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Study Notes for the Christian Layperson

John 14:23-31 esv

John 3:1-15 esv

Author and Date:

John the Apostle is the author, and this book is
traditionally dated around AD 90. This is an event unique
to the Gospel of John, which introduces Nicodemus,
a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin. Nicodemus
is a recurring character in John’s Gospel, most notably at
the scene of the crucifixion (see John 7:50-51 and 19:39-42).

takes Jesus to mean “again,” but the rest of the dialogue
from Jesus indicates that He means “from above.”
•

1
Now 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.”

•

Theologians are divided on the true nature of
Nicodemus’ intentions with Jesus. Some suggest
Nicodemus is disingenuous in his flattery of Jesus,
while others say that Nicodemus approaches Jesus
out of a real curiosity about His person and work.
I favor the second option, because Nicodemus
approaches Jesus under cover of nightfall, as to
avoid raising suspicion. This fits into St. John’s
interplay between light (righteousness) and dark
(unrighteousness), as Nicodemus is coming out of
the dark into the light. Also, Nicodemus makes
positive reference to both Jesus’ teaching and His
signs, both of which Jesus commends to the Jews
in John 10:22-42 as proof of His identity.

Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless
one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

3

•

The Greek word that is translated as “again” can
also mean “from above.” The best way to determine
which is the correct translation is by looking at the
context. It is clear from verse 4 that Nicodemus
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The concept of being born from above comes up
for the first time in John’s Gospel in chapter 1,
where St. John writes, “But to all who did receive
him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to
become children of God, who were born, not of
blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of
man, but of God.” (John 1:12-13) This shows that
being born from above is an action that must be
taken up by God alone. Because we are children
of Adam and conceived and born in sin (Psalm 51:5,
for example), we are not Christians simply by being
born into a Christian family (blood). We cannot
decide to become Christians (flesh). We cannot be
converted by another person’s desire (man). Only God
can cause us to be born from above as His children.

Author and Date:
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•

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?” 5 Jesus answered, “Truly, truly,
I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit,
he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

With these words, “water and the Spirit,” Jesus clearly
defines what it means to be born from above: Holy
Baptism. It is in Baptism that a person is adopted
into the family of God (Galatians 3:27-4:7). God is
the creator of all mankind, but He is the Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ and of the Baptized faithful.
Baptism bestows upon us a heavenly kingdom of
righteousness and purity that is founded upon the
righteousness and purity of Christ, which He won
for us by His perfect obedience to the Father, even
to the point of death on a cross.

•
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the creator of all mankind, but He is the Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ and of the Baptized faithful.
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That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is
born of the Spirit is spirit.

6

•

Jesus reinforces what was said in John 1. One who
is born into this world and has not received Holy
Baptism is a son or daughter of Adam, the fallen
man. They are bound in slavery to sin and can only
produce unrighteous fruit that leads to death. That
person who is born from above through the work of
the Holy Spirit in Baptism, however, is freed from
sin and death to love God and neighbor imperfectly
in this life and then perfectly in the life to come
(see Luther’s Small Catechism explanation of the 1st
and 2nd Petitions of the Lord’s Prayer and Romans
6:4, for example). In Baptism, then, faith begins
to produces works pleasing in God’s sight. These
are not the cause of our justification, but they are
certainly a result thereof.

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.”

•

The word “wind” here is the same word for “spirit.”
This is another play on words from Jesus, meant
to shroud the kingdom of God from Nicodemus
until he comes to realize that his own righteousness
through the Law is not enough to get him into
God’s Kingdom.

•

The Gospel’s movement through the preached Word
and the right administration of the Sacraments is a
mystery to those on the outside of God’s kingdom,
because they cannot see (or comprehend it with
their fallen reason).

•

This also indicates to us that we, who are made
members of God’s kingdom, can be certain that the
Spirit works through certain means. The movement
of the Spirit is not mysterious to us, because Jesus
has linked it to preaching, baptism, and the Supper.

That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is
born of the Spirit is spirit.
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•

13
No one has ascended into heaven except he who
descended from heaven, the Son of Man.

•

7

•

Jesus is astounded by Nicodemus’ lack of
understanding. As a Pharisee and member of the
Sanhedrin, Nicodemus should have been able
to use the writings of Moses and the Prophets to
properly understand Jesus. This is why Jesus then
points Nicodemus to Genesis and Numbers in the
next few verses.

This is perhaps a reference to Jacob’s dream in
Genesis 28, which featured a ladder or staircase
reaching from earth to heaven and angels ascending
and descending it (Genesis 28:10-17). We can
identify that ladder or staircase as Jesus Himself,
using His word to Nathanael in John 1:51: “Truly,
truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened,
and the angels of God ascending and descending
on the Son of Man.” As St. Paul tells us in Ephesians 4,
in his preaching on Psalm 68, Jesus is the only one
who descends from heaven in order to ascend again.

And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so
must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes
in him may have eternal life.”
14

•

•

Jesus uses the text of Numbers 21:4-9 to show us
how verse 13 is accomplished and what its end result
is: that Jesus is to be lifted up (which is referring to
the crucifixion—see John 12:32). This is the logical
and theological conclusion to this text on Baptism,
because Christian baptism incorporates sinners
into the death of Jesus (Romans 6:1-11). It is by our
incorporation into Jesus’ death that we are set free
from sin and death.
Here is where the connection to Trinity Sunday
becomes evident. We are baptized into the triune
name of God (Matthew 28:19). God becomes our
Father, Christ becomes our Brother, and the Holy
Spirit becomes our Comforter.

Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” 10
Jesus answered him, “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet
you do not understand these things? 11 Truly, truly, I say to
you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what
we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony. 12 If I
have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how
can you believe if I tell you heavenly things?
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