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Born Again:  John 3:1-17 
 
When I was a kid, and was behaving particularly badly, my mother would say, “you’d 
better watch out or I’ll send you back where you came from!”  It wasn’t until I was much 
older that I realized the ridiculousness of that threat, but the image has stayed with me for 
decades.  I have even said it to my own kids!  Nicodemus, though, realized the 
impossibility of that threat much more quickly than I did.  He may have been a little daft 
when it came to the spiritual mystery of rebirth that Jesus was talking about, but his 
faculty of reason was working just fine when it came to considering the physical 
unlikehood of being reborn from his mother’s womb. 
 
So, being born again.  What’s that all about?  I can’t count the number of times I have 
been asked this question.  Usually, what people who ask this question are really asking is, 
“have you accepted Jesus as your personal Lord and Saviour, or have you undergone 
some type of life-changing conversion experience and become a follower of Jesus?”  
Being “born again” seems to have become a benchmark for judging who is a real 
Christian and who isn’t. If you aren’t born again, you aren’t saved.  If you aren’t born 
again, you’re going to hell when you die.   
 
But this isn’t at all what Jesus was saying to Nicodemus.  In order to get a more complete 
picture of what Jesus was really saying to Nicodemus, we need to look at the big picture 
of who God is as Trinity.  One of my favourite authors is an Episcopal priest by the name 
of Robert Farrar Capon.  At the beginning of his book, The Third Peacock, Capon 
beautifully captures the image of God as a Triune God of love whose love bubbles up and 
spills over and is poured out into creation.  Humour me for a moment… 
 

Let me tell you why God made the world.   
 One afternoon, before anything was made, God the Father, God the Son, 
and God the Holy Spirit sat around in the unity of their Godhead discussing 
one of the Father’s fixations.  From all eternity, it seems, he had had this 
thing about being.  He would keep thinking up all kinds of unnecessary things 
– new ways of being and new kinds of beings to be.  And as they talked, God 
the Son suddenly said, “Really, this is absolutely great stuff.  Why don’t I go 
out and mix us up a batch?”  And God the Holy Spirit said, “Terrific!  I’ll 
help you.”  So they all pitched in, and after supper that night, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit put on this tremendous show of being for the Father.  It was full 
of water and light and frogs; pine cones kept dropping all over the place, and 
crazy fish swam around in the wineglasses.  There were mushrooms and 
mastodons, grapes and geese, tornados and tigers – and men and women 
everywhere to taste them, to juggle them, to join them, and to love them.  And 
God the Father looked at the whole wild party and said, “Wonderful!  Just 
what I had in mind!  Tov! Tov! Tov!”  And all God the Son and God the Holy 
Spirit could think of to say was the same thing: Tov! Tov! Tov!”  So they 
shouted together, “Tov meod!” and they laughed for ages and ages, saying 
things like how great it was for beings to be, and how clever of the Father to 
think of the idea, and how kind of the Son to go to all that trouble putting it 
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together, and how considerate of the Spirit to spend so much time directing 
and choreographing.  And for ever and ever they told old jokes, and the 
Father and the Son drank their wine in unitate Spiritus Sancti, and they all 
threw ripe olives and pickled mushrooms at each other per omnia saecula 
saeculorum. Amen.1 
 

The analogy might be a bit ridiculous, which Capon acknowledges, but what it conveys is 
the invitation to join the divine relationship of love and self-giving that is the very nature 
of God’s existence. All of creation is a result of the overflowing of the Father’s love for 
the Son, and the Son’s love for the Father, and all of this love occurs in the power of the 
Holy Spirit.  The Trinity is a bit of a love dance or a love song.  Not like the rhumba or 
the tango, but an interpenetrating dance of love, harmony, self-giving, and joy.  And the 
Father, Son, and Spirit so wanted to share this love, that they created the world and 
people, and invited all of it to share the love, to come to their holy party of joy.   
 
What does this have to do with Nicodemus, you ask?  Bear with me for just another 
moment.  Before we get back to the conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus, there 
are two matters of language to clear up.  First, the word that is used here, and elsewhere 
in John’s gospel for “born” (γεννάω) isn’t the world for the act of physical birth.  It is the 
word for conceived, or sired.   It is the word most often used in reference to someone 
becoming the father of…  
 
Next, there is the matter of being born again.  The word here, ἄνωθεν, literally means 
“from above”. It’s a word of space and time.  “From above”, is a place of origin.  In no 
instance does it mean “again” in the sense of repeating something that has already 
happened. 
 
To be born from above, means to be fathered or sired in the very life of God: sired by a 
God who is a loving Trinitarian relationship is to be born out of the overflowing inner life 
of God.  This is what Jesus is talking about when he tells Nicodemus that he must be born 
from above.   
 
If being born from above is about being conceived by God, to be given a life that is the 
result of the bubbling up overflowing life of the Trinity, it would seem rather 
presumptuous to think that I could attain that new life simply by stating that Jesus was 
my Lord and Saviour.  Sharing in the overflowing love and life of God seems to be a lot 
bigger than any decision I could make on my own.  Have I been born again?  Yes.  But it 
wasn’t because of anything I did or said.  It was because God the Son was conceived by 
the Holy Spirit and born into the world to re-create humanity in the image of God.  It was 
because Jesus Christ suffered and died, putting to death the power of sin in me and in the 

                                                
1 Robert Farrar Capon, The Third Peacock, in The Romance of the World, William B. Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids: MI.  1995. p.176-177. 
 
Hebrew Translation:  Tov = Good; Tov meod  = Very Good 
 
Hebrew Translation:  Tov = Good; Tov meod  = Very Good 
Latin Translation:  in unitate Spiritus Sancti – in the unity of the Holy Spirit; per omnia saecula 
saeculorum. Amen = forever and ever, amen. 
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world.  It was because Jesus raised me with him when he ascended “above”.  Because of 
Jesus and the power of his Holy Spirit at work within me, I have been born from above, 
and brought into the presence of the loving God.  [See why the Ascension is so 
important!]  
 
Nicodemus wasn’t yet ready to take a side for or against Jesus, so he went to Jesus in the 
dark of night because he wanted to know what Jesus was all about.  What he learned was 
the astonishing claim that God’s love for his creation was so great that he was pouring 
himself into it in order to renew it, and to draw all of it back into himself.   John’s gospel 
is full of the contrast between light and darkness, between those who get it and those who 
don’t.  And only the Spirit can help people to get it, to see what they are supposed to see 
– that the kingdom of God was at hand and God was in the process of making all things 
new.  At this point in his life, Nicodemus was one of the ones who didn’t get it.  He came 
under the cover of darkness, and after his initial questions to Jesus, he just silently fades 
back into the darkness.  We don’t hear from him again until much later, when he finally 
takes a stand and helps Joseph of Arimathea with Jesus’ body. 
 
Now, all of this being born from above language is highly abstract.  It dances around a 
mystery that we really don’t have language for, and really don’t fully comprehend.  I 
suspect this is one of the reasons some people cling so fervently to the label of being born 
again, as if it were a badge of saving accomplishment.  At the very least, saying that I’ve 
been born again because I have accepted Jesus as Lord and believe he is my Saviour is 
something concrete.  That’s something we can all do with a reasonable degree of success.    
 
But I think that approach to this text underestimates the power of the Spirit in conceiving 
a new humanity in Christ, and falls short of acknowledging that God is doing something 
with me and in me and with His creation that originates in his own life of love shared 
between the Father and Son, in the power of the Spirit.  In the context of relationship, 
God created this world, and in the context of relationship God is saving this world 
through Jesus Christ.  It’s not just about a relationship between me and Jesus.  It’s about a 
relationship between the Son and the Father, in the unity of the Spirit that God out of his 
great love for the world, has graciously invited me (and you) to enjoy.  And frankly, 
that’s a bit of a mystery. 
 
Malcolm Guite, a poet I have quoted before, captures both the mystery of being born 
from above, and what that means for what kind of life we live now. 
 

Trinity Sunday – Malcolm Guite 
In the Beginning, not in time or space, 
But in the quick before both space and time, 
In Life, in Love, in co-inherent Grace, 
In three in one and one in three, in rhyme, 
In music, in the whole creation story, 
In his own image, his imagination, 
The Triune Poet makes us for his glory, 
And makes us each the other’s inspiration. 
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He calls us out of darkness, chaos, chance, 
To improvise a music of our own, 
To sing the chord that calls us to dance, 
Three notes resounding from a single tone, 
To sing the End in whom we all begin; 
Our God beyond, beside us, within. 

 
When we are born from above, we really do go back where we came from – back to the 
life of God out of which we were conceived, back to bear the name of the God in whose 
image we were created, and now, through the power of the Spirit, into whose image we 
are being recreated.  And there we do what we were made to do – join the song and the 
dance of praise, worship, and love. 
 
The next time someone asks you if you have been born again, or the next time you ask 
the question of someone else, you have a lot more to work with than a simple yes or no.  
You’ve got the overflowing bubbling over song and dance kind of love of the Triune 
God: Father, Son, and Spirit.  You’ve got the renewing of creation and of humanity that 
God began to work out in the person of Jesus Christ.  You’ve got a God who is looking at 
the born from above you, and saying, “Wonderful!  Just what I had in mind!”  
 
Every Sunday we replay the scene between Jesus and Nicodemus.  We come from 
wherever we are at in our lives wondering who Jesus is.  Sometimes we come, like 
Nicodemus, in the darkness or thinking we have it figured out. Every Sunday we are told 
again, in song and through the Word, the story of what happens when “God so loves the 
world”.  And each Sunday (perhaps each moment of each day) we decide what we will do 
with it.  Will we fade away into obscurity like Nicodemus? Will we allow ourselves to be 
drawn into that holy mystery that only the Spirit can reveal??  Will we accept the love of 
God and accept his invitation to join the holy party?  Will we hear God’s voice saying, 
“Wonderful!  Just what I had in mind!” 


