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When I received your suggestions for topics for the summer sermon series I was surprised to see a question about the phrase born again.  I was surprised because in many churches that view themselves as less evangelically assertive the phrase born again is thought to belong to another part of the church, to be without much use, or even to be divisive.  I was surprised and I was delighted.  I was delighted because, with my whole heart, I want the entirety of the Christian Church to regain the fullness and the meaning of the phrase born again.  I want this phrase back as something understood by all followers of Christ as joyous and good.   
Indeed I want the phrase born again back because it speaks directly to why we may claim our place as children of God.  I want it back because it provides a way of speaking about being twice born and the gifts that come with each of these births.  But maybe, most of all, I want it back because when, in the Gospels, Jesus uses the word must I suspect he does so to gain our attention and to give us clear direction.
  With clarity, in the Gospel of John, Jesus tells Nicodemus and those who are listening, you must be born again.  Yes I want this phrase back and I pray that Christians everywhere will be willing in practice, if not in language, to embrace it as a good gift from God.

So what is this thing Jesus says we must do, what does born again mean?  There are two words that make up this phrase.  In the Greek, the word for born is (γεννάω) gennaō.  It means exactly what you think it means; to be brought forth, to be delivered.  Ah, but the word again, here is where we might gain new understanding of the phrase to be born again.  In the Greek, the word for again is (ἄνωθεν) anōthen.  No single English word captures the shape or the depth of anōthen.  It means to be born a second time, to be born anew and it means to be born from above.  Jesus says to Nicodemus you must be come forth a second time, in a new way and from a new place.  To be born again means to come forth, anew, from above.  
You see Jesus is saying, look Nicodemus, the first time you were born you were born of the waters of your mother’s womb.  In that moment, Nicodemus, flesh gave birth to flesh.  In your first birth your flesh and blood parents gave you their DNA.  They gave you their genetic code.  From them you received your height and your color.  From them you received the raw material of your human life.  Flesh had given birth to flesh and Nicodemus your first birth was good.  But it was not enough.

Jesus is saying to Nicodemus, there is another birth.  This birth has nothing to do with your flesh.  This birth has to do with your spirit.  For God is Spirit, we worship God in Spirit, we come to know God through the Spirit.  So, Nicodemus, Jesus says, if you want to come into God’s perfect realm, if you want to know God in the fullest and most intimate way; if you want to enter the Kingdom of God; then Nicodemus you must be born a second time, you must be born of God’s spirit which comes from above.
Jesus seems to be saying, just as in your first birth you received all you needed to resemble your earthly parents; now in your second spiritual birth you will be given all you need to be like your heavenly parent.  In your first birth you may have inherited your mother’s eyes, but now Nicodemus you will inherit your heavenly parent’s eyes of compassion and love.  As in your first birth you become the heir of your father’s wealth; now you will become the heir of your heavenly Father’s wealth, which is peace and joy, power and wisdom.   And Nicodemus, though you had no choice in your first birth; you have complete control over whether you will be twice born.  You and only you may choose to be born again, born from above, by accepting God’s invitation, made in Christ, to be part of the family of God.  

Jesus invites Nicodemus to be born again, to accept the love and the call of God as made clear in the Son.  But, as we read in John 3, our brother, Nicodemus, walks away sad.  He walks away confused.  He could not hear the truth of what Jesus said.  He could not lift his mind beyond the physicality of his first birth; he could not imagine a second birth, a spiritual birth from above.  And so, he walked away with more questions than he had when he first came.  
But, as strange as it sounds, I am glad Nicodemus continued to question.  I am glad he wanted to be sure for himself.  Too many people, then as now, come to Jesus because of the miraculous signs or because they have been pushed by well meaning others to say they have been born again.  Too many come not because their hearts have been changed or they now believe; but because it’s the thing to do or it will stop someone from asking them if they have decided to make Jesus their choice.  Nicodemus went away, I trust, I hope, to think and to better comprehend what it is Jesus offers him.  

This morning, I would say to all who are listening, I want for all who seek the Lord, all who love the Lord, an experience of being born again.  I want it because I believe in it is our way to truly know God.  Through our spiritual birth is our way to become part of the family of God.  But neither I, nor anyone else ought to rush or push anyone.  Instead, like Jesus with Nicodemus, those who are hopeful that others will accept this second birth ought to be about the business of offering, through God’s word and through our lives, something so attractive that those who have questions will continue to come close and as God’s Spirit moves, they will gain the answers they need. 
In fact, the next time we see Nicodemus that’s exactly what he is doing, he continues to come close, to ask, and to gain what he needs.  In Chapter Seven of the Gospel of John we find Nicodemus sitting with his boys, the chief priests, the ruling class of the Pharisees.  Just a few verses earlier (v. 32) this group, Nicodemus’ group, sent the Temple Guard out to arrest Jesus but, after hearing Jesus speak, they come back to the Pharisees and say, “We have never heard any one speak the way this man does.”
  Angry beyond words, the Pharisees, with Nicodemus in the room, berate the guards and then finally, Nicodemus speaks up.  He, who left his last engagement with Jesus confused and sad, he whom Jesus told you must be born again says, “Well why don’t we hear this man Jesus out.  That’s our way isn’t it?”
  
In Chapter 7 Nicodemus is still asking questions, he is still wondering about this man named Jesus.  Twelve more chapters will pass before we hear from Nicodemus again, twelve more chapters, but as they pass something very interesting happens.  Between chapters 7 and 19 the Pharisees, Nicodemus’ group, the Pharisees, encounters Jesus several more times.  And each time they encounter Jesus they see evidence of his love and mercy, his patience and his power.  Each time they encounter Jesus the Savior shows them who he really is.
In John 8
 the Pharisees show up as the woman caught in adultery is brought forward and through the wisdom and power of his word Jesus dismisses her detractors and forgives her sin.  The Pharisees show up in John 9 when the man born blind, given his sight says, I do not know if this Jesus is a sinner or not, but this I do know once I was blind and now I see.
  The Pharisees show up in John 11,
 right after Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead and from that miracle forward they begin to plot a way to take his life.  They show up in John 12
, witnessing the crowds and the joy as the Master makes his triumphant entry into Jerusalem walking of leaves of palms.  And they show up in John 18
 where, together with Judas, they place in to play the plan that will ultimately lead Jesus to a cross.
The Pharisees show up and one wonders if Nicodemus is with them.  If he was, then what does he see and how does it change him?  Because change him it does.  In Chapter 19, after Jesus has been crucified, after he has said, “It is finished”
; when it is still dangerous to say you Love the Lord, when it still dangerous to be a follower of Christ; Nicodemus shows up with the equivalent of a year’s wages in spices to anoint Jesus’ body.  He shows us and by doing so declares that he has been changed, a change that could only have taken place as God gave him strength, as he watched and learned, and as the Spirit from above granted him the gift of being born anew.
Nicodemus, you must be born again.  What is this born again?  It is an invitation by a gracious God who sees us and loves us and knows that that which we gained in our first birth, though good, is not enough to help us see with the eyes of God, move with the heart of God or serve with the hands of God; it is not enough because in our first birth we gained the DNA of our earthly parents.  Oh, but in our second spiritual birth we gain the genetic code of our God.  To be born again is to be born the second time of God’s Spirit; a birth that brings us into the family of God.  To be born again means we have within us God’s Spirit to correct us when we err, guide us when we are lost, protect us from danger, and keep us in perfect peace.  To be born again is a gift from God that may happen in a momentary flash or over days or weeks or months.  
Yes, I do love Nicodemus’ story, because in it I find the story of one who moves from questions to acceptance; from a first birth by water to a second birth by Spirit.  In Nicodemus’ story I find no specific words or formulaic sentences, but I do find one who by his behavior, by his actions, by his presence speaks volumes about a life born anew from above.  
This morning, I want the phrase born again back.  I want it back because in it is an invitation to welcome God’s Spirit, as made known in Christ, into our very being.  In it is our invitation to be brought forth anew, from above.  In it is our birth right, our privilege to be called children of God.  In it is life and hope everlasting.  Do you know if you have accepted God’s invitation to be born again?  Have you accepted Christ’s call to come to him and through him, be granted God’s great gift of a second birth?  Will you accept an invitation to be born again?  I ask not to hurry or push you, nor to convince or to convict you, that’s actually the work of God’s Spirit; I ask because I want this phrase to have its full meaning for all who love the Lord.  I want all who come to the church of Christ to know that to be born again is a gift from God, a gift of God’s Spirit, a gift of God’s heart; a gift that says beloved you are at the center of my heart and I want you to be born of my Spirit, I want you as my twice born child.  
Amen. 
� The phrase “born again” is used a three times in the New Testament.  Two instances of it are found in the third chapter of the Gospel of John (verses 3 and 7).  The other use of the phrase is found in I Peter 1:23.





� The Greek for our English word must is, dei.  It means that which is necessary to attain some end; that which is meant by God as efficacious for our very being.  Jesus uses this word as part of a positive instruction to his followers in Matthew 18:33, Mark 13:10, Luke 12:12, Luke 18:1, and John 4:24.





� John 7:46.


� John 7:51.


� John 8:2-11.


� John 9:25


� John 11:45-53.


� John 12:19.


� John 18:3.


� John 19:30.
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