
John 3:1-16
What does it mean to be born again?



It is possible to be very religious and spiritually lost 
(3:1-2) 
! The flow of context connects Nicodemus to those in Jerusalem 

observing the Passover who “believed” in Jesus (Cf. 2:23). 
! Their faith was not unto salvation and so Jesus did not affirm that 

what they hoped about Him to be true (Cf. 2:24-25).  
! As a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin (“ruler of the Jews”), 

Nicodemus is a very studious and religious man.  
! He addresses Jesus as “Rabbi” (recognized student and teacher of 

Mosaic Law), a term that shows this peasant carpenter a great 
deal of respect. 

! At this point, Nicodemus is curious, but he is not converted.



Spiritual life is necessary for spiritual 
understanding and salvation (3:3-8)
3 Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born 
again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  

! Nicodemus wants to know if Jesus is the promised Messiah, on the 
scene to bring restoration to the kingdom of Israel. 

! Jesus tells him that if people are not “born again” they will not “see 
the kingdom of God.” 

! Insight into spiritual reality demands spiritual life. 
! People need new life from another realm in order to see what’s 

going on spiritually. 



Spiritual life is necessary for spiritual 
understanding and salvation (3:3-8)
4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he 
enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?”  

! The suspicious response of Nicodemus shows that he fails to understand 
His desperate need of new life.  

5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and 
the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.  

! When Jesus says “born of the water and the Spirit,” He is not referring to 
two births. 
! Being born of the water and the Spirit describe one act of God-given spiritual 

life. 
!Ezekiel 36:25–27  

! This is what the Old Testament taught about the promise of the New 
Covenant – it brings heart-change providing cleansing and empowering.



Spiritual life is necessary for spiritual 
understanding and salvation (3:3-8)
6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the 
Spirit is spirit.  

! “flesh is flesh” – natural physical birth – the experience of every 
human being 

! “Spirit is spirit” – supernatural spiritual birth – the experience of every 
true child of God in the New Covenant 

7 Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’  

! Knowing the weakness and limitations of the flesh, the necessity of 
divine intervention should not be shocking.  

! The need of all mankind is spiritual life and cleansing. 



Spiritual life is necessary for spiritual 
understanding and salvation (3:3-8)
8 The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit.” 
! How do you know who has been born of the Spirit?  
! We do not see spiritual births, but we see the effects of spiritual 

births.  
! There are new desires and a new Christ-centered purpose. 
! There is observable humility and dependence on Jesus with a 

gospel passion to help others. 
!Galatians 5:22–23  

! There is no such thing as a follower of Jesus consistently operating 
under the radar. 



Learning that does not lead to desperate 
dependence is deadly (3:9-16)
9 Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” 10 Jesus 
answered him, “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet you do not 
understand these things? 
! If someone wanted to get right with God, this is not what 

Nicodemus would teach them. 
! Humility and dependence are not things foreign to Old Testament 

Scripture.  
11 Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know, and bear 
witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony.  

! Jesus didn’t make any sense to him.  
! He approaches Jesus respectfully, but even now he has no idea 

with whom he is talking. 



Learning that does not lead to desperate 
dependence is deadly (3:9-16)
12 If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can 
you believe if I tell you heavenly things?  

! Jesus indicates that being born again is the rudimentary teaching 
and reality that is essential before going any further.  

13 No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended 
from heaven, the Son of Man.  

! Jesus, the Son of Man, is making God and truth from God known. 
!John 1:18  

! Truth does not come any more direct or clear than the truth Jesus is 
sharing.



Learning that does not lead to desperate 
dependence is deadly (3:9-16)
14 And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the 
Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have 
eternal life.  

! Numbers 21:4–9  
! Only those who recognize the danger and deadliness of sin and 

selfishness will humbly look to Jesus in desperate need of salvation. 
! Humble and desperate dependence is the way a born-again 

heart looks to Jesus. 
16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  

! John 10:14–18 



Questions to Consider

!Are you looking for a god who will confirm your 
way of life or are you desperately looking for a 
Savior? 

!Are you seeing the effects of the life of Jesus in 
and through your life? 

!How are you glorying in the resurrection power of 
Jesus every day?



John 3:1-16
What does it mean to be born again?


