TEXT: John 3:1-13PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #7: Interview with Nicodemus


Today brings us to the seventh sermon in our study of John's Gospel.  It is the first lengthy conversation he records for us and another powerful witness that "Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God".  


The chapter begins with an introduction, vv.1-2.  "There was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.  This man came to Jesus by night, and said to Him. "Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher come from God; for no one can do these signs unless God is with him'".  


The man is a Pharisee, professing a belief in and a love for Holy Scripture.  He is a Ruler, occupying a seat on the Jewish Counsel.  He's a learned and articulate man, v.10, calling him "the teacher of Israel".  He has come to the Lord, not as a private citizen, but on behalf of the Ruler--"we know" he has it.  What does he think of Jesus?  He thinks rather well of Him.   He calls Him "Rabbi" a title of honor; he has seen the "signs" and understood them to mean: "God is with You".  


A reply is forthcoming, v.3.  


Approached by such a dignitary and complimented so profusely, I'd expect the Lord to say: "Thank you for your kind words, Rabbi, but there's more to Me than meets the eye.  May I explain?"  


But the Lord says something else: "Most assuredly I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God".  What does this mean?  In context, something like this: "Your assessment of Me is irrelevant because you haven't even seen God's Kingdom!"  


Why not?  Because he hadn't been "born again".  In other words, the knowledge of Christ is not obtained through ordinary means.  It is not the product of schooling or reading or hard thinking.  


This is universally true.  Our Lord said one "must" be "born again" if he's to "see the kingdom of God".  It's not as though a "born again" person has a leg up on others in understanding.  But the man, not born again, has no true knowledge of Christ.  The Pharisee's learning hasn't brought him one step closer to God.  Spiritually, he's no better off than the publican or the harlot he so despises.  If he has any doubt, the Lord dispels it with the words: "Most assuredly"--"Amen, Amen" in the Greek.  No exceptions to the rule!  


"You must be born again".  


Reeling from our Lord's sharp words, Nicodemus recovers to score a debating point, v.4: "How can a man be born when he is old?  Can he enter a second time into his mother's womb and be born?"  


Sweeping the joke aside, our Lord makes His point again and again, vv.5-7.

If Nicodemus doesn't like the term "born again", our Lord will try another: "Unless one is born of water and spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God". 


The grammar indicates one birth--"of water and spirit".  Not two: one "of water" and another "of spirit". 


According to v.10, this "birth" was something Nicodemus (as teacher in Israel) should have understood clearly.  Therefore, it cannot refer to baptism.  It must be in the Old Testament.  The precise wording is not; the idea is.  


1.
Water stood for washing--a key part of Hebrew ritual.  


2.
Spirit often stood for life.  


3.
The two dramatically meet in the prophecy of Ezekiel 36:25-26: "Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean; I will cleanse you for all your filthiness and from all your idols.  I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you..."


The reference is clear; so is the interpretation.  One has no part in the Kingdom until he receives a new and clean life from God.  


V.6 finds the source of this new and clean life: "That which is born of flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit".  The life is not "of the flesh"--the result of one's heritage or culture.  It comes by the work of God's Spirit.  Henry Scougal has it: The Life of God in the Soul of Man.  


This was hard for Nicodemus to accept; it's no easier for people today.  One is not a Christian because he's born to a believing family, or because he's been baptized, or because he reads the Bible or because he tries to live morally.  One is not a Christian unless--and until--God's Spirit imparts a new life to him.  


This surprised the old Pharisee; but shouldn't have.  "Do not marvel that I say to you, `You (plural--even you rulers and men of learning) must be born again".  


Let's tell it like it is: No one goes to heaven without the new birth.  Not the moral person.  Not the church-goer.  Not the pastor.  No one.  The new birth is non-negotiable.  


How should we understand the new birth?  V.8 explains: "The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes.  So is everyone born of the Spirit".  In short: the New Birth is not a mechanical process (as the Pharisees and many today think) but a Divine mystery.  To borrow from Paul: "It is not he who runs, neither he who wills, but God who shows mercy".  


Nicodemus is humbled.  He seeks further teaching on the Kingdom of God, vv.9-13.


"How can these things be?"  In other words, "How is it that we rabbis have missed it so badly?"  


The Lord explains: "Most assuredly, I say to you, We speak what We know and testify to what We have seen..."  The mysteries of God are so great that only eyewitnesses can speak authoritatively of them.  And only "we" have "seen".  Who's the "we"?  The Lord Jesus, of course.  And someone else.  Who?  The Father and the Spirit.  And they are now speaking.  Not partially and obscurely as they had in the Old Testament, but with a new fullness and clarity.  God has "Spoken by His Son".  


There is no lack of teaching.  But Nicodemus and his friends are not ready to learn.  They "Do not receive our witness".  They don't welcome it.  It's infringing on their rights to teach and lowering their reputation among the people.  They want no part of it!  


Their unwillingness to learn from Christ has left them unable to learn, v.12: "I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things?"   Nicodemus is asking for further insight into the Kingdom of God.  But our Lord has just told him, in effect: "If you haven't learned the first lesson--of the new birth--why are you signing up for an advanced course?"  


V.13 is a closing reproof: "No one has ascended to heaven but He who came down from heaven, that is, the Son of Man who is in heaven".   The Pharisee's knowledge is wrong because it is second-hand.  Only the Lord Jesus has a first-hand knowledge of things Divine.  And therefore, no one but He is "the teacher in Israel".   


The interview with Nicodemus, it seems to me, is parallel to the cleansing of the Temple that occurred a few days before.  In the earlier event, our Lord effectively fired the priesthood and took its role upon Himself.  Now, He's done the same with the Rabbis.  Nicodemus and his people have mistaught the people long enough!  Now, its our Lord's turn to teach.  He becomes the expositor of Holy Scripture and God's Final Word.   


What does this mean to us practically?


It means the Old Testament Scripture must be read Christologically.   All of it, Law, no less than prophecy, climaxes in Christ.  Like John the Baptist, they bring the people to Christ and then step back so that He might have all the glory.  The good people who believe, for example, that the Ten Commandments are still in effect, have missed the point entirely.  As have Christians who eagerly look forward to the revival of David's monarchy in a coming Millennium.  The Old Testament climaxes--not in Moses, not in David, but in Christ.  


It also means the believer must bind his conscience to Jesus Christ alone.  Therefore, you're not required to believe everything I say or subscribe to every word in a Confession of Faith.  In fact, you're forbidden to do so.  Listen to me, study your books, but follow no one fully--no one but Christ.


May God so enable us.  Amen.    

