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Genesis 12:1-4a 

Psalm 121 

Romans 4:1-5,13-17 

John 3:1-17 

 

“Born Anōthen” 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes 

in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

 

John 3:16 is one of the most well-known passages of the New Testament. Even if you’ve rarely 

darkened the door of a church, you’ve probably heard this declaration by Jesus to Nicodemus—

the Pharisee who sought Jesus out in the darkness of night and debated with him about how one 

is “born again” in the risen life of Christ. 

 

You know, the phrase "being born again” probably causes many of us here this morning with 

long memories to wince a bit. I remember quite vividly when the “Jesus Movement” swept into 

Richmond in the late 1960’s/early 1970’s, as a kind of religious response to the cultural 

revolution in full swing at the time. I was probably in the 9th or 10th grade, and I distinctly recall 

being asked by a friend to attend a prayer service at the home of a fellow student. I had 

absolutely no clue as to what would actually happen in that service—and I didn’t think to ask 

any questions. My curiosity got the best of me, so I showed up.  

 

Everything started off like any Morning Prayer service I’d experienced in the chapel at St. 

Christopher’s School. But when a number of people at the service suddenly started speaking in 

tongues…well, to put it mildly, I was absolutely unglued. All I remember was getting up 

suddenly from my seat and finding any way I could to leave the place. My discomfort was 

palpable, and I recall hearing the back screen-door slam behind me as I literally ran for what felt 

like "dear life.” I didn’t look back for a long time after that. This “born again” stuff was way, 

way out of my league. 

 

So when I say “born again,” what comes immediately to your mind? Perhaps many of you recall 

the football quarterback, Tim Tebow, who in the BFC Championship game on January 8, 2009 

wore eye-black with the inscription “John 3:16” etched in white on both cheeks. Precisely three 

years later, on January 8, 2012, Tebow threw for 316 yards, leading the Denver Broncos to a 

memorable playoff victory over the Pittsburg Steelers. That day he averaged 31.6 yards per 

completion, the highest single-game postseason completion-average in NFL history. Also that 

day, the Steeler-quarterback Ben Roethlisberger's second-quarter interception, which led 

ultimately to a Broncos’ win, came on third-and-16. And finally, the Steelers finished the game 

with a time-of-possession of 31 minutes and 6 seconds.1 

 

                                           
1 Adam Schefter, “Tebow phenomenon gets eerie,” January 13, 2012, on ESPN.COM, 

http://www.espn.com/nfl/story/_/page/10spot-divisional/tim-tebow-phenomenon-gets-eerie--adam-schefter-10-spot (accessed 

3/2/2017). 

 

http://www.espn.com/nfl/player/_/id/5536/ben-roethlisberger
http://www.espn.com/nfl/story/_/page/10spot-divisional/tim-tebow-phenomenon-gets-eerie--adam-schefter-10-spot
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The eerie religious connection of all these game-stats to John 3:16 was not lost on evangelical 

Christians at the time and seemed to reinforce Tebow as a kind of "polarizing figure" in football, 

due at least in part, I think, to his routine outward display of his Christian faith. Comedian Bill 

Maher later criticized Tebow in a controversial Tweet following a subsequent loss by Denver to 

the Buffalo Bills. And I remember even Saturday Night Live got into the act with a comedic skit 

where the character of Jesus suggested that Tebow...well, “take it down a notch.”2 

 

So let’s all agree right here and now that, in the current culture, the phrase “born again” is 

absolutely freighted with negative connotations. For so many it doesn’t draw them closer to God 

in faith, but rather acts as a kind of religious wedge that blocks communication and stunts 

spiritual development. When so many of us hear “being born again,” we can only think of 

someone who’s smug in their belief, that they have something we don’t. Being “born again” 

seems only to apply to those who are certain about their own personal religious conversion, 

which leaves those who have doubts to feel as if they’re beyond the embrace of God’s love. 

Nothing could be further from the truth, my friends. Our culture has poisoned what Jesus really 

meant by being “born again.”  

 

So let’s all take a deep breath. Let’s all step back for a minute, dig a bit deeper into the text we 

have before us this morning, and try to unpack what Jesus actually intended when he talked 

about being “born again.” 

 

In the Greek text, the word that Jesus uses to qualify the kind of birth he’s talking about is 

“anōthen,” which actually has not just one but three meanings—“to be born again,” “to be born 

anew” and, as the translation we read this morning indicated, “to be born from above.” And 

here’s the point: it’s Jesus’ intention, I think, that all three of these meanings—again, anew and 

from above—be accounted for in grasping a full understanding of the personal transformation he 

describes.3  

 

In our Gospel text this morning, Nicodemus has latched on to a literal interpretation of only one 

of the meanings of the word “anōthen.” For him, to be “born again” can only mean to be 

somehow born one more time—literally in the flesh. Of course, yes, Jesus is talking about a 

transformation of sorts, but rather than a rebirth of our physical selves, he’s focused on the birth 

of the spirit that dwells within us, which can only come from the heavenly place where God 

dwells.  

 

God’s place is a place of heavenly mystery that cannot be explained away, and it can only be 

understood through the eyes of faith. It’s a place, as Jesus describes it, where the “wind blows 

where it chooses.” And it's the place where, Jesus also says, rebirth occurs by “water and the 

Spirit.” And I’m here reminded of the sacrament of Baptism, where water is the substance 

through which true spiritual birth occurs. Do you remember the language of the "Thanksgiving 

over Water" in the baptismal rite? The baptismal celebrant prays:  

 

We thank you, Father, for the water of Baptism. In it we are buried with Christ in his 

                                           
2 James Davis, “Much ado about numbers: Did Tebow throw a Bible verse?”, January 9, 2012, in the Sun Sentinel, 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/sfl-fv-religion-blog-tebow-316-story.html (accessed 3/2/2017). 
3 Gail R. O’Day, “The Gospel of John,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. IX, 491-865 (Nashville, Abington Press, 1995), 

549. 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/sfl-fv-religion-blog-tebow-316-story.html
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death. By it we share in his resurrection. Through it we are reborn by the Holy Spirit. 

Therefore in joyful obedience to your Son, we bring into his fellowship those who 

come to him in faith, baptizing them in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

To be “born again” is to be born one more time, yes, but this time in a new way—because in the 

rebirth that Jesus envisions, it’s the spirit within us that’s brought alive for the first time. 

 

To be “born again” is to experience life as we’ve never experienced it before, a life now lived 

anew. 

 

And to be “born again” is to be renewed from above, by the very grace of God in our lives—for 

without God's grace we are life-less. But for the grace of God go each and every one of us, each 

and every day. 

 

You know, it’s so wonderful to be back here at St. Stephen’s. And as I look upon this most holy 

place, I see so many signs of the grace of God at work all around us. One that really stands out is 

the new baptismal font that’s been placed in the transept of the church for all to see. The water in 

that font reflects the colors of the stained glass windows, the essence of the Spirit of God with us, 

and that water responds to the slightest touch of anyone who draws near. It’s the gift of water, or 

baptismal transformation, that’s available to all of us through God’s grace. And I hear now yet 

again the voice of the baptismal celebrant: 

 

We thank you, Almighty God, for the gift of water. Over it the Holy Spirit moved in 

the beginning of creation. Through it you led the children of Israel out of bondage in 

Egypt into the land of promise. In it your son Jesus received the baptism of John and 

was anointed by the Holy Spirit as the Messiah, the Christ, to lead us, though his 

death and resurrection, from the bondage of sin into everlasting life. 

 

To be “born again” is to be given the gift of eternal life right now in this world, in this life and in 

this place—by the grace of the One who loves us to no end. 

 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes 

in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

 

We're all “born again,” my friends, in the risen life of Jesus Christ. 

 

Thanks be to God. 


