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Introduction: Many in our day are deeply committed to merely external religion.  Islam is a great 
example.  As long as a man does the prescribed rituals he is considered to be pleasing to Allah.  So was
the situation of Nicodemus who comes to Jesus by night.  Was he a coward?  Or, was he attempting to 
get with Jesus when the crowds were gone?  This interview between Nicodemus and Jesus is arguably 
the most famous passage of the New Testament with the exception of the crucifixion and resurrection. 
But, Jesus takes the lead in the discussion confronting Nicodemus with his external religion.

1. Many have slandered Nicodemus by supposing cowardice but the better and more gracious 
assessment of the matter would see him seeking a private discussion with Jesus.  We meet with 
Nicodemus elsewhere in John 7:50 and 19:39.

2. There is warrant to think that some Pharisees were included in the number that had a partial, 
and “unsaving” faith in Jesus.  We said last week that it would be better to place the chapter break 
between verses 22 and 23 of chapter 2 instead of where it is.  There is warrant to think that Nicodemus
is one example of those that had a partial, and “unsaving” faith in Jesus.  Note the connection between
2:25 and 3:1.   (Remember our study that saving faith is from the heart?  Romans 10:9-10; 2:29; 
Deuteronomy 10:16.)

3. Interestingly we know almost nothing of what was on Nicodemus’s mind when he sought 
out Jesus.  After he honors Jesus with his greeting Jesus takes the conversation in the direction that 
suits Him.  It is clear that Jesus moderates the interview, not Nicodemus.

4. What then is the issue which drives Jesus’ interview with Nicodemus?  Note the emphasis 
upon signs seen in 2:23 and 3:2.  Many who hear and see the same things respond differently to 
those things.  Why?  How is it that the same seed sown sometimes sprouts quickly then dies, other 
times grows slowly but is choked out by weeds, some grows and produces much fruit?  Why do some 
cling to an external religion and some embrace spiritual religion of the whole heart?  Many folks heard 
and saw the same things yet some responded with saving faith and some did not.  We see here the 
responses Jesus taught His disciples about in Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23.

5. The great question is, what makes men to differ?  Why do some believe in Jesus to the saving
of their persons while some do not and yet all have seen and heard the same things?  The great issue 
which Jesus addresses with Nicodemus is this: salvation of sinners is a supernatural work.  It is not 
natural (Pelagianism), nor is it a mixture of natural and supernatural (Roman Catholicism).

6. Jesus teaches the necessity of spiritual birth, vv 3, 5, 7.  Jesus declares to Nicodemus that he 
was not in the kingdom of God at the present time in spite of the fact that Nicodemus had all three of 
the things spoken of in John 1:13.  All these natural attempts at self-salvation were useless.   
Nicodemus needed to have God do something to him, he needed to be “born again.”  anwqen means 
“from the top, from heaven, from the beginning.”  See Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38; John 19:23; John 
3:31; 19:11; James 1:17; 3:15.  “Often in Greek writing it is used of things which come from heaven, 
or from God as dwelling in heaven.” - Thayer’s Greek Lexicon

7. Does Jesus consistently stress the necessity of spiritual birth?  Yes, John 5:25-29 (cf. 
Revelation 20:5-6, 14); 6:35-37, 44, 63; John 8:34-38, 43-45; 10:25-26.   The prophets agree with 
Jesus, Jeremiah 13:23;  Zechariah 3:2.  The apostles agree with Jesus, John 3:19-20; Ephesians 2:1-4;  
2 Thessalonians 2:10; 1 Corinthians 2:14; 1 Peter 1:3.



8. Why does Jesus, and why should you, stress the necessity of spiritual birth?  What is man’s
greatest hurdle in salvation?  He knows himself not to be perfect in comparison to God.  Every man 
will confess he is a sinner.  What keeps him from Christ is his self esteem that asserts that his condition
is not so desperate but that he can do what it takes to save himself.  It is the necessity of spiritual birth 
which drives a sinner out of hope in himself and prepares him to look elsewhere for salvation.

9. The failure to deal with men’s souls according to the manner of the Lord Jesus will produce 
soul threatening diseases: (1) leaves man’s root pride in place; (2) gives too light a view of the 
seriousness of sin; (3) will ordinarily impede progressive sanctification, 2 Peter 1:9; (4) undermines 
one’s assurance of salvation, 1 Peter 1:5; and, (5) grants to one but little love for Jesus, Luke 7:47.

10. Heart religion reminds you that your only hope is in the merit and work of the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  He is the Savior of sinners.  He is the author of your salvation.  He makes dead sinners to come
to life as saints.  God alone has made you to differ from those who hear the gospel and do not believe 
with their whole heart.  Soli Deo Gloria!

11. The Apostle Paul derives great confidence for himself and for you who believe as he writes, 
"For I am confident of the very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the 
day of Christ Jesus."1

1 Philippians 1:6 NASB


