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You Must be Born Again! 
John 3:1-13 

 

I. Introduction to Nicodemus (vv. 1-2) 

A. Who was Nicodemus? 

1. Nicodemus was a Pharisee and ruler of the Jews (v. 1) – He was a member of the Sanhedrin (a 

Jewish supreme governing council made up of 70 scribes and elders – both Pharisees and 

Sadducees – plus the high priest) and a reputable theologian, likely a scribe (v. 10). 

2. He came at night (v. 2) either out of fear or just because it was the only time that Jesus could 

talk freely without crowds and busyness.  The text does not say. 

B. What did Nicodemus Think of Jesus? 

1. He showed Jesus respect and honor (v. 2): (1) Rabbi/teacher; (2) came from God; (3) unique 

signs; (4) God is with Him 

2. It was significant that he addressed Jesus as “Rabbi” (teacher), because he was “the teacher of 

Israel” (v. 10). 

3. He believed that Christ was sent from God, because of the signs He did (only the sign at the 

wedding has been mentioned to this point, but He must have done many more per 2:23). 

4. At his point, it looks as if Nicodemus seems to have a generic belief in Jesus (cf. 2:24-25). 

 

II. Christ’s Teaching on the New Birth (vv. 3-8) 

A. Jesus answers the question in Nicodemus’ heart.  Nicodemus didn’t even have to ask the question 

for Christ to address the matters deep within his heart (cf. 2:25).   

B. Based on the answer, we can assume that Nicodemus was poised to ask a question similar to that 

of the rich young ruler: “What good thing must I do to be saved?” 

C. Christ’s answer  Amen(x2), you can’t even see God’s Kingdom unless you are born again (v. 3) 

1. “Born again”  Two possible meanings in Greek: (1) Born again; (2) Born from above.  Most 

translations assume the former due to Nicodemus’s follow up question in verse 4.  However, 

the latter is more likely, because anothen (Greek) translates consistently as “above” in the 

gospel of John (cf. 3:31; 19:11).  However, both carry the same significance here. 

2. “Cannot see”  “Not able to perceive” let alone desire or enter  the new birth necessarily 

precedes faith 

a. Regeneration is necessary, because faith is impossible due to the  spiritual blindness of 

depravity 

i. Eyes that cannot see  Isaiah 6:9-10; Matthew 13:13-15; 1 Corinthians 2:12-14 

ii. Hard heart  Mark 8:17-18; John 12:40; Ephesians 4:17-18 

iii. A heart change must happen first and be wrought by the Spirit  vv. 6-7 (cf. Luke 

6:43-45; Romans 2:29; Deuteronomy 30:6) 
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b. Regeneration precedes faith in 1 John 

i. 2:29  Precedes practicing righteousness 

ii. 3:9  Prohibits practicing sin 

iii. 4:7  Precedes loving 

iv. 5:1  Precedes belief that Jesus is the Christ 

v. 5:4  Precedes overcoming through faith 

vi. 5:18  Prohibits continual sin 

c. Regeneration precedes faith in Paul’s writings (Ephesians 2:4-9) and Peter’s (1 Peter 1:3, 

23) 

D. Nicodemus’ literal approach to Christ’s answer demonstrates that he has no understanding of what 

Christ said (v. 4), so Jesus expands on His first answer (vv. 5-8). 

1. Must be born of water and the Spirit to enter the kingdom of heaven (v. 5) 

a. Reference to water and Spirit could be a reference to Isaiah 44:3-4 but is most likely a 

reference to Ezekiel 36:25-27 

b. Potential New Testament connections include Matthew 3:11 and Titus 3:4-7 

2. Emphasis is on being “born of the Spirit” (v. 6, 8), which is being “born again” (v. 7).  The 

same is reiterated in (6:44, 63, 65). 

3. Christ compares the Spirit’s activity in the new birth to the wind (v. 8).  The wind cannot be 

predicted or controlled.  It is completely an act of God.  Similarly, no one can claim an active 

part in being born, physically or spiritually.  Birth is a completely passive event. 

 

III. The Aftermath (vv. 9-13) 

A. What was the immediate impact of Christ’s words on Nicodemus? 

1. Nicodemus was perplexed, indicating that he was not born again (v. 9).  Jesus rebuked him, 

because he, as the “teacher of Israel,” should have understood these truths (v. 10).  The OT 

spoke of the new birth!  This interchange proves that only spiritual people can comprehend 

spiritual matters. 

2. Jesus affirms that Nicodemus has evidenced that he was not born again by not believing in the 

testimony of Christ (v. 11). 

3. Christ further indicts Nicodemus by arguing from the lesser to the greater (v. 12) – if he does 

not understand earthly things (e.g., the new birth), then he is unable to understand heavenly 

things (e.g., the deity of Christ, v. 13) – and denying the authority of the One from heaven. 

B. What was the eventual impact of Christ’s words on Nicodemus?  Scripture does not say, but … 

1. Nicodemus later made a covert attempt to protect Jesus (7:37-53) 

2. After Christ’s death on the cross, Nicodemus came with Joseph of Arimathea to bury the body 

of Jesus (19:38-40).  This text indicates that Joseph was “a disciple of Jesus, but a secret one 

for fear of the Jews.”  Perhaps via association, we may assume the same for Nicodemus. 


