
The Gospel of John 
 
REVIEW 
What is the purpose of the Gospel of John? 
 

I. Prologue – 1:1-18 
A. His Deity (1-5) 
B. His Witness (6-8) 
C. His Ministry (9-13) 
D. His Revelation (14-18) 

 
II. That You May Believe – 1:19-12:50 

A. The Background (1:19-2:12) 
1. The witness of John the Baptist (1:19-34) 
2. The witness of the First Followers (1:35-51) 
3. The witness of the First Miracle (2:1-12) 

B. The Message (2:13-4:42) 
1. The Background (2:13-25) 

a. The Cleansing of the Temple (13-17) 
b. The Sign of Resurrection (18-22) 
c. The Response (23-25) 

 
PREVIEW 

2. The Content (3:1-21) 
a. Given by Jesus (1-15) 
b. Explained (16-21) 

 
VIEW 
2. The Content (3:1-21) 

Spurgeon comments: “If we were asked to read to a dying man who did not know the 
gospel, we should probably select this chapter as the most suitable one for such an occasion; 
and what is good for dying men is good for us all, for that is what we are; and how soon we 
may be actually at the gates of death, none of us can tell.” 
 
Notice that this section of scripture consists of a conversation. Edersheim comments: “The 
report of what passed reads, more than almost any other in the Gospels, like notes taken at 
the time by one who was present” (p. 382). First Nicodemus makes a statement in verse 2. 
Then Jesus responds with a statement that is difficult to understand in verse 3. Next, 
Nicodemus misunderstands the statement in verse 4; and, Jesus responds again with a 
statement that is even more difficult to understand in verse 5. This is followed by a discourse 
and explanation of what Jesus is teaching. Since Jesus is the master teacher, how do you 
think this method of making statements that are increasingly difficult to understand helped 
Nicodemus learn the lesson that Jesus wanted to teach him? Was Jesus successful in His 
effort to teach Nicodemus? See John 19:39. 

 
 



a. Given by Jesus (3:1-15) 
 
(1) Who came to Jesus in this verse? What three things does this verse tell us about this person? 

1. He is first identified as a Pharisee. What was a Pharisee? Barclay comments: “In 
many ways the Pharisees were the best people in the whole country. There were 
never more than 6,000 of them; they were what was known as a chaburah, or 
brotherhood. They entered into this brotherhood, by taking a pledge in front of three 
witnesses that they would spend all their lives observing every detail of the scribal 
law... They said: ‘The Law is complete; it contains everything necessary for the 
living of a good life; therefore in the Law there must be a rule and a regulation to 
govern every possible incident in every possible moment of life for every possible 
man.’ So they set to extract from the great principles of the law an infinite number of 
rules and regulations to govern every conceivable situation in life. In other words 
they changed the law of the great principles into the legalism of by-laws and 
regulations... The best example of what they did is to be seen in the Sabbath Law. In 
the Bible itself we are simply told that we must remember the Sabbath day to keep it 
holy, and that on that day no work must be done, either by a man or by his servants 
or his animals. Not content with that, the later Jews spent hour after hour and 
generation after generation defining what work is and listing the things that may and 
may not be done on the Sabbath day. The Mishnah is the codified scribal law. It was 
the scribes who spent their lives working out these rules and regulations. In the 
Mishnah the section on the Sabbath extends to no fewer than twenty-four chapters” 
(p. 108-110). 

 
“It was the scribes who worked out these regulations; it was the Pharisees who 
dedicated their lives to keeping them. Obviously, however misguided a man might 
be, he must nonetheless be desperately in earnest if he proposed to undertake 
obedience to every one of the thousands of rules. That is precisely what the Pharisees 
did. The name Pharisee means The Separated One; and the Pharisees were those who 
had separated themselves from all ordinary life in order to keep every detail of the 
law of the scribes” (Barclay, p. 111). Concerning the fact that Nicodemus was a 
Pharisee, Expositor’s comments: “He belonged to that party which with all its 
bigotry contained a salt of true patriotism and could rear such cultured and high-
toned men as Gamaliel and Paul” (p. 711). 

 
2. The author writes the name of the person in this account, Nicodemus, and this tells 

us that he was probably a well-known person. Barclay speculates that he may have 
belonged to one of the most distinguished families in Jerusalem. 

 
3. The verse also identifies him as a “ruler of the Jews”. This expression identifies 

Nicodemus as a member of the Sanhedrin, the supreme court of the nation of Israel, 
comprised of seventy members. Barclay comments: “In particular the Sanhedrin had 
religious jurisdiction over every Jew in the world; and one of its duties was to 
examine and deal with anyone suspected of being a false prophet” (p. 111). 

 
In chapter two the rulers of the Jews challenged Jesus authority to “cleanse the temple”, and 
they asked for a sign that would prove Him to be the Messiah. But, he did not give them a 



sign. What does the appearance of Nicodemus in this account illustrate? Is it surprising to 
have an aristocrat, a Pharisee, a ruler of the Jews come to Jesus? What does his coming to 
Jesus reveal about Nicodemus? 

 
(2) Why do you think Nicodemus came to Jesus at night? Barclay comments: “The wonder is 

that Nicodemus, with his background, came to Jesus at all; and it was infinitely better to 
come at night than not to come at all. It is a miracle of grace that Nicodemus overcame his 
prejudices and his upbringing and his whole view of life enough to come to Jesus at all” (p. 
112). Expositor’s comments: “Nicodemus came to the fountain head, dissatisfied with the 
way in which his colleagues were dealing with Jesus, and resolved to judge for himself.  
Nothing could be more hopeful than such a state of mind. When a man says, I will see for 
myself what Jesus is, not influenced by what other men say; before I sleep I will settle this 
matter, the result is fairly certain to be good” (p. 711-712). In a sense, Nicodemus came to 
Jesus as a representative/type of all people (2:23-25). 

 
Perhaps Nicodemus came to Jesus by night to be protected in the cover of darkness, or 
perhaps it was something else. Nighttime was considered the best time to study the law 
because a person could do so undisturbed. It may well be that Nicodemus came to Jesus by 
night because he wanted an absolutely private and completely undisturbed time with Jesus. 
Edersheim comments: “We can scarcely realize the difficulties which he had to overcome. It 
must have been a mighty power of conviction, to break down prejudice so far as to lead this 
old Sanhedrist to acknowledge a Galilean, untrained in the Schools, as a Teacher come from 
God, and to repair to Him for direction on, perhaps, the most delicate and important point in 
Jewish theology” (p. 381). 

 
What did Nicodemus say to Jesus? Why do you think He made this statement? What do you 
think Nicodemus was attempting to accomplish with this beginning? Nicodemus 
acknowledges the fact that Jesus has performed “signs”, and yet what term does he use to 
describe Jesus? What does this tell us about Nicodemus? Notice that he says “we know”. 
Who is “we”? What do you think this tells us about his reason for coming to Jesus? It is 
difficult to know if Nicodemus spoke of himself, of the Sanhedrin, or of popular opinion. 
Clarke comments: “It is possible, that oidamen (we know) signifies no more than, it is 
known, it is generally acknowledged and allowed, that thou art a teacher come from God.” 

 
Expositor’s comments: “We need not see in the words anything either patronising or 
flattering, but merely the natural first utterance of a man wishing to show the state of his 
mind. He was convinced that Jesus was a divinely commissioned teacher. He came to hear 
what He had to teach. His teaching, in the judgment of Nicodemus, was divinely 
authenticated by the miracles; but to Nicodemus at any rate the teaching was that for which 
the miracles existed. They were “signs”, and though not recorded, they must have been of a 
kind to strike a thoughtful mind...as if other miracles might not have been so convincing. At 
the same time the reply of Jesus shows that behind this cautious designation of ‘teacher’ 
there lay in the mind of Nicodemus a suspicion that this might be the Messiah. Nicodemus 
may have taken to heart the Baptist’s proclamation” (p. 712). Jesus was not a “teacher who 
has come from God,” Jesus was God who has come to teach. Nicodemus can’t see this 
because he is still in darkness. 
 



With regard to Nicodemus’ statement of God being with people who perform signs, on one 
hand we understand the sense in which Nicodemus meant this, but on the other hand his 
statement is not entirely true. The Bible tells us that deceivers and false prophets can 
sometimes perform remarkable signs (2 Thess. 2:9 and Rev. 13:13-14). 

 
(3) How does Jesus respond to Nicodemus’ initial statement to Him? What does this reveal 

about Jesus in light of what was just mentioned in 2:23-25? What does this reveal about the 
concern of Nicodemus? What does this reveal about Jesus’ method of dealing with people? 
Is this an example we should imitate? Expositor’s comments: “Jesus speaks to the intention 
and mental attitude of His interlocutor rather than to his words” (p. 712). 

 
The expression “truly, truly” is used for emphasis. Literally, it is the word “amen”, and it 
means “so let it be” or “truly”. When it is repeated, as in this passage, it indicates that Jesus 
is about to make a solemn declaration. 

 
What does Jesus say to Nicodemus in this verse? What does it mean to be “born again”?  
Barclay comments: “When Jesus said that a man must be born again Nicodemus 
misunderstood Him, and the misunderstanding came from the fact that the word which the 
Authorized Version translates again, the Greek word anothen, has three different meanings.  
(i) It can mean from the beginning, completely, radically. (ii) It can mean again, in the sense 
of for the second time. (iii) It can mean from above, and, therefore, from God.” It is not 
possible for us to get all these meanings into any English word; and yet all three of them are 
in the phrase born again. To be born again is to undergo such a radical change that it is like 
a new birth; it is to have something happen to the soul which can only be described as being 
born all over again; and the whole process is not a human achievement, because it comes 
from the grace and the power of God” (p. 113-114). 

 
The concept of being born again, of rebirth and re-creation permeates the New Testament. 
See: 1 Peter 1:3; 1 Peter 1:22-23; James 1:18; Titus 3:5; Romans 6:1-11; 1 Corinthians 3:1-
2; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 6:15; Ephesians 4:22-24; Hebrews 5:12-14. Being born 
again was not strange to the people who lived in New Testament times. When a person 
converted to Judaism he was considered to be reborn. Barclay comments: “So radical was 
the change that the sins he had committed before his reception were all done away with, for 
now he was a different person” (p. 115). On this subject Edersheim comments: “According 
to the Jewish view, this second birth was the consequence of having taken upon oneself ‘the 
Kingdom’… The proselyte had taken upon himself ‘the Kingdom,’ and therefore he was 
‘born’ anew, while Jesus put it that he must be born again in order to see the Kingdom of 
God” (p. 384). This reversal of sequence must have confused Nicodemus. 

 
Why do you think Jesus says that a person “cannot see the kingdom of God” unless they are 
born again? How do you think Nicodemus perceived the Kingdom of God and entrance to 
it? How does this differ from what Jesus was trying to teach him? What do you think Jesus is 
trying to teach to Nicodemus about the Kingdom of God? Expositors comments: “But it is of 
‘signs’ Nicodemus has been speaking, of observing the kingdom coming; and Christ says: 
To see the kingdom you must be spiritual, born anew, for the signs are spiritual. In this 
language there should have been nothing to stumble Nicodemus. All Jerusalem was ringing 
with the echoes of the Baptist’s preaching, the essence of which was ‘ye must be born 



again’. To be children of Abraham is nothing. There is nothing moral, nothing spiritual, 
nothing of the will, nothing related to the Kingdom of God in being children of Abraham. 
As regards your fleshly birth you are as passive as stones and as truly outside the kingdom. 
In fact John had excommunicated to the whole nation, and expressly told them that they 
must submit to baptism, like Gentile proselytes, if they were to be prepared for the 
Messiah’s reign” (p. 713). Jesus’ reply to Nicodemus shattered the Jewish assumption that 
their racial identity assured them a place in God’s Kingdom. Jesus made it plain that a 
person’s first birth does not assure them of the kingdom; only being born again can do that. 

 
What does Jesus’ call to a new birth have to do with what the author is trying to 
communicate to his readers? Most Jews of that time looked for the Messiah to bring in a new 
world, in which Israel and the Jewish people would be pre-eminent. However, Jesus came to 
bring new life, in which He would be preeminent. 
 
It has been said, “If you are born once, you will die twice, but if you are born twice, you’ll 
only die once.” 

 
(4) How does Nicodemus respond to Jesus’ statement? What does this reveal about his 

understanding of what Jesus was teaching? Dods comments: “Had our Lord said: ‘Every 
Gentile must be born again,’ he would have understood.” In His description of new birth, 
Jesus recalled a familiar theme from Old Testament promises of the New Covenant (Deut. 
301-6; Jer. 23:1-8; Jer. 31:31-34; Jer. 32:37-41; Eze. 11:16-20; 36:16-28; 37:11-14, 21-28), 
which essentially make three promises: 

1. The gathering of Israel. 
2. The cleansing and spiritual transformation of God’s people. 
3. The reign of the Messiah over Israel and the whole world. 

 
In Jesus’ day, the common teaching among the Jewish people was that the first two aspects 
of the New Covenant had been fulfilled. They saw Israel gathered after the Babylonian exile, 
and they saw strong spiritual movements like the Pharisees, which they believed fulfilled the 
promise of spiritual transformation. All they waited for was the reign of the Messiah. That’s 
why Jesus’ statement about the new birth was so strange to Nicodemus. He thought that the 
Jewish people already had it; they certainly weren’t looking for it. They only looked for a 
triumphant Messiah. Notice that Nicodemus uses the word “how” and not “why”. 
 

(5-8) How does Jesus reply to Nicodemus’ questions? What is Jesus doing in these verses? 
 
(5) What is the first thing Jesus says in this verse? What does that mean? What does it mean to 

be “born of water”? To be “born of water” has been understood in at least three ways: 
1. It has been understood as a reference to water baptism, and, accordingly it has been 

understood to teach that baptism is necessary for salvation. Belief in baptismal 
regeneration was common in the early church. The difficulty with this view is that it 
is contrary to clear teaching found in other passages of scripture. For example, John 
3:16-18 and Romans 10:8-10, where faith is the only requirement for salvation. 

2. It has been understood to refer to physical birth because the verb in the sentence is 
“born” referring to birth, and the next verse seems to be a parallelism where “flesh” 
is paired with “water”. In this view “water” is understood to refer to the amniotic 



fluid in which the fetus lives prior to physical birth. 
3. Barclay comments: “Water is the symbol of cleansing. When Jesus takes possession 

of our lives, when we love Him with all our heart, the sins of the past are forgiven 
and forgotten.” (p. 119)  

 
Notice the progression of thought. In verse 3 Jesus says that unless one is born again, he 
“cannot see the kingdom of God”. Here in verse 5 He says that unless one is born again, he 
cannot enter the kingdom of God. What point do you think Jesus is making through this 
progression? 
 
Note: “The expression, ‘Kingdom of God,’ occurs only in 3:3 and 3:5 of the fourth Gospel. 
Otherwise the expression ‘My Kingdom’ is used in 18:36. This exceptional use of the 
Synoptic term, ‘Kingdom of God,’ is noteworthy in this connection” (Edersheim, p. 265). 

 
(6) What great truth does Jesus convey in this verse? Why is this so important? What do you 

think is the significance of this truth? Edersheim comments: “To see the Kingdom of God: to 
understand what means the absolute rule of God, the one high calling of our humanity, by 
which a man becomes a child of God—to perceive this, not as an improvement upon our 
present state, but as the submission of heart, mind, and life to Him as our Divine King…this 
can only be learned from Christ, and needs even for its perception, a kinship of spirit—for 
that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (p. 385). 

  
(7) When Jesus says, “Do not marvel”, what does that tell us about Nicodemus’ reaction to what 

Jesus was saying? What was Nicodemus marveling about? Jesus corrects Nicodemus’ 
marveling because His teaching about a new birth should not have been strange to 
Nicodemus, for new birth is mentioned in the Old Testament. See Ezekiel 18:30-3; 36:26-27. 
We should not forget whom Jesus said this to. Nicodemus was a religious leader, a Pharisee, 
an educated man, and an earnest man. By all outward appearance, he was already 
transformed unto God, yet he was not. 

  
(8) To what does Jesus compare the “spirit”? Why? The word pneuma, here translated “spirit” is 

also the regular word for wind. He is confronting Nicodemus with the fact that the issue is 
not one of understanding, but acceptance. What are some of the things that we accept and 
use in daily life that we do not understand? Why do we accept and use them without 
understanding how they work? Jesus wanted Nicodemus to know that he didn’t have to 
understand everything about the new birth before he experienced it. 

 
(9) How does Nicodemus respond to Jesus teaching? What does this reveal about Nicodemus’ 

openness to instruction? He appears to be bewildered still, and he asks “how can this be?” 
He was so set in his thinking that the new birth had already happened to him and all of 
faithful Israel, that he had a hard time thinking differently. This dialogue demonstrates the 
importance of maintaining a posture of spiritual humility. 

 
(10) Expositor’s comments that Jesus “opens with an exclamation of surprise... perhaps there is 

more of sadness than either of indignation or irony in the words. Is this the state of matters I 
have to confront? If the teacher is so obtuse what must the taught be?” (p. 715). 

 



Note: Nicodemus, instead of asking how he can be born again, asks a question about 
understanding. Jesus was more concerned that Nicodemus receive or accept the new birth, 
than understand it. So, Jesus answers Nicodemus’ question with a question, and in so doing 
points to the fact that Nicodemus is not focused on the right issue. In fact, his question 
dodges the real issue—his new birth. Have you ever experienced this kind of a dodge when 
speaking with someone about Jesus? What can we learn from Jesus’ response that can help 
us when we encounter it again? 

 
(11) What do the words “truly, truly” tell us about the importance of Jesus’ statement in this 

verse? What point is Jesus making in this verse? Notice the last clause, “and you do not 
receive our witness.” The verb translated “you do (not) receive” is in the plural. Who do you 
think Jesus meant to include in this expression? How do you think Jesus knew that 
Nicodemus and others did not receive His witness? 

 
(12) What points are being made by Jesus in this verse? What verbs are repeated twice? The 

focus is on “believe”, and Jesus is arguing from the lesser (earthly) to the greater (heavenly). 
What does this statement reveal about what Nicodemus wanted from Jesus? Why do you 
think Jesus did not give Nicodemus what he wanted? For Nicodemus the issue was 
understanding. For Jesus the issue was acceptance/belief. Nicodemus’ problem was not one 
of understanding but of acceptance. Notice that Jesus uses the same question word 
Nicodemus used, “how”. He turns the table on Nicodemus, asking him how could He tell 
him heavenly things if Nicodemus did not believe the earthly things that He told him. 

 
(13) In this verse Jesus asserts that He alone is qualified to communicate truly about spiritual 

matters. How does Jesus establish His authority to speak on the subject of the new birth?  
With regard to the clause, “no one has ascended to heaven,” Clarke comments: “This seems 
a figurative expression for, No man hath known the mysteries of the kingdom of God; as 
in Deut. 30:11-12; Psalm 73:16-17; Prov. 30:4; Rom. 11:34. And the expression is founded 
upon this generally received maxim: That to be perfectly acquainted with the concerns of a 
place, it is necessary for a person to be on the spot.” Why is Jesus’ authority to speak on this 
issue important to Nicodemus and to the reader? Expositor’s comments: “The connection is: 
You have not believed earthly things, much less will you believe those which are heavenly; 
for not only are they in their own nature more difficult to understand, but there is none to 
testify of them save only that One who came down out of heaven... ‘Presence in heaven’ is 
considered to be the ground and qualification for communicating trustworthy information 
regarding ‘heavenly things’. Direct knowledge and personal experience of heavenly things 
alone justify authoritative declarations about them; as in earthly things one may expect to be 
believed if he can say, ‘we speak that which we know and testify that which we have seen’.  
But this ‘presence in heaven’ Jesus declares to be the qualification of exclusively one 
person… This description identifies this person as Jesus Himself. He claims therefore to 
have a unique qualification for the declaration of truth about heavenly things, and this 
qualification consists in this, that He and He alone has had direct perception of heavenly 
things… In short, we have here the basis in Christ’s own words of the statement in the 
prologue that the Word was in the beginning with God, and became flesh to be a light to 
men” (p. 715-716).   

 
 



(14) In verses 14-15 Jesus sets before Nicodemus and the reader a reference to a strange story. 
See Numbers 21:4-9. Why did God send the fiery serpents among the people? What was 
their sin? (see verses 4, 5 & 7) After the people repented, what did God do to solve the 
problem with the fiery serpents? Did He remove the serpents? Did He give them medicine to 
heal the bites? Why do you think God chose the method selected to heal the people? What 
were the benefits to the people? What were the benefits to other generations? Barclay 
comments: “The Jews themselves were always a little puzzled and perplexed by this 
incident, especially in view of the fact that they were absolutely forbidden to make graven 
images. The rabbis explained it this way: ‘It was not the serpent that killed and gave life.  
Israel looked, and, so long as Moses lifted up the serpent, they believed on Him who had 
commanded Moses to act thus. It was God who healed them.’ The healing power lay not in 
the brazen serpent itself. The serpent was a sign and a symbol and a pointer to turn their 
thoughts to God; and when they turned their thoughts to God they were healed.” As Isaiah 
proclaimed: “Look to Me, and be saved, all you ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is 
no other” (45:22). 

 
Notice the serpent was made of bronze. Bronze is a metal associated with judgment in the 
Bible. The bronze serpent does speak of sin, but of sin judged and dealt with. In the same 
way Jesus, who knew no sin, became sin for us on the cross, and our sin was judged in Him 
(2 Cor. 5:21). 
 
With regard to this verse, Bruce comments: “Nicodemus had failed to grasp the teaching 
about the new birth when it was presented to him in terms drawn from Ezekiel’s prophecy; 
now it is presented to him by means of an object-lesson, from a story with which he had 
been familiar since childhood.” 
 
To what do you think Jesus is referring when He says, “even so must the Son of Man be 
lifted up”? Considering the verb translated lifted up, Barclay comments: “The strange thing 
about this word is that it is used of Jesus in two senses. It is used of His being lifted up upon 
the cross. And it is used of His being lifted up into glory at the time of His Ascension into 
heaven.” The “lifting up” of the Son of Man is interpreted in 12:33 to mean His lifting up on 
the cross [see John 12:27-33]. What do you think Nicodemus must have thought about when 
he helped prepare Jesus for burial? (See John 19:38-40) 

 
(15) How does the story from Numbers clarify the readers’ understanding of the expression “that 

whoever believes”? Edersheim comments: “And here lies the true interpretation of what 
Jesus taught. If the uplifted serpent, as symbol, brought life to the believing look which was 
fixed upon the giving, pardoning love of God, then, in the truest sense, shall the uplifted Son 
of Man give true life to everyone that believeth, looking up in Him to the giving and 
forgiving love of God, which His Son came to bring, to declare, and to manifest… With this 
final and highest teaching, which contains all that Nicodemus, or, indeed, the whole Church 
could require or be able to know, He explained to him and to us the how of the new birth—
alike the source and the flow of its spring. Ours it is now only to ‘believe,’ where we cannot 
further know, and, looking up to the Son of Man in His perfected work, to perceive, and to 
receive the gift of God’s love for our healing” (p. 388). With regard to our belief, Tenney 
comments: “Belief consists of accepting something, not doing something.” 

 



The picture we are given is that believing faith is as simple as a glance. The kind of 
believing glance that saved an Israelite who had been bitten by one of those venomous 
serpents is the same kind of a believing glance that is required for deliverance from eternal 
damnation to eternal life. 

 
What is there about this passage (v. 1-15) that is most meaningful to you, and why? 
In what way does this passage convey the content of Jesus’ message? 

 
 
 
APPLICATION 

What truths are in this passage? 
Can they be applied to your life? 
How can you apply them? 
What are you going to do this week to apply them? 
 
 
 

Prepared by Aaron G. Buttery with special thanks to William O. Brown. 



The Gospel of John 
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PREVIEW 

b. Explained (16-21) 
 
VIEW 

b. Explained (3:16-21) 
According to many commentators the words of Jesus end with verse 15, and verses 16-21 
contain words of explanation by the Apostle John. Expositor’s comments: “There is much to 
be said in favour of this idea. The thoughts of these verses are explanatory rather than 
progressive. Vv. 16 and 17 repeat the object of Christ’s mission, which has already been 
stated. Vv. 18 and 19 declare the historic results in faith and unbelief, results which at the 
date of the conversation were not conspicuous. Vv. 20 and 21 exhibit the causes of faith and 
unbelief. The tenses also forbid us to refer the passage directly to Jesus. In His lips the 
present would have been more natural. To John looking back on the finished story aorists 
and perfects are natural. Also, the designation ‘only begotten son’ is not one of the names by 
which Jesus designates Himself, but it is used by the evangelist, 1:18 and 1 John 4:9” (p. 
717). 

 
(16) Of the 31,102 verses in the Bible, this may be the most popular verse used in evangelism. 

Let us explore each word: 
 
 “For” indicates that He is providing an explanation of what was just stated in verses 14-15.  

What is there in verses 14-15 that needs to be explained? 



 
“God” is the subject of the sentence. This makes it clear that God is the one who originates 
our salvation. It is not the result of man’s efforts or design. 
 
“So” may also be translated “thus” and it points to how God loved the world. 
 
“Loved” is translated from the verb agape. It does not describe a feeling, but rather a 
commitment to provide the best for someone because they need it. Barclay comments: 
“Sometimes men present the Christian message in such a way that it sounds as if Jesus did 
something which changed the attitude of God to men from condemnation to forgiveness.  
But this text tells us that it was with God that it all started. It was God who sent His Son, and 
He sent His Son because He loved men” (p. 128). God did not wait for the world to turn to 
Him before He loved the world. 

 
“The world” specifies the object of God’s love, all of mankind. God’s love is not limited to a 
nation, or to good people, or to the people who love Him. Morris comments: “The Jew was 
ready enough to think of God as loving Israel, but no passage appears to be cited in which 
any Jewish writer maintains that God loved the world. It is a distinctively Christian idea that 
God’s love is wide enough to embrace all mankind.” Barclay comments: “The unlovable and 
the unlovely, the lonely who have no one else to love them, the man who loves God and the 
man who never thinks of God, the man who rests in the love of God and the man who spurns 
the love of God—all are included in this vast inclusive love, the love of God” (p. 129).  

 
“That He gave” speaks of the extent/mode of God’s love. “Give” has been called the closest 
synonym to God’s love in the English language; for God gave the most precious thing He 
could give. God’s kind of love led Him to sacrificial giving. What does this teach us about 
how we will recognize God’s kind of love when we receive it? What about when we give it? 

 
“His only begotten Son” identifies the depth of God’s love. He did not hold back what was 
nearest and dearest when it came to demonstrating His love for us. “Only begotten” refers to 
the uniqueness of Jesus. He is the only one of His kind. God has many adopted sons and 
daughters (Romans 8:15-16), but He has only one begotten Son. Alford comments: “These 
words seem to carry a reference to the offering of Isaac; and [Jewish people] in that case 
would at once be reminded by them of the love there required, the substitution there made, 
and the prophecy there uttered to Abraham.” 

 
“That” points to the purpose for which God gave His only begotten son. 
 
“Whoever” can also be translated “all” or “every”, and it speaks of the fact that the gospel is 
available to everyone. It is not limited to the descendants of Abraham. God’s love is for the 
entire world and the salvation He provides is available to everyone. In fact, that is the 
purpose of giving His only begotten Son, to make this salvation available to every person.  
How is this especially meaningful to the people to whom John was writing? 

 
“Believes” describes the requirement of God for everyone to receive deliverance from the 
penalty of sin, death. God does not require us to do anything to receive salvation, only to 
believe in the Son. What does it mean to believe in the Son? To believe means to accept, 



to trust in, to rely on, and to cling to. Where/How does obedience fit into the concept of 
believing? 

 
“In Him” identifies the object of saving faith. Remember: faith does not save anyone. It is 
Jesus who saves us. Some people say that it doesn’t matter what you believe, as long as you 
believe in something or someone. How would you evaluate the truth of that statement in 
light of this verse? It is not enough to believe in the existence of God or in the fact that Jesus 
lived as an historical person; it is not enough to believe that God is love. The object of our 
faith is important. Who is the object of our faith that saves us? 
 
“Should not perish” identifies that from which we are delivered when we believe in Jesus, 
specifically the second death (Rev. 20:14-15). 

 
“But” indicates a strong contrast. In place of the eternal death that we deserve, we receive 
eternal life. 

 
“Have eternal life” refers to both the endless temporal duration and the quality of life, God's 
life that we share. See John 17:1-3. Eternal life is a relationship with the Father and the Son. 
 
It has been said there are seven wonders in John 3:16: 

1. God:      The Almighty Authority 
2. So loved the world:    The Mightiest Motive 
3. That He gave His only begotten Son:  The Greatest Gift 
4. That whoever:     The Widest Welcome 
5. Believes in Him:    The Easiest Escape 
6. Shall not perish:    The Divine Deliverance 
7. But have everlasting life:   The Priceless Possession 

 
Bruce comments: “If there is one sentence more than another which sums up the message of 
the Fourth Gospel, it is this. The love of God is limitless; it embraces all mankind. No 
sacrifice was too great to bring its unmeasured intensity home to men and women: the best 
that God had to give, he gave—his only Son, his well-beloved.” 

 
(17) “For” introduces more explanation. Why do you think the author adds this explanation here? 

Why do you think he introduces the concept of judgment here? After all, what does it have 
to do with God’s love? What role does judgment play in God’s plan for the world? How was 
this important to the messianic expectations of the Israelites? So, what was not the purpose 
of God in the first coming of Jesus? And, what was the purpose of God in the first coming of 
Jesus? 

 
“It is one of the cardinal articles of faith in Judaism that God judges, that He does not just let 
evil occur without resisting it, that He upholds with punishments and rewards His holy Law 
and its demands and prohibitions, that He enforces it irresistibly in face of those who despise 
it… The surest form of belief in divine judgment was thus the expectation, early represented 
in Israel, of a future judgment on the world. This expectation related to sinners in the Jewish 
community and to Gentiles who enslaved the Jews. To this degree the Jew looked forward 
with hope and joy to the judgment which would bring redemption to Israel” (TDNT, p. 935) 



 
Expositor’s comments: “John repeats his favourite word kosmos [world] three times in this 
verse that there may be no possibility of missing his point, that so far as God’s purpose was 
concerned, it was one of unmixed love, that all men might be saved. The emphasis was 
probably due to the ordinary Messianic expectation which limited and misrepresented the 
love of God” (p. 717). 

 
(18) What does this verse teach about the basis for judgment? How many times does the word 

“believe” occur in this verse? What does that tell us about the relationship between believing 
and judgment? According to this verse, when does judgment occur, now or in the future? 
Expositor’s comments: “Expansion of previous verse. God sent His Son not to judge but to 
save; and whoso accepts the Son and His revelation is not judged. It is no longer ‘every 
Jew,’ nor ‘every one chosen by God,’ but every one that believeth. All here is spiritual. 
Although judgment was not the object it is the necessary result of Christ’s presence in the 
world. But it is a judgment very different from that which the Jews expected. It is 
determined by the attitude towards Christ, and this again, as afterwards shown, is determined 
by the moral condition of the individual… ‘he that believeth not is already judged’: not only 
is left under the curse of his own evil actions; but, as the next clause show, lies under the 
condemnation of not believing…he is already judged: it is not some future assize he 
doubtfully awaits and which may or may not convict. He is judged, and on a ground which 
to John seems to indicate monstrous depravity… Not to perceive the glory of this august 
Being whom John so adored, not to receive the revelation made by the Only Begotten, is 
proof not merely of human infirmity and passion, but of wickedness chosen and preferred in 
presence of revealed goodness” (p. 717). John 3:16 is the most gracious, wonderful offer 
conceivable—eternal life for all who believe. Yet the offer has inherent consequences, for 
any who reject, who refuse to believe. Their refusal makes their condemnation certain. 

 
(19) What point is John making when he begins this verse with the words “And this is the 

judgment”? To what judgment is he referring? To what is the author referring by the figure 
“light”? See John 1:4-9; 8:12; 9:5; Luke 2:30-32. What does the term “darkness” represent? 
In this context, it has been defined as religious and moral darkness, of darkening by sin, of 
the state of unbelievers and of the godless, opposite of light. Darkness represents everything 
that is not light. What message is the writer gently conveying to the reader? What is the 
implied application of the truth of this verse? Expositor’s comments: “The ground of the 
condemnation lies precisely in this, that since the coming of Christ and His exhibition of 
human life in the light of holiness and love of the Father, human sin is no longer the result of 
ignorance, but of deliberate choice and preference” (p. 718). When we think of the love of 
sin that sends people to hell, we often think of notorious sin. But the simple demand to be 
lord of my own life is enough of a sin to deserve condemnation before God. Many 
opponents of Christianity have a vested interested in fighting against the truth of Jesus, 
because they love their sin and don’t want to face it, or face a God who will judge their sin. 

 
(20) “For” indicates that what follows is an explanation of what precedes. According to this verse 

why do people “hate” the light? The word translated “does” carries the meaning “practice”, 
especially in the present tense, as is this participle. The word translated “evil” refers to 
“worthless, bad, evil, base” things. Describe the kind of person the author is referring to with 
these words? According to this verse, how does this kind of person react to the light, and 



why? Also, see 1 John 1:5-7. “Lest his deeds should be exposed” reveals the fact that pride 
or shame keep some from coming to the light, Jesus. How do we see the truth of this verse 
illustrated in the lives of those around us? How do you recognize a person who is avoiding 
or fleeing from the light? How do you recognize a person who is walking in the light? 

 
(21) The word “but” introduces a contrast. What is being contrasted in this verse with the 

preceding? What do you think it means to be a person “who practices the truth”? See 1 John 
1:6. How do we know if we are practicing the truth? An implied message to the reader is that 
if we think we do good deeds, then we will come to Jesus unashamed to be exposed to light. 

 
What messages is the author communicating to the reader in these verses? How would you 
summarize John's explanation of Jesus message in these verses? 

 
We each determine our own eternal future and judgment by how we respond to Jesus now. It 
is our choice to believe or not to believe. Our choice to believe or not believe in Jesus 
reveals whether we practice evil or the truth. 

 
 
 
APPLICATION 

What truths are in this passage? 
Can they be applied to your life? 
How can you apply them? 
What are you going to do this week to apply them? 

 
 
 

Prepared by Aaron G. Buttery with special thanks to William O. Brown. 
 



The Gospel of John 
 
REVIEW 
What is the purpose of the Gospel of John? 
 

I. Prologue – 1:1-18 
A. His Deity (1-5) 
B. His Witness (6-8) 
C. His Ministry (9-13) 
D. His Revelation (14-18) 

 
II. That You May Believe – 1:19-12:50 

A. The Background (1:19-2:12) 
1. The witness of John the Baptist (1:19-34) 
2. The witness of the First Followers (1:35-51) 
3. The witness of the First Miracle (2:1-12) 

B. The Message (2:13-4:42) 
1. The Background (2:13-25) 

a. The Cleansing of the Temple (13-17) 
b. The Sign of Resurrection (18-22) 
c. The Response (23-25) 

2. The Content (3:1-21) 
a. Given by Jesus (1-15) 
b. Explained (16-21) 

 
PREVIEW 

3. The Results (3:22-36) 
a. The Circumstances (22-24) 
b. The Testimony of John (25-30) 
c. The Explanation (31-36) 

 
VIEW 
3. The Results (3:22-36) 
In this section we have a summary of the success of Jesus with His message to the people in Judea, 
how John the Baptist responded to it, and how he interpreted it. 
 

a. The Circumstances (3:22-24) 
 
(22) When do the events recorded here occur? Why is this important to the author? What linkage 

does this provide? In this section we see the positive reception of Jesus by the people in the 
country. Where do the events recorded here occur? They take place in the Judean 
countryside, not in the metropolis of Jerusalem. What is the significance of this observation? 
According to this verse what was Jesus doing there? Robertson comments: “…disciples were 
with him and in 4:2 John explains that Jesus did the baptizing through the disciples” (p. 54). 
What is the significance of what He was doing? Of the baptizing work of Jesus, Morris 
comments: “More probably it represents a continuation of the ‘baptism of repentance’ that 



was characteristic of John the Baptist.” We know that when Jesus began to preach, He began 
with John’s same message: repent (Matt. 3:2 and 4:17). It made sense for Jesus to also 
practice the symbol of repentance that John used with such great effect. This was Jesus’ 
humble way of recognizing the goodness and importance of John’s work. 

 
(23) According to this verse where was John baptizing? From the locations given we know that 

Jesus and John were both baptizing in the same general area, within about 40 miles of each 
other. Why was John baptizing there? Bruce comments: “The name Aenon (Ainun means 
‘springs’, which would provide the ‘much water’ (literally ‘many waters’) required by John 
for baptizing.” What does the author say about the number who were coming to John? Of the 
people coming to get baptized, Morris comments: “The sense is continuous and we might 
give it the force of it as ‘they kept coming and being baptized’.” Expositor’s comments: 
“And John also was baptising, although he had said that he was sent to baptise in order that 
the Messiah might be identified; which had already been done. But John saw that men might 
still be prepared for the reception of the Messiah by his preaching and baptism” (p. 719).  

 
(24) What does this verse tell us about the timing of the events recorded here? What is the 

significance of this timing information? This was a time of transition. 
 

b. The Testimony of John (3:25-30) 
 
(25) The word translated “discussion” is also translated “controversy”, “debate”, and “argument”. 

What does this information add to our understanding of these events and comments? Who 
was having the debate? Note: the term translated “Jew” is more properly translated, 
“Judaean”, and it refers to someone from Judaea, the countryside around Jerusalem, in 
contrast to someone from Galilee. What was the issue they debated?  Remember: one sixth 
of the Mishnah, an entire volume, was devoted to this subject. It was a subject about which 
much had been written, and about which there was much discussion and debate.  

 
(26) What do you think is the link between the debate in verse 25 and the question to John in 

verse 26? What is the point of their statement to John? Expositor’s comments: “There arose 
therefore...a questioning, or discussion, with a Jew about purifying… As the discussion was 
begun by the disciples of John, it would seem as if they had challenged the Jew for seeking 
baptism from Jesus” (p. 719). According to this verse, how many were going to Jesus for 
baptism? Expositors comments: “That Jesus should baptise as well as John they could not 
understand. Really, the difficulty is that Jesus should have allowed John to go on baptising, 
and that John should not himself have professed discipleship of Jesus. But so long as John 
saw that men were led by his preaching to accept the Messiah he might well believe that he 
served Christ better thus than by following in His train” (p. 719-720). Robertson comments: 
“These disciples of John are clearly Jealous of Jesus as a rival of John and they distinctly 
blame John for his endorsement of one who is already eclipsing him in popularity... The 
sight of the growing crowds with Jesus and the dwindling crowds with John stirred John’s 
followers to keenest jealousy. What a life-like picture of ministerial jealousy in all ages” (p 
55). 

 
(27) What did John say in response to their observation? How do you think anyone else might 

have responded to this observation? With jealousy? Barclay comments: “He told them that 



no man could receive more than God gave him. If the new teacher was winning more 
followers and more converts it was not because he was stealing them from John, but because 
God was giving them to him” (p. 133). 

 
(28) What does John say to his disciples in this verse? Is this new truth? John is reminding them 

of something that they already knew, but had forgotten or neglected. Do we ever need to be 
reminded of some truths that we have conveniently forgotten? What are some examples? In 
this verse John restates his own sense of his identity. How important is our own individual 
sense of identity? What will that knowledge do for us, if we remember it? Understanding his 
Identity, John could keep his proper place; not too high (thinking he was the Messiah) and 
not too low (thinking he had no call or place in God’s plan). 

 
(29) Barclay helps us understand the cultural context of John’s message in this verse when he 

writes: “Finally, John uses a very vivid picture which every Jew would recognize, for it was 
a part of the heritage of Jewish thought. He called Jesus the bridegroom and himself the 
friend of the bridegroom. One of the great pictures of the Old Testament is the picture of 
Israel as the bride of God, and God as the bridegroom of Israel. The union between God and 
Israel was so close that it could only be likened to a wedding... It was this picture that was in 
John’s mind. Jesus has come from God; Jesus was the Son of God; Israel was His rightful 
bride, and He was Israel’s bridegroom. But one place John did claim for himself…the 
shoshben, had a unique place at a Jewish wedding. He acted as the liaison between the bride 
and the bridegroom; he arranged the wedding; he took out the invitations; he presided at the 
wedding feast. He brought the bride and the bridegroom together. And he had one special 
duty. It was his duty to guard the bridal chamber and to let no false lover in. He would only 
open the door when in the dark he heard the bridegroom’s voice and recognized it. When he 
heard the bridegroom’s voice he was glad and he let him in, and he went away rejoicing, for 
his task was completed and the lovers were together… John’s task had been to bring Israel 
and Jesus together; to arrange the marriage between Christ, the bridegroom, and Israel the 
bride. The task was completed; he was happy to fade into obscurity for his work was done. It 
was not with envy that he said that Jesus must increase and he must decrease; it was with 
joy. It may be that sometimes we would do well to remember that it is not to ourselves that 
we must try to attach people; it is to Jesus Christ. It is not for ourselves we seek the loyalty 
of men; it is for Him” (p. 134-135). 
 
What is the source of John’s joy? What is the source of your joy? What makes joy 
“complete”?  

 
(30) What does John state in this verse? What word occurs twice in this verse? What does this 

word “must” tell us about his emphasis? John saw the events he discussed as inevitable, 
necessary, indeed essential, and as such, not to be resisted but accepted and embraced. Are 
there ever events in our lives where we need to adopt the same attitude as John? What are 
some examples? Barclay comments: “One thing is certain—this passage shows us the 
loveliness of the humility of John the Baptist” (p. 133). 

 
c. The Explanation (3:31-36) 

In these verses John provides an explanation of the ministry of Jesus, including His rejection 
and acceptance, and the consequences of the choice made by people to accept or reject Him. 



 
(31) Who is John referring to by the expressions “He who comes from above” and “He who 

comes from heaven”? How does John know that Jesus is from above, from heaven? See John 
1:31-34. Who is John referring to by the expressions “He who comes from earth”? Notice 
the repetition of the expression “above all” in the verse. What do you think is John’s point in 
this expression? Above all who? What? What do you think this statement meant to the first 
readers of this gospel? Expositor’s comments: “He is superior not only to the Baptist but to 
all…the reason being, that He comes from above…which is the equivalent of [from heaven] 
in the latter part of the verse… His origin is superior to that of all, therefore His supremacy 
is universal” (p. 721).  

 
(32) What point is John making in the first clause? What has Jesus seen and heard? How does 

Jesus bear witness of what He has seen and heard? How does this statement relate to the 
events spoken about in verse 26? What does it tell us about the people who were coming and 
being baptized by Jesus and His disciples? The expression “no man receives His witness” is 
a hyperbole, an exaggeration for the sake of the effect. We know this because in the next 
verse he states that some did receive His witness. Spurgeon comments: “He meant 
that comparatively none received it. Compared with the crowds who came to him, compared 
with the nation of Israel, compared with the human race, those who received Christ’s 
testimony were so few that his sadness made him call them none.” 

 
(33) Concerning the sentence in this verse Expositor’s comments: “But he who believes Christ 

not only confirms or approves Christ’s truthfulness, but God’s…for Christ is God’s 
ambassador and speaks God’s words” (p. 721). Tasker Comments: “To accept His teaching 
is therefore to testify that God is true; on the other hand, to reject it, is in effect to make God 
a liar” (1 John 1:10, 5:10-11). 

 
(34) In this verse John clarifies what he meant by the expression “that God is true”. The point is 

that God is speaking through Jesus, and what He is saying through Jesus is absolutely the 
truth. Barclay comments: “John goes on: we can believe what Jesus says, because on Jesus 
God poured out the Spirit in full measure, keeping nothing back. Even the Jews themselves 
said that the prophets received from God a certain measure of the Spirit. The full measure of 
the Spirit was reserved for God’s own chosen one. Now, in Hebrew thought, the Spirit of 
God had two functions—first, the Spirit revealed God’s truth to men; and, second, the Spirit 
enabled men to recognize and understand that truth when it came to them. So to say that the 
Spirit was on Jesus in the completest possible way is to say that He perfectly knows and 
perfectly understands the truth of God. To put it another way—to listen to Jesus is to listen 
to the very voice of God” (p. 136-137). 

 
(35) In the preceding verse Jesus is presented as the one who speaks the message from God. In 

this verse, what truth does John add to what he has just stated? What has God the Father 
given to Jesus according to this verse? What does this tell the reader? Jesus has the full 
knowledge and authority of God. In this verse John states that God the Father loves the Son, 
and consequently, has given all things to Him. Has John made any statement like this up 
until this point? How significant is this statement? Bruce comments: “Twice in this Gospel 
we read that ‘the Father loves the Son’—here (John 3:35) and in John 5:20. The verb here 
is agapao; in the other place it is phileo. The alternation of those two verbs in identical 



statements illustrates the Evangelist’s propensity for varying his choice of synonyms.” 
 
(36) Why do you think the author adds the statements in this verse here? How are they important 

to the purpose of this gospel? Notice the parallel construction between the first two clauses.  
What two verbs are in parallel construction? What is the consequence of believing/obeying 
Jesus? What is the consequence of not believing/obeying Jesus? What choice stands before 
us this day? See Deut. 30:11-20. 

 
 What do you think the author is attempting to communicate with the expression, “the wrath 

of God abides on him”? Tenney comments: “The word does not mean a sudden gust of 
passion or a burst of temper. Rather, it is the settled displeasure of God against sin. It is the 
divine allergy to moral evil, the reaction of righteousness to unrighteousness.” The word 
translated “abide” means to “remain”. Barclay comments: “Finally, John again sets before 
men the eternal choice. That choice is life or death… What matters is a man’s reaction to 
Christ. If that reaction be love and longing, that man will know life. If that reaction be 
indifference or hostility, that man will know death. God offered him love; by his rejection of 
it he has condemned himself. It is not that God sent His wrath upon him; it is that he has 
brought that wrath upon himself” (p. 137). Part of the thought here is that all men are 
already under the wrath of God, and it is through Jesus that we are saved from this wrath. 
The wrath of God then “remains” on those who are not saved from it by believing/obeying 
the Son. 

 
Looking back over John 3, this “must read” chapter of the Bible, one notices four prominent 
“musts”: 

The Sinner’s Must: You must be born again (John 3:7). 
The Savior’s Must: So must the Son of Man be lifted up (John 3:14). 
The Sovereign’s Must: He must increase (John 3:30). 
The Servant’s Must: I must decrease (John 3:30). 

 
 
 
APPLICATION 

What truths are in this passage? 
Can they be applied to your life? 
How can you apply them? 
What are you going to do this week to apply them? 

 
 
 

Prepared by Aaron G. Buttery with special thanks to William O. Brown. 


