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1Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a 
leader of the Jews. 2 He came to Jesus by night and 
said to him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher 
who has come from God; for no one can do these 
signs that you do apart from the presence of 
God.’ 3 Jesus answered him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, 
no one can see the kingdom of God without being 
born from above.’  4 Nicodemus said to him, ‘How 
can anyone be born after having grown old? Can 
one enter a second time into the mother’s womb 
and be born?’ 5 Jesus answered, ‘Very truly, I tell 
you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without 
being born of water and Spirit. 6 What is born of the 
flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is 
spirit.  7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, 
“You must be born from above.”  8 The wind blows 
where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but 
you do not know where it comes from or where it 
goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the 
Spirit.’ 9 Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these 
things be?’ 10 Jesus answered him, ‘Are you a teacher 
of Israel, and yet you do not understand these 
things? 
 
11 ‘Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know 
and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not 
receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about 
earthly things and you do not believe, how can you 
believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No one 
has ascended into heaven except the one who 
descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And just 
as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so 
must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever 
believes in him may have eternal life. 

 
16 ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 
perish but may have eternal life. 17 ‘Indeed, God did 
not send the Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved 
through him. 18 Those who believe in him are not 
condemned; but those who do not believe are 
condemned already, because they have not believed 
in the name of the only Son of God. 19 And this is the 
judgement, that the light has come into the world, 
and people loved darkness rather than light because 

their deeds were evil. 20 For all who do evil hate the 
light and do not come to the light, so that their 
deeds may not be exposed. 21 But those who do what 
is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly 
seen that their deeds have been done in God.’  (John 
3:1-21, NRSV) 

 
 

 
We have committed this year to a careful consideration 
of what it means to be an apprentice, a disciple, of Jesus, 
to seek to follow him so closely that we begin to live 
our lives as he would live our lives if he were in our 
shoes.  Naturally, we’ve spent a lot of time in the 
Gospels this year, the eye-witness testimonies of Jesus’ 
life, teaching, death and resurrection.  For the 
remainder of the year we are going to examine thirteen 
different encounters that men and women in the 
Gospels had with Jesus along the way.  In each 
encounter, we will ask this question: How was the life of 
that person changed because of their encounter with 
Christ?  It will be a way of asking ourselves the same 
question because, as I hope you’ll see, these encounters 
are recorded in the Gospels that we might see ourselves 
in each one.   
 
To whet your appetite and to look ahead, you can 
anticipate meeting a thirsty woman, a wasteful 
worshipper, a guilty mistress, a rotting corpse, a little 
cheater, a wide-eyed witness, a desperate but doubtful 
father, a wild man in a graveyard, a spineless politician, 
an unlikely apostle, and a teenage virgin.  Today, we 
start by meeting a grown man who needs to be born 
again. 
 
His parents named him Nicodemus, which means 
“victory of the people.”  Nike, the shoe company, comes 
from the same root word.  Nike was the Greek goddess 
of victory.  Nicodemus’ parents must have had a sense 
that he would be successful in life.  He was.  He was a 
Jew, making him a part of God’s chosen family.  Not 
only that, he was a Pharisee and a member of the ruling 
Sanhedrin.  This meant he was a very moral, very 
religious man.  You see, the Pharisees believed that the 
way to regain God’s favor and secure his deliverance 
was to purify Israel through an intense observance of 
the law.  So they not only followed the laws of the Old 
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Testament Torah, they made up additional laws for 
extra credit.  Most everybody in that day would have 
held Nicodemus in very high regard.  His pedigree was 
impeccable, not only a Jew, but the most religious and 
moral kind of Jew.   
 
He also had one more thing going for him, perhaps the 
most important thing of all.  He had an open mind, an 
exceptionally open mind.  Jesus referred to these sorts 
of people as people with “ears to hear.”  Nicodemus had 
ears to hear.  He wants to know the truth, whatever the 
truth happens to be.  And so, when at some point along 
the way he either encounters Jesus or hears about Jesus, 
he begins to wonder if this rabbi from Nazareth might 
be able to teach him something about the truth.     
 
But it’s just a hunch at this point, a risky hunch because 
Jesus was not popular with Nicodemus’ crowd.  So he 
comes to Jesus after hours.  This is a VIP with a big 
theological and social reputation to uphold, and so we 
waits until he thinks his neighbors are asleep, and until 
he thinks Jesus’ neighbors are also asleep, before he sets 
out to find Jesus.1  When they are alone together he 
says to Jesus, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher 
who has come from God; for no one can do these 
signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”2  
Unlike his colleagues who often came to Jesus to trick 
him or trap him, Nicodemus seems sincere.  Again, he’s 
seeking truth. His mind is open.  He respects Jesus, 
even calls him “Rabbi”, a title of great honor. 
 
In response, Jesus says to him words that have since 
become very famous: “Very truly, I tell you, no one 
can see the kingdom of God without being born 
from above.”  Jesus acknowledges that Nicodemus is 
seeking the truth.  He wants to see the Kingdom of 
God, the realty of God’s life and presence in the world.  
But there’s a problem.  Nicodemus will not be able to 
see this truth until he is “born from above”, or as some 
translations have it, “born again”.  He’s been born once, 
physically from the womb of his mother.  But that’s 
only one sort of life.  There is also a spiritual life, a 
deeper life, which means that Nicodemus, along with all 
people who want to see the truth, needs to be born 
spiritually as well.   
 
Pay attention to the metaphor.  Jesus doesn’t tell 
Nicodemus that he needs to get into better spiritual 
shape, or take some spiritual vitamins to enhance his 
spiritual life.  He’s telling him that he has no spiritual life.  
He hasn’t even entered into this divine life of God that 
comes to us through the Holy Spirit of God.  He’s dead 
to this.  Or more accurately, he’s never even been born 

                                                           
1 Fredrick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures (Harper & Row, 

1979), 121-122. 

into this.  That means it is literally impossible for 
Nicodemus, at least in the state he is in, to perceive the 
truth he is after. 
 
Here’s an experience I have had more times than I can 
count.  I’m sure I’m having it right now, in fact, with 
some who are listening to this message.  I’m not the 
best teacher in the world.  But I’m a decent teacher.  
And when I share with others the truths of God, the 
gospel message as we have it passed down to us in 
scripture, I think I do so with a reasonable amount of 
clarity.  And yet, consistently I find myself sharing 
God’s truth with somebody and sensing that there is no 
ability in the other person to understand what it is I am 
saying.  It’s not a matter of intelligence.  Often these 
people are far smarter than me.  But still, it’s as if I’m 
speaking a language they don’t speak.  And I can raise 
my voice, speak more slowly, repeat myself, increase my 
passion, employ stories, analogies, diagrams, whatever, 
and yet nothing penetrates.  And this is what Jesus is 
talking about here.  If you are a person who, like 
Nicodemus at this point, has not been born again, than 
very little of what I am saying this morning, certainly 
the heart of what I am saying, will make much sense to 
you.   
 
So let me just put the obvious question to you.  Are you 
born from above?  I assume you come here this morning 
seeking truth.  So are you born again?  I see you have a 
physical life.  Do you have a spiritual life?  And how 
would you know if you did?  Sit with that question for a 
bit.  We’ll come back to it. 
 
I understand this is a loaded phrase in our day, “born 
again”.  I’d love to know what comes into your mind 
when you hear it.  But whatever baggage you associate 
with this phrase, let’s do our best today to try and hear 
it the way Jesus means it to be heard, not in the way it 
has been distorted by others along the way.  The best 
way to do this, of course, is to stick with the metaphor 
Jesus gives us, which is birth.  When Jesus says that for 
a person to come to know the truth and enter the reality 
of God’s kingdom they must be born again spiritually, 
what does he mean?  Let me offer five answers to that 
question, relying heavily on Jesus’ metaphor in each 
one.     
 
First, stating the obvious, there is no life before birth.  
 
Last Sunday many of us took time to remember the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11.  Like many of you, I can 
remember exactly where I was when I heard the news 
that the first plane had crashed into the World Trade 

2 This and all other biblical citations are from the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
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Center.  It got me thinking of all the other monumental 
events we have experienced and where I was when I 
heard the news.  I’ll never forget where I was when I 
heard that President Kennedy had been shot, or when I 
heard that Japan had surrendered in World War II, or 
when word reached me that Orville and Wilbur Wright 
had taken that first flight in Kitty Hawk, North 
Carolina.  That moment is as clear in my mind now as 
when it first happened! 
 
Ridiculous you say?  You’re right.  I wasn’t born yet, 
and so there was no possibility that I could have had 
any sense of those events.  You have to be born into this 
world before you can begin to experience the reality of 
this world.  Right? 
 
It’s no different spiritually.  Until a person is born again 
from above, they are not just dead to the spiritual life of 
God’s reality, they don’t even exist in that reality.  As 
Jesus says in verse 6, “What is born of flesh is flesh, 
and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.”  Case in 
point is Nicodemus himself.  Though Jesus shares with 
him profound spiritual truth, he cannot see it.  Jesus is 
talking about spiritual rebirth and he’s wondering how 
in the world he can climb back into his mother’s womb?  
It’s not that he refuses to see the truth – he can’t see the 
truth!  But once a person is born again, that person’s 
heart and mind are opened up to a whole other, deeper 
reality.  It’s like somebody turns the lights on.  Things 
you read or heard before from the scriptures that before 
made no sense, suddenly come alive for you.  A God you 
once knew about, becomes a God you now know 
personally.  Before you only heard about God’s love for 
you; now you actually experience it.  You cannot live 
until you are born.  Jesus says that is true spiritually 
just as much as it is true physically.    
 
Second, also stating the obvious, birth is a gift.   
 
I mean, who brags about their birth?  Let me tell you, it 
was amazing.  When I was born I planned the whole 
thing, worked out every detail, struggled my way 
through conception, worked hard for 9 months in the 
darkness, and then pushed my way out of the womb.  I 
am super proud of the way I handled my birth?  No!  
You’d have to be insane to think like that.  There is 
literally nothing you did to bring about your 
conception, your gestation, your birth.  All of it, your 
very life, was a gift you received, not achieved.  Jesus 
says again that what is true of physical birth is also true 
of spiritual birth.    
 

                                                           
3 Laura Helmuth, “The Disturbing, Shameful History of 

Childbirth Deaths”, Slate Online, September 10, 2013. 

But that was a direct contradiction to everything that 
Nicodemus had been taught to believe.  Remember that 
he was betting on achieving his place before God, 
confident in his ethnicity as a Jew, along with his 
superior devotion in religion and morality.  God would 
deliver Israel if Israel could prove they were worth 
delivering.  And if we’re honest, that’s not all that 
different from the way many of us think today, that our 
entrance into God’s favor or life is somehow dependent 
on our goodness, our religious devotion, our efforts.  
Listen carefully at funerals and you will hear just how 
often people talk as if it was the good life their loved 
one lived on this earth, that has entitled them to now be 
in a better place.   
 
What Jesus teaches us here is on the one hand 
humbling, and on the other hand a tremendous relief.  If 
you find that you have been born spiritually, be 
humbled and take no more credit for that event than 
you take for your own physical birth.  It’s a gift, which 
means it must never lead to pride or boasting.  It should 
instead lead to gratitude, because imagine if your 
spiritual birth into God’s family did depend on your 
own effort or goodness!  How would any of us here ever 
know if we have been good enough, or done enough?  If 
you live with the constant fear that you are somebody 
who has not been good enough or done enough, then 
you are somebody who still thinks that you are in some 
way responsible for your own birth.  It is very, very 
good news to hear that you are not. 
 
Third, sticking with the obvious, though birth requires 
nothing of us, it does require something of somebody 
else.   
 
I’ve been present at the births of two babies, my two 
oldest children.  In both instances, there was somebody 
in the room who was doing a lot of work and going 
through a lot of pain.  And it wasn’t me.  But the truth 
is – and I know as a man I’m on thin ice here – most 
women in our modern world of hospitals, and 
anesthetics, and epidurals don’t have nearly the sense of 
pain and danger that has been associated with childbirth 
at other times and in other places.  In Nicodemus’ day, 
none of this existed.  Not only was there no relief from 
the pain of childbirth, the act itself was far more 
dangerous.  In the United States today about 15 women 
in 100,000 die during childbirth.  That too high a 
number because even one death is tragic.  But as 
recently as the 18th century, nearly 1,500 women out of 
that same number died.3  We can only speculate how 
many women must have died in the ancient world.  
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Once again, what is true physically is also true 
spiritually.  Though you did not, and cannot, bring 
about your own spiritual birth, somebody else had to, 
and just like giving birth physically is painful and 
dangerous, so is giving birth spiritually.  Specifically, on 
the cross we see the pain and sacrifice that Christ 
endured to bring about our entrance into God’s life.  A 
man can never really know the pain a woman endures in 
childbirth.  In an infinitely greater sense, no man or 
woman can ever even begin to comprehend the pain and 
suffering the righteous and beloved Son of God endured 
when he took to himself on the cross all the shame, all 
the guilt, all the condemnation of our sinful world.  And 
he died in childbirth, so to speak, sacrificing everything 
that we might in turn have life.   
 
And by the way, love was the reason.  Jesus makes this 
unmistakably clear in what has become perhaps the 
most famous verse in the entire New Testament: “For 
God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, 
so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 
but may have eternal life.”  Ideally, a child is born 
into this world as a result of love.  A husband and wife, 
in the most intimate physical expression of love, 
conceive a child and then love that child from the 
moment they become aware that the wife is pregnant.  
Good parents love their pre-born or infant child long 
before he or she has done a single thing to impress 
anybody.   
 
It’s not that different with God.  We were conceived in 
love, a most amazing love that will never waver, 
regardless of how we use the life we are given.  There is 
nothing you can ever do to make God love you any 
more, and nothing you can ever do to make God love 
you any less.  He loves us at our worst, even dies for us 
when we want nothing to do with him.  The life he 
wants to give you from above is a gift that cost him 
everything to make available.  And that’s what true love 
does; it sacrifices everything for the other. 
 
Fourth, birth obviously is the initiation into family.   
 
When you were born, you entered into a family.  Maybe 
it was a good and loving family, or maybe it was a 
dysfunctional, even abusive family.  Either way, it was 
your family and became a central part of your identity.  
When a person is born from above, he or she also enters 
into a family, a spiritual family, God’s family.  
Nicodemus thought that entrance into God’s family was 
dependent on things like ethnicity (i.e. being a Jew), or 
religious and moral devotion.  He was terribly 
mistaken.  It depends solely on birth, something we 
don’t control, and is instead initiated by the great 
sacrifice of another rooted in love.  This is stated with 
remarkable clarity in John 1:12-13: “But to all who 

received him, who believed in his name, he gave 
power to become children of God, who were born, 
not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will 
of man, but of God.”  If you are born again, you are 
now a member of God’s eternal family, a beloved son or 
daughter of your Father in heaven, and nothing can 
ever change that core identity.   
 
Finally, still sticking with the obvious, birth leads to 
growth.   
 
When our oldest, Isabel, was born, all six pounds seven 
ounces of her, she was beautiful.  Perhaps the most 
beautiful thing I had ever seen in the world.  I couldn’t 
take my eyes off her.  But what if she stayed that way?  
She’s 6 years old, 15 years old, 25 years old, and still six 
pounds seven ounces, totally helpless, can’t even roll 
over, nothing but crying, cooing, pooping and sleeping?   
Something would be terribly wrong.  Agreed? 
 
Birth is a big deal, so much so that we celebrate it every 
year.  But birth isn’t the point.  The point of birth is 
that it leads to life, and this is true spiritually just as it 
is true physically.  Those who are born spiritually in 
Christ, must now grow, mature and flourish spiritually 
in Christ.  This is, of course, the essence of discipleship, 
what we have been talking about all year.  It’s why we 
must never imagine that a person can be a Christian 
without being an apprentice or disciple of Jesus.  To be 
born again as a Christian is to enter a life where we 
begin and continue to grow to resemble Christ more 
and more and more.  
 
Quick review.  There is no spiritual life unless there is 
first spiritual birth.  That birth is a gift of pure grace, 
requiring nothing of us.  It did, however, require an 
unspeakable sacrifice from God, the one who out of love 
gave us life, and not just life, but an eternal family and 
the ability to grow and mature in all the ways we were 
meant to grow and mature. 
 
So who is born again?  That’s the question.  Are you 
born again?  And why isn’t everybody born again?  Isn’t 
it God’s desire that every person he ever created enters 
into this life?  It’s a hard question, without an easy 
answer.  There is certainly mystery involved.  Jesus 
hints at this here when he compares the Spirit of God to 
the wind which, “blows where it chooses”.  Most of us 
don’t like the wind.  Why?  Because we can’t control it.  
It’s messy.  It’s chaotic.  It brings disorder.  I know 
people who are consumed with this question of who is 
in and who is out when it comes to God’s life.  But 
that’s not our business.  Plus, it’s totally out of our 
control.   
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Still, there is something we can say here, not about 
specific individuals, but about the sorts of people who are 
generally born again and find this life.  Though we can 
in no way bring about our own spiritual birth, that does 
not mean we have no role to play.  Jesus illustrates this 
beautifully here with his reference to a bizarre event 
from the Old Testament recorded in Numbers 21.  
Nicodemus would have known this story well.  During 
the time when Israel was wandering in the desert, they 
began to grumble against Moses, God’s servant.  As a 
consequence, God sends poisonous snakes into their 
camp to bite the people.  Some of them die, and the rest 
become very sick.  But then, God gives Moses a remedy.  
He tells him to make a serpent out of bronze, put it on a 
pole, hold it up for the people, and then instruct them to 
look up to it.  God promises that if they do, they will be 
healed.   
 
Think carefully here.  The venom which had infected 
these people represented the sin in their life.  And it was 
killing them, as our sin is killing us because it separates 
us from the one who gives us life.  The snake on the 
pole, a symbol of their infection, could give them life, 
but these people were so sick, so immobilized, that they 
couldn’t even stand up to touch it.  All they could do 
was look at it.  But that was all it took.  That was all 
God asked.  Look to the snake on the pole, the symbol 
of your sin, and you will be healed.4   
 
Clearly this foreshadowed the death of Christ, who was, 
as a symbol of our sin, hung on a pole, the cross, for all 
to see.  And here we learn something crucial about our 
part in being born again, which is that faith is required.  
We have to look to Jesus, specifically to Jesus on the 
cross.  The Israelites had to take Moses at his word that 
God truly had made it possible to be healed simply by 
looking to the snake.  In the same way, we have to take 
the word of those who testify to the death of Christ that 
if we would simply look to Jesus in faith, believing that 
his death brings healing, God will heal us and give us 
new life.  And this is where the story shifts from 
Nicodemus back to us. 
 
In the last part of this passage Jesus makes clear that he 
did not come into the world to condemn us.  If 
somebody along the way has put into your mind that 
God looks at you with anything other than love, than 
you have been deceived.  God can do nothing other than 
love you because God is love.  His great and constant 
desire is to give you birth into an abundant and eternal 
life with him and to include you as a part of his family.  
But he will not force anybody to receive this life.  Love 
doesn’t coerce.  You have to look to Christ in faith, to 

                                                           
4 I’m indebted here to Timothy Keller in his sermon “You 

Must Be Born Again” (April 3, 2019).   

believe in his death and resurrection, if you are to be 
born from above.  Have you?  Will you?  That is the 
question here. 
 
John does not tell us in this passage whether or not 
Nicodemus looked to Jesus with this kind of faith.  I 
think that’s intentional, because the passage isn’t 
ultimately about Nicodemus as much as it is about you 
and me.  Still, let me point out that this isn’t the last 
time we hear about Nicodemus.  Later in chapter 7 John 
tells us that Nicodemus at one point stood up at a 
gathering of other Jewish leaders who wanted to 
condemn Jesus and he questions whether they should be 
condemning a man without first bringing him in to 
speak up for himself.  It’s a bold thing to do, and he is 
immediately shouted down as a sympathizer.5   
 
Then in the very last part of John’s Gospel, in the hours 
immediately after Jesus has died on the cross, there is 
Nicodemus again.6  He comes with another man named 
Joseph to take Jesus’ body down from the cross and give 
it a proper burial before sundown.  Jesus is the leader of 
a movement who has just been condemned and 
executed.  Who wants to be seen at that time as one 
who was sympathetic to Jesus?  It’s a death wish.  Not 
even Jesus’ disciples want to take that risk.   
 
But there is Nicodemus, in broad daylight this time, 
coming to honor Jesus.  This is most definitely the first 
time he has done this sort of thing, since dressing a 
dead body for burial was always handled by either 
women or slaves, never by Pharisees.  But there he is, 
with nothing to gain and everything to lose.  And John 
tells us he even brings along 75 pounds of spices to 
anoint the body, the extravagant amount you might use 
if you were going to bury a king!  Which, of course, he 
was. 
 
Is this proof that Nicodemus was born again?  Not 
proof, but certainly evidence that makes it seem likely 
that he eventually got there.  And so what will be the 
evidence in my life?  In your life?  Might it also be this 
sort of step, this ‘everything to lose’ sort of step, that 
indicates that we, grown men and women, have truly 
been born again. 
 
Amen.   

 
 

 

 
 
 

5 See John 7:45-52 
6 See John 19:38-42 
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The Next Step 

A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 
application 

 
1. Re-read the passage from John 3:1-21, the story of 

Nicodemus’ encounter with Jesus.  What do you 
notice here? 
 

2. The term “born again” has become a loaded term 
that means lots of things to lots of people.  What 
does it mean to you?  What do you think Jesus 
meant by it? 

 
3. Jeff said that there are at least these five things we 

learn from Jesus’ teaching about being born again: 
1) there is no spiritual life before there is spiritual 
birth; 2) spiritual birth is a gift; 3) our spiritual 
birth, though it cost us nothing, cost somebody else 
a great deal; 4) spiritual birth means entrance into a 
new family; 5) spiritual birth inevitably leads to 
spiritual growth.  What are your thoughts?  Which 
of these did you most need to hear at this time? 

 
4. Have you been born again as Jesus says we must if 

we are to see the Kingdom of God? 
 

5. How does a person know whether or not he or she 
is born again? 

 
6. How do you see yourself in this story?  How do you 

respond to the message of this story? 
 

7. Though this involves some speculation on our part, 
what do you make of the fact that we later find 
Nicodemus there in broad daylight helping to 
provide Jesus a proper burial? 
 

 
 
 
 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and 
adults to answer together. 

 

Jesus says that a person must be “born for above” or “born 
again” if he or she is to come to be with God.  What do you 

think this means? 


