Sunday, June 15, 2014 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Jesus, the lead defender of the Christian faith: 
Application: Practical ideas to make Christ’s claims known.

John 3:1–21
John 3:5 (NIV84) 5 Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.
-----------

We read in John 1:14 (NIV84) 14 The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
On the day of His baptism, Jesus revealed His glory to John the Baptist. The Baptist’s response was to fearlessly exclaim, . . . John 1:29 (NIV84) 29 . . ., “Look (Behold), the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 
To each of His first disciples, Jesus’ glory was revealed. For some it was by the testimony of another. For others, it was by means of Jesus revealing His knowledge that could only be known supernaturally. At Cana in Galilee, Jesus revealed His glory through the miracle of changing water into wine (John 2:11). In the temple in Jerusalem, Jesus revealed His glory by the authority by which He cleansed the temple of money changers and of those who had turned the temple into a market place. Further, He foretold how His glory would be revealed at His crucifixion and resurrection.

Last week we looked at a portion of the Farewell Cycle in John 13 – John 17. Today, as are “farewell” to this school year’s study of the apologetics of Jesus, we look at the centerpiece of what Gerald Borchert calls the Cana Cycle. It includes John chapters 2, 3 and 4. It starts and ends in Cana and is noted by John, the writer, as being the place where Jesus’ first and second miraculous signs take place. So, Cana represents the bookends to this section of John. In the center of those two miracles, John engages his readers in a discussion about the meaning of authentic believing. 

The stage for our text is set immediately following the story of Jesus cleansing the temple in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast. Here’s how John sets us up to now engage in the story of Jesus and Nicodemus.

John 2:23-25 (NIV84) 23 Now while He was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs He was doing and believed in His name. 24 But Jesus would not entrust Himself to them, for He knew all men. 25 He did not need man’s testimony about man, for He knew what was in a man.
Here John tells us that our Lord’s first visit to Jerusalem at the Passover Feast drew a considerable amount of interest while highlighting a belief in Jesus that was based solely on Him performing miracles. He tells us that Jesus considered such a faith as unreliable. In fact, Jesus would not believe in such believing. He would not entrust Himself to such men. So, could it be, then, that John is now introducing us to such a man in chapter 3? . . . a man who is quite impressed with Jesus’ miracles, will even attribute His ability to do such miracles as coming from God, but cannot yet genuinely believe in Jesus?

John 3:1-2 (NIV84) 1 Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know You are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs You are doing if God were not with Him.” 
Yes, indeed, Nicodemus is one specimen of an imperfect faith built on miracles. We will now see how Jesus deals with such a “faith.”
What do we know about Nicodemus? A Pharisee. That tells us what school he belonged to. It would be like saying he was a graduate of the “Harvard” of theological schools. A member of the Jewish ruling council. That tells us that he held an official position in the Jewish Supreme Court, otherwise known as the Sanhedrin which operated under the authority of the Roman government. He had both intelligence and power. And, so, Nicodemus comes to Jesus and initiates conversation. “Rabbi, we know You are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs You are doing if God were not with Him.”
That all sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? He calls Jesus Rabbi or teacher. Acknowledges that He has come from God. That’s a big one. And, he attributes His performance of miraculous signs with the presence of God being with Him. So, why wouldn’t Jesus be excited about getting this kind of acclamation from Nicodemus?

Was it that Nicodemus came to Jesus at night? And, did he come at night because of his fear of his fellow Jewish leaders – that he didn’t want to be seen with Jesus? Or, did he come to Jesus out of a custom for rabbis to study and debate long into the night? Or, in a literary sense, was John using a secondary level of meaning of the word “night” as someone who was coming to Jesus who was in spiritual and moral darkness? This latter option certainly makes sense in how John frequently connects night with spiritual darkness. For example, . . .John 9:4-5 (NIV84) 4 As long as it is day, we must do the work of Him who sent Me. Night is coming, when no one can work. 5 While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 
John 11:9-10 (NIV84) 9 Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? A man who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by this world’s light. 10 It is when he walks by night that he stumbles, for he has no light.” 
Gerald Borchert says this: “Some interpreters might suggest that Nicodemus came to Jesus “at night” (3:2) to prevent detection or alternatively that (as an intense rabbi) he studied late into the night, but most commentators are agreed that the reference to night is a picture of a man who was in an uneasy state of unbelief or doubt.” ﻿62﻿ 
 

I suggest that it may be a combination of fear of his fellow Pharisees and John wanting us to understand that though Nicodemus is a very religious man, he is still living in the darkness of sin. In both cases, the inference is that this was a secret meeting. And, as Alexander McLaren says, “There is something wrong with any convictions about Jesus Christ which let themselves be huddled up in secret. If Christians do not regard Jesus Christ in such a manner as to oblige them to stand out in the world and say, ‘Whatever anybody says or thinks about it, I am Christ’s man,’ then be sure that they do not yet know Him as they ought to do.” 

Nicodemus, at this point in his relationship with Christ, did not want to be seen as being friendly with Him – did not want to be associated with Him. But, more importantly, Nicodemus did not know Jesus Christ for who He really was.

As evidence, think about his words, “Rabbi, we know You are a teacher who has come from God.” Do you not see something quite condescending in these words. The leader of the educational and theological establishment was complementing Jesus. The one who represented the credentials committee who gave out teaching certificates was telling Jesus they were quite impressed with His miracles. Jesus should have been in awe of this recognition from such a fine and elite body of scholars. But, as we will see, Jesus demonstrates who the real theologian is.

On the other side of this coin, however, I do see that the truth about Jesus was planting seeds of belief even in proud-minded, elite, powerful figures like Nicodemus. That Jesus would engage in conversation with this Pharisee suggests that Jesus did not see it as a waste of His time. For how many times will we see Jesus speak with abruptness and curtness to the Pharisees? Could it be that in this man Nicodemus, who was a sinner and full of the fear of man, there was a place in his heart where the seed of truth could take root and grow?

It is true that Nicodemus was not at the point of genuine believing. His arrogance still had the best of him. But, Jesus knew something about this man who, in spite of his sin and in spite of his fear of man, would one day repent of his conceit and sin and acknowlege his desperate need of the Savior, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

And that, my friend, is an encouragement to all of us to boldly proclaim the hope we have in Jesus Christ even to the elite and powerful when they give us an opportunity to speak into their lives.

But, as I noted in the paragraph that introduced this dialog between Jesus and Nicodemus, we have here an illustration of the weakness of belief that is based solely on miraculous signs. 

John 2:23-25 (NIV84) 23 Now while He was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs He was doing and believed in His name. 24 But Jesus would not entrust Himself to them, for He knew all men. 25 He did not need man’s testimony about man, for He knew what was in a man.]

You see, miracles and signs are potentially dangerous. They can become ends in themselves and take our eyes off of Jesus and His work. I like what Alexander McLaren says. “Signs are more as revelations of Christ’s character and His work; less as credentials of His authority. They are signs of the spiritual work that He does, and manifestations of His redeeming power.” 
 In other words, miracles are to point to Jesus as the authority. Miracles are to point to Jesus as the one who is true. They are not simply a display of power. They are not simply to make an impression. They are, instead, to drive the truth of Jesus Christ into our soul and allow that truth to generate genuine belief in Him as our Savior and Lord.

Though this meeting between Jesus and Nicodemus was off the record, nonetheless, it was an opportunity for Jesus to instruct and challenge one of the leaders of the group that would be most responible for His crucifixion. It is most likely that Nicodemus was among those who confronted Jesus in the temple and demanded of Him to prove to them by what authority He did what He did. Jesus now has audience with a key leader of that group and will plant seeds of truth in enemy territory. The good news is that it does take root and it does bears the fruit of belief.

What we do see in Jesus’ response to Nicodemus’ complement is a fearless and blunt statement of what was missing in Nicodemus’ belief. Sometimes the best way to deal with an imperfect or weak faith is to be brutally honest so as to not convey that an imperfect or weak faith is the goal in our relationship with Christ. Surely, Christ spoke out of love and compassion. But, it would hardly be loving to allow Nicodemus to continue to think he was rightly related to God when in reality he was not. You see, Nicodemus did not know Jesus Christ for who He really was. Thus, his conception of what it would take to see the kingdom of God was faulty. And Jesus speaks to correct that misunderstanding.

3 In reply Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth (amen, amen), no one can (is able to) see the kingdom of God unless he is born (Greek: anōthen) again (the alternate translation, born from above).”
4 “How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!” 
So, what do you make of this conversation? Well, because there are two equal options for how to translate Jesus’ phrase, “born anothen,” either “born again” or “born from above,” it depends on the hearer’s understanding or familiarity. What does it mean to Nicodemus to be “born anothen?” Obviously, he heard it as “born again,” not “born from above.” So Nicodemus responds, almost in a joking manner, for all he could think of was the physical, flesh and blood, realm. So he says, “Doesn’t make much sense to me, Jesus - getting back into my mother’s womb so I can be born a second time? You’re going to have to help me with this one. What do You mean by being born anothen?”

Now keep in mind that Nicodemus was a highly educated man. He’s a teacher of Judaism. He’s a brilliant man. He’s not stupid. But, he’s missing the point of what Jesus was saying. He’s asking for help in a bit of a sarcastic manner. “I certainly can’t be born again physically. So, what are You talking about?”

So, Jesus obliges and explains further. 5 Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth (amen, amen), no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at My saying, ‘You must be born (anōthen) again (or from above).’ 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” 
Now, for starters, let’s look at the statement: “no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.”
Haven’t we just heard Jesus say something very similar? How about in verse 3. “no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born (anothen) again.”
If we put these two statements next to each other, it certainly points to “born again” or “born from above” as being equivalent to “born of water and the Spirit.” That is significant in that we should be taking “water and the Spirit” as a unit, not separately. What Jesus says in verse 7 could get us to think of water and the Spirit separately as though “water” is referring to our flesh and “the Spirit” is referring to our spirit.
To the contrary, it should get us thinking about how Jesus connected water with the Spirit. Listen to Jesus in John 7:37–39 (NIV84) 37 On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. 38 Whoever believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” 39 By this He meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. 

So, water is not being used in contrast to the Spirit but to explain the Spirit. Water, rather than being construed as a synonym of flesh is actually standing in contrast to the flesh because it is a description of the Spirit who will flow from within those who believe in Jesus.

If the Old Testament scholar, Nicodemus, really knew his Scripture, he would have thought of Isaiah 44:3 (NIV84) 3 For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out My Spirit on your offspring, and My blessing on your descendants. 
In typical Hebrew parallelism writing, “water” and “My Spirit” are equivalent. This is not a picture of baptism. It is not a picture of human birth. Rather, it’s a picture of God pouring out His Spirit on people. The result of that outpouring is new life like grass in a meadow and poplar trees by flowing streams. Those are pictures of people, people who say, “I belong to the Lord,” or call themselves by the name of Jacob.

Then Jesus adds another aspect of the Spirit to the meaning of being born from above. Verse 8. 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” 
The wind is also a picture of the Holy Spirit. We know the reality of wind, but we can’t see it. We know it comes from somewhere, but we don’t know where that somewhere is. Being born from above is a sovereign act of God. It’s not getting back into our mother’s womb. It’s not going through the waters of baptism. It’s something entirely new. It’s God’s Spirit coming like the wind into our lives, encountering us, and as we respond in faith by believing, He transforms us by giving us a new birth. We are born from above.

And when that happens, when the Christian is truly in relationship with the Holy Spirit because of his surrender to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, a transformation begins to take place and there begins to be external evidence that bears witness to this unseen reality. It’s the Holy Spirit bearing witness of His work in the Christian’s life by the believer’s increasingly godly and righteous behavior. The Spirit is like the wind blowing through a believer’s life. The unbeliever sees evidence of the wind, the Spirit, but cannot tell from where it comes or to where it is going.
Nicodemus, however, still seems not to understand what Jesus is saying.

9 “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked. 
10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?
We now come to the third “amen, amen” statement in this conversation. These “amen, amen” statements are notices that Jesus gives to say, “pay attention,” “write this down,” “remember this.” Now the first two times in this chapter Jesus used the “amen, amen” preface, He clarified what He meant by saying, “born anothen.” Jesus wanted Nicodemus to understand “born anothen” as “born from above,” not “born again.” He wanted to lift his thinking into the spiritual dimension so he would allow God’s Spirit to help him see that he really could have a new birth even when he was old.
But now, Jesus has something else of great importance to say to Nicodemus. Thus, the third “amen, amen,” preface. He is now going to help us, if he can’t help Nicodemus, to understand what His life’s purpose is and why it should be so very important to us. What begins now in verse 11 is a discussion of the Triune God’s mission to the world where God the Father sends His Son to the world. But, it is not just Jesus’ mission. It is the mission of the entire Trinity. Thus, I understand the plural pronoun “We” in verse 11 to be referring to Triune God. When Jesus speaks, we could just as easily say that the Father has spoken or the Spirit has spoken. All three know the same things. All three testify to what they have seen. They are integrally linked together in purpose and mission, though they have some distinction of roles.

11 I tell you the truth (amen, amen), We speak of what We know, and We testify to what We have seen, but still you people do not accept Our testimony. 12 I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 

Here, Jesus expresses His dismay with Nicodemus. He has spoken to him of earthy things but Nicodemus doesn’t believe. It could be that he doesn’t believe what Jesus is saying about those earthly things. It could be that he doesn’t believe in Jesus. The context of the statement seems to point to the need to establish some small and basic points before going on to grasp the larger point. If Nicodemus can’t grasp simple math, then how could Jesus move him on to trigonometry or calculus? If Nicodemus can’t trust Jesus as a credible witness of things he has seen with his own eyes, there’s no hope that he will trust Jesus as a credible witness of the unseen things of the Spirit.
So Jesus tells Nicodemus that his only hope in seeing the kingdom of God, of gaining eternal life, was to believe His testimony about the unseen Spirit of God. To illustrate this, Jesus reminds Nicodemus of a very familiar Old Testament story.

13 No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life.
The connection between the command to be born from above and Jesus being lifted up is the act of believing the testimony God is giving us regarding His Son. The substance in which we are to believe is that Jesus is equivalent to the bronze snake that Moses made in obedience to God’s command so that the disobedient Jews who were being disciplined by the biting snakes could be saved by looking to the bronze snake on a pole that Moses lifted up for the people to see. Being born from above is equivalent to the eternal life that we receive by looking to, by believing in, Jesus Christ.

God instructed Moses to make a bronze snake, put it on a pole and lift it up. The people were told that if they looked to the bronze snake on the pole, they would be healed of their sickness from the snake bites. Those who did not look to the pole, died. Those who looked at the snake on the pole, lived.

Jesus would take upon Himself our sin and be hung on the cross to die so that we might live, that we might have eternal life. Jesus would be the temple that was destroyed by the sinful, Jewish leaders. But, in three days would rise again and demonstrate that He truly is our eternal life.

John 3:16-18 (NIV84) 16 “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. 18 Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.
Verse 16 tells us who God used to bring salvation to the world. Verse 17 tells us God’s purpose in sending His Son to the world. Verse 18 tells us the reality of judgment that amplifies God purpose for sending His Son to the world.

God’s mission to the world of sending His Son, His “only Son,” was an unrepeatable mission. If this mission didn’t succeed, God doesn’t have another Son to do a “do over.” This is it. God’s one and only mission of sending His Son into the world is to rescue those who would believe in Him.

But, is it possible for anyone to truly enter into this process of salvation that is initiated by God if we fail to recognize the costly nature of this mission? Indeed, our salvation came at a great cost to Triune God, and particularly the second member of the Trinity, God’s Son, Jesus. 

Therefore, what Nicodemus illustrates for us is that in the process he was going through to come to salvation, this aspect we read about in chapter 3, represents a failed attempt by Nicodemus to grasp the meaning of Jesus’ presence on earth because he was unable to see Jesus’ mission from God’s perspective. Nicodemus left in confusion and frustration because he was viewing life solely from an earthly perspective.

Jesus leaves Nicodemus with these words to ponder; words the Holy Spirit will use to draw him to Christ. John 3:19-21 (NIV84) 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.”
The immediacy of this verdict is as verse 18 states it: whoever does not believe stands condemned already. Unbelievers are already living in a state of condemnation. Thus, it is of immediate concern that they escape from this condemnation. But, only belief or trust in Jesus Christ will set us free. The good news is that those who trust Christ and live by the truth are saved by Christ. This is the meaning of salvation. It is welcoming Jesus Christ to have full reign and rule in our lives so that we become displays of His glory.

Today is the day of salvation. Trust the testimony of Christ. Surrender to Him and be saved.

Amen.

62 See, e.g., E. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel, ed. F. Davey (London: Faber & Faber, 1947), 211, who sees Nicodemus as “betwixt and between.”
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