
By Mike Garner

Metaphors are a common literary 
device in scripture. Metaphors 
communicate for us with words and 
pictures.
When reading a passage of 
scripture that contains a metaphor 
the interpreter must discipline the 
imagination. First, all metaphors 
breakdown if they are analyzed 
beyond their literary intent. 
Secondly, metaphors must be 
revisited for the purpose of re-

establishing their metaphorical status lest they become a 
symbol and fall prey to no longer functioning. 
A metaphor that has become a symbol no longer stimulates the 
imagination, thus the author’s intent for the metaphor is lost. 

The passage in John chapter 3 serves multiple theological 
purposes. I will focus on two of the major lessons. One of 
the purposes of John is to establish the term ‘eternal life’ as 
the equivalent of ‘kingdom of God’.  The passage opens with 
Nicodemus acknowledging that the ‘presence of God’ is with 
Jesus; else he could not perform the ‘signs’.  In response to 
Nicodemus’ positive statement Jesus’ answer seems to confirm 
Nicodemus’ own state; he is close to entering the kingdom. 
Nicodemus has acknowledged that Jesus is a teacher, and that 
the presence of God is with him. 

Jesus equates the ‘presence of God’ with the ‘kingdom of God’. 
In the gospel of John the phrase Kingdom of God is found twice. 
Both instances are found in the third chapter of John during 
Jesus’ night time encounter with the Pharisee Nicodemus (my 
Kingdom in John 18:36).  The final line of the passage reads: 
that whoever believes in him may have ‘eternal life’.  Jesus’ 
first words are about the kingdom and his last are about eternal 
life. To enter the kingdom is to possess eternal life. Thus John 
transitions use of the potentially dangerous idea of ‘kingdom’ 
into the existential idea of ‘eternal life’.  Eternal life in John is 
something that is now present for all that enter the Kingdom of 
God, making the two phrases synonymous. One of the reasons 
for the change is found in Jesus’ words in John 18:36.

John 18:36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this 
world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would 
be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But 
as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” 

Although Jesus’ Kingdom is not of this world, it is present and 
can be discerned through the ‘sign’ that is Jesus.

The identification of Jesus’ origin as ‘from God’ is spoken by 
both Nicodemus and Jesus. Nicodemus lies at the threshold of 
the kingdom and of receiving eternal life; he need only believe 
in the ongoing work of Christ. The work of Christ culminates in 
his death and resurrection (verses 14 and 15).  

Jesus’ response to Nicodemus is:

John 3:3   3 Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one 
can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”

Nicodemus’ response is the metaphor that is used by the writer 
to communicate the birth from above. Jesus does not disagree 
with Nicodemus’ question, but allows his question in all of its 
absurdity to stand as a credible response. 

John 3:4   4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born 
after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the 
mother’s womb and be born?”

Nicodemus’ absurd but credible response now serves as one 
of the movements necessary for grasping Jesus’ teaching on 
‘seeing’ ‘the kingdom of God’ or on the reception of ‘eternal 
life’.  Jesus’ response in verse five has the reader ‘entering’ 
the kingdom of God rather than being able to ‘see’. Further, 
Jesus’ response is enigmatic. For how are we to understand a 
birth that is of the Spirit, a birth that is unseen like the wind yet 
powerful like the wind? It is Nicodemus’ question that places 
the metaphor of birth as a springboard for understanding. 

Jesus’ response in verse three comes from his mouth without 
any inquiry or question posed from Nicodemus.  The issue is the 
Kingdom of God; Jesus knows what Nicodemus really wants to 
talk about.  Jesus informs Nicodemus that the Kingdom is an 
unseen reality that can be seen only by persons gifted with the 
ability to see through an act of God equivalent to being born. 

Nicodemus’ questions focus on the word ‘born’.  When we are 
born life has just begun, we make our entrance as infants without 
understanding or power. As a leader and teacher, Nicodemus 
possesses both understanding and power.  Nicodemus 
seeks further explanation upon the idea of birth in relation to 
seeing the Kingdom (verses five and six form Jesus’ answer).  
Nicodemus must experience the life giving power of God in a 
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