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Year A, Lent 2

Genesis 12:1-4a
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

John 3:1-17
“The Journey of Rebirth” 

• John 3:16- “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 
son, that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have 
everlasting life”

• Let’s just see a show of hands
• How many of you memorized this verse of scripture as a child or young 

adult?
• I know I did- we had a program called AWANA at our baptist church 

while I was in middle school
• And week after week, we memorized Bible verses, and of course this 

verse was one of the first and also the most frequently seen
• It’s everywhere- the trademark verse that seems to represent 

Christianity for most Christians
• It is the culmination of a conversation with Jesus and Nicodemus we 

get to hear this morning
• And after it, one of my personal favorites, the John 3:17, the very next 

verse: 
• God did not send the Son to condemn the world, but to save it

• Just as an aside, some 4 years ago I was on a video conference call 
with a certain search committee… 

• Our very own Kay Lewis, at the very end, surprised me with one last 
question: she said, “what is your favorite Bible verse?” 

• This, John 3:17, is the one that I quoted.  It keeps the church right-side-
up, I think, 

• Especially when Christianity can slip into judgment too easily 
sometimes. But I digress. 

• This morning, I think we have an opportunity to look at this famous 
verse in a slightly different light

• Yes, God loves the world and sent Jesus to save it, Amen.
• And when you put that together with our readings from Genesis and 

Romans, you get a slightly different emphasis
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• Pairing scripture lessons is like putting together fabrics of different 
patterns and colors

• Pairing wine and food
• Different combinations bring out different colors and flavors in the 

other; compliment one another
• The same is true with Scripture, so let’s start with the Old Testament
• I want to use it as a lens for our famous Gospel reading

• Today we hear the account of God’s call to Abram
• It’s short and to the point: God says, go from your country, leave 

behind everything you know, and trust me
• I will show you where to go.
• And I will bless you for doing it, and bless the entire earth through you
• There is so much change for Abram in these four little verses
• We do not know much about Abram, or why God called him
• I wonder if Abram was wondering about it too… But God called him 

anyway
• God called Abram to leave everything and journey into the unknown
• I think that is purposeful… when we are taken out of everything that is 

comfortable, everything familiar and safe, 
• We will more naturally rely on God a little more- faith is a little easier.1
• God promised to bless him and to show him the way after he began 

walking
• God even promises Abram that he would be a means for blessing for 

the entire earth.
• I believe piece of scripture reveals a transition point in the Bible’s account 

of God’s relationship with creation and humanity2

• We started out in Genesis with God creating everything- the heavens 
and the earth

• The magnificent creation poem that begins with a universe-wide view
• Then it narrows down to a focus on humanity- God sends a flood to 

restart creation after humans messed it up
• And here, God begins to take a different approach- it gets personal

 Nicole Cox, https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/lent2a1

 Marion Soards, Preaching the RCL: Year A, Lent/Easter, 41-422
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• Perhaps God is realizing that curse and punishment might not be the 
best way to transform the sinful heart of humanity.3

• And instead of dealing with creation on a universal level, God begins 
addressing a single person, and decides to use that person as a way to 
bless the entire creation.

• God called Abram, and this marks the beginning of God’s relationship 
with Israel.  

• Later, in the life and person of Jesus Christ, God moves again to an 
even more personal way of interacting with humanity-

• Joining us in the flesh.  
• I believe that Nicodemus felt that.  

• Felt God’s call in his life, and felt God’s presence in this man named 
Jesus. 

• Yet he comes in the night: probably a description of not only the time of 
day, but also his own personal darkness4

• He comes in the night because he is searching, hearing God’s call yet 
unsure if he is the right one

• He comes at night so no one will see and he won’t be embarrassed.  
• And Jesus responds with our infamous set of verses: You must be born 

again, and God so loves the world
• For the word born again, Jesus uses the Greek word Anaothen       

(AN-o-then ) which is a little play on words5

• It could be translated three different ways: born again, born anew, or 
born from above 6

• It is found in a few other places in the New Testament, most notably it 
describes how the temple veil was torn upon Jesus’ death…

• “from top to bottom.”    From above, to below. 7

• Nicodemus cleverly noted that one cannot renter his or her mother’s 
womb

 James H. Evans, Feasting on the Word, 583

 Marion Soards, Preaching the RCL: Year A, Lent/Easter, 474

 http://www.searchgodsword.org/lex/grk/view.cgi?number=5095

 David Lose, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=3/20/20116

 https://www.bibletools.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/Lexicon.show/ID/G509/anothen.htm, Mathew 7

27:51, Mark 15:38
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• And Jesus clarifies that the rebirth is one of the Spirit, one given by 
God, one that is not predictable or based on our qualifications

• Just like Abram, Nicodemus is called by Jesus to not sneak around in 
the night seeking God

• But to respond to God’s call openly even if the future is not clear.
• Jesus tells Nicodemus that his very being must be changed- he must 

accept God’s gift of faith and be recreated by it.
• Allow it to completely change his life as it did for Abram
• To begin seeing the world as God sees it rather than how he did before

• Reading these two call stories together is the key:
• In both examples, God calls Abram and Nicodemus to a new faith 

journey and offers them a gift of faith
• Without the story of Abram leaving all he knew and starting out his 

lifelong journey into the unknown with God, 
• We might get the wrong idea about Jesus’ metaphor 
• Jesus tells Nicodemus he must be born again and believe
• This is not an instantaneous event: neither believing nor being born 

happen quickly
• There’s nothing more contradictory than expecting a birth to happen 

immediately
• One of my sermon prep resources is a Podcast called Pulpit Fiction, 

and they connected, as Jesus did, physical and spiritual birth
• They asked a great rhetorical question: physical birth takes 40 weeks 

and a lot of pain, struggle, and risk
• Why would we expect spiritual birth to be anything different?  8
• This birth of the Spirit that Jesus tells us about is a rebirth in a new 

relationship with God, a journey away from what is familiar and into the 
unknown

• With only God’s assurance, we step into faith, into believing not 
knowing where it may lead us

• Being born from above is only the beginning, just like our physical 
births

• Faith is an ongoing renewal of the Spirit, who seems to come and go 
mysteriously like the wind9

• It’s a commitment, a trust, that must be renewed daily, just like life

 https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/lent2a8

 David Lose, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=3/20/20119
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• Like Abram and like Nicodemus, we too are called to be a new creation, to 
a journey of rebirth 

• Abram step out in faith into the unknown, and through his entire life 
was reborn,

• A rebirth and change so deep that God gave him a new name, 
Abraham, when he was 99 years old.

• And Nicodemus? 
• Did you know that he eventually went on to speak up in Jesus’ defense 

before the Sanhedrin? 
• Insisting that he be allowed to speak before being judged.  

• He later brought very valuable spices to help anoint Jesus’ dead body 
after he was crucified.  

• What transformations, what life-long journeys these two took
• I think of my own journey since I first memorized that Bible verse
• Think of your own
• Sometimes our walk with God is an exciting journey into the unknown 

and we start off at a sprint because it is so exciting
• And indeed, a life of faith will take us to the highest mountains of joy 

and peace that the world cannot know. 
• Other times, we might be coming to Jesus at night, like Nicodemus.  
• This life will also go through the darkness, through the valley of death, 

through times of uncertainty and pain
• And yet God is there too- promising us that it will not be the end, that 

there will be another chapter
• That pain, grief and death do not have the final word
• Jesus calls us to nothing less than to be reborn, again and again, from 

top to bottom, and from above
• And through this process of rebirth, God will bless the world, save the 

world.  
• Where is your journey taking you with God taking you today? 
• Whether it is into the unknown, through the valley or up to the mountain
• Lean into it, take the next step, be reborn again, be renewed with God
• Give God a chance to fill your life, to touch your heart, and to show you 

what’s next in your journey.  
• You must be born again.  And again.  

Amen.
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