
                          SERMON “BRAIN OR HEART TRANSPLANT” 

                           (John 3:1-17 Preached at MPC on March 12th, 2017) 

Can you remember the day you were born?  Probably not!  Was it a lovely experience? 

Probably not!  Before birth, you enjoyed the quiet and comfort of the womb.  Being born 

involved all sort of pushing and pulling that must have come as a rude shock.  Then a 

doctor dangled you by your heels and spanked you.  What an introduction to the world! 

 I have often wondered how many of us, given the option, would have chosen to stay in 

the comfort of the womb.  Probably quite a few! 
 
Jesus says, "Most certainly, I tell you, unless one is born anew, he can't see the Kingdom 

of God" (v. 3).  So, it was of our first birth.  We could not see the world until we were 

physically born.  We could not see our mother's face until we went through the trauma 

of childbirth.  The pain and discomfort were the price of admission to this world—its 

joys and its sorrows. 
 
Jesus says that the same thing is true of the kingdom of God. "Most certainly, I tell you, 

unless one is born anew, he can't see the Kingdom of God."  Jesus said that to 

Nicodemus, who was understandably confused.  Nicodemus said, "How can anyone be 

born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother's womb and 

be born?"  Jesus answered, "Most certainly I tell you, unless one is born of water and 

spirit, he can't enter into the Kingdom of God! That which is born of the flesh is flesh. 

That which is born of the Spirit is spirit" (vv. 5-6). 
 
Nicodemus didn't understand, and we aren't sure that we do either.  Sometimes Jesus 

was obviously mysterious. To understand this story, we might find it useful to look at 

Nicodemus.  Who was he?  What kind of man was he? Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a 

leader of the Jews.  He was a bright, educated man, a teacher.  He was a respected, 

morally upright, a man whose life matched his teaching.  He traveled in leadership 

circles!  His friends were leadership people!  They were the pillars of their community! 
 
Nicodemus' friends were talking about Jesus.  They were uneasy about this young man 

who was going about shaking things up! Was he a prophet or a troublemaker? 

Nobody knew! Nicodemus decided to find out.  He decided to meet Jesus face to face— 

to talk and learn what made him tick—to see how he handled himself.  Interestingly, 

Nicodemus came by night.  He didn't want to be seen with Jesus.  He didn’t want his  



friends to see him consorting with this young firebrand—he didn't want anyone else to 

see him there either.  People respected Nicodemus, and Nicodemus didn't want that 

respect to rub off on Jesus UNTIL Nicodemus decided whether Jesus was worthy.  No 

use in dignifying a young man who might just be a troublemaker! 
 
When Nicodemus came to Jesus, he kept his doubts to himself.  He said, "Rabbi, we 

know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that 

you do apart from the presence of God."  Nicodemus was surprised at Jesus' response. 

 "No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above." 
 
Actually what Jesus said was even more complicated.  The Greek word has two 

meanings, and Jesus meant for Nicodemus to hear both.  He said, "Most certainly, I tell 

you, unless one is born anew—born from above—he can't see the Kingdom of God." 
 
Born anew!  Born from above!  The Greek word is “anothen”, which has two meanings: 

Anew and from above.  Jesus was saying that both are necessary.  We must be born 

anew—from above.  He went on to say, "Most certainly I tell you, unless one is born of 

water and spirit, he can't enter into the Kingdom of God! That which is born of the flesh 

is flesh.  That which is born of the Spirit is spirit." So, we must be born anew—born from 

above—born of the Spirit—born from God. 
 
We can't blame Nicodemus for being bit confused.  We're confused too!  But Jesus was 

simply saying that, just as we had to be born physically to experience this world, so also, 

we need to be born spiritually to experience the kingdom of God.  Just as we were born 

physically of our mother, we must also be born of the Spirit to see God’s kingdom.   

Jesus’ words “born of water and the Spirit” describe different aspects of the same 

spiritual birth, or what it means to be “born again.” So, when Jesus told Nicodemus that 

he must “be born of water,” in this context, he was referring to his need for spiritual 

cleansing—and throughout the Old and New Testament, water is used figuratively as an 

inward sign of spiritual cleansing, washing, or regeneration.   

 
Birth changes everything!  Before we were born, we did not have to think about eating or 

drinking or breathing or temperature control.  Everything was automatic—we floated in 

our watery life sac as all the work was done by our mothers!  Once we were born, 

everything changed!  The old systems no longer worked.  We had to learn a whole new 

way of life—new systems.  We had to learn how to live and survive in a totally new,  

sometimes hostile, very violent, and unprotected environment. 



  
And so it is when we are born anew—born from above—born of the Spirit!  When we are 

born anew—from above—of the Spirit, we become the recipients of God’s grace—but 

first we must let go of the things that we had trusted and then we put ourselves in the 

hands of God.  It is letting go of an old life so that we might grasp a new one.  It is like 

letting go of a trapeze so that we might sail through the air to grab another one!  
 
That's not easy!  Sometimes, when people are born again, it turns their lives upside 

down.  Some people find that they may have to find a new line of work, because their old 

jobs don't seem compatible with life in the kingdom of God.   It seems obvious that a 

drug dealer or prostitute would need to change jobs, but many legal occupations also 

raise questions.  Is dealing blackjack compatible with life in the kingdom of God?  Or 

growing tobacco or selling alcohol?  Or running a bar? I had to transition from a night 

club performer to a gospel preacher.  Or selling adult or child pornography, or any other 

deceptive selling practices or scams?  Is any job that injures or degrades people 

compatible with life in the kingdom of God?  

 
More often, people experience problems with friends or family members who don't 

appreciate the joy and revelation of new found faith.  Kathleen Norris is a well-known 

and best-selling poet and essayist. Her parents, John Norris and Lois Totten, took her as 

a child to Hawaii, where she graduated from Punahou Preparatory School in 1965. After 

graduating from Bennington College in Vermont in 1969, Norris became arts 

administrator of the Academy of American Poets, and published her first book of poetry 

two years later.  She was raised in a Congregational Church, but drifted away from the 

church as a young adult.  After graduating from college, she moved to New York City, 

where her friends were primarily artists and intellectuals. 
 
When her grandmother died in 1974, Kathleen inherited a house and farm in South 

Dakota.  She astonished her friends by moving to South Dakota and living in her 

grandmother's house.  There sifting and living among her grandmother's things, she 

began attending her grandmother's church.  She traces her conversion a couple of years 

later to a chance visit to a Benedictine monastery, where she had gone to hear an author 

lecture. Somehow in that setting the Holy Spirit stirred powerfully within her, and she 

began a real journey of faith. 
 
If her friends had been surprised when she moved to South Dakota, they were positively  

appalled at her religious conversion.  One friend asked, "What's the matter?  Did you  
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have a brain transplant?  Friends tried to argue with her.  They tried to discourage her 

faith. Nevertheless, she stayed her course.  Of her conversion, she says:  "Conversion is 

frightening to oneself, and to others, precisely because it can seem like a regression. 

One's adult certainty about the nature of the world is shaken, and this can feel like being 

sent back to square one. Gradually, however, one learns to discern the adult command 

behind Jesus' saying: 'whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child will 

never enter it'" (Mark 10:15).  

If we could respond to the friend who asked if Kathleen Norris had a brain malfunction, 

we would answer, "No!  She was born anew and from above—she underwent a spiritual 

heart transplant!"  Note the parallels between Kathleen's life and that of Nicodemus:  

Both were members of elite, privileged groups.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  Kathleen 

Norris was a member of the intelligentsia.  Both were drawn to Jesus.  Nicodemus was 

drawn by Jesus' reputation and character.  Kathleen Norris was drawn by the remnants 

of her childhood faith and by her connections to her grandmother's life. 
 
Both came to Jesus despite the opposition of friends.  Nicodemus came at night so that 

his friends might not discover his spiritual probing.  Kathleen Norris came to faith more 

openly, and endured criticism and harsh words for her decision. 
 
Both learned that religious conversion is like unto a birth.  Nicodemus misunderstood 

Jesus' words "born anew/from above," but the words continued to haunt and affect him. 

 Kathleen Norris likened her conversion to a regression, "being sent back to square one." 

 She says, "And to receive as a little child is to receive fully, with an open mind and with 

gratitude for the seemingly limitless nourishment that has come your way." 
 
Can you imagine having a friend ask, "What's the matter?  Did you have a brain 

transplant?"  That sort of thing sometimes happens when people choose Christ!  Jesus 

never promised that it would be easy!  Jesus goes on to say, "For God so loved the world, 

that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but 

have eternal life" (v. 16). That must be the most popular verse in the Bible.  What does it 

have to do with being born anew—born from above—born of the Spirit? 

It has a great deal to do with it!  Perhaps the best clue to Jesus' meaning is found in his 

prayer in John 17.  He said, "This is eternal life, that they should know you, the only true 

God, and him whom you sent, Jesus Christ" (17:3). Eternal life is living in the present 

moment in the presence of a holy God—and it starts here on planet earth.  Spiritual  



rebirth prepares us to respond through active faith to God as Savior and our king. 

Ask any of our Ten Brave Christians about responding actively by living in the present 

moment in God’s kingdom—by praying together following a suggested plan of reading 

the scriptures—by intentionally performing good deeds and offering voluntary service at 

our church—by sharing our faith through witness and testimony—and by giving 10 

percent of our tithes back to God—these are the 5 disciplines that prepare us to be 

specifically fitted and purposed for life in God’s kingdom in the present moment. 
 
Life in the presence of God is different!  Vance Havner, gifted 19th century country 

preacher from Hickory North Carolina describes the difference:  "I came to Christ as a 

country boy. I did not understand all about the plan of salvation. One does not have to 

understand it; one has only to stand on it. I do not understand all about electricity, but I 

do not intend to sit around in the dark until I do!  "One thing I did understand even as a 

lad: I understood that I was under new management. I belonged to Christ, and he was 

Lord."  
 
Friends, that's the difference!  Once we are born anew—born from above—born of the 

Spirit—once we have received our new heart transplant, we're under new management. 

We belong to Christ!  He is our Lord!  Now hear Jesus’ words once more.  "For God so 

loved the world, that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him should 

not perish, but have eternal life”—Friends this is the great news of the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ!  Let’s open our eyes to see and receive God’s kingdom by faith as a child—let’s 

actively respond to God’s gift of our heart transplant as brave Christians, through Christ 

our Lord and supreme heart surgeon!  Amen!       


