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John 3:12


 is the first class conditional particle EI, meaning “If” and it is true.  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article and adjective EPIGEIOS, meaning “earthly things.”
  This is followed by the first person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EIPON, meaning “to say, tell.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the dative indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  This is followed by the additive/connective use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the negative OU with the second person plural present active indicative from the verb PISTEUW, which means “to not believe.”


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that Nicodemus and the other leaders of Israel are producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“If I told earthly things to you [and I did] and you do not believe,”
 is the interrogative adverb of manner PWS, meaning “how.”  Then we have the third class conditional particle EAN, meaning “if” and it may or may not be true or happen.  This is followed by the first person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb EIPON, meaning “to say, tell.”  “This is a third class condition, embedded within a deliberative question.  It follows a first class condition in which the apodosis is a denial of belief.  In light of this parallel, as well as the context, we should read the third class condition as follows: ‘If I should tell you heavenly things—and it is likely that I will—how is it possible for you to believe’.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the entire action as a potential fact.


The active voice indicates that Jesus will produce the action hypothetically.

The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive with the participle EAN in a third class condition.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you” and referring to Nicodemus and other unbelievers.  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article and adjective EPOURANIOS, meaning “heavenly things.”
  Finally, we have the second person plural future active indicative from the verb PISTEUW, which means “to believe: will you believe.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what is likely to take place.


The active voice indicates that Jesus would potentially produce the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

“how will you believe if I tell heavenly things to you?”
Jn 3:12 corrected translation
“If I told earthly things to you [and I did] and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell heavenly things to you?”
Explanation:
1.  “If I told earthly things to you [and I did] and you do not believe,”

a.  Jesus continues with explanation of salvation to Nicodemus by pointing out a simple principle regarding belief and disbelief.  Lost in the English translation is the plural use of the word “you” four times in this statement.  Jesus wasn’t just speaking to Nicodemus, but to all the unbelievers represented by him.

b.  Jesus told Nicodemus a very earthly thing, when He told him that he must be born again, because being born again is something that can only happen on earth.  No one is born again after going to heaven and no one is born again after going to earth.  You must be born again while you are living on this earth.  Our lifetime on this earth is the only time we have a chance to be born again.  Therefore, being born again is a very “earthly thing.”


(1)  “The work of the kingdom of God including the new birth which Nicodemus did not understand belongs to  [= the earthly things].”



(2)  “The earthly things must refer to what had already been said and, therefore, must include the new birth.  This takes place on earth, whereas the heavenly things relates to revelations of the future when the kingdom would reach its fulfillment.”


c.  The phrase “you do not believe” is another indication that Nicodemus is still an unbeliever at this point.  He has not believed that there is such a thing as a spiritual birth.  He does not believe what Jesus has told him, even though he believes that Jesus has come from God.  If Nicodemus truly believes that Jesus “has come from God as a teacher” (verse 2), then he ought to believe the teaching of the teacher who has come from God.

2.  “how will you believe if I tell heavenly things to you?”

a.  Now we have an a fortiori logical conclusion.  If you won’t believe the easier and more obvious things, then how are you going to believe the more difficult spiritual things?  Obviously, you can’t.  “By ‘the heavenly things’ Jesus means the things that take place in heaven like the deep secrets of the purpose of God in the matter of redemption such as the necessity of the lifting up of Christ as shown in verse 14.”
  Nicodemus had no clue that the serpent on the pole lifted up by Moses was a picture of the lifting up of the Messiah on the Cross in crucifixion or the lifting up of the Messiah in resurrection.

b.  The earthly things are things that we see, hear, touch, taste, and know by our rational experience on earth.  The spiritual things are things that God does for us of which we have no sensory perception to recognize.  For example, the creation of a human spirit and the imputation of eternal life to that human spirit is a spiritual experience that is not seen, heard, or felt in any way.  The same thing applies to the imputation of divine righteousness, the sealing of the Spirit, the indwelling of the Trinity, being put into union with Christ, and many other spiritual things.  How is Nicodemus going to believe any of these things, if Jesus were to tell him all about what was going to happen in about three years on Pentecost?  All of these things would be foolishness to him.


(1)  1 Cor 1:18-26, “For the doctrine about the cross on the one hand keeps on being foolishness to those who are perishing, but on the other hand it keeps on being God’s power to us who are being saved.  For it stands written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise men [rationalism], and I will reject the intelligence of the intellectuals [empiricism].’  Where is the intellectual?  Where is the theology professor?  Where is the debater of this age?  Has not God shown the wisdom of the world to be foolishness?  For since in the wisdom of God, the world did not come to know God through its own wisdom, God determined through the ‘foolishness’ of a proclamation to save those who are believing.  In fact because the Jews keep asking for signs and the Greeks keep seeking for wisdom; indeed we are proclaiming Christ having been crucified; on the one hand, to the Jews [it is] heresy [a scandal], and on the other hand to the Greeks [it is] idiocy [foolishness], but to those who are the elect, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God.  Because the stupidity of God is wiser than mankind, and the weakness of God is stronger than mankind.  For consider your calling, fellow-believers, that there are not many intellectuals according to human standards, not many powerful, not many noblemen.”



(2)  1 Cor 2:14, “But the soulish man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and so he is not able to understand, because they are spiritually examined.”

c.  Unless Nicodemus believed in Christ he would not receive the help of the Holy Spirit, in order to understand spiritual things.  No unbeliever understands spiritual things, which is why you don’t try to explain the doctrines of the Church to an unbeliever.  They can’t understand any biblical doctrines as real truth.  The Holy Spirit can only make the gospel a reality to them.  That is what Jesus was trying to do with Nicodemus, but Nicodemus would not believe Him.

d.  Therefore, you will notice as we continue through our Lord’s discourse that He never tries to explain spiritual things to Nicodemus but continues on with information about the gospel and the consequences of believing and not believing.


e.  “The imagery of opposites is an important aspect of Johannine theology.  Paired opposites—such as light and darkness (Jn 1:5), heaven and earth (3:12; 8:23), flesh and spirit (3:6), and belief versus unbelief (3:18)—are striking in their impact when encountered by the reader.  …By means of polarized imagery John was able to emphasize to his readers that they, like all people, face alternative choices.  When it comes to one’s response to Jesus, these choices are of enormous importance because they determine one’s eternal destiny.  To John, there was no middle ground.”
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