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You Must Be Born Again

Text: John 3:1–16 

Years ago, Teresa and I took our children with us to Ligonier, PA, for the 
Highlands Festival. It was a two-day affair celebrating all things Scottish. 
Now, even though I knew that many of my ancestors were from Scotland, I 
don’t make any pretense that I have ever really known much about their 
culture and customs. I certainly would not refer to myself as Scottish-
American. Clearly, a majority of those attending the festival were very 
aware of these things and were participating in games involving throwing 
telephone poles around and watching soccer. Many of the men were 
wearing kilts but I was glad not to have been one of them. I just don’t have 
the legs for it. 

As we were listening to bagpipe music I noticed that there were tents set 
up for information about individual Scottish clans. So, Ben and I went to 
find the tent for the Moffitt clan but didn’t see one. I did notice that there 
was a tent that was obviously there to help me find my clan. So, I walked 
over to the tent with the sign “Clan Hunter” and asked them where I 
would find the tent for the “Moffitt” clan. They looked puzzled and 
politely said that they had no clue, to which I replied, “Aren’t you the clan 
hunters?” They laughed at that one and I suddenly saw my error. They 
were the Hunter clan, and I was an idiot. Perhaps they thought I was just 
trying to be funny or had imbibed more than my share of scotch or 
Guinness. I turned to see what Ben thought about that, but he had long 
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before skulked away from me hoping that no one would notice that we 
were together.

I admit to being a little embarrassed at my mistake but knew that it was 
partially because I didn’t really understand my Scottish ancestry and of 
course the other the part was that I was a dimwit. I was later to find out 
that the Moffitt clan, although very large even in America, were lowlanders 
in Scotland and we were at a Highland festival.

I decided to tell you this amusing yet true story, to point out the 
seriousness of the problem of being clueless about something you thought 
you understood. Today, we will see that in the conversation that 
Nicodemus, a Pharisee and leader in Judaism, had with Jesus. There were 
important things that Nicodemus thought he had real knowledge of, but it 
ends up that what he needed to know was only understood through the 
Holy Spirit.

We are beginning the second week of our Lenten journey that will take us 
to the joy of the resurrection on Easter morning. It’s a time of introspection 
and facing the truth about how we are doing in our spiritual journey. It has 
been referred to as a “spiritual house cleaning” by some, and a time to 
remove the thoughts and behaviors which hinder our relationship with 
God. Our goal is to prepare ourselves to celebrate Jesus’ sacrifice and the 
resurrected life that we live with Christ now and into eternity.

Many Christians are very concerned about what is happening in our 
culture. It would seem that a majority of people in our land have no 
interest in or understanding of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
In light of that, this season should be the time when we invite Jesus to walk 
with us, helping us to refocus our lives on the truth of what it means to be a 
disciple of Christ. The only hope that our nation and world has is for God’s 



people to rise up in the power of the Holy Spirit and return to the place 
where Jesus Christ and his glory are the first and main focus and purpose 
of their lives. Today, there is a real need for those who are Christ’s followers 
to bow down in prayerful intercession for the health of our nation and the 
world. Only God can save us and those who have given their lives to Jesus 
Christ have a sacred place at his throne of grace. God’s children are not 
strangers but the children of God and because of that, they are gladly heard 
when they pray. Those who do not know God will only be heard when 
they first come in repentance and they need to hear from a member of 
God’s family how to gain access to the throne room or their prayers are in 
vain.

We will focus on our gospel reading from John 3:1–16. In this we will find 
what it actually means to be a Christ-follower and how different it often is 
from the focus of many churches and people who claim to be Christian.

I love the way that the gospel writer sets the stage for this story of 
Nicodemus coming to Jesus at night to find out who he really was. Up until 
this point John has revealed to his reader the truth of the divinity and 
humanity of Jesus. In chapter one he is shown to be the “Living Word” and 
God in the flesh. John the Baptist testifies that Jesus is “the Lamb of God, 
who takes away the sin of the world.”

Jesus then calls those he has chosen to be his disciples. In chapter two Jesus 
goes to a wedding feast at Cana and turns the water into really good wine. 
John writes in 2:11, “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, 
and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in him.” 

Then John records Jesus cleansing the temple by turning over the tables of 
the money changers and others who were defiling his Father’s house. The 
religious leaders confront him, demanding to know by what right he did 
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such a thing. Then at the end of John 2 he sets the scene for our passage this 
morning in the final three verses of that chapter, 

Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his 
name when they saw the signs that he was doing. 24 But Jesus on his part 
did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people 25 and needed 
no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was in man.

The problem was not that their faith was based on the miraculous works 
that Jesus performed, because they do provide grounds for belief. The 
problem was that Jesus knew the nature of their faith. All their faith would 
be immature and subject to fluctuation until after the glorification of Jesus. 
The glorification was to include the climactic revelation of the cross, 
resurrection, ascension, and the coming of the Holy Spirit. The signs that 
Jesus performed, his loving response to those who were lost and 
marginalized, and even the power that he demonstrated couldn’t be 
adequately understood and responded to until after Easter Sunday. None 
of these things could be seen clearly until then. Jesus does not even trust 
the disciple’s profession of faith in the later parts of his ministry much less 
at the beginning. Jesus knows that they cannot yet see or understand that 
he had come at the command of his Father, and he took his instruction from 
the Father as well. He would later tell them, 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but 
only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the 
Son does likewise.” 

He knew the crowd would follow him as long as he kept their attention 
through exciting miracles and teaching, especially when Jesus chided the 
Pharisees. He also knew that their faith could not be trusted to last until 



their hearts and minds were open to God, as is made clear in the story of 
Nicodemus.

Nicodemus was one of these who had an untrustworthy faith. Remember 
John wrote in 2:25, “Jesus needed no one to bear witness about man, for he 
himself knew what was in man.” Then the very next verse began, “Now 
there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.” 
Though he was a religious leader of the Jews, Nicodemus was no closer to 
God than other men, but just like them would need to know Jesus 
personally and bow down in worshipful surrender to Him as God and 
King.

The first thing that Nicodemus tells Jesus is that, “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.”

Just like the people who were following Jesus, Nicodemus's assessment of 
him is based on the signs he had seen. However, later in the story we find 
him defending Jesus from the insults and hatred of his fellow Pharisees 
(John 7:50–52) and then he makes the bold move by helping Joseph of 
Arimathea in burying Jesus (John 19:38–42). John records that Nicodemus 
will end the story as a disciple, but here at the beginning he is something 
less.

He comes to Jesus under cover of night and makes a bold statement of 
faith. Some have suggested that he came after dark so the crowds would be 
gone, and he could have time with Jesus. On the other hand, he is 
identified with the Pharisees, so we understand that when he says “we 
know,” his assessment of Jesus is more than his own private opinion. This 
makes it clear that there is not yet a settled opposition to Jesus, though his 
coming by night suggests, as we would expect, that not all share his 
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positive view of Jesus after he creates quite a ruckus at the temple. Within 
the group of religious leaders at the heart of the opposition to Jesus in this 
Gospel, there is at least one who is attracted to him. We will always find 
that within God’s word only Jesus and the devil are absolutes; all other 
characters are in motion either toward the light or away from it. That has 
not changed nor will it until the return of Jesus to fully establish his 
kingdom.

In response to Nicodemus' profession of faith Jesus once again says 
something very cryptic but designed to go right to the heart of the matter. I 
suspect that it was very uncomfortable to be around Jesus. I’m thinking 
that it was unnerving to be around someone who you could tell saw right 
through you. Nicodemus approached Jesus as a spiritual master, and he 
responds as one. Nicodemus told him that he had clearly been recognized 
as “a teacher who has come from God” (v. 2), and Jesus responds by 
speaking of “the kingdom of God” (v. 3). Nicodemus may think he is 
talking to a rabbi, but in fact, Jesus is the King of Israel. John recalls this 
realization when Nathanael called out “you are the King of Israel” (John 
1:49). The kingdom of God is his own kingdom, but it is not of this world 
(John 18:36). One must be born from above even to see it (v. 3), let alone 
enter it (v. 5).

So,  in his response to Nicodemus, Jesus is giving him the opportunity to 
recognize who it is that stands before him. But Nicodemus gets confused. 
When Jesus says one must be born again (literally- from above- anothen), 
Nicodemus takes it as being born again physically from the womb of his 
mother, but  Jesus is speaking of the spiritual realm. 

Nicodemus is a Jewish teacher of the law and the prophets, so Jesus  
explains being born from above in terms of being born of water and the 
Spirit (v. 5). The water of baptism and the coming of the Spirit have already 
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been associated in this Gospel (John 1:31–33), but Nicodemus should 
recognize cleansing by water and new life from the Spirit associated with 
one another in the Old Testament, especially in Ezekiel 36:25–28, 

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your 
uncleanness, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. 26 And I will give 
you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove 
the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I 
will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and 
be careful to obey my rules. 28 You shall dwell in the land that I gave to 
your fathers, and you shall be my people, and I will be your God.

What follows in Ezekiel is the vision of the valley of dry bones in which the 
Spirit's restoration of the people is described as bringing the dead to life 
(Ezekiel 37). What is needed is a new heart and a new life; that is, the Spirit 
must give birth to spirit (John 3:7). Only those alive in the realm of the 
spirit by the Spirit will be able to recognize and enter that realm. 

I’ve had people tell me that they don’t read the Old Testament because it 
doesn’t apply to them. They want the New Testament where Jesus arrives 
and brings salvation. In May of 2018, Andy Stanley, Pastor of North Point 
Community Church in Georgia, announced this, 

We need to unhitch the Old Testament from our faith. Jesus’ new 
covenant, His covenant with the nations, His covenant with you, 
His covenant with us, can stand on its own two nail-scarred feet, It 
doesn’t need propping up by the Jewish scriptures. 

Of course, he is referring to the very same scriptures that Jesus quoted as 
evidence of who he was and why he came. There is no separation between 
the Old and New Testaments, they are God’s continual story of redemption 
and restoration of all things. Nicodemus should have known what Jesus 
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was referring to because Ezekiel 36 is a prime example of God speaking 
through the prophet what he was going to do to restore those who were 
dead in their sins. Now Nicodemus, through the lens of the prophet has the 
opportunity to understand the words of Jesus as he is the fulfillment of 
what Ezekiel had prophesied long before.

Nicodemus is still unable to understand the main point of Jesus’ teaching, 
so he gives him an illustration from nature. (John 3:8). One can see the 
effects of the presence of the wind, but still can’t see the wind itself or 
where it comes from or where it goes (that might not be true today due to 
modern technology). This also applies in the spiritual realm, people can see 
the effects of the Holy Spirit, but they cannot map out or control the 
activity of the Spirit. It is God alone who initiates and produces this birth 
from above. Therefore, once again we are back to the theme of God's grace 
that permeates the Gospel of John, for this being “born again” is an act of 
sovereign gracious love initiated by God, not by us.

But the foundational point of the divine initiative of God's grace is central 
to Old Testament religion. No wonder Jesus reproves Nicodemus' slowness 
in understanding. A teacher of Israel should have recognized such a vital 
theme, especially as it is conveyed so clearly in imagery from Ezekiel. 
Instead, we leave Nicodemus stammering his question, “How can these 
things be?” His problem, as Jesus points out, is the inability to receive the 
words of Jesus. Although it was acceptable for a student to question his 
rabbi, if Nicodemus really believed that God is with Jesus, which he 
affirmed at the beginning, then he should receive what Jesus says. But he 
doesn’t and in that his heart is revealed. The signs have shown him that 
Jesus has come from God, yet he does not receive Jesus' teaching as 
teaching come from God.
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As Nicodemus fades from view we have Jesus' first monologue. He begins 
by referring to his testimony: “Truly, Truly, I say to you, we speak of what 
we know, and we bear witness to what we have seen, but you still do not 
receive our testimony” (3:11). These words echo what the early Christians 
often said to their Jewish opponents in John's own day. The striking use of 
“I” and “we” seems to be an example of the voice of the risen Christ 
speaking as the head of the community of those who have received the 
Spirit and bear witness. Jesus points out that Nicodemus came testifying 
that “We know” you are from God, but their knowledge was incomplete  
and would not be complete without the Spirit bearing witness in their 
hearts. 

This is such an important passage for us during this season. Nicodemus 
was likely a faithful Pharisee and different from some of the more radical 
ones, but he initially missed what Jesus was showing him because he was 
still blind and deaf to the reason that Jesus had come. Jesus words fell on 
deaf ears although he had come to find out the truth, he missed it. I believe 
that one of the important questions that we should ask Jesus during this 
season is, “Lord, what am I missing from your word and how have I 
resisted the calling of your Spirit on my life?”

For a long time, I have continually focused on what it means to know Jesus 
and to be moved by the Holy Spirit. I’m still not where I want or need to 
be. Nicodemus came seeking to know more about Jesus and eventually he 
found it and became a disciple. This Lenten season we must re-focus on 
Jesus on what he wants to reveal to us on our journey. I feel we should 
daily pray, “Lord, open my eyes, unstop my ears and give me a heart sold 
out to you.”  Let’s pray.
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