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“So… do you mean to tell me that I won’t be able to enter the kingdom of God if I am not 

born of water and Spirit!?!” 
“Truly, truly I say to you, unless a man is born of water and Spirit, he cannot 

enter the kingdom of God.” 
 
The stakes are high.  No Christian seeks to forfeit entrance into the kingdom of 

God.  To that end, Jesus’ stated consequence (“he cannot enter the kingdom of God”) has 
provided the spark of enduring interest in his stated prerequisite (“unless someone is 
born of water and Spirit”).  Even from AD 203, Tertullian writes: 

“Unless a man is born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into 
the kingdom of God” – in other words, he cannot be holy.  Every soul, 
then, by reason of its birth, has its nature in Adam until it is born 
again in Christ. Moreover, it is unclean all the time that it remains 
without regeneration. And because it is unclean, it is actively sinful. i 

For centuries, biblical scholars have wrestled with this very familiar pericope, 
producing a variety of interpretations.     

Interpretations of John 3:5 have rightly focused on the two key components of 
sound exegesis:  1) the content, (“What did He say?”), and 2) the context, (“Why did He 
say it here?”).    Content analysisii considers word meanings and grammatical syntax.  
Contextual analysis considers the flow of thought, audience, and circumstances.  In the 
final analysis, exegesis’ goal is intentionality: What did the author, the apostle John, 
intend for his original readers to understand? 

Via content analysis, exegetes of gennethe ex hydatos kai pneumatos (“born of water 
and Spirit”) must consider word meanings and syntax - especially the “non-repetition 
of the preposition with copulated nouns.”iii  Interpretative history has taken two 
contrasting trajectories, debating whether this construction refers to one or two birth 
events.   

Contextual analysis has likewise taken two contrasting theological trajectories.   
The first is a literal approach.  The literal approach sees hydor, hydatos (“water,” “of 
water”) as either physical or physiological water(s).  The second approach, the 
metaphorical approach, sees “water” functioning as a symbol or a metaphor.  The end 
result is a disparate array of interpretations.   

Thus, some see “born of water and Spirit” as a reference to Christian baptism, 
John’s baptism, Jesus’ baptism, or Jewish washings.  Others see a reference to the waters 
of human reproduction, either the ‘semen’/’dew’ of the father or the release of amniotic 
fluid from the mother.  Some view water as a symbol for the Torah or OT, while others 
view water as a metaphor for the spiritual cleansing of the Word or Spirit.  Finally, 
some regard water as a figure for the earthly realm below in contrast to the heavenly 
realm above. While not exhaustive, a consideration of the two major variables in John 
3:5’s interpretation, context and content, results in a matrix, categorizing the major lines 
of interpretation.  The following chart illustrates this: 
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Context 
 
Content 

Literal Approach: 
“Water” means physical 

water 

Metaphorical Approach: 
“Water” functions as a symbol 

One 
Event  
Which 
Compliments 

1. Water of Christian 
Baptismiv 

 

5. Water as an epexegetic cleansing 
work of the Spirit or the Wordv 

6. Hendiadys for spiritual semen or 
seedvi 

Two  
Events  
Which  
Contrast 

2. Physiological water of 
father’s semenvii 

3. Physiological water of 
mother’s amniotic sacviii 

4. Essene washingsix 

7. Water as the earthly realm below 
and Spirit as the heavenly realm 
abovex 

8. Water represents the Torah or the 
OT system xi 

  
It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the diligence, creativity, and volume of even 

the major veins of interpretative history.  Consequently, is it even possible today to 
approach the text with a true tabula rasa?  Regrettably, the high stakes and familiarity 
of John 3:5 only exacerbate the presuppositions that complicate its interpretation. 

 
Aim, Scope, and Method 

This paper, too, must navigate the eddies of presupposition.  It is the aim of this 
paper, nonetheless, to arrive at a sound understanding of gennethe ex hydatos kai 
pneumatos (“born of water and Spirit”) that blossoms from the verse’s content and 
context within the discourse between Jesus and Nicodemus (John 3:1-15).  To that end, 
this paper will determine whether one or two events are expressed via the content.   It 
will likewise determine whether the context supports a literal or a figurative 
approach.xii  Finally, this resultant interpretation will be tested against the earliest 
audiences of John’s gospel and against modern theology.   

 
Historical and Literary Context 

John clearly declares the purpose of his gospel: “…these are written so that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have 
life in his name.” John’s intended audience, then, included both those who were to 
believe in Jesus and those who have believed in Jesus.xiii  Thus, John would be 
appealing to both Jewish and Hellenistic worldviews.  Moreover, John’s prologue (1:1-
19) offers evidence (as does his epistles) that his gospel might also serve as an anti-
docetic polemic.xiv  Everett Ferguson suggests, “There is enough to show that many of 
the materials with which the great Gnostic teachers of the second century worked were 
around in the first century.”xv  Additionally, elements of incipient Gnosticism may have 
combined Jewish, pagan, and Christian elements, providing fodder for a matrix many 
iterations.  It is little wonder that the Fourth Gospel appears ‘chameleon’ in its functions 
as both a polemical tract and an affirmation of Christian faith. 
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Immediate Literary Context 

The dialogue with Nicodemus receives a fitting introduction via chapter 2:23-25.  
As John recounts the events of the Passover feast, he picks up on themes established 
earlier in the prologue of martyrese / (‘witness’), sameia (‘signs’), and the response of 
belief.  In response to these signs, Nicodemus joins his fellow Pharisees (see 1:24-25) in 
speculation about the Messiah’s arrival.  John introduces Nicodemus early in his gospel 
(immediately after Jesus’ first miraculous sign and first temple kerygma) and thereby 
familiarizes his readers with a Pharisaic paradigm.  Nicodemus’ difficulty with Jesus’ 
teachings provides insight into future opposition among other Jews (see 5:16-18, 39-40; 
6:52, 60; 7:12, 20, 27, 40-43; 48-52; 8:13, 33, 48, 52, 57-59; 9:13-34; 11:47-53; 18:23, 33-38).  
Through him, John provides an intimate understanding of the Jewish mindset.  John’s 
gospel then moves through a series of Jesus’ conversations with individuals of diverse 
backgrounds and needs – the Samaritan woman (4:1-26), the Gentile official (4:43-53), 
and the man at the pool of Bethesda, thereby establishing the Fourth Gospel as a 
witness to diverse backgrounds and needs. 

 
Structural Analysis of Context    

Structural Outline 
1. Nicodemus’ Approach of Jesus (3:1-2) 

1.1. Description of Nicodemus (3:1) 
1.2. Nocturnal Arrival (3:2) 
1.3. Initial Statement of Knowing Jesus (3:2) 

2. Jesus Asserts that One Must Be Born from Above (3:3-4) 
2.1. Jesus’ Initial Words to Nicodemus (3:3) 
2.2. Nicodemus’ Confused Response (3:4) 

3. Jesus Explains Being Born From Above (3:5-8) 
3.1. Jesus’ Particularization of “Born from Above” (3:5) 
3.2. Contrast Between Flesh and Spirit (3:6) 
3.3. The Command to be Born from Above (3:7) 
3.4. Wind Metaphor for Everyone Born of the Spirit (3:8) 

4. Jesus’ Responds to Nicodemus’ Persistent Ignorance (3:9-15) 
4.1. Nicodemus Stays Stuck in a Rut (3:9-11) 
4.2. Earthly vs. Heavenly Things (3:12-13) 
4.3. Serpent as a Type for Jesus on Cross (3:14-15) 

 
Translation 

Nicodemus’ Approach of Jesus 
1 There was a man from the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  2 

This man came to Him at night and said to Him, “Rabbi, we know that from God you 
have come, a teacher.  For no one is able to do the signs, which you do, unless God 
might be with him.” 
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Jesus’ Asserts that One Must Be Born from Above 

3 Jesus answered and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is 
born from above he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  

4 Nicodemus said to him, “How is a man able to be born being grown? Is he able 
to enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” 

 
Jesus Explains Being Born From Above 

5Jesus answered, “ Truly, truly I say to you, unless someone is born from water 
and spirit, he is not able to enter the Kingdom of God.  6That which has been born of 
flesh is flesh, and that which has been born of spirit is spirit.  7Do not marvel that I say 
to you, ‘It is necessary that youxvi be born from above.’  8The wind blows where it 
pleases, and you hear its sound, but you do not know from whence it comes and to 
where it goes. Just as it is with everyone who has been born of the Spirit.” 

 
Jesus Responds to Nicodemus’ Persistent Ignorance 

9Nicodemus answered and said to him, “How are these things able to happen? 
10Jesus answered and said to him, “Are you the teacher of Israel, and you do not know 
these things?!  11Truly, truly, I say to you that we speak of what we know, and we bear 
witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our witness.  12If I told you of 
earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I should speak to you of 
heavenly things?  13And no one has ascended into heaven except him who descended 
from heaven, the Son of Man. 14Now just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so 
must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15in order that everyone who believes in him might 
have eternal life.”  

 
Exposition/Interpretation 

1. Nicodemus’ Approach of Jesus (3:1-2) 
1.1. Description of Nicodemus (3:1) As way of introduction, John first describes 

Nicodemus as a ‘man.’ Of course, Jesus “knew what was in man” (2:25).  Such 
Jewish men were beginning to believe in Jesus (2:23). Nicodemus comes to Jesus 
neither in hostility nor in belief, but in curiosity.  He will eventually come to side 
with Jesus (7:45-52) and ultimately to care for his body at Calvary (19:38-42). 

1.2. Nocturnal Arrival (3:2) The reference to ‘at night’ could be nothing more than an 
historical detail.  Rabbis often studied late into the night.  The night also offered 
a cloak of darkness for a fearful ‘ruler’ in search of controversial truth.  
However, a strong cue can be taken from John’s metaphorical use of ‘night’ 
elsewhere (9:4; 11:10; 13:30) to express spiritual darkness.  The dualism of the 
light and darkness (3:19-21) will continue throughout John’s gospel.  
Nicodemus, however, has not yet realized the darkness of his own night. 

1.3. Initial Statement of Knowing Jesus (3:2) Nicodemus, a distinguished teacher 
himself, addresses Jesus respectfully as both ‘Rabbi’ and ‘teacher.’  His 
statement about Jesus hints more at a conjecture about the Messiah.  It is certain 
that speculation about the Messiah (1:24-25) was popular among his fellow 
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Pharisees who had already asked John the Baptist: “Then why are you 
baptizing, if you are not the Christ…?” To the Pharisees, John is performing an 
eschatological activity.  Nicodemus, as a leader among the Pharisees, may have 
been among those who sent messengers to John with questions about the 
Messiah and baptism.  He seems to be aware of John’s assessment of Jesus to the 
priests (2:23) for Nicodemus here mentions a plurality of ‘signs’ despite the 
singularity of the sign at Cana.  At the very least, Nicodemus suspects that Jesus 
is the Messiah sent from God.  His implied question might be thus expressed, 
“We know that you are a teacher from God.  But are you more? Could you also 
be the promised Messiah sent from God?” 

2. Jesus’ Asserts that One Must Be Born from Above (3:3-4)  

2.1. Jesus’ Initial Words to Nicodemus (3:3) Jesus, knowing what is in a man, addresses 
the unspoken question that hangs in the air.  Jesus’ words, however, are more 
than a response to an implied question.  Jesus, instead, exposes Nicodemus’ 
presumption to assess Jesus’ identity.  No one can ‘know’ (perhaps a tangential 
polemic against incipient Gnosticism) the realm of God while still existing only 
in the realm below.  Thus, one (even one as accomplished as a ruler of the Jews 
and a leading Pharisee – or most especially one such as this) must be born 
anothen(which means ‘again’ or ‘above’).  “It is decisive that elsewhere Jn. 
always uses anothen in the sense of [‘born from above’] (3:31: 19:11, 23), and he 
always describes birth in terms of its origin, i.e., of God (1:13; 1 Jn. 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 
5:18), of the Spirit or flesh (3:6), of water and the Spirit (3:5).”xvii W. Barclay’s 
translation embraces the merits of both meanings through the rendering “reborn 
from above.”xviii  Thus, this new birth calls for a radical transformation rather 
than a step, or even a giant leap, in continued maturity.  If even a man as 
accomplished as Nicodemus cannot enter the kingdom of God on the merit of 
his standing and accomplishments, what hope is there for any who seek 
salvation via this course? Failure to be ‘born from above’ is no trivial matter as it 
results in prohibition from seeing the kingdom of God.  D. A. Carson describes 
the implications: “To a Jew with the background and convictions of Nicodemus, 
‘to see the kingdom of God’ was to participate in the kingdom at the end of the 
age, to experience eternal, resurrection life.”xix 

2.2. Nicodemus’ Confused Response (3:4) In the Fourth Gospel, the recurrence of 
misunderstandings offers the opportunity for additional teaching by either Jesus 
or John in this Gospel (e.g. 2:20ff; 4:10ff; 6:41ff; 11:4-53).  This literary device is a 
prominent feature in John.  Nicodemus’ obtuse response provides the occasion 
for Jesus to particularize anothen. Note that Nicodemus has just stated his 
understanding that Jesus is a teacher who has come ‘from God.’ Thus, 
Nicodemus was already thinking about an origin ‘from above.’  It is not 
unreasonable then for Jesus to expect comprehension from this teacher of Israel.  
Also, the concept of new birth cannot be dismissed as narrowly Johannine, as it 
occurs in Titus 3:5 “He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done 
in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of rebirth and 
renewal by the Holy Spirit;” 1 Peter 1:3 “caused us to be born again to a living 
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hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ;” v. 23 “for you have born of again 
not of seed which is perishable but imperishable.”    

The real source of confusion is Nicodemus’ existing paradigm,xx a kind of 
intellectual gestalt that colors the way one perceives the world.  A defective 
paradigm distorts one’s ability to process observations.  Compelling signs 
(shmeìa) can present anomalies with the goal to challenge and shift one’s 
current paradigm.  However, pride presents a barrier to paradigm shifts.  Even 
great truth and great signs can be explained away via one’s old paradigm (see 
5:16-18, 39-40; 6:52, 60; 7:12, 20, 27, 40-43; 48-52; 8:13, 33, 48, 52, 57-59; 9:13-34; 
11:47-53; 18:23, 33-38; 19:12-15; 20:24-25).  In the 7:48-52 citation, Nicodemus has 
begun to wrestle with his old worldview.  In 19:39-42, he has experienced a full 
paradigm shift!   The challenge to be ‘born from above’ includes the call to 
renew one’s worldview.  After Nicodemus comes to his senses, he will perceive 
and process Jesus’ charge.  

3. Jesus’ Explains Being Born From Above (3:5-8) 
3.1. Jesus’ Particularization of “Born from Above” (3:5) Jesus explains his earlier  ‘Amen, 

Amen’ statement with a conspicuous parallel: 
Amen amen leggo soi 
eja;n mhv ti" gennhqh̀/ a[nwqen,   
ouj duvnatai ijdeìn   th;n basileivan toù qeou`. 
 
Amh;n ajmh;n levgw soi,  
eja;n mhv ti" gennhqh̀/ ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato",  
ouj duvnatai eijselqeìn eij"  th;n basileivan toù qeou`. 
The only crucial difference in wording is the change from a[nwqen to ejx u{dato" 
kai; pneuvmato". Thus, reflection on a[nwqen serves to illuminate ejx u{dato" kai; 
pneuvmato".  In 3:3, a[nwqen lifts the new concept of birth from the earthly to the 
heavenly sphere.  Likewise, in 1:13, John elevates the nature of the new birth 
regarding those “who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of 
the will of man, but of God.”  John continues the same contrast in 3:6 between 
savrx and pneu`mav.  ‘Flesh’ is the life men live in this earthly plane of existence 
(see 1:14).  ‘Spirit’ is the transcendent life that men will live in communion with 
all things divine.  ‘Flesh’ prohibits men from surrendering to this divine realm, 
because ‘flesh’ preserves itself at all costs.  ‘Spirit’ permits men to defy the self-
preservation of the flesh.  Moreover, ‘Spirit’ causes nothing less than the new 
birth - a birth that is ‘spirit’ in both its nature and plane of existence.  Entry into 
this heavenly kingdom or realm cannot be achieved by any human endeavor, 
great or small.  The new birth from above, therefore, is of God - of the Spirit, not 
of the flesh.   
 One is tempted to fit ‘water’ and ‘Spirit’ into a parallel with ‘flesh’ and 
‘Spirit.’  Thus, ‘water’ comes to represent things of this world, in contrast to the 
‘Spirit’ from above.  However, ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" is intended to parallel 
a[nwqen, hence only one birth is in view.  Moreover, the preposition ejx governs 
both u{dato" and pneuvmato".  M. J. Harris considers the non-use of a second 
preposition to be theologically significant, indicating that the writer regarded the 
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terms that he placed in one regimen of syntax as a unit that belongs together: 
“No contrast is intended between an external element of ‘water’ and an inward 
renewal achieved by the Spirit.  Conceptually, the two are one.”xxi Westcott, 
considering the syntax that governs both ‘water’ and ‘Spirit,’ insists, “The two 
are co-ordinate, correlative, complementary.  Hence all interpretations which 
treat the term water here as simply figurative and descriptive of the cleansing 
power of the Spirit are essentially defective.”xxii Thus, both context and syntax 
(content), point to one birth not two. 

Baptism, then, provides the most credible interpretation of ‘born of water 
and Spirit.’  There is no difference between being ‘born from above’ and being 
‘born of water and Spirit.’  John’s post-resurrection readers most certainly 
understood this connection of ‘water’ and ‘Spirit’ (Acts 2:38 had established a 
parallel response for them: “Repent, and each one of you be baptized in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit.”  Similarly, Titus 3:5 had connected ‘water’ and ‘spirit’ with the new 
birth).  However, John’s readers held a great advantage of understanding over 
Nicodemus – a post-resurrection vantage point. 

If John 3:5 speaks of Christian baptism, then why does Nicodemus 
warrant a stern correction from Jesus in v. 10?  In fact, many argue that the 
context of a conversation with a pre-Easter Nicodemus precludes a baptismal 
reference.  Is it probable or even possible that Nicodemus could have grasped a 
baptismal reference from Jesus? 

After Nicodemus’ first misunderstanding, Jesus particularizes ‘born from 
above’ for him via ‘born of water and Spirit.’ This latter phrase offers an allusion 
to OT phraseology, which Israel’s teacher, Nicodemus, should grasp.  God had 
indeed promised Israel: “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be 
clean; … Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you” 
(Ezekiel 37:26-27).   

As a leader among the Pharisees, it also appears likely that Nicodemus 
had sponsored an inquiry of John, asking, “Why then are you baptizing if you are 
not the ‘Christ’?” (John 1:25).  John’s response pointed to the Messiah who would 
soon also baptize. The next day (John 1:29-34), John identifies Jesus as the 
Messiah, who would baptize with the Holy Spirit.  Nicodemus would have been 
keenly interested, if not intimately aware, of these developments.  Thus, Jesus 
was not unfair in his expectation of Nicodemus’ understanding.  At the least, 
Jesus would prepare Nicodemus to grasp the full meaning of ‘born from 
above/born of water and Spirit’ in light of a resurrected Messiah.  

 John likewise places this pericope before an audience who would have no 
trouble connecting the new birth of ‘water and Spirit’ with Christian baptism, as 
John’s baptism had long since been viewed as obsolete.  For John’s readers, Jesus’ 
words underscore the crucial significance of Christian baptism.  For Nicodemus, 
His words are the realization of the expectation of the Messiah’s baptism.  
However, Nicodemus remains handicapped in his understanding due to a 
deficient paradigm. 
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3.2. Contrast Between Flesh and Spirit (3:6) Flesh is the earthly realm, while Spirit is the 
heavenly realm.  By natural birth, ejx aiJmavtwn or ejk th̀" sarko;", one becomes a 
member an earthly family. To become a member of the family of God, to receive 
the spiritual nature which alone can provide access into the kingdom of God, a 
birth ‘from above’ is necessary.  Birth ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" is that very birth 
‘from above’ that offers admittance into the kingdom of God.  Here the parallel 
continues from a[nwqen to ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" to ejk toù pneuvmato".  All 
three of these parallels stand in stark contrast to being born ejk th̀" sarko;".   

3.3. The Command to be Born from Above (3:7) Jesus links his continued reflections on 
this subject by reinforcing (now via the use of second person plural pronoun 
uJma`") the necessity for the birth ‘from above.’ 

3.4. Wind Metaphor for Everyone Born of the Spirit (3:8) One in the same noun in both 
Hebrew (ruah) and Greek (pneu`mav) may be rendered ‘breath’, ‘wind’, or ‘spirit’ 
as per the context.  There is the thought here of the grand parabolic work of God 
in the lives of believers.  The wind comes from ‘above’, we hear its sound, and it 
goes forth again.  So it is with the work of Jesus.  It is interesting to note the 
juxtaposition of Ezekiel 36:26ff (cf. verse 5) with vision of the valley of dry bones 
in Ezekiel 37.  Breath delivers them to new life.  In both arenas, the operation of 
the wind/breath is a parable for the work of the Spirit. 

4. Jesus’ Responds to Nicodemus’ Persistent Ignorance (3:9-15) 
4.1. Nicodemus Stays Stuck in a Rut (3:9-11) Just as one must experience a shift in 

nature to enter the kingdom of God, so one must accept a paradigm shift to 
comprehend the need for a new nature.  Nicodemus was stuck in an old 
paradigm.  In fact, he taught it as Israel’s teacher.  He knew and therefore taught 
of keeping the commandments of God and doing His will everyday.  This he 
could do well, and this he taught well.  The greater the success one experiences 
within a certain paradigm, the less likely one is to abandon that paradigm for a 
new one.  Ironically, his success within the old paradigm proved to be the very 
hurdle to new life.  Jesus laments such stubbornness in 12:40 as he quotes Isaiah, 
“He has blinded their eyes and He hardened their heart, so that they would not 
see with their eyes and perceive with their heart, and be converted and I heal 
them.” Thus, pride blinds, because pride resists a new paradigm.   

4.2. Earthly vs. Heavenly Things (3:12-13) While the new birth is ‘from above’, it takes 
place while believers are here on earth.  The new birth can be explained using 
earthly analogies.  Yet, the new birth is only an elementary teaching.  There are 
more lessons to learn.  F. F. Bruce asks, “but how can anyone who fails to 
appreciate this lesson go on to understand the fullness of God’s revelation in 
Christ? Among the heavenly things which have no earthly analogy may be 
mentioned the Son’s eternal relation with the Father and his incarnation as man 
on earth.”xxiii 

4.3. Serpent as a Type for Jesus on Cross (3:14-15) Jesus now appeals with an object 
lesson, using a story that Nicodemus has known since childhood.  It is likely 
that Nicodemus has provided exposition for the story in his role as ‘teacher.’  
The subtleties of the story would not be lost on him.  In Num. 21:4-9, the people 
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became impatient, faithless, and rebellious.  God humbled them via fiery 
serpents whose poisonous bites killed many.  The contrite survivors begged for 
the snakes to be removed. However, the text never mentions their removal. 
Instead, God contracts Moses to place a bronze serpent on a standard (shmeìon 
in LXX, cf. v. 2 and introductory material for 2:3-25).  Those who faithfully 
trusted in God’s saving grace lifted their eyes from the serpent-infested ground 
and looked upward for healing and a new lease on life.  That was a renewal of 
natural life, but it functions as a type for the supernatural life.  However, first 
Nicodemus must shift his focus, or paradigm, from ejpivgeia (the earthly realm 
or things below) to ejpouravnia (the heavenly realm or things above).  Otherwise, 
he will miss the anti-type of the Son of Man being lifted up and glorified on the 
cross.  Jesus, thus, tells Nicodemus to fix his eyes on things above or he will miss 
the eternal life that he seeks. 

One final note on sacramentalism:  The bronze serpent, itself, offered no 
healing virtue.  However, in the course of time, people honored it as though it 
possessed power in and of itself.  King Hezekiah’s righteous reforms (2 Kings 
18:1-4), thus, included the destruction of the bronze serpent.  It was the grace of 
God that healed the Israelites upon their belief in His word.   No piece of bronze 
can effect such healing.  There is a word of caution here for the role of Christian 
baptism.   By the middle of the third century, leading church fathers began to 
speak of baptism as an opus operatum.  This is not the Christian baptism that 
John had in view. This is not the baptism to which Jesus alluded.  Remove either 
the saving grace of God or the faithful trust of the Israelites, and the bronze 
serpent becomes a mere piece of bronze (‘Neshutan’).  Similarly remove either 

God’s grace or a seeker’s faith (John 3:16), and the λουτρόν παλιγγενεσία̋ (‘bath 
of regeneration’) becomes a mere bathtub. 

 

Summary 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and Spirit, he cannot enter 

the kingdom of God.”  What did Jesus mean when He said that?  It has to do with 1) 
what He said (the content itself) and 2) why He said it at the point He did (the literary 
context).   The content itself contains two nouns governed by one preposition; this 
strongly favors an interpretation of one unified event rather than two contrasted events.  
Additionally, Jesus introduces ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" (‘of water and Spirit’) as a 
clarifying parallel to  a[nwqen (‘from above’), hence only one birth is in view.   What is 
this one birth involving both water and Spirit?  John’s readers would see a clear allusion 
to Christian baptism.  However, could a pre-resurrection Nicodemus likewise see this 
allusion?  The context indicates that he could.  He associated the coming of the Messiah 
with baptism.  He heard -or at least heard of - John’s pronouncement of Jesus as the Son 
of God who would baptize even with the Spirit.  He appreciated Ezekiel’s prophecy of a 
new life, via cleansing through water and receipt of a new spirit.  Thus, he, too, was 
equipped to understand Jesus’ prescription for new life. 
 This interpretative conclusion can also be checked against an early audience of 
John’s gospel.  In fact, the witness of the early church contains writings from first- and 
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second-generation students of John himself.  Polycarp, who was martyred in AD 156 at 
the age of eighty-six, hands down to us some of the most important information about 
John and his writings.  He does so through his disciple, Irenaeus: 

For I have a more vivid recollection of what occurred at that time than 
of recent events …; so that I can even describe the place where the 
blessed Polycarp used to sit and discourse — his going out, too, and 
his coming in — his general mode of life and personal appearance, 
together with the discourses which he delivered to the people; also 
how he would speak of his familiar intercourse with John, and with 
the rest of those who had seen the Lord; and how he would call their 
words to remembrance. Whatsoever things he had heard from them 
respecting the Lord, both with regard to His miracles and His 
teaching, Polycarp having thus received [information] from the eye-
witnesses of the Word of life, would recount them all in harmony with 
the Scriptures.xxiv 

These second century Christians hold many advantages over modern scholars, as they 
lived in the same culture, spoke the same language(s), and shared multiple 
acquaintances with the Apostle John.   

Consider their interpretation of John 3:5: 
 
They are brought by us where there is water, and are regenerated in 
the same manner in which we were regenerated ourselves. They there 
receive the washing with water in the name of God (the Father and 
Lord of the universe), of our Savior Jesus Christ, and of the Holy 
Spirit. For Christ also said, “Unless you are born again, you will not 
enter into the kingdom of heaven.” (Justin Martyr c. 160)xxv 

We are made clean from our old transgressions by means of the 
sacred water and the invocation of the Lord. We are spiritually 
regenerated as newborn babes, just as the Lord has declared: “Unless 
a man is born again through water and the Spirit, he will not enter 
into the kingdom of heaven.” (Irenaeus c. 180)xxvi 

“Unless a man has been born again of water and Spirit, he will not 
enter into the kingdom of the heavens.”  These words have tied faith 
to the necessity of baptism.  (Tertullian c. 198)xxvii  

Now the teaching is laid down that “without baptism, salvation is 
attainable by no one.” This is based primarily on the ground of that 
declaration of the Lord, who says, “Unless one is born of water he has 
not life.”  However, when this is laid down, there immediately arise 
scrupulous (or rather, audacious) doubts on the part of some.  
(Tertullian c. 198)xxviii 
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 The early church expressed no confusion on this matter.  In fact, during the ante-
Nicene period, the church remained completely unified in its understanding of ‘born of 
water and Spirit.’ 

Conclusion 
“Without baptism, salvation is attainable by no one.”  In light of today’s 

mainstream Evangelical paradigm, these are hard words to read (and hard words to 
type).  Yet if gennhqh̀/ ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" refers to Christian baptism (as the 
evidence in this paper suggests) and duvnatai eijselqeìn eij" th;n basileivan toù qeou is 
equated with salvation (a point of widespread agreement), then the statement stands up 
to close exegetical scrutiny.   

However, can the statement stand up to theological scrutiny? Tertullian’s quote 
will likely elicit no ovations in an Evangelical fellowship.  Instead it might receive the 
retort, “We are saved by grace through faith, not by our works so no one can boast.  
Baptism is a work, so we cannot be saved by baptism.”  Does the Bible describe baptism 
as a work?  How does one harmonize John 3:5 and Ephesians 2:8-9? 

First, does the Bible describe baptism as a work?  On the basis of the preceding 
examination, baptism has its origin ‘from above.’  If it is a work, then it is a work of 
God.  Colossians 2:11-12 also addresses the question:  “and in Him you were also 
circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in the removal of the body of the 
flesh by the circumcision of Christ; having been buried with Him in baptism, in which 
you were also raised up with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him 
from the dead. “   ‘Having been buried with Him’ is described as an operation of Christ 
rather than an operation by the hands of men.  Thus, baptism is contrasted rather than 
compared with the quintessential ‘work’ of circumcision.  Faith again plays the vital 
role of raising us with Christ.  ‘Being raised with Him’ is again delineated as the work 
of God rather than of men.    

Secondly, how does one harmonize John 3:5 and Ephesians 2:8-9?  Titus 3:5 provides a 
solid theological insight: “He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in 
righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 
renewing by the Holy Spirit…” God saves man wholly because of His mercy and grace.  
No righteous work on man’s part can merit such a gift.  God presents this gift of 
salvation by the means of baptism.  Likewise, we are born from above by the means of 
water and Spirit.  A final thought on the means by which God confers His grace upon us 
from Mere Christianity: “this new life is spread not only by purely mental acts like belief, 
but by bodily acts like baptism...It is not merely the spreading of an idea…. There is no 
good trying to be more spiritual than God. “xxix 

 
Application 

 The conclusion of this paper presents a challenge to the prevailing paradigm of 
theological thought.  Evangelical theology labels this doctrine as heretical: “The 
teaching that baptism is a prerequisite for salvation, however, is considered by many 
evangelicals to be a heretical compromise of the biblical gospel of salvation by grace 
alone (Ephesians 2:8-10).”xxx  So how does one achieve the unity of the Spirit on this 
essential?  The reason for today’s ever-increasing division is not that Christians have 



 What Does It Mean To Be “Born of Water and Spirit”? 13 

 

deviously twisted the Scriptures to suit their own agenda.  Rather it’s because many 
Bible passages (e.g. John 3:5) can honestly be interpreted in more than one way by 
imperfect human paradigms. 
 Thus, even Christians wrapped in the banner of Sola Scriptura are forced to defer 
to some additional basis of authority.  Creeds, conventions, traditions, publications, 
preachers, seminaries, systematic theologies, commentaries, and personal feelings are 
all examples of secondary sources of authority.  These secondary sources then define 
the paradigm through which one will process Scripture, especially disputed Scripture.   
 Is there a paradigm to which all can give assent?  This paper considered a large 
volume of second century Christian writings.  Perhaps second century Christianity 
could provide such a paradigm.  Their writings are in no way inspired; however, their 
writings are a true indication of what Christians believed at the close of the apostolic 
age.  Some second century writers were even taught directly by the apostles.  All of 
these writers lived for Jesus, and most died for Him.  Two of them (Clement of Rome in 
Phil. 4:3 and Polycarp in Rev. 2:8-11xxxi) even receive commendation in Scripture.   
 Since no one today is ready to agree on anyone else’s current paradigms, perhaps 
some may at least consider the second century paradigm.  Currently, ministers and 
scholars consider second century writings through their own current paradigm, thereby 
filtering and selectively quoting them.  This paper proposes that exegetes instead use the 
2nd century church’s paradigm to process the essentials.  It is easy to employ their 
paradigm when it bolsters one’s own viewpoint; however, when confronted with a 
divergent viewpoint, the same scholar dismisses or disparages their paradigm.  Is that a 
sincere search for God’s truth or a presumptuous preservation of one’s own paradigm? 

Like Israel’s teacher - Nicodemus, both scholars and ministers of the gospel have 
the most to lose in a theological paradigm shift.  And like Nicodemus, both also prove 
to be the most firmly entrenched in their current paradigm.  However, like Nicodemus, 
some too may lift their eyes and behold Jesus’ teaching through the revealing light of a 
new day. 

 
Soli Deo gloria
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Appendix 
Structure of Greek Text 

Ην δεɳ  νθρωπο̋ (see 2:24-25)  

εʆκ τωɵν Φαρισαίων,  

Νικόδηµο̋  νοµα αυʆτωɵʸ,  

αʆɴρχων τωɵν ɅΙουδαίων�  

2222    ουʇɵτο̋  ηʆɵλθεν προɳ̋ αυʆτοɳν νυκτοɳ̋  

καιɳ  

ειʆɵπεν αυʆτωɵʸ,  

Ρʇαββί,   οοδαµεν  

οʇɴτι αʆποɳ θεουɵ  

εʆλήλυθα̋   διδάσκαλοσ�  

ουʆδειɳ̋ γαɳρ δύναται  

ταυɵτα ταɳ σηµειɵα ποιειɵν ( see 2:23-25) 

αʇɳ συɳ ποιειɵ̋,  

εʆαɳν µηɳ ηʆɵʸ οʇ θεοɳ̋  

µετɅ αυʆτουɵ.  

 

3333    αʆπεκρίθη ɅΙησουɵ̋ καιɳ ειʆɵπεν αυʆτωɵʸ,  

ɅΑµηɳν αʆµηɳν λέγω σοι,  

εʆαɳν µή τι̋ γεννηθηɵʸ   αʆɴνωθεν,  

ουʆ δύναται ιʆδειɵν  

τηɳν βασιλείαν  

τουɵ θεουɵ.  

 

4444    λέγει προɳ̋ αυʆτοɳν [οʇ] Νικόδηµο̋,  

Πωɵ̋ δύναται  

αʆɴνθρωπο̋ γεννηθηɵναι  γέρων  νˇ  

µηɳ δύναται ειʆ̋  

τηɳν κοιλίαν  

τηɵ̋ µητροɳ̋ αυʆτουɵ δεύτερον ειʆσελθειɵν  

καιɳ  

γεννηθηɵναιˇ  

 

5555    αʆπεκρίθη ɅΙησουɵ̋,  

ɅΑµηɳν αʆµηɳν λέγω σοι,  

εʆαɳν µή τι̋ γεννηθηɵʸ   εʆξ  δατο̋ καιɳ πνεύµατο̋,  

ουʆ δύναται ειʆσελθειɵν ειʆ̋   

τηɳν βασιλείαν  

τουɵ θεουɵ.  

6666    τοɳ γεγεννηµένον    εʆκ τηɵ̋ σαρκοɳ̋  

σάρξ εʆστιν,  

καιɳ τοɳ γεγεννηµένον    εʆκ τουɵ πνεύµατο̋  
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πνευɵµά εʆστιν.  

    
    

7 7 7 7 µηɳ θαυµάσηʸ̋  

οʇɴτι ειʆɵπόν σοι,  

∆ειɵ υʇµαɵ̋ γεννηθηɵναι   αʆɴνωθεν.  

8 8 8 8 τοɳ πνευɵµα  που θέλει πνειɵ  

καιɳ τηɳν φωνηɳν αυʆτουɵ αʆκούει̋,  

αʆλλɅ  

ουʆκ οιʆɵδα̋ πόθεν  ρχεται  

καιɳ  

πουɵ υʇπάγει�  

οοτω̋ εʆστιɳν παɵ̋  

οʇ γεγεννηµένο̋  εʆκ τουɵ πνεύµατο̋.  

 

9 9 9 9 αʆπεκρίθη Νικόδηµο̋ καιɳ ειʆɵπεν αυʆτωɵʸ,  

Πωɵ̋ δύναται ταυɵτα γενέσθαιˇ  

 

10101010    αʆπεκρίθη ɅΙησουɵ̋ καιɳ ειʆɵπεν αυʆτωɵʸ,  

Συɳ ειʆɵ οʇ διδάσκαλο̋  

τουɵ ɅΙσραηɳλ  

καιɳ  

ταυɵτα ουʆ γινώσκεισˇ  

11111111    αʆµηɳν αʆµηɳν λέγω σοι  

οʇɴτι  οʇɳ οοδαµεν λαλουɵµεν  

καιɳ  

οʇɳ εʇωράκαµεν µαρτυρουɵµεν,  

καιɳ  

τηɳν µαρτυρίαν ηʇµωɵν ουʆ λαµβάνετε.  

12121212    ειʆ ταɳ εʆπίγεια ειʆɵπον υʇµιɵν καιɳ  

ουʆ πιστεύετε,  

 πωɵ̋ εʆαɳν εεπω υʇµιɵν ταɳ εʆπουράνια  

πιστεύσετεˇ  

13131313    καιɳ ουʆδειɳ̋  αʆναβέβηκεν  

ειʆ̋ τοɳν ουʆρανοɳν  

ειʆ µηɳ  οʇ  

εʆκ τουɵ ουʆρανουɵ  

καταβά̋,    

οʇ υιʇοɳ̋ τουɵ αʆνθρώπου.  

14141414    καιɳ καθωɳ̋ Μὡσηɵ̋  ψωσεν τοɳν  φιν  

εʆν τηɵʸ εʆρήµωy,  

οοτω̋  

υʇψωθηɵναι δειɵ τοɳν υιʇοɳν τουɵ αʆνθρώπου,  
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15151515    ιʇɴνα παɵ̋  

οʇ πιστεύων εʆν αυʆτωɵʸ   εʆɴχηʸ ζωηɳν  

αιʆώνιον. 
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