
John 2:23-3:16 

 

Born Again 

 

 

 

 What does God see when He looks into the human heart? He sees our 

every thought, feelings and motives. He sees what we fear and what we love. 

He is the only one who knows exactly what we are really like. In 1 Chronicles 28:9 

we read, “Yahweh searches all hearts and understands all the intent of the 

thoughts.”  

 

 He knows when we truly believe His Word.1 He knows when it is all a 

façade. What then does God see when He looks into our hearts? The answer 

can be and should be very disturbing to those who are not familiar with 

Scripture. According to God’s Word, on our own our hearts are impenitent, dark, 

hard, proud, self-righteous, blind and evil. In Jeremiah 17:9 we read, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, And desperately wicked; Who can know it?” In 

Matthew 15:19 Jesus Christ said, “For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, 

murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies.”2  

 

 Ever since the sin and fall of Adam in the Garden of Eden we all come 

into the world with a sinful nature. We don’t always act on our sinful impulses, 

but we could and on our own we are not as good as we could be. Therefore, 

we need to be saved, changed, renewed, born again. This is the point of the 

story before us. Being filled with the Logos, the will of God and the Spirit of God, 

the Lord Jesus knew human nature all too well. 

 

Now when He was in Jerusalem  

at the Passover, during the feast,  

many believed in His name when  

they saw the signs which He did.  
24 But Jesus did not commit Himself  

to them, because He knew all men,  
25 and had no need that anyone  

should testify of man, for He knew  

what was in man. 

(John 2:23-25) 

 

 Following the cleansing of the temple Christ continued revealing the heart 

of God by doing miracles of healing. But although many believed in him, he did 

 
1 Acts 15:8 
2 Galatians 5:19-21 



not believe in them. The Greek word translated “believe” in verse 23 is pisteuo 

meaning to have faith, to put your trust in, to believe in someone or something. 

The Greek word translated “commit” in verse 24 where we read “Jesus did not 

commit Himself” is again the Greek word pisteuo. Jesus had faith in God, he 

trusted in God, but not in people. 

 

 It is clear from all four gospels that Jesus did not just want followers. He did 

not simply desire a crowd, but a company of the committed. He desired people 

who understood the demands and joys of discipleship, who are committed to 

God. And for that to happen a miracle needs to occur in the human heart. 

Jesus knew what was in man. And he knew what was in the heart of a man 

named Nicodemus. 

 

 Nicodemus was a Pharisee and they were legalistic observers of the Old 

Testament law. In fact they added many man made laws to God’s law. And 

many of the Pharisees were the spiritual enemies of Jesus Christ. But Nicodemus 

came to the Lord as someone hungry for a vital relationship with God. 

 

There was a man of the Pharisees  

named Nicodemus, a ruler of the  

Jews. 2 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.” 

(John 3:1, 2) 

 

 Nicodemus was a good and honest man. He was the best of men that 

the old covenant could produce. He was also a powerful man. As a ruler of the 

Jews he was a member of the seventy member council called the Sanhedrin. 

They oversaw all the religious affairs of the nation. The Pharisees, although a 

relatively small group in Israel saw themselves as morally superior to other 

people. That Nicodemus would seek out Jesus is a miracle of its own. And he 

was respectful calling Jesus “Rabbi” teacher.  

 

And he said, “we know you are a teacher come from God.” This was a 

stunning statement. And notice the word “we.” Most likely, Nicodemus was 

representing a few other Pharisees. They realized that God had set His seal of 

approval on Jesus by doing miracles through him. God showed Jesus 

Nicodemus’ heart and the Lord cut to the chase in the conversation.3 

 
3 The phrase “cut to the chase” is a movie term for getting to the scene of the car chase an exciting part of the 
movie. As used here it means to get directly to the point. 



Jesus answered and said to  

him, “Most assuredly, I say to  

you, unless one is born again,  

he cannot see the kingdom  

of God.” 

(John 3:3) 

 

 All of his life Nicodemus understood and taught that being accepted by 

God and entering the kingdom demanded keeping the whole law. But he also 

knew that no one can do that, so he came to Jesus seeking an answer. Christ 

crashes through all of the talk of the law by saying that we must be born again. 

When Christ said, “Most assuredly” he meant “Truly, truly” or “I tell you the truth.” 

It was a verbal warning siren saying, “Pay attention.” Nicodemus heard Christ’s 

words but does not yet understand their biblical significance.  

 

Nicodemus said to Him, “How  

can a man be born when he  

is old? Can he enter a second  

time into his mother’s womb  

and be born?” 

(John 3:4)  

 

 Nicodemus’ misunderstanding sets the stage for Jesus to pull the rug out 

from under Nicodemus’ theology. It is not good enough to keep the old 

testament law. We all fail the law in some way. And if we fail in some way, no 

matter how small, we have failed the whole law.4 Therefore, it is what we are 

that must change, not just what we do. Every human being, since the time of 

Adam’s rebellion against God is polluted with sin. We all have a sin nature that 

must be changed. 

 

Jesus answered, “Most assuredly,  

I say to you, unless one is born of  

water and the Spirit, he cannot  

enter the kingdom of God. 6 That  

which is born of the flesh is flesh,  

and that which is born of the Spirit  

is spirit. 7 Do not marvel that I said  

to you, ‘You must be born again.’  

 
8 The wind blows where it wishes,  

and you hear the sound of it, but  

cannot tell where it comes from  

 
4 James 2:10 



and where it goes. So is  

everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

(John 3:5-8) 

 

 As I mentioned earlier, Nicodemus was a Pharisee. He was a very religious 

man. The Pharisees spent hours reading the Bible and praying. They earnestly 

endeavored to live a moral life. But Jesus told Nicodemus that he needed to be 

born again.5 This tells us that trying to be a good person with all your strength is 

not enough to save you from the power and penalty of sin. The reason for this is 

stated, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh.”6And left to our fleshly moral 

strength we all fall short of the glory of God.7 Here is how I know this. Let’s re-

read Christ’s words.  

 

Jesus answered, “Most assuredly,  

I say to you, unless one is born of  

water and the Spirit, he cannot  

enter the kingdom of God. 6 That  

which is born of the flesh is flesh,  

and that which is born of the Spirit  

is spirit.  

 
7 Do not marvel that I said to you,  

‘You must be born again.’ 8 The  

wind blows where it wishes, and  

you hear the sound of it, but  

cannot tell where it comes from  

and where it goes. So is everyone  

who is born of the Spirit.” 

(John 3:5-8) 

 

 What does it mean to be born of water and the Spirit? Some people 

teach that to be born of water refers to the water of the amniotic fluid that flows 

when you are first born. But this cannot be, because that which is born of the 

flesh is flesh. Others teach that it refers to the water of baptism. But being born 

again has nothing to do with religious rituals, not matter how meaningful they 

may be. Both terms refer to the power of God’s Spirit to cleanse us of sin and to 

 
5 This is true even for all of the Old Testament believers. They believed God and were justified and saved by their 
faith. But to enter the coming kingdom of God they must be born of the Spirit of God. They must be transformed. 
And they will. In Ezekiel 37:13-15 God declares that when He raises His Old Covenant people from the grave he will 
put His Spirit within them. Then they too shall be transformed and inherit everlasting life in the kingdom of God. 1 
Corinthians 15:50-56/ Hebrews 11:39, 40 
 
6 John 3:6 
7 Romans 3:19, 20, 23; 5:6 



recreate us as I will show you in a moment. But the Lord tries to lead Nicodemus 

to the answer by speaking of the unseen power of the wind. 

 

The wind blows where it wishes,  

and you hear the sound of it,  

but cannot tell where it comes  

from and where it goes. So is  

everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

(John 3:8) 

 

 Christ’s point is that just as you cannot see the wind, but you can see its 

effect, so you cannot see the Spirit of God, but it is powerful and has a profound 

effect on us. Astonished, Nicodemus responds. 

 

Nicodemus answered and said  

to Him, “How can these things be?” 

(John 3:9) 

 

Now it is the Lord’s turn to be astonished. 

 

Nicodemus answered and said  

to Him, “How can these things be?” 
10 Jesus answered and said to him,  

“Are you the teacher of Israel, and  

do not know these things?  

(John 3:9, 10) 

 

 As a master teacher of God’s Word8 Nicodemus should have understood 

the biblical references to which Jesus was referring. In the old covenant, when 

God promised the new covenant, water and Spirit are mentioned together. In 

Ezekiel 36 the prophet informs us about what God will do in the new covenant.9 

Let’s read the promise. 

 

For I will take you from among  

the nations, gather you out of  

all countries, and bring you into  

your own land. 25 Then I will  

sprinkle clean water on you,  

and you shall be clean; I will  

cleanse you from all your filthiness  

 
8 In the Greek text the article “the” is before the word “teacher” as it is in the English translation as well. This 
indicates that Nicodemus was the  preeminent teacher of Scripture in Israel. 
9 See also Jeremiah 31:31-34 



and from all your idols. 26 I will  

give you a new heart and put  

a new spirit within you; I will take  

the heart of stone out of your  

flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  
27 I will put My Spirit within you and  

cause you to walk in My statutes,  

and you will keep My judgments  

and do them. 

(Ezekiel 36:24-27) 

 

 When Jesus Christ referenced water, he did not mean physical water, but 

the need for spiritual cleansing, the forgiveness of our sins. This is what God said 

to Ezekiel.  

 

Then I will sprinkle clean water on you,  

and you shall be clean; I will cleanse  

you from all your filthiness and from  

all your idols. 

(Ezekiel 36:25) 

 

And not only are we cleansed of sin, we are given a new heart, a new nature, 

God’s Spirit, His life in us, giving us a new birth or a birth from above. 

 

I will give you a new heart and put  

a new spirit within you; I will take the  

heart of stone out of your flesh and  

give you a heart of flesh. 27 I will put  

My Spirit within you and cause you  

to walk in My statutes, and you will  

keep My judgments and do them. 

(Ezekiel 36:26, 27) 

 

 All of this is the gracious work of God. He brings about the miracle of the 

new birth. In the apostle Paul’s letter to Titus we have the same image of water 

and Spirit concerning the new birth. 

 

For we ourselves were also once  

foolish, disobedient, deceived,  

serving various lusts and pleasures,  

living in malice and envy, hateful  

and hating one another. 4 But  

when the kindness and the love  

of God our Savior toward man  



appeared, 5 not by works of  

righteousness which we have  

done, but according to His  

mercy He saved us, through  

the washing of regeneration  

and renewing of the Holy Spirit,  
6 [which] He poured out on us  

abundantly through Jesus Christ  

our Savior, 7 that having been  

justified by His grace we should  

become heirs according to the  

hope of eternal life. 

(Titus 3:3-7) 

 

 In the “washing” we have the image of water. The word “regeneration” in 

Greek is palingenesia10 which means a re-birth, it is to be born again to a higher 

or better quality of life. The word “renewal” in Greek is anakainosis which means 

to be made new in quality, we are given a divine nature. The Spirit is not being 

renewed, the Spirit is renewing us. Let’s return to John 3. 

 

Most assuredly, I say to you,  

We speak what We know and  

testify what We have seen, and  

you do not receive Our witness.  
12 If I have told you earthly things  

and you do not believe, how will  

you believe if I tell you heavenly  

things? 

(John 3:11, 12) 

 

Nicodemus had never put this together in his thinking about salvation. The 

physical symbols of birth and wind did not make sense spiritually to Nicodemus. 

They will in time, but not here.  

 

No one has ascended to heaven  

but He who came down from heaven,  

that is, the Son of Man who is in heaven. 

(John 3:13) 

 

 This is a very difficult verse to understand at first reading, because of the 

Hebrew idiom involved. The verse does not mean that before his birth Jesus was 

 
10 This Greek word is also used in Matthew 19:28 to refer to the regeneration or new birth of this world when the 
kingdom of God is established upon the earth. 



alive in heaven and part of a triune God. There is only one being who is God 

and this is Yahweh, the Father of Jesus Christ.11 

 

 The idea of ascending into heaven means that no one has gone to God 

in seeking prayer and meditation and gained special revelation about 

salvation, except Christ. And when we read that he came from heaven Jesus 

did not mean this literally. It was a common Hebrew idiom meaning that 

something came from heaven, meaning that God was its source. Psalm 105:10 

speaks of God’s provision of Israel in the wilderness saying He gave them “the 

bead of heaven.” In James 1:17 we read that “every good gift…is from above 

and comes down from the Father.” All the good things in our lives do not literally 

come down from heaven, even though God is its source.  

 

 The phrase “who is in heaven” is not in the best Greek manuscripts. What 

Christ is saying is this: “If you want a true and vital relationship with God, I know 

the answer. You must be born again. You must believe in me.” And now Christ 

brings in an illustration from the Old Testament.  

 

And as Moses lifted up the serpent  

in the wilderness, even so must the  

Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that  

whoever believes in Him should not  

perish but have eternal life. 

(John 3:14, 15) 

 

 This is a foreshadowing or a type of Christ’s crucifixion. In the Book of 

Numbers, chapter 21, the people of Israel, still in the wilderness, grumbled and 

complained against Moses and against God, basically accusing God of evil. As 

punishment many people were bitten by poisonous snakes and many died. In 

order to heal the others God told Moses to fashion a brass serpent and set it on 

top of a pole. When the people looked at this and recognized their sin and 

repented, they would be healed.  

 

 From Genesis to Revelation, a serpent is always symbolic of sin. So Christ 

was saying to Nicodemus, “When Moses lifted  up that brass serpent, it was a 

type or symbol of me. I will be made sin for the healing of the people. If you 

understand and believe that I am dying for your sins, you will be saved and born 

again. 

 

For God so loved the world that  

 
11 Deuteronomy 6:4 tells us that God’s personal name is Yahweh and that He is a single person. In Isaiah 44:6 we 
read “Thus says Yahweh…Besides Me there is no God.” In 45:5 “I am Yahweh…there is no God beside Me.” In John 
17:3 Jesus tells us that his Father is the only true God. And in John 20:17 he tells us that he has a God, our God. 



He gave His only begotten Son,  

that whoever believes in Him  

should not perish but have  

everlasting life. 

(John 3:16) 

 

 

 

 This is how someone is born again. When we acknowledge our need to be 

saved from sin and receive Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior, God performs the 

greatest miracle. He gives us a new heart, a new nature. His Spirit is in us and we 

have the promise of everlasting life in the coming kingdom of God.  

 

 Our own efforts to work our way to God are vain and useless. Nicodemus 

sensed this in his heart. And it was this sense of desperate need to really know 

God and to love Him that brought Nicodemus to Jesus Christ. And Christ did not 

turn him away. He never will turn anyone away. People walk away on their own. 

And we shall see this in greater detail in the next chapter. But do not allow verse 

16 to float over your head. Replace the word “world” with your name. “God so 

loved__________.” It is that personal and that important! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


