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BORN AGAIN 
(SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 29, 2013) 

Scripture reading – Ezek. 36;22-28; John 1:1-21 

INTRODUCTION 

We continue today with the fourth sermon in a four-part series that explores in part the 
richness and diversity of Scripture. 

Why have I chosen John 3? I give three reasons. 

First, it is such a beautiful and important passage showing the sovereign and gracious work of 
the Triune God for our salvation. John 3:16 is taken too often out of its context and almost 
used as a slogan, but this should not keep us from trying to properly understand, apply, and 
enjoy this verse and chapter. People often abuse food and drink, but this should not keep us 
from savoring and being thankful for the same. 

Second, this passage illustrates the point of this series. There is great diversity in Scripture. 
There is unity in Scripture as it is God-given and focused on the redemption that is found in 
Jesus Christ. John 3 has very important connections with the OT. We see this clearly in the 
words of Jesus in at least verses 5, 10, and 14. 

Third, this passage like others stresses the absolute necessity of experiencing God’s 
transforming power and grace in order to be a true member of the church of Jesus Christ. 

Verse 3 – Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. 

Verse 5 – Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 

Verse 7 – Do not marvel that I said to you, You must be born again. 

We see clearly the absolute necessity of experiencing God’s grace along with the call of the 
gospel that you place your full trust for salvation in Jesus Christ alone. 

Salvation is the work of the Triune God alone. Sinful men, women, and children can do 
nothing to earn, deserve, or achieve what God alone can do. 

And yet our Sovereign God calls for sinners to hear the message of salvation and believe in 
Jesus Christ for salvation. God sets before sinners also the truth and consequences of sin and 
rebellion. 

And we believe that God works for the glory of His name in bringing to salvation sinners that 
God has chosen even before the foundation of the world. We believe that God also uses the 
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faithful preaching of the gospel to encourage those who already have been changed by God’s 
grace. 

I preach also from John 3 as I think of those in this  

congregation, some under my own ministry, who have heard and who have turned from God’s 
truth. This greatly saddens me and of course the entire congregation. It also encourages me to 
make sure that I continue to boldly declare God’s truth. 

Also I believe there are those who even now are hearing the truth and God is at work giving 
them greater understanding. And I trust for some who have not yet been saved, that God will 
transform them according to His power at His own good timing. 

I also want to encourage those this day who have already been born again or born from above. 
You know the grace and love of God in Jesus Christ. I hope this passage will encourage you to 
continue to rejoice in your Savior. 

I think especially of children and younger men and women in this congregation. You live in an 
age where it is still easy to call yourself a Christian, the age of easy believism. This is not new. 
Very many young people today claim to be followers of Jesus Christ and yet know nothing of 
the transforming power of God. You definitely live in an age of distractions and temptations. 
Some of these are new and stronger than they were in the past. As parents we are greatly 
concerned for the well being of our children. We know the dangers of this world. What is our 
hope? What can keep our children in the truth? It is only the truth and power of the gospel 
which is stronger than the forces set against us and those we love. What delight to know God is 
gracious and God is sovereign. This is where we rest. May God continue to work to show His 
power in the lives and hearts of all we know and love. 

Your only hope is to be born again by God’s power and grace so that you will see 
and enter the kingdom of God. 

We will look at John 3:1-21 in three parts, vv. 1-8, vv. 9-17, and vv. 18-21. 

 

1) YOU MUST BE BORN FROM ABOVE BY THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT, VV. 1-8 

John has written his gospel to show that not only did Jesus minister to large crowds but that He 
also ministered to people on a one-on-one basis, sinners who needed to hear the glorious 
message of salvation displayed in His person and work. 

John 3 – Nicodemus; John 4 – Samaritan woman; John 5 –A man who had been lame for 38 
years. Should this not encourage your own efforts of speaking with people on an individual 
basis? 
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Nicodemus was a very important person in Israel. He was a Pharisee and a member of the 
Sanhedrin, the ruling counsel of Israel. 

As one of the 6,000 Pharisees he would have been very zealous for the law and the heritage of 
Israel.1 Nicodemus also belonged to a much more exclusive organization, the Sanhedrin, 
composed of 71 men, the highest legal body in Israel. In verse 10, Jesus calls him a teacher of 
Israel. He must have been very well known in Israel. He was a powerful and influential man. 
So why did he come to Jesus at night? 

Did Nicodemus come to Jesus at night because he was scared of what others would think if they 
saw someone so important speaking with Jesus? This is possible though we are not told. What is 
interesting is that the two other times Nicodemus is mentioned in John he is identified as the 
one who came to Jesus by night. We can say that Nicodemus, though such an important 
person in Israel, one very knowledgeable of God’s Word in many ways, was still in the dark on 
the most important matters. His coming at night might have had practical reasons. John I think 
we can say mentions this detail also because of the symbolism of darkness. 

Nicodemus spoke respectfully to Jesus, calling him Rabbi and a teacher from God, one who 
was able to do signs, because God was with Him. 

Was this knowledge sufficient? Of course not. 

And we see Jesus spoke very directly to Nicodemus. Yes, Nicodemus, you have seen some of 
the signs that I have done, but unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. 

The kingdom of God is a term used two times in this chapter and only in this chapter in John’s 
gospel. We find many references to the kingdom in the other gospels. 

D. A. Carson states this about the kingdom of God, 

To a Jew with the background and convictions of Nicodemus, ‘to see the kingdom of 
God’ was to participate in the kingdom at the end of the age, to experience eternal, 
resurrection life. 

The words of Jesus are so important for properly understanding the nature of God’s work of 
salvation. Nicodemus was a faithful, respected Jew. He was born into God’s covenant people. 
We can only assume from his earliest days he was taught the OT Scriptures by his parents. He 
must have been very well trained to be called a teacher of Israel. But this was not at all 
sufficient for him to truly be called part of God’s family. He and others in Israel had to be born 
again or as this word could be translated born from above. 

                                                
1 NET Bible. 
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John has already spoken in a similar way in John 1. 

12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of 
God, to those who believe in His name:  13 who were born, not of blood, nor of the 
will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God. 

Nicodemus was puzzled by the response of Jesus. Should he have been confused or ignorant? 

In one sense no. He should have known the OT Scriptures that speak of this work of God. Of 
course he did not enjoy the fullness of understanding as we have. On the other hand, those who 
have been not been transformed by God’s power, do not understand. 

I do not like the expression, Christianity is not a religion but a relationship. I know many of 
you have a similar view. It is a rather old phrase that I think has served its time. But it certainly 
is the case that the essence of our faith is that it is God’s power which changes our rebellious 
hearts, rather than our own attempts at moral improvement. We do not just believe in trying to 
be better, more helpful people. No the gospel message is that God causes dead sinners to be 
given new spiritual life. 

Nicodemus as we see from verse 4 at this point did not understand. And before we judge him 
too harshly we should identify with his ignorance and confusion. For this was you and I before 
God opened our blinded eyes. Though the word born again can be translated also as born 
from above, Nicodemus understood it to mean to literally experience physical birth again. 
What sense did this make? How can an old man be born? Can you really get into your 
mother’s womb again? To the natural man this is ridiculous. 

Jesus did not try to soften the truth did he? No, Jesus emphasized the nature of God’s sovereign 
work. Unless one is born of water and the Spirit [spirit], he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 

The best understanding of Jesus’ reference to water and the Spirit or just simply water and 
spirit is that this has a connection with OT passages like Ezekiel 36 that we read earlier. Jesus is 
not talking about two steps. He is not directly speaking of baptism either. The new birth is that 
which God accomplishes in cleansing you from sin and giving you new spiritual life. 

Reference to the spirit in verse 5 may refer to the Holy Spirit, and so we should capitalize the 
word Spirit or if it is left in lower case it refers to God’s spiritual work in bringing about 
regeneration rather than man’s attempt to change or improve through his own efforts. 

Jesus goes on in verses 6-8 to speak of God’s sovereign work in bringing new life. There is 
physical birth and so there is also a spiritual birth which is brought about by the Holy Spirit. It 
is because of this truth that Jesus says Nicodemus and all of Israel should not marvel that they 
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all must be born again. In verse 7 the word you is in the plural. Jesus speaks to Nicodemus and 
all men and women. 

And because the new birth is accomplished through the working of the Holy Spirit it cannot be 
controlled or even predicted much like how the wind moves. You can see what it accomplishes 
and yet you cannot control it or simply predict what is going to happen. 

As parents we seek to be faithful in training and teaching our children. We rightfully baptize 
our children. From their earliest days we teach them about God and His work. We seek to be 
faithful in teaching them the nature of salvation in Jesus Christ. This is all our great duty. What 
a great responsibility is given to parents. How we need God’s help in doing this. And yet we 
also must confess that God’s great work of salvation comes as He best determines. This is why 
it is so ridiculous to think we can bring revival through meetings or our own efforts. We pray 
for such. We seek to witness and be faithful. But how foolish we would be to think we can 
control the working of the Holy Spirit. 

You must be born again. This comes through the sovereign working of the Holy Spirit. 

 

2. THE SACRIFICIAL WORK OF CHRIST, VV. 9-17. 

Nicodemus speaks one last time in chapter 3 in verse 9. At this point he was still in a state of 
confusion, a lack of understanding. Thankfully this is not the last time we hear of Nicodemus. 
In John 7:51, Nicodemus defended Jesus before other leaders in Israel. And then most 
importantly in John 19:39 we see Nicodemus at the cross helping Joseph of Arimathea put 
Jesus into Joseph’s tomb. Nicodemus came to understand the truth of what Jesus was 
presenting. I believe we can say he eventually was born again. He came to believe in Jesus 
Christ alone for salvation. 

As I have pointed out already, Jesus rebuked Nicodemus for not understanding even though he 
was a teacher of Israel. If you look again at verse 11 you see it begins with the words, Most 
assuredly, literally Amen, amen. Verses 3 and 5 begin with these same words. They 
emphasize the important truth of what Jesus is saying. 

In verses 11-13, Jesus emphasizes the witness He brings regarding the truth of salvation, the 
great work of God from Heaven. 

Why does Jesus speak in verse 11 in the plural, We? It is possible that Jesus spoke this way in 
response to Nicodemus in verse 2 who spoke in a similar way. 

What Jesus emphasizes here is the truth of what He declares against the unbelief and resistance 
to the truth found in Nicodemus and many others. 
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If Nicodemus cannot accept what Jesus has already declared about salvation how would 
Nicodemus ever understand other heavenly things that Jesus would declare to him? 

Verse 13 again emphasizes how Jesus alone is in a position to speak about such matters of 
salvation. 

According to Jewish legend, Moses literally went to heaven to receive the Torah. This is of 
course not found in the OT Scriptures. Jesus states that no one has ascended to heaven. The 
only one qualified to speak on such matters is the Son of Man who has come down from 
heaven.2 

And then so beautifully in verse 14, Jesus shows how the OT pointed to the salvation that 
would be found in His work alone. 

Moses was told by God to make a bronze snake and hold it high on a pole so that if anyone 
had been bitten by the serpents God sent in judgment he or she could look at that bronze 
serpent and live. We read this account in Numbers 21. 

Jesus says in verse 14 it is necessary, it must happen that He also would be lifted up. The 
language of being lifted up speaks of both Jesus in his state of exaltation but first in His state of 
humiliation and shame. Lifted up first refers to his death on the cross. 

In light of Nicodemus later going to the cross and taking Jesus down, what significance these 
words of Jesus to him must have been according to God’s sovereign grace. 

The Son of Man must be lifted up so that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have 
eternal life. 

Some of the key words in verse 15 which are again repeated in verse 16 emphasize the serious 
nature of life, judgment, and salvation. 

As I have mentioned before, these words are also encouraging when you are tempted to doubt. 
How so? These words remind you that you have no hope in attempting to figure out matters 
related to life and death on your own. They can only be known in this life through the 
revelation that is found in God’s Word. 

You have to trust the words of Jesus that the only hope that you will not perish through God’s 
judgment and justice is by fully believing in what Jesus accomplished on the cross. 

If you have a red-letter edition of the Bible it likely has the words of verse 16 in red print. Some 
believe that verses 16-21 were not spoken by Jesus to John on that night but are part of John’s 

                                                
2 NET Bible and D. A. Carson take this position. 
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words in his gospel. I am sure a good argument can be made for both positions. I will not 
attempt to deal with this question here. 

Rather let us consider the very familiar words in verse 16. 

I have emphasized throughout this message God’s sovereign power in salvation. It is through 
the uncontrollable work of the Holy Spirit that men, women, and children are caused to be 
born again so that they will truly enter the kingdom of God. 

Verses 15 and 16 in no way go against this great truth nor do they teach that somehow man in 
his own power can choose to believe.  

Verse 16 first emphasizes the Father’s love for the world, not just His people Israel.  

God loved the world. This is especially an amazing thing because the word world speaks of sin 
and rebellion very often in John’s writings. It is a world of lost sinners that God set His love 
upon. Yes, we understand that the love of God for the world is not a love that saves or 
transforms every person. But rightfully we do say that the God we serve is a loving God. 

God who loved the sinful world which He created therefore gave the greatest gift, His one and 
only Son. His salvation is offered and given to all who will believe so that they are delivered 
from God’s righteous wrath and are promised eternal life. There are only two options for all 
men and women. They will bow the knee before God in faith and repentance trusting alone in 
Jesus Christ for salvation or there is the sure statement of damnation, eternal punishment. 

What a horrible thing to try to even begin to contemplate what it truly means to perish! We are 
not just speaking in flowery, figurative language. Those who laugh about hell, about eternal 
punishment only show their blindness. 

But in great contrast is the blessed gift of eternal life. Eternal life is not simply that you get to go 
to heaven when you die. Eternal life is to know the true God here on earth. 

The glorious truth of verse 17 is that Jesus was sent into the world not as a form of judgment 
but that the world through Him might be saved. 

The power of God through the Holy Spirit is the only way that one can be born again or born 
from above. That is not something anyone can accomplish. The call to believe then is not a 
work that a sinner does in His own power either. The call to believe is not an empty call either. 
Because those that God redeems are given faith to believe. Those who believe have the glorious 
assurance that they have been delivered. 

Do you have this assurance of eternal life? Is there the evidence that God in His grace has 
changed your heart giving you an awareness of the only hope found in Jesus Christ? 



Page 8 of 9 - 9/29/13 

 

3. REALITY AGAIN OF SALVATION, JUDGMENT, AND SIN, VV. 18-21 

The final three verses of this section summarize the glorious truths emphasized already in this 
chapter.  

First is the glorious reality of being delivered from God’s wrath. He who believes is not 
condemned. The word condemned speaks of God’s just judgment. The one who is truly 
believing and trusting in Jesus Christ can have full assurance of deliverance from God’s wrath. 

Second, is again the reality for those who do not believe. Those who do not believe do not 
simply face God’s judgment some day in the future. No already, you stand under God’s 
judgment. 

The truth here explains why in sharing the gospel with those who are lost we must speak both 
about how the God who saves is a loving God but also a just God. It is deliverance from the 
wrath and justice of God that is the appeal we make to the lost. 

Third, John records the nature of the lost soul. Men love darkness rather than light. 

Isn’t this one of the most powerful statements about human nature that you can think of? It is 
not that people never show their sinfulness to others. There is plenty of that. But deep within 
the soul there is the desire to keep evil somehow hidden. The light of truth that is found in Jesus 
Christ is most offensive because of the evil found in the hearts of men and women. This is why 
men, women, and children continue to reject the truth. They do not want their evil to be 
exposed. They want it to remain hidden. 

But so beautifully verse 21 explains that those who have been changed by God’s power now 
draw near to the light so that their deeds may be clearly seen. These are deeds not done in their 
own strength but rather deeds done in God. 

 

Conclusion: 

Christians are often accused of being hypocrites. We become good at being actors. We learn 
what is expected of us in certain situations and we can learn what to say and do in these 
situations in order to maintain our position. 

It is a horrible thing to go through life merely acting the part of a true believer. 

What is the evidence of being born again? 

- Acknowledgement of sin 
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- Trusting in Jesus Christ alone 

- Desire to truly live in terms of the light of Christ though you are still aware of how you fall 
short of the perfect standard. 

May God give you encouragement from this passage if you truly been born from above. 

May God use this passage to convict you of sin and God’s judgment if you are just acting or 
playing the part. 

 

Closing Hymn: 403 

 

BENEDICTION – HEBREWS 13:20-21 

Now may the God of peace who brought up our Lord Jesus from the dead, that great 
Shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant, make you complete in 

every good work to do His will, working in you what is well pleasing in His sight, through Jesus 
Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen. 

 

 


