE DEAD!!!" 

Before we die, are we doing what’s required of us?” And he might say 
to us in the same tone of voice, “You must be born again.” Like Nicodemus 
some of us are trying to work our way into the Kingdom, trying to earn our 
salvation through church attendance, through paying our dues, through 
trying to be nice. 

In all of that we are trying to make sure that things are good between 
us and God. But that’s not how it works. Like babies being born we must let 
go. We must trust. This is where John 3:16 seems to fit in. Jesus says that 
the one thing we can accept from the start is that God loves us and doesn’t 
want any of us to perish.  

All we must do to move from death to life is to believe in the Son, to 
trust this midwife of the Spirit to deliver us into the Kingdom. Are you ready 
for that? Are you sure you want to go? Because it will be different in the 
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Kingdom. It will be bright and strange, like coming from the womb into the 
blinding glare of a delivery room.  

Most of us will wish we were back in the familiar darkness we came 
from. And yet if we can find the courage to do it, it will mean life for us, and 
salvation. We must leave the labor of spiritual birth to God and accept the 
gift of our delivery.  

Our part in the process is both the easiest and hardest thing there is—
we must believe—believe that God can do it and believe that we can’t. So, 
what about you? Have you been born again? Have you left an opening in 
your life where God can get in and do some work? Or have you tightened up 
your system of belief until there is no place for anything new.  

Listen to what Jesus says, “The wind blows where it will, and you hear 
the sound of it. So, it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” Listen, 
“Truly I say to you that unless you turn and become like children you will 
never enter the Kingdom of God.”  

Listen, “No one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of 
water and the Spirit. You must be born from above.”  This is radical stuff 
Jesus is talking about. It’s traumatic, life-changing, troubling. It asks us to 
exchange our way of looking at the world for God’s way, and that’s not 
something any of us really wants to do. We like our way of looking at the 
world. It’s familiar. It’s comfortable. 

But if we want to have any part of the Kingdom, we will have to give it 
up, and trust that the one who gives us our spiritual birth—like those who 
gave us our physical birth. "God didn't go to all the trouble of sending his 
Son merely to point an accusing finger, telling the world how bad it was. He 
came to help, to put the world right again." Are you born from above?  
Amen. 

Please pray with me. O God of the day and of the night, come to us 
with the power of your Holy Spirit. Give us new life by water and the Spirit. 
Remake, reshape, and renew us through your sacrificial love in Christ Jesus. 
Amen. 
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