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John 3 1-12 You must be born again. 
 

In the first two chapters, aside from the testimonies of John the 
Baptizer, we see Jesus interacting with four of His disciples that He 
called early on in His ministry.  Jesus’ encounters with them were 
very personal as evidenced by His changing Simon’s name to Peter 
and knowing that Nathanael was sitting under a tree.   

 

The phrase “personal relationship” is used a lot when describing 
Jesus. Our relationship with Jesus is as unique as we are. While it can 
be said that Jesus loves everyone equally, His love is perfectly suited 
to each of our needs and desires. And, while it can be said that He 
hates sin, the earthly consequences of our sin are also unique to us.  

 

But all who come into contact with Jesus must answer one question,  
“Whom do you seek?”.  You see, there isn’t a person on earth that 
does not seek after something. I believe it’s because we are made in 
the “image of God” and as Solomon wrote: “He has put eternity in 
their hearts” meaning that there’s an inner compulsion to seek after 
God.  However, because of the sin of our father Adam, it’s as if we are 
missing a piece of the puzzle. The puzzle of our lives will never be 
complete without it.  In our sin nature, we are driven to seek after 
earthly things, like useless philosophies, scientific theories, and 
lifeless religions that try to cut the missing piece to fit their notions of 
God.   
 

For many, Jesus, who is ever seeking that which is lost, comes and 
satisfies our deepest need and with two simple words, “Follow me”.  
And when we finally change the direction of the way we are traveling 
and walk towards the True Shepherd, He places the missing piece 
where it belongs, and we are made complete and whole. All who 
utterly reject the free offer of eternal life with Him will be left 
incomplete forever.  They will never be satisfied and be in a state of 
conflict within themselves and with others.  
 

Today, we will see another meeting with Jesus. We are still in 
Jerusalem and most likely the Passover is complete. It’s nighttime. A 
man comes to speak with Jesus. It’s a strange conversation. The man 
never got a chance to explain why he came.  That didn’t matter 
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because Jesus knew that this was actually a ‘divine appointment’. 
Jesus was as personal with this man as He had been with His 
disciples. Perhaps the man came to question the Galilean carpenter 
about His credentials. But Jesus told him something he may not have 
expected:  Jesus told him The TRUTH and He tells the man things 
that he didn’t even know he needed to know. 

 

I want to read the entire passage, but we will cover the first 12 verses 
this morning and the remaining verses next week. 
 

John 3:1-21 NKJV  There was a man of the Pharisees named 
Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  (2)  This man came to Jesus by 
night and said to Him, "Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher come 
from God; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is 
with him."  (3)  Jesus answered and said to him, "Most assuredly, I 
say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of 
God."  (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?"  (5)  Jesus answered, "Most assuredly, I say to you, unless 
one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God.  (6)  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and 
that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  (7)  Do not marvel that I 
said to you, 'You must be born again.'  (8)  The wind blows where it 
wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes 
from and where it goes. So is everyone who is born of the Spirit."  (9)  
Nicodemus answered and said to Him, "How can these things be?"  
(10)  Jesus answered and said to him, "Are you the teacher of 
Israel, and do not know these things?  (11)  Most assuredly, I say to 
you, We speak what We know and testify what We have seen, 
and you do not receive Our witness.  (12)  If I have told you earthly 
things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you 
heavenly things?  (13)  No one has ascended to heaven but He who 
came down from heaven, that is, the Son of Man who is in heaven.  
(14)  And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so 
must the Son of Man be lifted up,  (15)  that whoever believes in 
Him should not perish but have eternal life.  (16)  For God so 
loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever 
believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.  (17)  For 
God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but 
that the world through Him might be saved.  (18)  "He who believes 
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in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned 
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
begotten Son of God.  (19)  And this is the condemnation, that the 
light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather 
than light, because their deeds were evil.  (20)  For everyone 
practicing evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his 
deeds should be exposed.  (21)  But he who does the truth comes 
to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been 
done in God." 
 

This passage contains a problem and a solution.   Ironically, they are 
the same. The problem is “you must be born-again”. The solution is,  
“you must be born-again”.  Some could interpret this as a command:  
“It’s a REQUIREMENT to be born again”. Others will see this as a 
strong suggestion:  “You REALLY need to be born again”.  In either 
case, the problem and the solution is entering the Kingdom of God.   
 

This morning we will focus on the problem.  
  

So, let’s look closer at this conversation Jesus had with the man 
named Nicodemus. BTW:  His name means “victorious among his 
people” and that seems to fit him well because the Scriptures speak of 
his defense of Jesus when the Pharisees wanted to arrest Him . And 
he was with Joseph of Arimathea when they received His lifeless body 
for burial. Believing in Jesus alone and overcoming the world’s hatred 
of our belief is the very definition of victorious! 
 

(John 3:1 NKJV)  There was a man of the Pharisees named 
Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  (2 NKJV)  This man came to Jesus by 
night and said to Him, "Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher 
come from God; for no one can do these signs that You do unless 
God is with him." 
 

Nicodemus is a ruler in the Sanhedrin, the official body of 
leadership of the Nation of Israel.  He was a learned man; he 
was a man of authority and power as were most men in this 
religious body. But Nicodemus is curious, he is seeking but he is 
afraid of his counterparts, so he comes under darkness and 
meets the One who was the Light of men.  He says something to 
Jesus that, I suppose, was to “butter Him up”. But those words 
just fall flat on the dirt under the feet of Jesus. “We know” is a 
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phrase of born of pride suggesting that the religious leaders 
thought He was a “good” man. But the line “You are a teacher 
come of God who does signs because God is with him” is just 
plain wrong. This is how the world thinks:  Jesus is just a 
common man, perhaps a good man, but not a learned man like 
them. He teaches and performs signs that impress the ignorant 
and deplorables.  But He is nothing more.  
 
Perhaps Nicodemus and the other leaders have heard rumors 
about Jesus being referred to as the Messiah. Perhaps he 
wanted to interrogate Him and bring a report back.   
 
Jesus doesn’t even try to tell Him who He truly is because 
Nicodemus is as ignorant as those the Sanhedrin regards as 
“low class”.    
 

(John 3:3 NKJV)  Jesus answered and said to him, "Most assuredly, I 
say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of 
God." 
 

Jesus cuts right to the heart of the matter:  your deceitful heart 
has you in bondage to this world into which you were born. You 
will not be free to enter God’s Kingdom unless you are born 
again.  The word “again” literally means “from above”.  

 

I do want to take a very small bunny trail to explain the phrase 
“Most assuredly”. In good translations it says either “Truly” or 
“Verily”. But, in the Greek one word is repeated twice: “Amen, 
Amen”.  Most believe that it means “So be it”. It also can be 
interpreted as “It will be so” or “Surely it will be”.  A Jewish 
tradition (I don’t know the source), says that it is an acronym 
that means “The King is Able”.  Saying “Amen” before and after 
an important teaching is still common among many Rabbis. 
Jesus repeats the word to emphasize the importance of what He 
is about to say. 
 

Putting that aside. the critical thing is the concept of being 
“born again” and the right to enter the Kingdom of God.  
The phrase “the Kingdom of God” would certainly be familiar to 
Nicodemus and the Jews of his day. Jesus and the apostles 
taught on this nearly 70 times in the Gospels and Epistles.  In 
the OT, however, we can read: 
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Psalms 45:6 NKJV  Your throne, O God, is forever and 
ever; A scepter of righteousness is the scepter of Your 
kingdom. 
 

Daniel 2:44 NKJV  And in the days of these kings the God 
of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be 
destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other 
people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these 
kingdoms, and it shall stand forever. 

 

But all the kingdoms up until the time of Messiah were 
kingdoms of men. Jesus comes along and tells them about the 
Kingdom of God. There is only ONE Kingdom of God.  We know 
there will be a physical kingdom on earth for 1000 years. But 
most of the NT  Scriptures refer to another type of kingdom, a 
heavenly one or spiritual one. But the Jews were, for the most 
part, only interested in a physical Kingdom run by a man they 
called “King Messiah”. This man would provide a physical 
salvation like Moses did for the Children of Israel who were 
enslaved in Egypt.  Jesus’ first teaching recorded in John, 
addresses this wrong thinking.  Here’s a few NT verses about 
the Kingdom of God: 

 

Luke 17:20-21 NKJV  Now when He was asked by the 
Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, He 
answered them and said, "The kingdom of God does not 
come with observation;  (21)  nor will they say, 'See here!' 
or 'See there!' For indeed, the kingdom of God is within 
you." 
 

Romans 14:17 NKJV  for the kingdom of God is not eating 
and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the 
Holy Spirit. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:50 NKJV  (50)  Now this I say, brethren, 
that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; 
nor does corruption inherit incorruption. 
 

Therefore, it’s all a matter of the heart. And that’s what’s behind 
the concept of being “born again”.    
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Let’s read some more before we talk about this strange concept. 
 

(John 3:4 NKJV)  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?” (5)  Jesus answered, “Most assuredly, I say to you, 
unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God.  
 

 

Nicodemus just doesn’t get it. He’s perplexed enough to ask a 
really dumb question.   Human birth, for now, is a metaphor for 
a much-needed spiritual birth. Just as a woman is the bearer of 
earthly life, the Spirit is the one who causes a spiritual birth that 
will carry the person all the way into the Kingdom of God! 
 

 

What is this “water” Jesus spoke about?  Some believe that the 
water is the water of baptism. I don’t because that makes 
Baptism a requirement for salvation which it isn’t because we 
know that we are saved by grace through faith alone!  More on 
this later. 
 

There are many thoughts about what Jesus meant by “water”. 
 

The three best ideas are: 
1. It could simply refer to the water of pregnancy (only 

mankind is eligible to be born again).  
2. It could be a symbol of the Holy Spirit and the living 

waters that flow from a believer.  I do like this idea.  
3. But I like the passage about the “New Covenant” in 

Ezekiel 36,  Nicodemus would  have known about 
these. For example, The Rabbis of his day believed that 
the prophesy in Ezekiel was already partially fulfilled 
when the Jews returned from the Babylonian Captivity: 

 

Ezekiel 36:24-28 NKJV  For I will take you from 
among the nations, gather you out of all countries, 
and bring you into your own land.  [#1]  (25)  Then I 
will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall 
be clean; I will cleanse you from all your 
filthiness and from all your idols.  (26)  I will give 
you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; I will 
take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a 
heart of flesh.  (27)  I will put My Spirit within you and 
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cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will keep My 
judgments and do them. [#2]   (28)  Then you shall 
dwell in the land that I gave to your fathers; you shall 
be My people, and I will be your God. [#3 dwelling 
with His people in the Kingdom of Messiah]   

 

This promise was, in their thinking, fulfilled after the 70-year 
Babylonian captivity.  The cleansing was fulfilled when Israel, 
as a nation, forsook all idolatry and renewed their commitment 
to obeying the Law and accepting the curses that it contained.  

 

Nehemiah 10:29 NKJV  these joined with their brethren, 
their nobles, and entered into a curse and an oath to walk 
in God's Law, which was given by Moses the servant of 
God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the 
LORD our Lord, and His ordinances and His statutes: 

 
The only thing left of Ezekiel’s prophesy was the coming of King 
Messiah and the establishment of His Kingdom on earth. 
  
This rebirth is a totally new concept. It is a Spiritual birth. Only 
those who are “born again” will enter the kingdom. Therefore, if 
you just say you’re a Christian,  it’s not enough; if you say you 
are saved by a specific church, it’s not enough; if you say you 
were baptized, it’s not enough. You can’t ride into the 
kingdom on the coattails of your parents.  And there aren’t 
enough works you can do or money you can give, for they are 
not enough. In those days in Israel and even today, being 
born a Jew is not enough.  Being holy, righteous, and  
separate from unclean Gentiles because you have the Law, is 
not enough!  
 
None of these things, done in the flesh, will open the gates of 
this heavenly, spiritual Kingdom. 

  

(6)  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of 
the Spirit is spirit. (7)  Do not marvel that I said to you, 'You must be 
born again.'  (8 )  The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the 
sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes. So 
is everyone who is born of the Spirit." 
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There is a distinction between being born of the flesh and being 
born of the Spirit. Paul explains it this way:  

 

For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells; 
for to will is present with me, but how to perform what is good I 
do not find.  (Romans 7:18 NKJV) 
 

So then, those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  (Romans 
8:8 NKJV) 

 

For if you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the 
Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.  
(Romans 8:13 NKJV) 
 

Now, when Jesus speaks of the wind it is a symbol of the Spirit, 
He is, in a “poetic” way, saying, “listen, you don’t fully 
understand wind and you cannot see it,  but you can see its 
effects. This is how it is with those who are born of the Spirit – 
it’s a mystery and you do not need to fully understand it before 
you can experience it”.  His advice is, ‘stop fretting about it 
because it will lead to a paralysis of the soul.  Just believe Me 
when I say, you must be “born again”.       
 

(John 3:9 NKJV)  Nicodemus answered and said to Him, "How can 
these things be?" 
  

Nicodemus didn’t expect that Jesus would speak of such things. 
He is as confused as any man would be when Jesus spoke of 
heavenly things!  Remember the incident with “drinking His 
blood and eating His flesh” in John 6?  His perspective is always 
heavenward; ours is both earthward and in bondage to sin.  
 

(John 3:10 NKJV)  Jesus answered and said to him, “Are you the 
teacher of Israel, and do not know these things? 

 

Jesus turns the tables on him. Nicodemus is not only a member 
of the Sanhedrin, but Jesus calls him “THE teacher of Israel”, 
that is, the head rabbi. (Such rabbis exist even today). 
 

Jesus wants Nicodemus to humble himself and to rethink what 
he believes, especially about God.  Jesus wants ALL to be 
humbled by our lack of understanding of spiritual things.  One 
of the most powerful strongholds is thinking that unless we can 
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understand it, we cannot or will not believe it. Many don’t 
accept our religion because they cannot understand God. Many 
create their own religions because they don’t understand the 
Trinity or grace or the Holy Spirit.  For Nicodemus it was being 
a Jew alone that gained one entrance into the Kingdom of God! 
 

(John 3:11 NKJV)  Most assuredly, I say to you, We speak what We 
know and testify what We have seen, and you do not receive Our 
witness.  (12)  If I have told you earthly things and you do not 
believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things?  
 

Again, Jesus starts with “Amen, Amen”. “I am telling you the 
truth and it needs to be believed”.  
 
“Nicodemus, we speak the Truth. We know it and we have seen 
it with our very eyes…but you will not receive our witness”.     
 
Jesus did tell him earthly things:  What is born of earth cannot 
enter the Kingdom of God without being born again from above.   
 

Today, we have read many things that require us to put aside our 
natural thinking in favor of a spiritual understanding of what it 
means to be “born again a.k.a. born from above a.k.a. born of the 
Spirit”.  While the birth on earth takes about 9 months, the new birth 
is instantaneous. The new birth is both a picture of our salvation and 
is our salvation!  

how are we born from above?  Jesus used a word in verse 12 that is 
critical to our understanding:  

John 3:12 NKJV  If I have told you earthly things and you do 
not believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things? 

The OT & NT words for “belief” have similar meanings: 

1. To have faith 
2. To entrust or trust 
3. To commit 
4. To have conviction or being persuaded or having assurance. 
5. To rely upon by an inward certainty 

None of these meanings are dependent upon “feelings”. We know that 
there are those who “believe with their whole heart” in someone or 
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something and therefore declare that it is true. But that kind of belief 
is wishful thinking based in a person’s desires or emotions.  But the 
kind of belief, faith or trust we experience can be summed up with the 
idea that “I know the truth and therefore I choose to believe 
it”.  My belief and the choice to believe is by the grace of God working 
in me by His Holy Spirit. Therefore, I cannot even boast about my 
belief for Spiritual pride is as bad as earthly pride!  Paul taught us: 

Titus 3:4-7 NKJV  But when the kindness and the love of God 
our Savior toward man appeared,  (5)  not by works of 
righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy 
He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and 
renewing of the Holy Spirit,  (6)  whom He poured out 
on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior,  (7)  
that having been justified by His grace we should become heirs 
according to the hope of eternal life. 

In the first 12 verses of John chapter 3, Jesus didn’t try to scare 
Nicodemus by saying “you are a sinner who must repent, or you’ll end 
up in Hell”. He related the truth in a way that would be effective to a 
man like Nicodemus who came to rely upon the comforts of legalism.  
He simply told him that it’s a new birth, a spiritual birth that will 
open the gates to the Kingdom of the One True King and to an eternal 
life and a “forever relationship” with Jesus THE LORD and Savior.  

Next week, we will see some more details behind the solution to the 
dilemma of staring at a locked gate to God’s Kingdom. Jesus will also 
give us a greater understanding of the problem. In short, He will say:  
we are the problem.  

 

  

 

 

  


