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YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN 
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INTRODUCTION 

The last time we studied John’s Gospel, we were left with what could be an unsettling truth.  In 
2:23-25, we learned that not all belief in Jesus is saving belief.  There’s a kind of believing in 
Jesus that does not save.  It’s a superficial, shallow, disingenuous belief in Jesus that Jesus sees 
right through.   

The person with this kind of non-saving belief may in fact know and believe many true things 
about Jesus.  The person with this kind of non-saving belief may in fact believe the supernatural 
works that Jesus performs.  But they don’t truly believe on Jesus. 

2:23-24: "many believed in his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. But Jesus on his 
part did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people" 

Jesus knows who genuinely trusts him and who does not.  He’s never fooled.  And the reason for 
this is that, as God, Jesus (v. 25) "needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew 
what was in man."  He understood man’s sinful heart perfectly.  He knows that people can even 
be self-deceived about their belief in him. 

These three verses provide a transition to chapter 3, where we meet a man named Nicodemus.  
Sometime after Jesus cleansed the temple, and while he was still in Jerusalem, Nicodemus came 
to see him.  The only reason we know anything about Nicodemus is that John wrote of him.  He 
appears three times in this book, so we’ll meet him again.  He is not included in any of the other 
Gospels.  The reason he’s included here is that Nicodemus epitomizes one who has seen Jesus’ 
signs and has formed a shallow, non-saving faith.  He believes true things about Jesus.  He’s 
attracted to Jesus’ miracle-working power.  But Jesus has no faith in Nicodemus’ interest in him, 
as we’ll see. 

The segue into chapter 3 is as plain in English as it is in the Greek.  As I mentioned before, 2:23 
speaks of the “signs” that Jesus was doing. And verse 25 ends with Jesus “needed no one to bear 
witness about man, for he himself knew what was in man.”  Then chapter 3:1 “Now there was a 
man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. This man came to Jesus by night. . .  

How long after the temple cleansing this story takes place, we don’t know.  But the Apostle John 
has a reason he chose this story out of all the stories about Jesus he could have included.  John 
recorded this story of Jesus to demonstrate that the only faith that saves is the faith that comes 
from the new life that God gives.  This new life that God gives is called being born again or born 
from above or the new birth or regeneration.  These are all biblical synonyms for the reality of 
new life that God gives.  We’ll see this in three parts. 

1. The Necessity of Being Born Again 
2. The Impossibility of Being Born Again 
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3. The Experience of Being Born Again 

I. THE NECESSITY OF BEING BORN AGAIN 

At first glance, if there was any Jew who deserved to enter the kingdom of God, it was 
Nicodemus.  Look again at 3:1 where we read, "Now there was a man of the Pharisees named 
Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews."  Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  The Pharisees were a group of 
Jews who were mostly middle-class, business owners. They weren’t priests or Levites or in 
charge of the Temple in Jerusalem.  At the time of Jesus’ birth, one historian writes that they 
numbered only about 6,000, yet they were very influential among the common Jews. 

You won’t find them in the Old Testament.  Their group arose sometime in that over-400 year 
time period between the OT and the NT.  During that time period, Alexander the Greek 
conquered the world, including the land of Israel.  He and his successors not only conquered the 
world with their military might, but they also conquered the world by exporting their Greek 
culture everywhere they went (called Hellenism). 

Greek culture began to influence the Jewish religion.  One group of Jews who were particularly 
disturbed by the Greek-worldliness infiltrating the Jewish religion was the Hasidim (“the 
holy/pious ones.”)  They broke off from the religious establishment because they believed the 
establishment had become too influenced by Greek culture. 

No one knows for certain, but likely the Pharisees were an offshoot of the Hasidim during Jesus’ 
day.  The name Pharisee probably means “separated ones.”  They were separated not in an 
isolationists sense, but separated in a pious sense. 

They stressed careful observation of the Law and the traditions of the elders placed on top of the 
law (oral law).  They were right about many doctrines—the need to obey God, the resurrection of 
the body, the existence of angels, and so on—but as one commentator says, “they made one 
basic and very tragic error: they externalized religion. Outward conformity to the law was far too 
often considered by them to be the goal of one’s existence.”  In other words, it was external 
religion that was the means of salvation. 

Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  He would have prided himself on keeping the externals of the Law 
and all the rules of the elders, but he neglected the spirit of the Law.  Nicodemus was also a 
“ruler of the Jews.”  This meant that he was part of the Sanhedrin or the Jewish Council.  The 
Sanhedrin was like Congress and the Supreme Court rolled into one.  71 influential Jews made 
up the Sanhedrin, including the high priest, the chief priests, scribes, and other elders.  Over the 
course of John’s Gospel, we find that it’s the Sanhedrin that becomes the driving force in the plot 
to kill Jesus. 

Verse 2 says that, "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.”"  So not only is Nicodemus a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin, but he knows about 
Jesus and what he says about Jesus is true. 

He says Jesus: 
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• Is a teacher 
• Who has come from God 
• Who does true miracles 
• Miracles that cannot be done by mere man, and 
• God is with Jesus. 

All those things are true.  There’s no hint here that Nicodemus is trying to flatter Jesus.  His 
words seem sincere and Jesus doesn’t rebuke him for insincerity.  He seems to be a believer in 
these facts.  But if we read on, Jesus gives his own assessment of Nicodemus’ confession. He 
isn’t a true believer. 

In v. 10, Jesus says that Nicodemus doesn’t understand what Jesus is saying.  “Are you the 
teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things?" 

In verse 11, Jesus says that Nicodemus doesn’t receive his witness.  "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." 

In verse 12, Jesus says that Nicodemus doesn’t believe.  "If I have told you earthly things and you 
do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things?" 

These are not the descriptions of a secret disciple.  Jesus’ teachings and signs have captured 
Nicodemus’ attention, but not his heart.  Nicodemus wasn’t the only one who believed these true 
things about Jesus.  Did you notice in v. 2: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from 
God. . . “  Others among the Pharisees or the Sanhedrin believed as Nicodemus did.  See, the 
unbelief of the Pharisees and the Jewish leaders was never due to lack of information.  They 
knew enough. The light of Jesus was visible. 

1:9-11: "The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the 
world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. He came to his 
own, and his own people did not receive him." 

“the world did not know him”—they didn’t know him savingly. They knew things about him, 
but they didn’t know him savingly.  And his own people—the Jews—did not receive him. They 
rejected Jesus, but not because of lack of information. 

As it turns out, Nicodemus came to Jesus in the dark—(v. 2) he “came to Jesus by night.”  It’s an 
interesting detail that John includes.  Why at night?  Probably because he wanted to keep the 
meeting a secret.  With Jesus’ clearing of the temple and miracles, word was getting around 
about Jesus.  Who was he? Was he a troublemaker? A false prophet?  What authority did a man 
from Nazareth (of all places!) have to do what Jesus was doing? 

So for such a man as Nicodemus—a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin and in v. 10 Jesus 
calls him “the teacher of Israel” (not just a teacher, but the teacher—a teacher of great 
importance)—for such a man as this to come and visit Jesus, he would do so only under the 
cover of darkness.  But the night was blacker than Nicodemus knew.  His own heart was 
darkened, even as he stood before the true Light.  Respectfully, Nicodemus calls him Rabbi 
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(which means teacher).  But Nicodemus doesn’t move beyond calling him teacher.  He doesn’t 
recognize Jesus as the Messiah or the Prophet. 

The contrast with Jesus’ disciples in chapter 1 is stark. 

• John the Baptist called him the Lamb of God 
• Andrew called him the Messiah 
• Philip called him the one whom Moses wrote about 
• Nathanael called him the Son of God, King of Israel 

But to Nicodemus? Jesus is just Teacher.  There were many traveling rabbis in Jesus’ day.  
Nicodemus saw Jesus no higher. 

So here stands Nicodemus before Jesus: 

• He is a Pharisee—one of the most externally pious of the Jews. 
• He is a member of the Sanhedrin—a well-respected, influential and powerful leader 

among the Jews. 
• He’s “the teacher of Israel”—a man whose teaching was well-respected. 

Again, at first glance, if there was any Jew who seemed destined to enter the kingdom of God, it 
was Nicodemus.  And yet, Jesus says he won’t enter the kingdom of God unless he is born again. 

Look at v.3: "Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot 
see the kingdom of God.”" 

Nicodemus didn’t ask Jesus a question.  But Jesus demonstrates his ability to see right into the 
heart of a person.  Just as 2:25 said, “he himself knew what was in man.”  He read Nicodemus’ 
heart.  He knew his spiritual condition.  Jesus goes right to the central issue in such a solemn 
way, he arrested Nicodemus’ attention: “truly truly I say to you. . .  unless one is born again he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.”" 

In one sentence Jesus swept aside all that Nicodemus stood for and all his spiritual achievements.  
Nicodemus lacked the one necessary condition for entering the kingdom of God: He had to be 
born again.  The word “born” is the Greek word genna,w.  It’s used of a father begetting a child.  
The word “again” is the Greek word a,nwqen.  It’s a word with a dual meaning.  Every other 
place John uses the word, it means above.  But it can also mean again.  Perhaps Jesus had a dual 
meaning here too: you must be born from above, you must be born again. 

This dual meaning fits what John wrote in 1:12-13: 

“to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of 
God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God." 

So to be born again means you are born of God (from above).  So to be born again is to be given 
by God new spiritual life. 
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Paul says in Eph 2:1 that our natural state is that we are dead in our trespasses and sins.”  But for 
those saved, he writes (Eph 2:5) "even when we were dead in our trespasses, [God] made us 
alive together with Christ.”  God’s act of making us spiritually alive is called being born again or 
new birth or regeneration. 

Paul writes in Titus 3:5: "[God] saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but 
according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit,"  
Regeneration is another word for being born again. 

Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:3: " Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According 
to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ from the dead," 

When God causes someone to be born again, he makes them a new creation. 

2 Corinthians 5:17: ", if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come." 

So Jesus is talking about a radical rebirth that God works in us and we receive eternal life.  In the 
new birth we (spiritually-speaking) get a new heart, a new mind, a new will.  And this must 
happen in order for anyone to enter the kingdom of God. 

What does Jesus mean by the kingdom of God?  Nicodemus would have been familiar with the 
concept, even if not familiar with the phrase.  The phrase itself isn’t found in the Old Testament, 
but the concept is.  Throughout the Old Testament we read of the rule, the reign, the kingship of 
God.  God rules or governs the whole earth. He is sovereign over it all.  In this sense, we all are 
in God’s kingdom and under his rule. 

However, in other sense, the prophets foresaw a time at the end of the age when God’s chosen 
one would come in the line of David and God would establish his physical kingdom through this 
chosen one, this Messiah, and he would rule with an everlasting reign. 

So Nicodemus would have understood that to see or enter the kingdom of God would be to 
experience a resurrected life under the reign of God forever.  In other words, to enter into the 
kingdom of God would be to experience eternal life.  Jesus is talking about experiencing eternal 
life. 

Now the Jews thought that, unless they permanently walked away from God or were 
extraordinarily wicked, they would automatically be admitted into that kingdom because they 
were the people of God.  But here Jesus says that there is no automatic entry into eternal life.  
Nicodemus won’t even see God’s kingdom unless he experiences this radical rebirth.  No one 
will experience eternal life in heaven without being born again of God.  To say it a bit 
differently, no one is saved unless he is born again.  It’s important for you to see that your own 
standing, your own claim to heaven is no better than Nicodemus’.  If it were based on merit, he 
would get in before you, if you could get in on your own standing.  In order to see heaven, we 
need new life, not new laws.  We need a radical rebirth that only God can do.  In order to see 
heaven, we need a new nature, not a renovation of our old nature.  Our sin nature is so 
thoroughly corrupt, that it cannot be cleaned up. 
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Calvin remarks: “there is nothing in us that is not defective.”  God does come in and make old 
hearts shiny. He replaces the heart and it has new affections for Jesus.  He gives us new desires 
with a new will.  He gives us new thinking about God with a new mind. 

In order to see heaven, we also must experience God’s supernatural power, not merely observe 
God’s supernatural power.  Nicodemus saw Jesus’ signs, but he had not experienced the miracle 
of Jesus’ life giving power personally.  He may have seen people healed, but his own heart 
wasn’t healed.  He needed a personal, spiritual resurrection. 

CONCLUSION 

And so must you.  In verse 7, Jesus repeats himself: "Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must 
be born again.’"  When he says “you must be born again,” the ‘you’ is plural.  He means 
everyone. 

There is only one way to gain a personal relationship with God.  There is only one way to 
heaven.  There is only one way to experience eternal life.  And that way is to be born again of 
God.  You must be born again. 

Summary: 

So we’ve seen in these first three verses the necessity of being born again.  Next week, we’ll take 
up this passage again and see two more points: 

First, the impossibility of being born again.  That is, only God can make you born again. You 
don’t choose to be born again. You can do nothing to make yourself born again. God  (that is, 
God does this, you can’t choose to be born again). 

And secondly, the experience of new birth.  The way we experience the new birth is believing in 
Jesus.  We know that we have been born again, if we truly believe in Jesus.  Our being born 
again and our first believing happen simultaneously. 

That’s for next week.  But for now let me reiterate that the reason why John recorded this story 
of Jesus was to demonstrate that the only faith that saves is the faith that comes from the new life 
that God gives.  When God gives new life, he also gives the gift of faith.  Which is why Jesus 
also says in v. 15: "that whoever believes in him [that is, Jesus himself] may have eternal life."  

Have you experienced being born again?  The way God gives new birth is through the gospel.  
Jesus Christ came to save sinners just like you—sinners who cannot save themselves with 
morality or religion or law keeping or achievements. 

He died on a cross not for his own sin. He had none.  He died to be the perfect sacrifice.  All who 
no longer trust in themselves to stand righteously before God, but instead trust only in Jesus’ 
perfect righteousness to stand before God will be saved.  If you truly believe in him in this way, 
then you can be sure that you are born again. 
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