
City On a Hill Session 5: John 3:1-16




         COVID-19 EDITION 

SESSION OBJECTIVE: JOHN 3:1-16 
To understand what true hope looks like in otherwise hopeless times.


Hope 
One of my favorite scenes in a movie is found in the second installment of the Lord of the Rings trilogy. In The 
Two Towers, at the (epic) Battle at Helm’s Deep, things take a turn for the worse for the humans and elves. In 
a moment of defeat when all hope seems to be lost, the sun begins to rise. In that moment, Aragorn 

remembers the words of his beloved friend Gandalf the White: “Look to my coming, at first light, on the fifth 
day. At dawn, look to the East.” The men, shrouded in defeat, look to the east to see not only Gandalf, but 
Éomer and the Rohorrim (horse lords). Immediately, the morale of the men in Helm’s Deep is restored, and 
they end up subduing Saruman’s evil army with the help of their friends.


I love the scene for a variety of reasons, but for our purposes this morning, because it is a great (albeit, 
fictional) example of the power of hope. We are moving into the fifth week of this pandemic and our world is 
not only being affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, but a variety of economic crises as well. While it is true 
for any frame of time that our world has faced, right now more than ever, the world needs some hope. We 
need to see help on the horizon; answers to our greatest problems. This morning we will examine a well-
known passage of Scripture, and the Old Testament allusion it contains, and see what (or, rather, who) is the 
source of our ultimate hope. John chapter 3 contains what is perhaps the most well-known Bible verse (John 
3:16). It also contains much, much more than that. Let’s jump in, and explore.


Examining the Text 
Below is a quick outline of someone important words or phrases in our passage.
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NICODEMUS 
John 3 opens by introducing to us a new character by the name of Nicodemus. Nicodemus is a Pharisee and 
a member of the Sanhedrin (a sort of Jewish Supreme Court), and, “a teacher of Israel” (Jn. 3:10). While it 
doesn’t say specifically he is of the Sanhedrin, John’s description of him as, “a ruler of the Jews” (Jn. 3:1) 
indicates as much. Nicodemus’ position is important to the interaction he has with Jesus. Being as well 
versed in the Old Testament as he likely would have been, Jesus references some Old Testament passages 
that would only have made sense to someone who really knew the Scripture well.


BORN AGAIN 
This is a well-known phrase in even modern evangelicalism and it finds its roots in verse 3. Jesus says in 
verse 3, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” This is actually 
a play on words. The word “again” in Greek (ἄνωθεν) actually has a dual meaning. It can mean, “again,” but it 
can also mean, “from above.” Nicodemus interprets the word as the former (Jn. 3:4), but Jesus likely intends 
the latter. In that case, He would be saying, “Unless one is born from above he cannot see the kingdom of 
God.” In our modern context, we use the term, “born again” to mean exactly that; a new birth from above. 
Jesus has in mind a kind of birth that comes from heaven. A spiritual birth, if you will.


BORN OF WATER AND SPIRIT 
Jesus further tells Nicodemus what it takes for one to enter heaven. He clarifies what He meant by a birth 
from above: “Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (Jn. 3:5). Many 
propositions have been made to try and explain what Jesus means here. One interpretation that has surfaced 
in modernity connects the water birth to baptism and the spiritual birth to the indwelling Holy Spirit. There are 
some incredible problems with this interpretation and not enough time to explain why (maybe another time!). 
Another interpretation involves the physical and spiritual births one must undergo. The immediate (and 
simplest) explanation is that Jesus is referencing a physical birth (water), and a spiritual birth (Spirit). 
Nicodemus had just mentioned physical birth in the verse prior, and so Jesus is following that up with the 
added concept of Spiritual birth additionally. However, as is the case with much of Jesus’ (and the apostles’) 
teaching, there are often layers of meaning. In order to fully understand Jesus’ words here, one must 
remember a few things. For one, His words in verse 3: “Born from above.” There is only one birth Jesus 
seems to have in mind, and that birth is described as a birth of both water and Spirit. Not two births, but one. 
Secondly, consider Jesus’ audience. Nicodemus is a teacher of Israel, and would have had a tremendous 
command of the Old Testament Scriptures. With a birth typified by water AND Spirit, and the Old Testament in 
mind, that brings us to 36:25-26, a very well-known passage regarding the New Covenant. It reads:


“Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and 
from all your idols. 26 Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove 
the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 I will put My Spirit within you and cause you 
to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” 

The passage describes a new covenant God will make with His people (see also, Jer. 31:31-34). This is likely 
what Jesus meant. Unless one is purified by God and given a new a heart and a new spirit, he cannot observe 
the statutes of Yahweh, and thus he cannot enter heaven. Access to heaven, then, is made possible by God, 
not men. 


THE BRONZE SERPENT 
Jesus says in verses 14 and 15: “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.” Jesus makes yet another Old 
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Testament allusion, this time to Numbers 21. In Numbers 21, the people of Israel rebel and murmur against 
God, and as a result (judgment) God raises up fiery serpents to bite and kill many of the people. They are 
terrified (rightfully), and cry out to God, and God gives them a way to find mercy and restore hope. Numbers 
21:8-9 say, “Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Make a fiery serpent, and set it on a standard; and it shall come 
about, that everyone who is bitten, when he looks at it, he will live.’ 9 And Moses made a bronze serpent and 
set it on the standard; and it came about, that if a serpent bit any man, when he looked to the bronze serpent, 
he lived.” The bronze serpent is held up, and anyone who looked upon it found restoration. The people looked 
up and saw hope (See: Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers). 


SON OF MAN 
Jesus refers to Himself in verses 13 and again in 14 as, “the Son of Man.” It’s easy to gloss over this without 
really considering its meaning. That Jesus is both fully God and fully man makes, “the Son of Man” seem like 
a reference to His humanity. However, this is likely a connection to Daniel chapter 7:13-14:


“I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he 
came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and a 
kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, 
which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.” 

Jesus is making a claim to His Lordship. The Son of Man is a Divine figure! Why is it that looking upon the Son 
of Man, lifted up, will save us from the snake bite of sin? Because the Son of Man is the Son of God, and in 
Him there is life (Jn. 1:4). 


The Greater Cure 
Jesus’ suggestion is powerful and timely for us. He is the greater bronze serpent. He is able to do more than 
the bronze serpent could do in Moses’ time. The people in the wilderness were snake-bit by fiery serpents; we 
are snake-bit by sin (and also anxiety, fear, and trepidation over the novel coronavirus). The people in the 
wilderness needed only to look upon the bronze serpent by faith to be saved; we need only to look upon 
Jesus by faith to be saved. 


Jesus’ words in verse 14 and 15 are the direct context for verse 16. As the bronze serpent is lifted up, so the 
Son of Man must be lifted up. Verse 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.” How is the Son of Man lifted up such that men might 
look upon Him? By being crucified. The cross is our cure, literally!


Interestingly, verse 16 is not for sure Jesus’ words. If you read the so-called “Red Letter Edition” Bible, your 
words in verse 16 are likely red. However, the Greek has no such coloring, and it seems strange for Jesus to 
speak in third person like this. In my estimation, verse 16 is the words of John the Apostle, summarizing what 
Jesus is saying to Nicodemus. John is using the Nicodemus conversation as a primer to then make this grand 
statement regarding God’s sacrificial love for His creation. 


Applying the Text 
There are so many people terrified of what might happen because of COVID-19. “How many people will die 
from this?” “How many businesses will shut down?” “What will the damage be both from the virus and from 
the economic ripple effects caused by the shelter-in-place?” There are many questions, and unfortunately, not 
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many answers. What is clear, is that the world needs hope. The world needs something to look up to for 
salvation, and that something is a someone, and that someone is JESUS. 


There are a lot of helpful things you can do for other people during a shelter-in-place, but there is one thing 
you can do that will benefit them more than anything else: share the hope of Christ. Have them look up to the 
Son of Man hanging on a cross for their sins. Talk to them about the snake bite of sin, and the radical 
forgiveness we have because of the cross. People need hope; talk to them about being born from above.


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read John 3:1-2. Who is Nicodemus? How is he described? What does he ask Jesus?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Read John 3:3. What kind of question does Jesus respond with? What does Jesus mean by, “born 

again” (Hint: See above)?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 
1. Read John 3:4. What does Nicodemus ask of Jesus in return? In light of this question, how do you 

suppose Nicodemus interpreted, “born again?”

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read John 3:5-8. What does Jesus say a person must be born of? What is this a reference to? (Hint: See 
above)  


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. Read John 3:9. What is Nicodemus’ response?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read John 3:10-13. How does Jesus respond back to Nicodemus? Why is it surprising to Jesus that 
Nicodemus doesn’t understand what He’s saying?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Four 
1. Read John 3:14-15. What is this passage in reference to (Hint: See above)?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Read John 3:16. Who is likely saying these words, and why? (Hint: See above)

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Week 5 Discussion: Hope 
During times such as these, it is easy to lose hope. “When will this all be over?” “Will I get sick?” “What if 
someone I know gets sick?” “What happens if a second wave of the virus occurs and we have to do this all 
over again?” There are lots of questions that produce fear and anxiety in us, not only regarding this but other 
facets of life as well, and so hope is a much needed relief. Talk as a group about different things that provide 
hope in our day to day life, and how ultimately Jesus is our final and lasting hope.


1. Icebreaker: How worried are you right now about the COVID-19 pandemic, and why? Is it more related to 
the sickness or the economy? 


2. What developments have brought you a level of comfort during this time? (Examples: vaccines, 
understanding the virus, etc.)


3. How does the hope of eternal life impact your experience during a pandemic or natural disaster?

4. Does sharing your hope in Christ with other people impact you positively or negatively? In other words, 

when you share your faith, how does it make you feel?

5. Challenge: Write down your salvation story. Include what your life was like before you heard and believed 

the Gospel, and what changed for you when you did. Share your story with the class on Sunday in brief. 
Also, read what you wrote down regularly and digest it well enough that you are able to share with others 
on the spot when the opportunity arises.


Takeaways: 
1. John 3 chronicles a discussion between a Pharisee named Nicodemus and Jesus regarding how one may 

enter the kingdom of God.

2. Being born again really means being born from above.

3. We find our ultimate hope when we look to Jesus.


PRAYER REQUESTS:
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