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Born from Above 
 

0:00:02 Sam Allberry: Our cultural narrative is very much, “You have to be your true self 
and your true self has to be affirmed by everybody else. And you know that the highest good 
we can do today is to express ourselves. Into that, some message of every Disney movie in 
the last 10 years is you’ve got to be true to who you are.” 
 
0:00:16 Shane Rosenthal: Follow your heart. 
 
0:00:19 Sam Allberry: Because who you are is perfect and beautiful, and we should all 
recognize that. And Jesus just destroys that here because he’s saying: “No. No. No. You as you 
is wrong. You’ve got to be born all over again.” 
 
0:00:36 Narrator: Five centuries ago, in taverns and public houses across Europe, the 
masses would gather for discussion and debate over the latest ideas sweeping the land. From 
one such meeting place, a small Cambridge inn called the White Horse, the Reformation came 
to the English-speaking world. Carrying on the tradition, welcome to the White Horse Inn. 
 
0:01:01 Shane Rosenthal: Hey there, and welcome to another edition of the White Horse 
Inn, as we’re continuing our exploration of the Gospel of John. And on this program, we’ll be 
discussing the first part of John 3. “Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, 
a ruler of the Jews. This man came to Jesus by night and said, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a 
teacher come from God, and that no one can do the signs that you do unless God is with him.’ 
Jesus answered him saying, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the 
kingdom of God.’ Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can a man be born when he is old? Can a man 
enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?’ Jesus answered saying, ‘Truly, truly, 
I say to you, unless one is born of water and Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That 
which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel 
that I said to you, “You must be born again.” The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its 
sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is 
born of the Spirit.’ Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these things be?’ Jesus answered him, ‘Are 
you the teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, 
we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our 
testimony. If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell 
you heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, 
the Son of Man. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so too must the Son of Man 
be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.’” To discuss this important 
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passage, we have a wide spectrum of voices on today’s panel from a variety of confessional 
Protestant traditions. Sam Allberry is a minister in the Church of England and the author of 
a number of books including Connected: Living in Light of the Trinity. Sam, thanks for joining 
us again. 
 
0:02:47 Sam Allberry: Thank you. 
 
0:02:48 Shane Rosenthal: Jeff Mallinson is our Lutheran representative. He teaches 
theology and philosophy at Concordia University in Irvine, California and he’s the author of 
Sexy: The Quest for Erotic Virtue in Perplexing Times. Jeff, it’s great to have you back with us. 
 
0:03:00 Jeff Mallinson: So glad to be here. 
 
0:03:01 Shane Rosenthal: And Patrick Crandall is a new addition to our panel. He’s a 
Reformed Baptist pastor over at The Fields Church in Carlsbad, California. Patrick, thanks for 
being with us. 
 
0:03:09 Patrick Crandall: Glad to be part of the conversation. 
 
0:03:10 Shane Rosenthal: And I’m Shane Rosenthal. And, in addition, to serving as the host 
for this year-long trek throughout the Gospel of John, I also serve as an elder at Christ 
Presbyterian Church in Saint Louis, Missouri. Before we get into the conversation about John 
3, I want us to talk a little bit about some of the work that Richard Bauckham has done as 
he’s exploring this issue of names in the gospels. So, if you compare the names that are 
collected in all four gospels and Acts, you compare them to a database of names collected 
from all the early first century sources, whether they’re from texts or artifacts, ossuaries, any 
place that someone can find a name. It turns out that this first century Jewish Palestinian 
male names look remarkably similar to the names we find in the gospels and Acts. In fact, in 
the same ratio—and Richard Bauckham argues that this is a really good indication that these 
are real historical individuals, because you can’t fake this. The question is, can you get the 
ratio of the names, right? That’s the larger claim about the names that you get when you just 
evaluate the names, in general. But then he goes into detail about this name Nicodemus. In 
his book, The Testimony of the Beloved Disciple, what he ends up showing is that this name, 
Nicodemus I, is actually a name that appears in the rabbinic writings that corresponds to a 
very wealthy family. In fact, he is the kind of person who would have sat in the Sanhedrin, 
like we find in John 3. This Nicodemus is a teacher of Israel. He’s a member of the Sanhedrin 
and he appears to be wealthy—if you look at the information that you find at the end of the 
gospel. What Bauckham ends up arguing is that anyone reading John’s Gospel would have 
connected this name with that well-known Nicodemus, and that’s the thing that I want to 
emphasize throughout the series—this is not fan fiction. This is real history. And because it’s 
real history, it’s true and it has implications on all of us. 
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0:05:00 Jeff Mallinson: I think it’s a very strong case that he makes, and in ancient classical 
literature, it’s very hard to manufacture that effect—the effect that John's Gospel has when 
it brings out these people—these encounters, these very real, I would say is almost like high-
definition television. You might have said in the old days, color. The only thing I can think 
that is parallel to this would be Socrates, The Apology, where he defends himself before the 
Athenians. Because throughout it, he just brings up names of people. He’ll say, “Hey,” and 
making the names up now from memory but he remembers, “Hey guys, remember Bill and I 
when we were back in the war? Do you ever remember me running away from a battle? Do 
you ever remember me backing down and leaving my watch post?” There is no immediate 
reason for him to bring up these names but it’s just because it’s so natural, because 
everybody is just so familiar. These are the characters that they’re all familiar with, which 
gives it not just the reality for millennia later, as some kind of marker that this is an authentic 
text, but it really is something that is, vibrantly, part of the community. But in most of society 
and most of history, this is what you would expect from an authentic text that’s really alive, 
with not just the reality of this as a historical document from which we get our dogma, but 
rather, it brings alive the teachings of Jesus with actual people, and he’s demonstrating now 
his theology—and in this case, with a guy like Nicodemus. 
 
0:06:25 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah, and so, the reason this is important is if John is the latest of 
the gospels, and he’s adding not history but theology, you have to ask the question: “Is this 
story here with Nicodemus something that’s just added to give this color?” And what 
Bauckham is saying—no, this is very consistent with what we see in the first century. This 
looks like a real historical individual. 
 
0:06:46 Sam Allberry: This kind of stuff is fun for some of us if we are new to all of these 
things. But actually, it really does matter, as you say, because Bauckham’s work, it is game-
changing for how we view the gospel accounts. It’s overturning 200 years of critical 
scholarship. 
 
0:07:01 Shane Rosenthal: It really is. 
 
0:07:02 Sam Allberry: So, it’s great stuff. And if our listeners are not familiar with Richard 
Bauckham’s book, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses is the best place to start. If you want a kind of 
entrée in to the whole field of this kind of scholarship, Peter Williams has a book out called, 
Can We Trust the Gospels? which is a very good introduction to the, kind of, looking at place 
names, people’s names, even the proliferation of certain plants, and certain things that we 
see referenced in the gospels, and checking them with what we know of the first century 
world. 
 
0:07:31 Patrick Crandall: One thing, I think, along with this, too—just thinking to John’s 
purpose in writing his gospel—that you might believe. We see that later on in John, and what 
is going to be more persuasive, if your goal is to convince people that Jesus is who he said he 
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is, a fan fiction with this philosophical, theological stuff added in, or a true historical account 
that these names and things wouldn’t be even familiar to people, and could be corroborated. 
It reminds me the Apostles’ Creed—how we have this very, very short statement of the 
Christian faith. And yet within that, “crucified under Pontius Pilot.” This Roman official, fairly 
obscure, not really important in the broad scheme of world history, but it grounds what Jesus 
did in real life, in real history as a true historic event. So, I think even coming back to John’s 
purpose, the fact that this would be true historical accounts of real engagements actually 
gives more weight to what he’s trying to accomplish. 
 
0:08:21 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah. So, when we actually take a look at this picture that John is 
presenting for us, with Jesus meeting with this particular historical individual named 
Nicodemus—again, someone who’s well-known from the rabbinic literature—we read that 
this man came to Jesus by night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from 
God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” And Jesus answered, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” A lot of 
people talk about the significance of Nicodemus coming to Jesus by night. What significance 
do you think about that? 
 
0:08:54 Sam Allberry: So, it’s interesting that he’s actually coming to Jesus in darkness. 
Darkness, we’ve already seen, is significant in John’s Gospel. It’ll come up again towards the 
end of Chapter 3, with the lights coming into the world, and people love the darkness rather 
than the light. So again, the fact that Nicodemus is coming to Jesus in darkness is, I’m sure, 
not incidental. John knows what he’s doing by giving us that detail. 
 
0:09:16 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah, and he does seem to be someone who’s interested. He’s 
someone who’s thinking about the things that Jesus is doing, but he’s a representative of the 
Jewish leadership who doesn’t believe, which is why many argue, the commentators say, 
“he’s coming in secret.” 
 
0:09:30 Sam Allberry: Yeah. One of those people who doesn’t want everyone to know, 
they’ve got spiritual interest or questions. 
 
0:09:36 Jeff Mallinson: And it becomes an archetype later in the Reformation—to call 
somebody a Nicodemite was to describe a 16th century Protestant who was officially part of 
the Catholic church that secretly believed in the Evangelical cause, so you had this, kind of, 
secret Calvinists throughout France. They called them Nicodemites because they were afraid 
to put their money where their mouth was, or their social status, and that’s a very strong 
motivator for people staying within the old system. 
 
0:10:02 Sam Allberry: So, it’s really interesting that Nicodemus is very respectful of Jesus 
and what he says to him. He describes Jesus as a rabbi. He, kind of, acknowledges that God is 
with Jesus. He’s recognizing that these signs are something that could not happen without 
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God’s enabling. So, we might be tempted to think this guy’s got it. He’s on board—which 
makes Jesus’ response to him all the more surprising, because it sounds like this guy’s in. 
 
0:10:28 Patrick Crandall: Right. You can almost refer back to the end of Chapter 2, where 
we get the statement that Jesus knows the hearts of all men, and he didn’t entrust himself to 
those who are believing in the signs—but he knew their hearts. He knew that the faith was 
not there to see him as who he truly was. And so I think Nicodemus, well, he’s representing 
the ruling classes in a sense, sort of, part of that group. There’s something unique going on 
here. The power of God is present here, but not coming all the way in terms of recognizing 
Jesus, who he truly is—maybe a great teacher—maybe even a prophet, perhaps, but not as 
the Messiah. 
 
0:11:02 Shane Rosenthal: So, Jesus is basically saying that people can respond to outward 
signs and miracles. Nicodemus has seen the power of Jesus doing some signs and wonders 
that he thinks is because God is with him. People can respond to that, and that’s what you 
were saying, Patrick, about the ending of John 2. But the kingdom of God itself, the very thing 
to which the signs point, can’t be seen or understood apart from God’s regenerating grace. Is 
that what is going on here? 
 
0:11:28 Sam Allberry: I think this is the most offensive thing Jesus says anywhere in the 
gospels. We’re so used to the language of being born again and people talk about Born-Again 
Christians. I think we miss the force of it. So yeah, we’ve turned it into a kind of Evangelical 
brand almost, and we miss what Jesus is actually saying—that he’s not come to modify us. 
He’s not saying that we need a bit of fine tuning. He’s not come to add to what we’ve already 
got going for us. He’s not doing a matching, donation-type thing. It’s going to take nothing 
less for us to be reborn, even to see the kingdom of God, which is to be in the, kind of, 
platinum class division of it. But even to see the kingdom of God, we can’t. We’ve not just 
been born right. 
 
0:12:13 Shane Rosenthal: That’s what’s interesting here is he, sort of, interjects this idea 
after Nicodemus has said something very positive. Nicodemus says, “You must be someone 
who comes from God because you’ve done these things,” but then he says something really 
startling here—he says, “unless a person is born again, he cannot even see the kingdom of 
God; much less decide to sign up for it.” It’s not even something that’s seen at all. And I 
recently went to a pastors’ convention, and I asked the attendees what they thought about 
this first and I got a diversity of opinion. Let’s listen to some of their answers. 
 
0:12:46 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): What does Jesus mean when he says you’ve got to 
be born again? 
 
0:12:50 Pastor 1: It really has to do with a new spiritual experience. 
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0:12:53 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): So how do I become born again? 
 
0:12:56 Pastor 1: Becoming born again really comes to the place where you have to freely 
choose to accept something that you don’t have physical proof of. That’s where faith comes 
in. 
 
0:13:07 Pastor 2: Well, it’s talking about a rebirth. We’re born dead because when sin 
entered, it brought death and we’re dead spiritually. And then when Jesus— 
 
0:13:13 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): And if we’re dead spiritually, how do we have free 
will? 
 
0:13:16 Pastor 2: You have free will in that you have the opportunity to choose to allow God 
to rebirth you. And that’s what Jesus is talking about. Nicodemus, you have got to allow me 
to rebirth you. That’s an evident thing throughout scripture. If you look at all of different 
times from Genesis, all the way through, there is a constant thread of God laying it out and 
you having to choose. 
 
0:13:37 Pastor 3: I don’t think born again is always the most helpful language because that 
make it means so many things you can unpack. You can write books on it, but to be born 
again is to put Christ as the head, to put God first. 
 
0:13:48 Pastor 4: How do you get born again? So, it’s turning to our Jesus and repentance 
and his grace causes us to be born again. 
 
0:13:56 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): So once I, with my free will, choose to decide, that’s 
when I’m born again? 
 
0:14:02 Pastor 4: I think that the Bible is not clear enough to make an exact statement in 
that area. How it comes about? I’m not one to judge that. I think that’s God’s place to judge. 
 
0:14:10 Pastor 5: There’s this healthy tension in scripture between the free will of man and 
the spirits call. There is free will, and the Bible teaches that we have the free will to sin and 
accept Christ. And also, the Bible teaches that when the Spirit calls, you cannot resist. So, I 
don’t know how to explain that. All I can say is the Bible teaches it. 
 
0:14:34 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): So how does one get born again? 
 
0:14:36 Pastor 6: By confessing our need for Christ and our need for forgiveness from our 
sins and self-directedness, and just to truly surrender to Christ and receiving him into our 
lives, and embrace him as our Savior and Lord. 
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0:14:48 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): But that surrender and that decision, is that 
something that we do or is it something that God graciously makes us do? 
 
0:14:55 Pastor 6: I tell you it’s the both ends, to be honest. Yes, God knows who is going to 
embrace him but he does give us that freedom of choice. He initiates the process but then we 
do make the decision to say, “Okay, I’m going to receive this gift he’s offered to me.” 
 
0:15:12 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): Do you think he initiates the process with 
everybody and that most people resist it? 
 
0:15:15 Pastor 6: That’s how I understand scripture. I think he is at work in hearts of people 
but many people turn away and reject his gift. 
 
0:15:24 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): This salvation of cooperation, our will with God’s, 
or is it completely 100% God’s grace? 
 
0:15:29 Pastor 7: I’m pretty comfortable saying I don’t know. I hear stories and I see 
experiences both sides, and biblically, I can argue either way. My inclination is that there’s 
cooperation. 
 
0:15:40 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): How do you become born again? 
 
0:15:44 Pastor 8: I believe it’s a work of God, so people need to hear the gospel and I believe 
that God saves the people. 
 
0:15:49 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): Do you think that when a person is saved, it’s all 
God’s work and grace? Or do you think that we have a part in it? 
 
0:15:56 Pastor 8: That’s interesting, where we see that God calls for acts and we respond to 
acts. And I’ll tell you, Shane, I really thought when I came to Christ it was my decision, but 
I’ve asked myself a lot this last 10 years is, “When does God’s free will trump man’s free will?” 
And we don’t know. Jesus didn’t go out of this way to make this clear. 
 
0:16:17 Shane Rosenthal: So what do you think about some of those responses from that 
pastors’ convention. 
 
0:16:20 Jeff Mallinson: Well it’s pretty varied as you might expect. 
 
0:16:22 Sam Allberry: It’s interesting. I think a lot them of missed the most obvious thing 
about what Jesus is saying here. When you get to know someone, one of the questions you 
ask them is, “When’s your birthday?” I’ve been asked that lots of times. My birthday’s in 
August. No one has ever said to me, “Why did you choose to be born in August?” Because you 
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don’t choose, do you? You don’t choose to be born. You are born, and when Jesus says you 
must be born again, the implication is the same. This is something that you a have passive 
role in. You don’t choose to be born and you don’t think, “I know. I’ve decided I’m going to be 
born again.” It shows, actually, this is something that has to open to us for us to be able to see 
the kingdom of God. 
 
0:17:01 Shane Rosenthal: And it seems pretty clear what Jesus is saying, but there were so 
many voices here who said the Bible isn’t clear on that. 
 
0:17:07 Jeff Mallinson: They said it was an experience. There was a lot of conversation about 
a free choice. 
 
0:17:11 Shane Rosenthal: Lots of people think that we have the free will. Let’s talk about 
that issue of free will. Do we have free will? 
 
0:17:16 Patrick Crandall: No, we don’t. Not anymore. And I think that’s, really. why there’s 
so much confusion about this. and why it’s so hard and offensive, and why we don’t really 
want to take it for what it is. Because implicit in it is the fact that there is something wrong 
with the first birth. 
 
0:17:31 Shane Rosenthal: We’re not able to see the kingdom as naturally born humans. 
Jesus is saying there’s a flaw in our nature. 
 
0:17:38 Jeff Mallinson: Right. You are flawed. You are broken. You are not acceptable the 
way that you are. And that’s the thing that restricts our free will, as well. Created with free 
will? Yes, but in bondage now to sin. Our will is enslaved to sin. A lot of times we confuse 
freedom of choice with freedom of will. 
 
0:17:54 Shane Rosenthal: Make that distinction for us. 
 
0:17:56 Jeff Mallinson: So, freedom of choice is you go to Taco Bell and you order the 
chalupa instead of the gordita. We were making choices. We all have the sense that we are 
choosing. Nobody’s forcing us like a robot. But our will is the thing that drives choices. 
 
0:18:09 Shane Rosenthal: We choose that which is according to our nature. 
 
0:18:11 Jeff Mallinson: Exactly, and in sin, our will is so corrupt—and that you knew with 
Adam in that Fall that we will not choose... We cannot choose Christ anymore. 
 
0:18:22 Shane Rosenthal: That’s exactly what we’ll see where John 3 ends. Because he says 
light came into the world, but men love darkness rather than light. And so when the light 
comes into the world, what do people do? They run away from the light. That’s the natural 
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inclination. And so the question would be then, for all those voices we heard at this pastors’ 
convention, if you’re arguing for free will, we have the will that runs away from the light. No 
one chooses to decide for that kingdom. They can’t even see that kingdom. 
 
0:18:49 Jeff Mallinson: It’s not just the very clear teaching I think of Jesus here to 
Nicodemus. And again, that is, that there absolutely is not free will, that that’s the problem. 
That’s why, even though he got a pretty good start by recognizing that this rabbi had some 
kind of authority and had these signs, the fact is he just couldn’t get it. He needed to wake up. 
He needed light. And as your Lutheran today, I can say most certainly, this is fundamental to 
Luther’s discovery. This inability, specifically, in his work, The Bondage of the Will. It is like, 
kind of, channeling Jesus to Lazarus later in John 12, where you’re dead and that Word brings 
you out from the cave of darkness into the light. And if you don’t get that wake up, if you don’t 
get that enlightenment, if you will, then you can’t see the kingdom, and that’s precisely what’s 
going on here. 
 
0:19:37 Shane Rosenthal: And that’s why some of the language that I heard struck me. It’s 
all about surrendering. It’s all about making that decision cooperating. 
 
0:19:45 Sam Allberry: It’s called an agency, isn’t? Our agency. 
 
0:19:48 Shane Rosenthal: Right. But what Jesus is saying is completely different. We do 
make a decision. We do decide but we do that, Jesus says, once we’ve been born again. That’s 
the key. 
 
0:19:58 Sam Allberry: It’s screamingly offensive today, because in our kind of Western 
culture, we so prize the goodness of the individual. And our cultural narrative is very much, 
“You have to be your true self and your true self has to be affirmed by everybody else.” And 
you know that the highest good we can do today is to express ourselves. Into that, some 
message of every Disney movie in the last 10 years is you’ve got to be true to who you are. 
 
0:20:24 Shane Rosenthal: Follow your heart. 
 
0:20:26 Sam Allberry: Because who you are is perfect and beautiful, and we should all 
recognize that. And Jesus just destroys that here because he’s saying: “No. No. No. You, as 
your natural, most intuitive you, is wrong. You’ve got to be born all over again. You didn’t 
come out right the first time.” Whereas, the whole cultural narrative is now, whoever I am as 
I am now— 
 
0:20:50 Shane Rosenthal: My sexual identity. My preferences. 
 
0:20:52 Sam Allberry: That’s who God made me to be. Even within the Christian world, we 
have a theology of Creation but we don’t have a theology of the Fall. So. we just read off from 
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how we are now—how God must have made us, and therefore, wants us to be. So, this is 
really, really offensive. 
 
0:21:07 Shane Rosenthal: Now, Sam, you talked about this in your book, Is God Anti-gay? 
You talked about the fact that a lot of Christians sometimes want to push back at this idea, 
for example, with same sex preferences. They backed off against the idea that people are 
born this way. How do you respond to that idea? 
 
0:21:22 Sam Allberry: Even if we were born this way, it doesn’t make it right, because Jesus’ 
very point here is that we were born inadequately. And all of us, this is what Jesus says, 
“Unless one is born again,” and he’s saying it to one of the most respected religious people of 
his day. If it’s true of Nicodemus, it’s true of everyone. So, however we have been born with 
whatever impulse is, with whatever traits and intuitions, we need to be born again. 
 
0:21:48 Shane Rosenthal: We’re all going to run away from the light to the darkness because 
that’s where our hearts naturally incline. It may be different for one person to another. One 
may struggle with same sex attraction. One may lust more often. One may have coveting 
problems with other people’s gold. 
 
0:22:03 Sam Allberry: Rosaria Butterfield, in her testimony, says that she realized she didn’t 
need to repent of being a lesbian. She needed to repent of being an unbeliever. 
 
0:22:10 Shane Rosenthal: Wow. 
 
0:22:11 Sam Allberry: And that’s the key thing for all of us. We express that unbelieving in 
multitude of ways. Some of them respectable and religious and spiritual looking. Many of 
them not, but all of us have the same basic issue, which is we need to be born again. 
 
0:22:24 Shane Rosenthal: Now, there were some good answers at this pastors’ convention 
and I have saved those for last. Let’s listen to some of those. 
 
0:22:30 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): What is this idea of being born again in your view? 
 
0:22:33 Pastor 9: You need to be a new creation. You need to completely re-made—as a 
baby does not choose when he’s born, neither do we. And it’s something, initially, that God 
does from the inside out, not the outside in. 
 
0:22:44 Shane Rosenthal (Convention): So we’re not born again by making a decision, we 
make a decision because we’re born again? 
 
0:22:49 Pastor 9: Absolutely. 
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0:22:50 Pastor 10: We are sinners and we cannot come to God unless God comes to us, which 
is the whole reason why Jesus comes to us—because we can’t get to him and we can’t do 
anything to write ourselves. So, I think that it’s a free choice that’s been affected by the work 
of the Spirit in your life. You’re freely responding to the work that he’s already doing. 
 
0:23:09 Pastor 11: Billy Graham wrote a book called How to Be Born Again? It’s a clever title 
but I think it’s misleading. I think being “born again” is something that happens to us, at least 
from the scriptures in Ephesians 2, in Nicodemus’ passage. That’s a work of God that he does 
in our hearts, enabling us to see him—recognize him as the Savior, and responding in faith. 
 
0:23:32 Pastor 12: The spiritual birth is regeneration. I mean it’s an amazing theme what’s 
going on in John 3. It’s all the Solas. It’s all about Christ and the Spirit doing that work, in 
which it’s interesting that we don’t talk too much about the Spirit’s role. In John, which is a 
very Trinitarian work that’s saying, which is, actually quite amazing. Maybe we should be 
preaching more about that. 
 
0:23:53 Shane Rosenthal: I agree with that guy. I think we should preach this more. He even 
talked about the Solas, so that was great. These guys, it seemed to me, were catching the 
weight of this passage here—that you have to first be given that new birth and you can’t 
make yourself born again. This is something that has to be done to you, which is why it’s 
grace. 
 
0:24:13 Jeff Mallinson: The very word, I think, is worth noting the Greek for “to be born 
again” also actually has the meaning of “born from above”. And so, you’ve got this light and 
dark theme going throughout John and certainly here. But you also have the up-down thing, 
but also then talks about flesh and spirit. And this becomes problematic for some Christians, 
as if the body’s bad and the spirit is good. That’s not what’s going on here. It’s reiterating that 
theme that this embodied you, your flesh and blood—you’re a body. You can’t do it with the 
natural resources of that body. And so, to be spiritual isn’t to be irrational or new age-y, or 
floating around on clouds. It’s to say that the source of the light, or the source of the 
enlightenment, comes from above. It comes from God, and without that, you don’t get born 
again. 
 
0:25:03 Shane Rosenthal: I think you’re right Jeff. I, kind of, read this text as if Nicodemus 
has understood the word ańōthen there—the word again as meaning the ‘second birth’. And 
that’s what he kind of responds to—Jesus saying.  “So how can a man be born a second time?” 
But I think Jesus’ use of that word is the other meaning, from above, because he says this 
kind of thing over and over again, particularly in John’s Gospel. Do you guys agree with that? 
 
0:25:28 Patrick Crandall: Yeah. I think so because I think it fits with the entire rest of this 
conversation. The fact that even the things we’re going to see later on, you have to be born 
of the Spirit. That’s where Jesus is going to take him. It’s coming to the beginning of moving 
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Nicodemus towards this idea that what you have, in and of yourself, what you have naturally, 
is not enough. You need something outside of you from above, from God, through the Spirit, 
that’s what you need. 
 
0:25:51 Shane Rosenthal: He even uses that same word in verse 31 in this other way, “He 
who comes from above”—ańōthen, the same word, is “above all.” So that word clearly has 
that range. 
 
0:26:02 Sam Allberry: Yeah. 
 
0:26:02 Jeff Mallinson: One of the respondents, though, talks a lot about experience and I 
think when people see the idea here, like in verse 8, of being born of the Spirit, I think they 
think that’s what it means. That to be born again, this is certainly what happened throughout 
the 20th century. When people in popular culture talked about being born again, they really 
were primarily talking about a conversion experience that had a spiritual flavor to it or what 
you would describe, in colloquial ways, as spiritual. But again, this is the Holy Spirit. This is 
the power of God. 
 
0:26:39 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah. It’s interesting to think about how John has these hints in 
the prologue about the things he’s going to say. So, he actually hints at this in John 1:12-13 
where he writes, “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave them the 
right to become children of God, who were born, not of the will of the flesh nor the will of man, 
but of God.” There’s that “being born from above.” This is the heavenly rebirth that needs to 
take place. It’s not caused, he’s saying here, by the individual will of man or his descent 
through Abraham’s bloodline. 
 
0:27:13 Sam Allberry: I love the pastor who answered by saying it’s not that our rebirth is 
triggered by our belief but we believe because we’ve been reborn. But again, we love to kind 
of make it something we achieved. It’s like the video game. You get to a certain point, then 
you unlock the rebirth level. Jesus isn’t saying that. He’s not saying if you believe enough then 
you, kind of, unlocked rebirth and you’re just on the whole different level then. We can only 
believe because we have been reborn. 
 
0:27:39 Patrick Crandall: Sam, I think you nailed it, because the order of that is so 
important. When something that we do proceeds new birth—something we do results in 
that, really, and dangerous ground, as far as the gospel goes. The gospel being a “good news 
of salvation coming by grace and not of works,” because what that does is, it really makes 
faith into something that is, in itself, meritorious rather than a gift from God that gives us 
access to the meritorious work of Christ. It becomes the thing that we do from within us that 
then results in the new birth. So, this goes right to the heart of the gospel being of grace and 
not of works. 
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0:28:16 Shane Rosenthal: Now some of the pastors that I interviewed talked about this idea 
of foreseen faith—that God sees those in advance who will believe—so is that a good 
explanation? He is electing people in view of the faith that he foresees that they will have? 
 
0:28:30 Jeff Mallinson: There is nothing in the text that gives us any indication of that. If 
you’re going down that route, it’s only to make you less uncomfortable by what we’ve already 
described as the scandalous nature of what Jesus is saying here, because there’s just nothing 
that indicates that. 
 
0:28:44 Shane Rosenthal: Even going further than that, basically, what we have is Jesus 
saying—"unless you’re regenerated, reborn, you can’t see the kingdom.” You can’t choose to 
sign up for it. So, what would he foresee apart from his gracious intervention? 
 
0:28:58 Sam Allberry: Yeah, we’re blind. That’s what Jesus is saying. Every single one of us 
by nature, by virtue of our natural birth, is spiritually blind. 
 
0:29:07 Patrick Crandall: Really, it comes back to something that we’re initiating again. God 
is outside of the driver’s seat. He’s reacting and responding to something that we ourselves 
have generated. And that clearly goes contrary to this passage, and much of what we see in 
our New Testament. 
 
0:29:20 Shane Rosenthal: We talk sometimes on this program about monergism and 
synergism. So, some of the language that you heard from some of the pastors when they talk 
about cooperating, when we’re talking about "how do we get to heaven, all of us around this 
table would want to say we’re monergists. It’s God alone acting. God alone working. And then 
synergism would be me and God, together, are working to save me. 
 
0:29:40 Jeff Mallinson: And I think sometimes people are legitimately worried about the 
potential negative, pastoral implication of this. People tend to get up in their heads, probably 
more on the Presbyterian world, Shane. Am I elect? These are the kind of pastoral questions 
that people worry about. But if you just step back, even from that philosophical, theological 
question about the sovereignty of God and election, it should not go without notice, though, 
that Jesus is saying that this whole thing is so different from everything you expected, 
Nicodemus—that you have to rethink the entirety of religion and theology, and the way God 
sees us. Don’t let that pastoral, spiritual, devotional reality get past us because that’s 
fundamental. That not only are we in the dark, but that the very way that we think we would 
cooperate with God is completely off the table. We’re completely confused about what we 
could do even if we had the sinlessness to affect our own betterment. We can’t do that, but 
we wouldn’t even do it in the right direction. What we tend to do, as human beings, is build 
towers, whether it’s to Molek, or in Mesoamerica on some ziggurat and sacrifice people, we 
think that’s what God needs, because that’s rational to us. 
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0:30:52 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah. We just talked about that on our recent program. This 
whole idea of building towers at Babel. It’s our ascent up to God that God thwarts. In the 
Jacob’s ladder episode, we see the ladder of God’s descent and where is Jacob in that story? 
He’s there at the bottom, asleep, inactive. 
 
0:31:08 Jeff Mallinson: But this resonates so well with that. I’m glad you brought that up 
because that’s that up and down business. There is an up and down in Jacob’s ladder. It’s just 
that the direction changes, and just as that’s happening, that’s what’s happening here. 
 
0:31:20 Shane Rosenthal: Jesus himself will say, “No man ascends up to heaven, but the Son 
of Man who descends from the Father.” So then in verse 4, Nicodemus says to Jesus, “How can 
a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” 
And Jesus answered saying, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, 
he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is 
born of the Spirit is spirit.” What are some of the implications of the way Jesus continues to 
unpack this idea to Nicodemus? 
 
0:31:52 Sam Allberry: I think it’s interesting that Nicodemus responds by trying to make 
what Jesus said sound ridiculous, and I think we, so often, do that. He’s missed what Jesus is 
actually saying, and he’s taking his own interpretation of what Jesus means and then showing 
how stupid that is—so I think that itself is quite telling. 
 
0:32:08 Shane Rosenthal: Which is why Jesus will say to him, “Are you the teacher of Israel?” 
 
0:32:10 Sam Allberry: Yeah. If you don’t get this, then no one’s got it. Which again, it’s just 
that Nicodemus’ response reinforces the fact that we can’t see the kingdom of God apart from 
spiritual rebirth. So Jesus, then, has to, kind of, again, explain it in a way that shows he’s not 
talking physical categories of being literally, physically reborn, but he’s talking about a very 
different type of birth. Hence, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, so he now gets more 
specific with what he means of by being born from above. 
 
0:32:40 Shane Rosenthal: Why does he say “born of water and Spirit”? There are different 
interpretations of this passage. Some have tried to connect this to baptism. Others talk about 
the fact that this is amniotic fluid so it’s natural birth, contrasted with spiritual birth. I used 
to hold that view, actually. One of the reasons I did hold that view was because of what 
happens in the very next verse where Jesus unpacks it, saying flesh gives birth to flesh, and 
Spirit gives birth to spirit. That could be a further unpacking of the contrast between water 
and spirit. But then there’s a third view, which is to say that what Jesus is doing here is 
unpacking these allusions throughout the Old Testament, where water is mentioned in 
connection to the Spirit’s work. 
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0:33:21 Jeff Mallinson: A lot of this gets affected I think by Saint Augustine, who explicitly 
connects this to Word and Sacrament. 
 
0:33:28 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah, but I guess one of the ways that we could challenge this as 
an idea that it’s connected to baptism, is what would have been the baptism that’s present 
here at this time? Jesus and his followers haven’t actually started baptizing, so the only 
baptism that could have been in view would have been the Baptism of John. So, if he’s 
referring to baptism, then it would be a reference maybe to John’s baptism, which was a 
baptism of repentance. So then, are we then saying that we first have to repent in order to 
get the Spirit, which is what some of those pastors were saying in our interviews, right? 
 
0:34:00 Patrick Crandall: Yeah, and I think that the strongest argument for what Jesus is 
referring to here is those Old Testament passages that talk about the coming kingdom of God. 
And particularly, Ezekiel 36:25-26, “Since I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be 
clean from all your uncleanness. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put 
within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.” 
 
0:34:26 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah. So, there you have that cleansing with a new covenant, but 
it’s also connected with the work of the Spirit. 
 
0:34:31 Patrick Crandall: Yeah, and I think reading Christian baptism into this would have 
been anachronistic, right? But that’s not on the scene yet. John’s baptism is really going to 
pass away very shortly, and we don’t want that as prerequisite to kingdom entrance. 
 
0:34:43 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah, because in the Book of Acts, the people who had been 
baptized by John need to be re-baptized later in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. 
 
0:34:49 Patrick Crandall: Yeah. Sam pointed out that Nicodemus has, kind of, tried to make 
Jesus look ridiculous. How do you get reborn again? And Jesus comes back and says, “You 
who’ve studied and taught this to the people of Israel, through the law and the prophets, you 
of all people should recognize this. This should ring true to you but you’ve totally missed it.” 
 
0:35:04 Shane Rosenthal: Yeah. Another place he missed was Isaiah 44:3-4 where it says, 
“For I will pour out water on the thirsty land, and streams, and the dry ground. I will pour out 
my spirit on your offspring. They shall spring up among the grass like willows by flowing 
streams.” Water is in tandem with the Spirit and that’s what, I think, Jesus is getting at—that’s  
the water and the Spirit. It’s God’s work, just like wind is used as an analogy of the Spirit. So 
to his water, throughout the Old Testament, that’s what it means. This is a divine, spiritual 
birth. 
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0:35:35 Sam Allberry: So, just looking at verse 7, I just thought of this, but Jesus says, “Do 
not marvel that I said to you, you must be born again.” And I started thinking, if Jesus is saying 
we can’t see the kingdom of God without rebirth, then why is he having to go at someone for 
not understanding that. Because this whole point is, we can’t understand it. Was he saying 
don’t marvel at this because, actually, it’s all there in the scriptures and you should have 
picked this up. 
 
0:35:58 Jeff Mallinson: My guess on this would be it has something to do with what 
Tertullian says where he says, “I believe because it’s absurd”, and some people think this is 
an indication that Tertullian is saying let’s be irrational. But there’s another interpretation 
that would say that Tertullian is suggesting that if you’re going to get a word from outside of 
the system, if you’re going to get a supernatural gospel, don’t be surprised that it’s 
surprising—or don’t be surprised that what I’m saying is going to be very different. Because 
if this is a new kingdom, if this is a new message, or in fact, a very old message that’s clear 
throughout the text that you couldn’t see until you were awakened to it, don’t be surprised 
because that you would expect the radically, different kind of rescue that Jesus is bringing  
would look like or sound like. 
 
0:36:48 Sam Allberry: That sounds a lot like C.S. Lewis when he says one of the reasons he 
believes in Christianity is because it’s not something we would ever have made up. 
 
0:36:54 Jeff Mallinson: Yeah. 
 
0:36:55 Shane Rosenthal: Isaiah says something to that effect, right there at the end of 
Isaiah 52, he says, “Kings will shut their mouths because of this one, this Suffering Servant, and 
that which they had not heard, they will understand.” But then at the beginning of 53, “But 
who has believed this report, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” 
 
0:37:14 Sam Allberry: It’s interesting at verse 8, Jesus, in order to kind of illustrate 
something that is from above that isn’t earthly, he uses something that is earthly. By then, 
talking about the wind blowing where it wishes and you hear its sound—that whole thing—
he’s using something from this world to explain how something from the other world works. 
 
0:37:35 Shane Rosenthal: Right. I have to say that was one of those passages that didn’t 
make any sense to me, the first 10 years of reading my Bible. 
 
0:37:42 Sam Allberry: And I think, others can correct me if I’m wrong, Jesus’ point in verse 
8 seems to be that there’s a parallel between the work of the Spirit and wind, which shouldn’t 
surprise us given those two words are closely related in Hebrew. The Spirit is the breath of 
God. But wind happens to you, doesn’t it? 
 
0:37:59 Shane Rosenthal: Right. You don’t decide to make it a windy day. 
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0:38:02 Sam Allberry: Exactly. That could have sounded biological, what I just said. And the 
work of the Spirit happens, and you see its effect, and it’s like that with the wind. The wind 
is there. It happens to us and we see its effects around us. 
 
0:38:16 Shane Rosenthal: It also implies that the Spirit is a person, because it says the wind 
goes where it wills and so to it is of those born of the Spirit. This Spirit has a will of his own. 
There are other texts in the New Testaments that say things like, “Don’t grieve the Spirit,” 
and, “You can’t grieve electricity.” You can’t grieve a force. But here, the Spirit is being 
represented as person who goes where he wants to go. 
 
0:38:41 Patrick Crandall: And Jesus personifies the wind to accurately communicate that 
the Spirit is a person. This is a person with a will who is working in a direction, not just this 
force that we tap into or access. 
 
0:38:53 Shane Rosenthal: In tandem with the Father and the Son. That’s why I like that 
comment from one of the pastors we interviewed who said “It’s a Trinitarian thing.” The 
Father, Son and Spirit are at work in this regeneration, this rebirth. As we’ve discussed in 
previous shows, we’re that guy at the bottom of the ladder that Christ himself climbs down 
and rescues and regenerates and gives us new birth. That’s the heart of our faith. This is a 
gracious God and salvation is by grace alone through faith alone. And we’ll continue to 
unpack these rich themes as we explore John’s Gospel. And by the way, if you’re new to some 
of these issues and ideas that we’ve discussed on this program and you want more 
information, be sure to check out our website at www.whitehorseinn.org. Again, the address 
is www.whitehorseinn.org, and we’ll see you next time on the White Horse Inn. Thanks so 
much for being with us. 
 
0:39:44 Narrator: The White Horse Inn is a listener-supported broadcast. For more 
information about this program, visit us online at www.whitehorseinn.org. If you sign up as 
an Innkeeper, Architect or Reformer, not only will you get a complimentary subscription to 
our magazine, Modern Reformation, but you’ll also get longer editions of every White Horse 
Inn broadcast. To find out how to join one of these support programs, click on the support 
tab of our website, www.whitehorseinn.org. You can also give us a call at 1-800-890-7556. 
That’s 1-800-890-7556. We’ll see you next time at the White Horse Inn. 


