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Let’s open our Bibles to John 3 this morning. We’re in a series 

we’ve entitled “The Gospel of John.” We’re looking at this 

Gospel that was written by one of the closest associates and probably the best friend Jesus had while He was here on earth doing 

His earthly ministry. Today we’ve come to a passage of Scripture that is really famous, because one of the most famous Bible 

verses is contained in our text—John 3:16. Much of what surrounds that famous verse is less well known. Maybe we’ve never really 

studied this verse in its context and seen it for the power it has based on what was happening in that conversation. 

This morning we’re going to be spectators to a one-on-one, face-to-face conversation Jesus had with Nicodemus. This is one of the 

longest one-on-one conversations recorded in all of Scripture and it teaches us about one important truth: our salvation. It tells us 

what won’t get us saved. It tells us what we need in order to be saved. It tells us what happens in the process of salvation and then 

what we are to do in light of our salvation. Thus this passage plays an integral role in our own lives as followers of Jesus Christ, so 

we would do well to take time to allow God to speak to us through these verses.  

One-on-one conversations are important. If you’re married, you no doubt have had one-on-one conversations with your spouse. 

If you’re a parent, no doubt you’ve been part of one-on-one conversations with your kids. If you have someone important in your 

life, at some point you’ve had one-on-one conversations with them. These face-to-face encounters help us understand each other, 

answer questions and maybe give us a peek into the life of the individual we’re talking to. We love to be spectators of face-to-face, 

one-on-one conversations.  

In fact, some of the most watched television involves face-to-face, one-on-one interviews. This might be a situation where a 

celebrity is talking about life as a movie actor or life as a musician. We want to hear what life is like for the rich and famous. We 

take notice when they sit down and answer questions. We love to hear about what’s going on in our world, even if it’s with an 

enemy, someone who wants to do us harm. We’ll even tune in to a one-on-one conversation with a global terrorist. What about 

leaders of nations, even nations other than our own? We want to know what they see in the world and how they view us as a 

country, so we’ll watch a face-to-face conversation with them.  

Sitting presidents sometimes have an opportunity to answer questions, even in times when their lives have been hit by scandal. 

We always want to know more of the story. But sometimes face-to-face conversations can also be eerie. Maybe a young lady who 

is part of the royal family might say, “There’s someone in this family who wants to see me dead.” Then a few months later, her 

worst fears actually come about.  

Face-to-face, one-on-one conversations can be very enlightening. They open our eyes to see things we didn’t know and help us 

understand the person we’re talking with. So it’s no wonder that Nicodemus, a man of great stature, longed to have a face-to-face 

conversation with the upstart Teacher Who was doing some pretty amazing things. No slouch himself, Nicodemus wanted to know 

more about Jesus, so that night he visited Jesus to have a one-on-one conversation. In this conversation we see three things come 

out, so we’re going to look at these as we work through this passage today.  



In this conversation, Jesus dispels common myths surrounding salvation. 

To begin, in this conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus, Jesus longs to dispel some common myths we have about salvation. 

Our text today begins with the words, “There was a man…” What do we need to know about this man? We see that his name was 

Nicodemus, that he was a Pharisee and a ruler of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night and said some nice things about Jesus: “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 3:2). 

In this Gospel, John is unveiling a specific theme which is that everyone needs Jesus. Last week we learned that even if a person is 

religious, like those who worked in the temple, they still needs Jesus. Today we’re going to see that even if a person is spiritual and 

has nice things to say about Jesus, we still need Him. Then two weeks from now we’ll see a woman who is neither religious nor 

spiritual, but who is a broken Gentile. She too needed Jesus. 

Myth #1 — Keeping the law can save us. 

Today Jesus is explaining that some of the myths we have about salvation are wrong. We can look at someone’s life and decide 

that they should inherit eternal life. We would probably say Nicodemus was that kind of person; his life would have looked 

impeccable to us. As a Pharisee, he would have insured that his life was from free from both physical and spiritual leaven that 

would keep him from adhering to the 613 laws Moses had given to the people of Israel. In fact, the Pharisees went even further 

than this. As the spiritual leaders, they had thousands more laws to build fences around those 613 laws to insure that people 

weren’t even in the area code of breaking the Mosaic laws. If someone looked at Nicodemus, they would have seen an individual 

who lived according to the law. In fact, every aspect of his life would have been about the law. All his spiritual ducks were in a row. 

We might think that if anybody was saved, Nicodemus would have been that man.  

It’s possible to be incredibly religious and have our spiritual life “in order,” but still be lost. Some of us today are living under this 

myth. We think that by attending a Bible-believing church and going through rituals like communion and baptism, by being part of 

a good Bible study, if our life is cleaner than the life of our neighbors, then we’re in a good spot. We must be saved and in right 

relationship with God. As we’ll see, however, Nicodemus was actually far from God, even though from a human perspective he 

was spiritually in order.  

So we need to dismiss Myth #1—that we can will ourselves to do certain things that will make us right with God.  

Myth #2 — Our good behavior can save us. 

Along with saying nice things about Jesus, Nicodemus was also nice to Him. He was both cordial and curious. He told Jesus, “No 

one can do these signs unless God is with him.”  We see two superlatives Nicodemus is saying about Jesus:  

First, that Jesus is some sort of prophet. “You speak on behalf of God and You speak the truths of God.” That’s a positive statement.  

Second, Nicodemus tells Jesus, “God is with You. God’s presence gives You authority.” Then Nicodemus wants to know a little more 

about Jesus.  

Some of us might also be accepting this myth. We’re cordial to Jesus, we’re curious about Him, assuming that’s all it takes to be a 

Christian. In my community, and this may be true in yours as well, Jesus is held in high regard. People don’t actually worship Him, 

but there’s a level of respect. When the subject of Jesus comes up, people say nice things about Him. “He was a good Teacher and 

a wonderful man. He sought to make the world a better place.” When I tell people I’m a pastor, they will ask questions like, “Hey, 

Tim, can you help me understand this? I’ve always wondered this about Jesus.” They’re curious about Him. 

But just because you’re cordial or curious, as Nicodemus was, doesn’t mean you’re close to God. Jesus makes this clear to 

Nicodemus. He was still lost in sin. Maybe you’re here today and you have no beef with Jesus. He hasn’t done anything to hurt you. 

You might even be curious about Him. You haven’t made up your mind about Him yet. You may think, like Nicodemus thought, 

that you’re good with God. Jesus is going to tell you today that you’re actually far from God and still lost in your sin.  

Nicodemus was in the upper levels of Jewish leadership in his nation. Later we’ll learn, in verse ten, that he also has another 

position. Jesus said to him, “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things?” As the teacher of Israel, 

Nicodemus was a premier scholar and theologian in his day. He was the one the nation went to with their spiritual questions. First 



of all, because he was a Pharisee, Nicodemus would have memorized most of the Old Testament. As part of the Sanhedrin, he was 

respected as one of the greatest of the Pharisees. But now we see that he also stands out as a teacher of Israel. In many ways, he 

was seen to be more knowledgeable than his peers. 

Myth #3 — Biblical knowledge can save us.  

That brings up the third myth, which is that biblical knowledge can save us. Some of us think that because we really understand 

biblical doctrine, we’re in right standing with God. Maybe you went to Awana and know the Bible verses and stories. TYou could 

beat anyone in a Trivial Pursuit Bible contest.  

Nicodemus was a spiritual man. He was curious and kind toward Jesus. He knew the Old Testament probably better than anyone 

here today. Yet Jesus was about to tell him, “Nicodemus, you are far from Me.”  

So we need to ask ourselves, “What myths am I buying into that wrongly assure me that I’m saved?” If you were to sit down with 

Jesus, would He point out the misconceptions you have about salvation? 

In this conversation, Jesus demands people experience a miraculous change. 

As Jesus will tell Nicodemus, God demands that a miraculous change takes place in our lives. Two times Jesus gives Nicodemus 

what might be called a “stiff arm” in football language. He basically tells him that he’s far from God and lost in his sins. What is this 

“stiff arm”? It’s the word “unless.”  

In verse three He says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Nicodemus responds, 

“How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” The answer Jesus gives him 

begins in verse five:  

5 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God... 7 Do not marvel that I said to you, “You 

must be born again.” 8 The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it 

is with everyone who is born of the Spirit. 

When Jesus uses the word “unless,” He is saying there is no other way for us to enter the Kingdom of heaven unless we turn to 

Him, unless we give our life to Him. Other things might make us look better. We might find good things to do without knowing 

Him. We might be able to give all the right answers in a Trivial Pursuit game. But these things will not allow us to be part of God’s 

Kingdom. What God requires is that we be born again which is a concept that for many of us is hard to understand, just as it was 

for Nicodemus. Jesus compares this to our physical birth. It’s not so much what we ourselves do as it is what is being done for us.  

I’ve seen three babies born, and none of them came out saying, “Do you see what I did? Look at this. I’m pretty impressive.” No, 

there was a lot going on around that child that brought about his birth. And so it is with our spiritual birth. We’re a participant in 

it, but if we think we’re all there is to our salvation experience, we’re mistaken. A lot of things have been put in motion long before 

we got to the place where we can be born again. 

Jesus tells Nicodemus it’s like the wind: “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes 

from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”  If you ask people who come to salvation in Jesus how it happened, 

they will have different answers. It’s varied like the wind is varied. For some it was a quiet breeze over a period of time; nothing 

dramatic, but little by little they were moved into a relationship with Jesus Christ. For others it was a gale force wind that hit them 

hard. That’s what happened with the apostle Paul when he came to know Christ. He was headed one way in rebellion, on his way 

to persecute Christians, then like a gust of wind, Jesus Himself confronted Paul and he landed flat on his face before God. Some of 

you experienced this kind of wind and it knocked you down.  

What forms do this wind come in? It might be biblical words from a friend or even a stranger. It might be the preaching of God’s 

Word by a pastor or speaker. It could be the great lyrics of a Christian song that lead you to an understanding of what Christ has 

done for us. It might be a book written by a Christian explaining what salvation means. Perhaps you were handed a tract and said, 

“You need to know this about salvation.” We need to realize that this wind is the Spirit of almighty God Who moves in our lives to 



accomplish this miraculous change. God speaks to us in our sin, telling us we need to agree with Him about two things. First, we 

need to agree that we are sinners and second, we need to agree that He has the solution to our sin.  

Where do we find this in our passage today? Go to verse 14, where Jesus brings up an event in the life of Moses: “As Moses lifted up 

the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” He’s referring to 

the way the Spirit of God moved in the life of the children of Israel in Numbers 21. There we find them doing what they did well: 

grumbling and complaining. God brought judgment on them through a plague of venomous snakes. As a result, many people were 

dying. They came to Moses, pleading for him to ask God to intervene before they were all destroyed. In His grace, God had Moses 

fashion a bronze serpent and put it on pole where everyone could see it. Those who had been bitten by a snake only needed to 

look at this bronze serpent, indicating their willingness to trust and obey God, then they would be healed from that which was 

killing them. 

Jesus was explaining to Nicodemus that the way a person enters the Kingdom of heaven is by agreeing with God about our sin and 

our need for rescue. We must confess that our sin has violated God’s righteous standards and has kept us from everything good 

God would give us. Then we need to agree that God’s answer is our only hope.  

What is His answer? Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must Jesus be lifted up. When did that happen? It was 

on the cross of Calvary. As a result, whoever believes in Jesus will have eternal life, abundant life, victorious life. That’s when we 

read this famous verse, John 3:16. Why did God provide this solution for us? Here’s why: 

16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not 

send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not 

condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 

There was Nicodemus. He was religious and spiritual. He had it all figured out from a knowledge standpoint. But the two things he 

had not agreed with God about were that he was a sinner and that he needed Jesus. How ironic that the distance between 

Nicodemus and ourselves is 2,000 years and half a globe, yet we have exactly the same need here today. Will we agree with the 

Spirit of God that we are sinners and without Him, we are helpless and hopeless? Yet because God loved us enough to send His 

Son, we now are able to gain eternal life through His death and resurrection.  

So the question this morning is are you born again? Do you know of the moment or the place to which you can look back and say, 

“I agreed with the Spirit about my sin and that Jesus is the only answer to remove the punishment I deserve for that sin”? If you 

have never done this, Jesus is saying that you will not enter the Kingdom of heaven unless you come to this place. You will never 

experience all God intends you to have, not only in this life, but in the life to come, unless you are born again. 

This is the most important question you need to answer. Don’t go another day without having the certainty that you have in fact 

been born again. It doesn’t require church membership or any other specific activity. What it requires is a humble and contrite 

heart that acknowledges, “I am a sinner and Jesus, You are my only Savior.”  

If you can say this in faith and believe it in your heart, then Jesus says He will dwell with you all the days of your life. He will lead 

and guide you like a good Shepherd. He will be the light you need in a world of darkness. He will be the hope you need, because 

without Him you and I are hopeless. 

In this conversation, Jesus says those who experience the new birth delight in 

being made holy.  

What does being born again look like? You might be saying, “Tim, I think I’m born again, but there are so many myths out there 

and some of them sound good. I think I’ve done this, but I’m not sure.” We need to understand that a person who is born again 

delights in being made holy. Look at verses 18-21: 

18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of 

the only Son of God. 19 And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because 

their works were evil. 20 For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. 
21 But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.” 



If you want assurance of your salvation, then ask yourself this question: “Do I like the Spirit of God’s illumination in my life?” You 

see, as Christ followers, we’re not perfect. We’re not better than anyone else. What we’ve come to realize is that the Spirit of God 

convicts us of sin and exposes us to the truth of God in His Word. And we long for that in our lives. We want His ongoing 

examination, where His light shines even in the dark places of our personal and private lives. We want God to speak truth into our 

lives. When He convicts us of sin, the born again individual delights in this, realizing it gives the opportunity to receive forgiveness, 

cleansing and restored fellowship. It doesn’t mean we’re sinless; it means we know where to go when we sin. We know where 

forgiveness is found when we fail. We long for truth.  

So this morning, if you have agreed with the Spirit of God that you are a sinner and you’ve agreed with the Spirit of God that Jesus 

is your only Savior, then a born again experience is the ongoing process of realizing these things to be realities in your life. You 

also stay away from the things that characterized your former life. You know what the temptation to sin can do, but because you 

now know Jesus, you want your relationship to grow deeper every day.  

So our two questions this morning are these: Are you born again? And if you are born again, what is your life like now? What did 

you do last week? What are you hoping to experience in the coming week? These then demonstrate whether you are actually in 

agreement with the Spirit of almighty God, Who moves around you like the wind, showing you your sin and showing you the 

greatness of your Savior.  
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