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Lesson 5
JoHn 3 :1 -36

IntroductIon
Why	should	people	come	to	Jesus	and	what	happens	when	they	do?	Chapter	
three	focuses	on	those	two	questions	and	helps	us	understand	better	what	
Jesus	means	for	our	lives.	For	a	variety	of	reasons,	we	look	to	God	for	help.	
For	example,	modern	society	seems	to	invent	pressures	and	so	many	things	
are	out	of	our	control.	The	political	policies	of	others	often	determine	our	
personal	financial	status.	The	impersonal	“job	market”	determines	if	we	are	
employed,	unemployed	or	underemployed.	The	likes	or	dislikes	of	others	
determine	our	personal	relationships	and	even	our	happiness.	For	a	variety	
of	reasons,	we	come	to	Jesus	because	we	need	help.

To	understand	better	how	God	helps	us	when	we	come	to	Him,	let	us	focus	
on	the	lives	of	two	people	in	chapter	three	of	John’s	Gospel.	Nicodemus	
comes	to	Jesus	and	faces	the	challenge	of	new	ideas	and	an	awesome	claim	
(3:10ff).	John	the	Baptist,	on	the	other	hand,	challenges	his	listeners	with	
new	ideas	about	success	and	humble	service	(3:28-30).

Begin	the	study	by	noting	the	position	of	chapter	three	in	the	Johannine	
Gospel.	Disciples	have	been	called	and	the	teaching	has	begun.	A	creative	
miracle	has	been	performed	at	Cana.	The	preceding	chapters	show	that	the	
battle	lines	are	forming.	Disciples	have	been	called	but	their	faith	does	not	
eliminate	evil	from	life	or	hostile	questions	(2:18-20).	Following	chapter	three,	
a	Samaritan	and	the	parent	of	a	sick	child	give	further	evidence	of	what	it	
means	to	face	Jesus.

After	noting	the	preceding	and	following	context	of	chapter	three,	read	the	chapter	
carefully	as	a	whole.	Observe	that	it	is	really	two	stories	(3:1-21	and	3:22-36).	Try	
to	use	both	stories	in	the	study	of	seeking	to	know	God	better.	When	you	read	the	
stories	observe	how	wonderful	the	power	and	promise	of	Jesus	appear.

“Eternal life comes from trusting the One 
whom God, in His love, sent into the world.”
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“Jesus wants to teach him about the 
presence of God’s love in His Son.”

nIcodemus confronts Jesus – John 3:1-15
The	story	begins	by	telling	us	that	Nicodemus,	an	
important	Pharisee,	comes	to	Jesus	by	night.	At	the	time	
of	Jesus,	evening	was	a	good	time	to	study	the	Torah	
because	the	day’s	work	was	done.	Observe	that	we	are	
not	told	why	Nicodemus	comes	to	Jesus.	Nicodemus	
appears	rather	confident	(3:2)	and	begins	with	an	
assertion	of	what	he	knows.	He	approaches	Jesus	
expecting	a	discussion	with	a	teacher.	He	wants	to	talk	
about	the	power	of	God	in	Jesus’	miracles	(3:2).	Jesus	
offers	him	much	more.	Jesus	wants	to	teach	him	about	
the	presence	of	God’s	love	in	His	Son.

Jesus’	words	in	John	3:3	challenge	the	thinking	of	
Nicodemus	and	our	own	faith.	The	words	stand	as	a	high	
point	in	Scripture	and	merit	careful	consideration.	What	
does	it	mean	“to	be	born	again?”	What	does	it	mean	“to	
see	the	Kingdom	of	God?”

“To	see	the	Kingdom	of	God”	does	not	simply	mean	“go	
to	heaven.”	As	a	note	in	the	Concordia	Study	Bible,	page	
1450,	states,	God’s	Kingdom	is	“the	Rule	of	God	and	is	
both	a	present	reality	and	a	future	hope.”	In	the	context	of	
John	three,	Jesus	uses	the	term	to	challenge	the	assertion	
of	Nicodemus.	Nicodemus	states	he	knows	God’s	work	
(or	“Kingdom”)	because	he	has	seen	some	miracles	(3:2).	
Jesus	tells	Nicodemus	that	real	understanding	of	God’s	
work	(Rule)	does	not	come	from	observing	miraculous	
power	but	by	being	“born	again.”

Unfortunately,	“born	again”	is	an	attempt	to	translate	an	
untranslatable	Greek	word.	The	word	(“anothen”)	has	two	
distinct	possible	meanings.	It	can	mean	“from	above”	or	
“again;	another	time.”	The	ambiguity	of	Jesus’	statement	
forces	Nicodemus	to	make	a	decision.	He	must	decide	
whether	the	debate	will	be	about	physical	(“again”)	
or	spiritual	(“from	above”)	birth.	His	reply	reveals	his	
perspective.	He	thinks	about	physical	things.	He	does	not	
see	the	Kingdom	of	God!	Armed	with	that	insight,	Jesus	
begins	the	task	of	leading	him	to	a	higher	level.

The	conversation	has	confused	Nicodemus.	Jesus	is	leading	

Nicodemus	(as	He	will	later	lead	Thomas,	20:29)	away	from	
the	trust	of	mighty	works	into	a	trusting	relationship.	Jesus	
wants	Nicodemus	(and	us)	to	trust	(“believe	in”)	Him	(vs.	15)	
rather	than	stand	in	awe	of	His	power.	The	signs	may	be	a	
starting	point	but	faith	is	the	goal.

Jesus	explains	what	it	means	to	be	“born	again”	or	“from	
above”.	He	states,	“I	tell	you	the	truth,	no	one	can	enter	the	
kingdom	of	God	unless	he	is	born	of	water	and	the	Spirit.”

What	does	it	mean	to	be	born	of	water	and	the	Spirit?	
Christians	have	long	wondered	what	Jesus	meant	and	the	
debate	continues	over	the	precise	meaning	of	the	words.	
Does	“water”	refer	to	the	water	purification	rites	of	Jews	
(John	2:6)	or	of	John	the	Baptist	(1:33)	who	pointed	to	
the	gift	of	the	Spirit?	“	Jesus	calls	Nicodemus	to	accept	
the	water	(of	repentance)	and	the	new	life	of	the	Spirit.	
Since	some	Pharisees	rejected	John’s	baptism	(Luke	7:30)	
and	opposed	Jesus,	the	call	to	Nicodemus	could	be	to	
accept	the	ministries	of	both	John	and	Jesus	(rather	than	
insisting	on	doing	things	his	own	way).	The	interpretation	
rests	on	the	contrast	of	the	ideas	and	some	interpreters	
have	pointed	to	verse	6	as	the	explanation	of	the	contrast.	
Water	refers	to	a	“fleshly”	element	and	Spirit	refers	to	
divine	work.	One	needs	not	only	“birth”	(the	human)	but	
rebirth	(the	divine	life).

Another	interpretation	stands	on	the	remarkable	similarity	
of	John	3:3	and	3:5.	Does	the	phrase	“water	and	the	spirit”	
(3:5)	repeat	or	develop	the	“born	again	-	from	above”	(3:3)	
teaching?	In	that	case,	the	words	complement	each	other	
and	mean	“spiritual	water”	or	“water	effective	for	rebirth	
because	of	the	Spirit.”

It	must	be	recognized	that	the	Greek	phrase	does	not	
contain	the	definite	article	with	“Spirit.”	It	simple	says	
“water	and	spirit.”	Greek	grammar	may	imply	the	word	
“the”	and	the	“spirit”	would	be	capitalized.	On	the	other	
hand,	it	may	refer	to	the	human	spirit.	Does	Jesus	want	
Nicodemus	to	think	of	Ezekiel	36:25-26?	There	the	Lord	
says,	“I	will	sprinkle	clean	water	on	you	and	you	will	be	
clean;	I	will	cleanse	you	from	all	your	impurities	and	
from	all	your	idols.	I	will	give	you	a	new	heart	and	put	a	
new	spirit	in	you.”	If	Jesus	has	these	verses	in	mind,	He	
teaches	Nicodemus	that	the	(purifying)	water	of	God	will	
change	him	and	give	him	a	new	spirit.
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In	the	end,	the	verse	could	have	a	variety	of	meanings.	
My	own	opinion	is	that	Jesus	is	deliberately	ambiguous	
in	order	to	challenge	the	thinking	of	Nicodemus	(and	us)	
and	to	expose	his	(and	our)	limitations.	When	Nicodemus	
reviews	the	possible	meanings	he	will	realize	that	he	
needs	the	revelation	of	Jesus.	May	the	debate	of	meaning	
affect	us	the	same	way.	The	question	Jesus	poses	is	
clear.	How	does	one	enter	the	Kingdom	of	God?	The	
issue	is	how	to	attain	life,	real	life.	The	rest	of	chapter	3,	
and	indeed	the	whole	Gospel	of	John,	explains	that	Jesus	
is	God’s	way	of	bringing	life	into	the	world,	or,	to	put	it	
another	way,	He	brings	people	into	the	Kingdom	of	God.

The	call	to	faith	is	most	vivid	when	Jesus	proclaims	that	
the	Son	of	Man	must	be	“lifted	up”	(vs.	14).	“Lifted	up”	
hints	of	exaltation	but	also,	ironically,	alludes	to	execution	
by	crucifixion.	The	power	that	wicked	leaders	seek	by	
lifting	up	Jesus	in	execution	will	only	expose	their	own	
depravity	while	“lifting	up”	Jesus’	goodness.	Public	
execution,	common	sense	tells	us,	expresses	absolute	
helplessness.	Yet	Jesus	uses	that	experience	to	lift	up	the	
power	of	God.

“Above all, John 3:16-21 calls us to see the 
love of God, with all the blessings of God’s 

Kingdom, present in the saving work of Jesus.”

Jesus fAces the Issues of LIfe And deAth – John 3:16-21
Translators,	editors,	interpreters	and	publishers	debate	
whether	John	3:16-21	are	words	spoken	by	Jesus	at	that	
time,	or	words	of	the	Spirit-inspired	author	of	the	Fourth	
Gospel.	It	really	makes	little	difference.	The	words	are	true	
whether	Jesus	refers	to	Himself	in	the	third	person	or	if	
someone	else	is	talking	about	Jesus.	I	personally	like	to	
think	of	them	as	John’s	inspired	confession.	Interpreting	
the	words	that	way	adds	another	dimension	to	the	Gospel	
Message.	The	story	is	not	merely	a	dialogue	of	Jesus	
and	Nicodemus	but	also	a	dialogue	between	John	and	his	
readers.	The	questions	that	Nicodemus	raises	are	relevant	
long	after	that	evening	rendezvous.	It	helps	us	focus	on	
our	own	confession	about	Jesus.

Note	how	the	paragraph	bristles	with	contrasts.	Perishing	
is	opposed	to	having	eternal	life	(vs.	16).	See	the	contrast	
of	condemnation	and	salvation	(vs.	17),	believing	and	not	

believing	(vs.	18),	darkness	and	light	(vs.	19),	deeds	of	
darkness	(vs.	19-20)	and	the	deed	of	light	of	God	(vs.	21).	
The	paragraph	calls	us	to	see	the	choices	of	life.	Are	our	
values	spiritual	or	material?	Do	we	want	good,	evil,	light	
or	darkness?

The	paragraph	also	calls	us	to	see	the	ultimate	force	of	
our	present	choices.	Life	moves	on	but	the	choices	we	
make	today	have	future	consequences.	Evil	choices	now	
build	in	a	harvest	of	evil.	Good	choices	growing	in	God’s	
love	promise	a	harvest	of	good.	Above	all,	John	3:16-21	
calls	us	to	see	the	love	of	God,	with	all	the	blessings	of	
God’s	Kingdom,	present	in	the	saving	work	of	Jesus.

John the BAptIst’s confessIon – John 3:22-30
With	a	dramatic	literary	leap,	our	attention	moves	from	a	
teaching	ruler	who	appears	to	have	everything	to	a	man	
in	the	desert	who	would	seems	to	lack	almost	everything.	
On	the	social	scale	of	the	times,	Nicodemus	stood	with	
the	theological	“in-group”	while	John	the	Baptist	was	
definitely	“counter-culture.”	John	the	Baptist’s	disciples	
apparently	feel	some	insecurity	about	the	situation.	John	
is	losing	followers	to	Jesus	(vs.	26).	For	people	without	
Christological	vision,	that	is	cause	for	alarm.

Surprisingly,	John	finds	security	in	what	troubles	his	
disciples.	Jesus’	success	confirms	John’s	ministry.	John	
does	not	measure	success	by	personal	statistics,	counting	
the	number	of	people	who	follow	him,	but	by	faithfulness	to	
Jesus.	The	success	of	John’s	ministry	rests	in	the	success	
of	Jesus’	work.

John’s	words	oppose	much	of	the	thinking	of	our	
American	culture.	John	doesn’t	want	to	be	“number	one.”	
He	is	not	in	the	business	of	“taking	care	of	self	first.”	
Think	of	how	advertising	techniques	and	the	general	
values	of	our	culture	affect	our	view	of	life.	Then	apply	
the	words	of	John	the	Baptist	to	your	life.	“Jesus	must	
increase:	I	must	decrease.”

“Look to the Lord for securIty” – John 3:31-36
Interpreters	also	debate	whether	verses	32-36	are	the	
words	of	John	the	Baptist	or	comments	of	the	inspired	
writer.	Once	again,	I	prefer	to	take	the	words	as	God’s	
Word	spoken	from	the	perspective	of	the	author.	I	find	
more	lasting	force	in	that	perspective.	We	are	not	merely	
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eavesdropping	on	the	conversation	between	John	the	
Baptist	and	his	disciples.	The	Holy	Spirit	is	teaching	us	
what	the	conversation	means	(cf.	John	14:26).	Listen	to	
the	words	speak	about	your	own	limitations	and	about	
God’s	gift	to	you	in	Jesus.

Observe	again	the	contrasts	given	in	the	paragraph.	There	
is	one	from	above	and	one	from	earth,	earthly	knowledge	
and	heavenly	witness	(vs.	31-32).	More	important,	observe	
the	ultimate	contrast:	eternal	life	is	for	the	believer	but	the	
wrath	of	God	is	for	the	disobedient.	Note	how	the	verse	
makes	believing	the	Son	antithetical	to	not	obeying.	Since	
faith	is	the	opposite	of	disobeying,	faith	must	contain	an	
element	of	obedience.	Note	also	the	strange	time	factors	
in	the	final	verse	(36).	He	who	believes	(present	tense)	
has	(present	tense)	eternal	life.	The	disobedient,	on	the	
other	hand,	not	only	will	not	see	life	(future	tense)	but	
already	has	(present	tense)	the	wrath	of	God.

some concLudInG thouGhts
In	summary,	by	worldly	standards,	Nicodemus	has	reason	
to	feel	secure	and	John	the	Baptist	reason	to	feel	insecure.	
Jesus,	however,	exposed	Nicodemus’	weakness	and	offers	
the	Christological	basis	for	real	life	—	real	security.	John	
the	Baptist,	on	the	other	hand,	dismisses	any	suggestion	
of	failure	and	celebrates	his	security	in	Jesus’	success.	
You	may	debate	the	political,	psychological,	sociological	
and	economic	marks	of	personal	knowledge	and	success.	
But	when	human	wisdom	is	exhausted,	the	Law	and	
Gospel	of	John	3:36	clearly	speaks	God’s	Word.	Eternal	
life	comes	from	trusting	the	One	whom	God,	in	His	love,	
sent	into	the	world.	Rejecting	that	Love	brings	confusion,	
failure,	death,	and	the	wrath	of	God.

You may debate the political, psychological, sociological and economic 
marks of personal knowledge and success. But when human wisdom is 
exhausted, the Law and Gospel of John 3:36 clearly speaks God’s Word.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 4:1-42

Lead me, dear Lord, to sense Your presence with me as I search Your 
word and seek Your will for me and from my life. Amen.

John	4:1-26
1.	 Why	did	Jesus	“have	to”	go	through	Samaria?

2.	 Why	does	the	Samaritan	woman	not	offer	Jesus	a	drink?

3.	 What	are	some	Old	Testament	roots	for	hostility	between	Jew	and	Samaritan?	1	Kings	12:1-33	(Note:	Shechem	is	in	the	area	of	
Samaria).

	 Ezra	4

	 Nehemiah	4

4.	 How	do	prejudices	literally	hinder	contact	with	Jesus	in	your	life?

5.	 “Living	water	can	refer	literally	to	“fresh	water”	rather	than	“cistern”	water,	or	it	can	figuratively	refer	to	the	Almighty	
Creator’s	blessings.	(John	7:37-38;	Revelation	21:6	&	22:17).	Why	would	Jesus	use	this	ambiguous	phrase	when	
addressing	the	Samaritan	woman?

6.	 Give	three	reasons	why	the	woman	is	skeptical	of	Jesus’	offer.

	 What	is	the	goal	of	Jesus’	reply?

7.	 What	theme	does	the	Gospel	of	John	emphasize	by	showing	that	Jesus	is	greater	than	Jacob	(4:11-15),	John	the	Baptist	
(3:22-30	and	1:19-34),	Nicodemus,	a	teacher	of	Israel	(3:1-21),	the	temple	(2:13-22)	and	purification	water	2:5-11)?

	 How	do	the	first	four	chapters	of	John	illustrate	John	1:17?

8.	 What	happened	at	Shechem	(i.e.	Samaria)	to	indicate	the	proper	place	of	worship	at	a	site	different	from	Jerusalem	
(Joshua	24:1-28)?
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	 Does	Deuteronomy	11:26-29	and	12:14	support	their	claim?

9.	 Why	would	the	Jews	consider	Jerusalem	the	place	to	worship	(1	Kings	9:1-3)?

10.	 The	woman’s	confession	(4:25),	although	true,	steers	clear	of	Jesus’	call	to	true	worship.	Are	there	ways	in	which	our	
“true	confessions”	avoid	“true	worship?”	If	so,	illustrate	and	explain.

	 Another	way	to	face	the	issue	is	to	ask,	“How	do	we	sometimes	prefer	to	‘argue	about	religion’	rather	than	‘be	religious?”

11.	 Could	the	“I	am	(He)”	in	Jesus’	answer	symbolize	more	than	simple	self-identification	as	Messiah?	What	divine	claim	
might	it	also	make?	(Exodus	3:14,	Isaiah	43:25	&	51:12,	John	8:58	&	18:6)

John	4:27-38
12.	 What	is	the	disciples’	reaction	when	they	return	and	see	Jesus	talking	with	the	Samaritan	woman?

13.	 Analyze	the	woman’s	invitation	for	others	to	came	to	Jesus.	What	does	she	want	the	people	to	do?

	 What	personal	and	theological	motivation	does	she	use?	

14.	 Assuming	that	Jesus	speaks	to	the	(unasked)	questions	of	the	disciples,	what	problems	is	Jesus	seeking	to	solve	when	He	
teaches	them?

	 How	can	the	message	of	Jesus	be	applied	to	church	and	mission	work	today?

John	4:39-42
15.	 What	is	the	confession	of	faith	of	the	Samaritans	and	what	is	the	basis	of	that	faith?

16.	 Considering	Jesus’	words	to	the	Samaritan	woman,	to	the	disciples,	and	to	the	Samaritan	people	as,	in	some	way,	
speaking	to	us,	what	personal	message	do	you	find	in	His	words	to:

	 The	Samaritan	woman?

	 The	disciples?

	 The	Samaritan	people?
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