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The Discourses in John 
This is the first of many theological discourses of Jesus recorded in John’s 
gospel. All the discourses have these things in common:  

1. An event 
2. A question or sign around which the discourse is focused 
3. One or more key statements that summarize some aspect of the Christian 

faith. 
4. Many of these key statements have become common quotations that 

punctuate the teachings of our faith (e.g. “you must be born again” or “For 
God so loved the world”).  

The theology set forth by Jesus in these discourses demonstrate why the Gospel 
of John is an ideal book for new believers.  

I. Nicodemus	  Meets	  Jesus	  
Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish 
ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a 
teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if 
God were not with him.” 

A. A	  surprise	  visit	  from	  a	  very	  unlikely	  character	  
A man comes to Jesus at night. It is possible that the darkness of night would 
have been a good covering for someone not wanting to be noticed for their 
actions. After all, Nicodemus was a Pharisee. The Pharisees proved to be some 
of the harshest and most aggressive critics of Jesus and everything He did. But it 
is worse than that. Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, seventy elite 
men who served as the Jewish Supreme Court. He could have very well been 
trying to avoid being seen by his peers.  
There might be obstacles in the way of you coming to Jesus. It is not uncommon 
for people to feel a little embarrassed or uncomfortable coming to Jesus. If, like 
Nicodemus, you would be acting contrary to the expectations of your family or 
friends, then it is understandable how you might struggle to come to Jesus. What 
will your family say if they find out you came to Jesus? What would all your peers 
think if they find out you “got religion?” Sometimes the social pressures against 
giving your life to Jesus, devoting your life to Jesus are so great that it becomes 
the largest single obstacle that keeps you from making that commitment.   
Some of you have made that decision against the advice and approval of family 
and friends. It was a bold move, one that perhaps continued to cause friction for 
years. There are ladies here who have decided to serve God without the 
approval and support of their husband. Perhaps the husband is passive, perhaps 
he constantly complains and mocks and berates you. There might be husbands 
here today that you are fighting against the disapproval of your wife. She just isn’t 
on the same page. She might go along to get along, but you don’t have that 
spiritual support at home. You don’t have that prayer partner you want and need. 
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It makes it difficult to come to Jesus when you don’t have that support system. It 
makes it difficult when you have blatant opposition.  
But there are others here that you have NOT made the choice because there is 
too much resistance from friends and family who don’t approve and you just can’t 
seem to break through.  

B. Then	  there	  are	  some	  Nicodemuses.	  You	  have	  this	  compelling	  urge	  to	  come	  
to	  Jesus.	  You	  have	  seen	  the	  signs	  and	  you	  are	  convinced	  Jesus	  is	  real.	  He	  is	  
the	  Son	  of	  God.	  You	  have	  heard	  the	  case	  made	  in	  the	  sermons	  and	  you	  are	  
persuaded.	  You	  too	  have	  obstacles	  in	  your	  way.	  You	  have	  people	  who	  will	  
disown	  you	  if	  they	  think	  you	  got	  religion.	  Just	  the	  fact	  you	  have	  been	  
checking	  this	  out	  has	  caused	  them	  to	  question	  your	  mental	  stability.	  They	  
think	  you	  are	  losing	  it.	  They	  think	  you	  are	  going	  through	  a	  phase.	  They	  think	  
all	  you	  really	  need	  is	  a	  good	  stiff	  drink	  and	  everything	  will	  be	  all	  right.	  They	  
don’t	  believe	  for	  one	  minute	  you	  need	  this	  Jesus.	  But	  you	  are	  here.	  You	  are	  
searching.	  You	  are	  grasping.	  Your	  life	  is	  a	  mess	  and	  you	  need	  what	  Jesus	  
brings.	  But	  you	  are	  scared.	  What	  will	  happen	  to	  your	  life?	  What	  will	  become	  
of	  your	  friends?	  What	  if	  you	  have	  to	  change	  your	  entire	  lifestyle?	  Who	  will	  
you	  hang	  out	  with?	  How	  will	  you	  fill	  your	  life	  if	  you	  can’t	  party	  with	  your	  
friends?	  But	  something	  about	  Jesus	  draws	  you	  to	  Him.	  And	  here	  you	  are,	  
struggling	  in	  fear	  of	  what	  it	  means	  to	  surrender	  to	  Jesus.	  But	  if	  you	  have	  the	  
same	  kind	  of	  desperation	  of	  Nicodemus;	  one	  in	  which	  you	  finally	  come	  to	  
understand	  your	  friends	  and	  family	  might	  be	  wrong.	  Maybe	  there	  really	  is	  
something	  to	  man	  called	  Jesus.	  You	  might	  take	  a	  cue	  from	  Nicodemus.	  Find	  a	  
way	  to	  get	  there.	  It	  doesn’t	  matter	  if	  you	  have	  to	  steal	  away	  in	  the	  darkness	  
of	  night,	  you	  just	  have	  to	  find	  a	  way	  to	  get	  there.	  There	  is	  no	  shame	  in	  how	  
you	  come	  to	  Jesus.	  Just	  come	  to	  Jesus.	  	  

II. The	  Great	  Debate	  
This was the meeting of the minds. This was the theological showdown, but the 
contestants were a seeming mismatch. The overwhelming favorite was the 
skilled Rabbi whose skills and intellect had catapulted him to the elite group of 
seventy known as the Sandhedrin. He was a Rabbi of Rabbis. He was the 
teacher’s teacher. The odds makers would have had him as an overwhelming 
favorite to win. After all, his opponent was a blue-collar worker from the carpenter 
shop of his father. He worked with his hands. He knew the hardship of manual 
labor and minimal pay. The long hours spent at his craft left very little time to 
study scriptures, whereas the Rabbi studied scriptures as a living. He was a 
professional theologian. While Jesus was making furniture and yokes for oxen, 
the Rabbi was studying scripture day and night. And now the two meet head to 
head. It looked like Mike Tyson against Barney Fife. It looked like a Formula 1 
race car against Yugo. It looked like Secretariat against a plow horse.  

A. Imagine	  the	  Possibilities	  
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But the Rabbi does not underestimate his opponent. He addresses the Carpenter 
from Nazareth with respect: “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come 
from God. No one could perform these signs you are doing if God was not with 
him.”  
He calls Jesus “Rabbi”. He knows this man is more than a carpenter, but he 
doesn’t know how much more. Not yet. Then the contender scores the first point.  
“Very truly I tell you no one can see the Kingdom of God unless they are born 
again.”  
Nicodemus is knocked off balance. In all his years of training at the feet of the 
best and brightest theologians, he had never heard anything like this. He was 
stumped. He didn’t even understand what Jesus had just said, and his answer 
was understandably clumsy. He did not make the spiritual connection and was 
immediately sidetracked by carnal thinking. Nicodemus attempts to argue this 
point from an earthly, logical approach.  
“How can someone be born when they are old. Surely they cannot enter a 
second time into their mother’s womb to be born!” And with the first encounter, 
the heavily favored Rabbi from the Sanhedrin suddenly looks like a pre-schooler.  
But what you may not have noticed is Nicodemus is the first one to talk suggest 
the impossible.  
He basically says, “We know it is impossible to perform these signs if you are not 
from God. 
Then Jesus responds with an even more shocking impossibility. 
Something like this, “Talking about impossible, I will tell what is impossible. It is 
impossible to see the Kingdom of God unless you are born again.”  
Nicodemus strikes back with another impossibility: “Talking about impossibilities, 
it is physically impossible for a man to enter his mother’s womb and be born 
again.”  
Then Jesus throw out another complex statement that again leave Nicodemus 
completely baffled and clueless.  
5 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they 
are born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit[b] gives birth 
to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You[c] must be born again.’ 8 The 
wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes 
from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” 

Not only did that throw Nicodemus into a complete brain freeze, but it still puzzles 
people today. Let’s unlock this once and for all.  

B. Water	  and	  Spirit	  and	  Flesh	  
The word “water” throws people. They don’t know what to do with it so they start 
inventing things. Some have suggested the word water describes the natural 
birth process in which the baby is floating in amniotic fluid. We all understand that 
when the water breaks, the baby is coming. But this is absolutely NOT what 
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Christ was referring to. He did not make being physically born a prerequisite for 
entering the Kingdom of God. That was a given, not a theological assertion.  
Then another group wants to make the word water refer to baptism. That would 
mean that Christ gives water baptism equal weight to the work of the Spirit – 
suggesting it takes both to enter the Kingdom of God. A few fringe groups in 
Christianity may believe that, but that is certainly not what Christ was inferring.  
So, the answer is very simple. The word water was joined to the word Spirit to 
complement the concept of this being a spiritual and vitally necessary thing. Both 
are contrasted to the word “flesh” so we know they both represent something 
spiritual. The Jews would have easily understood water as being something 
vitally necessary and life giving. Joined together with the word “Spirit” and both 
contrasted to the word “flesh” it is easy see Jesus was speaking of a vitally 
necessary spiritual work to be done in the heart of a man or woman before they 
could enter the Kingdom of God.  
Then Jesus ends this statement by stating that everyone born of the Spirit are 
like the wind. Again, the illustration is pretty straightforward. Everyone knows 
what wind feels like, but common people are hard-pressed to give a scientific 
explanation. We don’t know how far down the road it started and how far it will go 
before it stops. We just know when it is blowing. Jesus said those who are born 
of the Spirit are not easily understood by other people. They can’t explain how 
they became born again, or how that experience made such a remarkable 
change. They just know these people born of the Spirit are somehow different 
from everyone else. They are as difficult to explain as the wind.  

C. Give	  Up!	  
And at this point, the brilliant scholar of Israel is reduced to a babbling baby. The 
only response he has is one of complete surrender. “How can this be.”  
That’s the point of complete surrender. He has nothing to bring to the debate. He 
is in over his head. He cannot put together a good argument; he just surrenders 
and says, “Explain it all to me. I don’t have a clue what you are talking about. I 
have never heard anything like this.”  
The problem with Nicodemus is he was stuck in the flesh. He couldn’t grasp the 
spiritual things Jesus was speaking of. Jesus even drew attention to the stunning 
fact that Nicodemus – a Rabbi, a highly respected teacher; and spiritual leader of 
Israel – was spiritually clueless.  
10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 
And here are two common problems we face today.  
First the person who is stuck in the flesh. They cannot grasp the simplest spiritual 
things. We have the same concerns about anyone who is worldly wise, but 
spiritual clueless. I fear for the next crop of pastors who are learning so much 
about management and principles of leadership and thinking outside the box and 
church growth techniques and dynamics, but have not honed their spiritual 
senses. Church growth seminars are rarely geared to hone the spiritual senses. I 
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fear the church will soon inherit a new wave of church leadership that proudly 
think outside the box, but can’t think outside the vessel of clay. They are stuck in 
the flesh.  
The second problem we face today is the people who trust and follow the 
spiritually clueless people. Nicodemus was supposed to be a spiritual guru for 
Israel. People trusted him. He was a premiere teacher. But he was nothing more 
than the blind leading the blind. Nicodemus, the spiritual teacher of Israel, did not 
know the core subject matter of his profession. The leader was spiritually 
ignorant. You cannot expect much of the laity if the leaders are spiritually 
undeveloped.  
We can see parallels today. Many of the leaders of the American church are 
leading people down a treacherous path. Some of the older leaders began 
drifting away decades ago with a liberal approach to scripture. They broke the 
path for a younger generation who wants desperately to give a facelift to what 
they believe to be an irrelevant approach to Christianity. Many young pastors 
with widespread influence are writing books and posting blogs and broadcasting 
their sermons with new compromising concepts of Christianity. They think 
Christianity is so out of touch with today’s culture that the Bible needs to be 
updated and adapted to meet our needs.  
The Bible doesn’t need revising. Men and women need reviving. They need to 
meet the changeless God who doesn't lower his standards to men and women, 
but calls them to rise above the standards of the world and live by His timeless 
truths. God is not looking for where He can fit in to this world. He is looking to pull 
people out of this world. They need to be born of water and of the Spirit. They 
need a spiritual rebirth. They need to be born again. And that is what Jesus came 
to make possible for all – a new birth!  
 
  


