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These words bring our Lord's best-known discussion to a close.  He and Nicodemus are talking about the Kingdom of God.  The latter is a man of great learning--the most respected Rabbi in Israel.  Yet he doesn't know the first thing about the Kingdom.  Why not?  Not because he hasn't read much or thought hard about it, but because he hasn't been "born again".  Spiritual knowledge is only had by people "born of the Spirit".  As a student of the Old Testament, Nicodemus should have known this.  But he didn't.  


And so, our Lord tries to make His point by evoking another image from the Sacred Scriptures.   Maybe Nicodemus will get this one.  I hope we will too.  


The image is well known.  It is the Bronze Serpent.  

Its story is told in Numbers 21:4-9.  In brief: The people of God begin murmuring against Moses and the LORD.  God sends deadly snakes into the camp to punish them.  They cry for relief.  God provides it in a striking way: a bronze snake is molded and attached to a long pole.  The pole is lifted up in the middle of the camp and a promise is made: "Look and live".  He who looked at it lived; he who didn't died.   Nicodemus knew the story well. But what did it mean?  That he didn't know.


Our Lord tells him: "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life".  


Our sins have provoked God.  He is not aggravated as a tired father might be, but justly offended by what we do and what we are.  This is true of everyone, not just a few truly horrid people.  A man of high morals and deep piety described himself and his kind as "the children of wrath, even as others".  This wrath doesn't await the Judgment, but is upon the sinner right now!  He is "already condemned" says v.18.  


Thus, like the Hebrews of old, we've been bitten by God's wrath.  And it, unlike the snake's venom, reaches into the soul and is not relieved by death.  The poison now running in the sinner's soul will never abate, but only grow worse.  In this life and the next.  


But God has provided a cure.  It is not a bronze snake; it is "the Son of Man", our Lord Jesus Christ.  "It is the LORD who heals you" He said long ago.  How does He heal the snake-bitten soul?  Not by His teaching; not by His example; not by His church or its sacraments.  "The Son of Man" heals us by being "lifted up".  


What does this mean?  It means being "lifted up" on a cross.  His crucifixion is saving in its effect.  Salvation is found nowhere else.  This is why Paul gloried in nothing but the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  


The cross has a blessing for all who would receive it.  What is it?  "Eternal life".  About it, S.D.F. Salmond writes:

"Eternal is used, not in order to add to the life the idea of perpetuity, but to express more fully the quality which belongs to life itself.  In John's writings, death is an ethical condition, condition of failure and evil in which men exist by nature, and out of which they are raised by Christ.  The life is the new condition--the spiritual order of being, the existence of fellowship with God into which Christ brings men; and the eternal life is this life in its quality of the divine order of life, the life which fulfills the whole idea of life, the good of life, the perfection of life, the satisfaction of life in God".


In short, "eternal life" means "joy in God's presence".  The Psalmist has it: "You will show me the path of life: In your presence is the fulness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forever more".    


The blessing of "eternal life" is available to all.  "Whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life".  A bit later, we find that the "whoever" means, not Jews only, but Jews and Gentiles alike.  Without distinction.  I don't want to push the imagery too far, but this is worth noting: the bronze snake was put up in the middle of the camp--and way up high--where everyone could see it.  


How is the blessing obtained?  By faith.  "Whoever believes in Him..."  The belief needn't be perfect, but it must be real--a matter of the heart, not of the lips.


Do you think Nicodemus has not gotten it?  I don't know; I don't care.  But I do care if you have gotten it!  Have you?  Do you know that there is life in Christ--and no one else?  Do you know that this life is freely offered?  Do you know this life can be had by faith?  Do you know this life can be had now?  If so, act on your knowledge!   Without delay.  Drop your excuses.  Drop your objections.  Drop your questions.  Drop everything and take hold of Christ alone for life--eternal life.  You won't regret it.  


The blessing is life obtained by faith in Christ.  The details are given in vv.16-21.  


The blessing is a product of God's love, v.16: "For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life".  


His love is more than a warm feeling or a benevolent thought.  It is a decisive and costly act: "He gave".  


What He gave: "His only begotten Son", i.e., the supreme object of His delight.  Think of parents parting with their children.  How hard the women of Bethlehem gave up their little boys to Herod's wrath.  "Rachel, weeping for her children, who would not be comforted because there were not".  Think of Jacob's loss of Joseph: "I shall go down into the grave mourning for my son".  Even the loss of a bad son is painful beyond words: "My son, Absalom, O my son Absalom, would to God that I had died, O Absalom my son, my son!"  


How He parted with Him.  He did not reluctantly let Him go (as the father did his prodigal son), but He "gave" Him up freely and without regret.  


We cannot meditate too much on the love of God.  How it changes our self-image.  The believer, of course, wants to be humble, but his humility can become morbid.  It wouldn't if he but remembered: He is love by God.  How it changes our attitudes toward other believers.  They are no less loved than we; they too are "heirs together of the grace of life".  This love "passes knowledge" and fills us with all the fulness of God".  


God's purpose in sending His Son into the world is given in v.17: "Not...to condemn the world, but that the world through Him, might be saved".  


The world is condemned without Christ.  He came, therefore, to save the world.  The Apostle (like some Christians today) thought He came to fire bomb sinful cities like Samaria or San Francisco.  But He set them straight: "The Son of Man has not come to destroy men's lives, but to save them".  


He saves the world only through faith.  Therefore, "He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned already because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God".  


The believer is not under the wrath of God.  The unbeliever is under the wrath of God.  Each should act accordingly.  The former by thanking Christ; the latter by believing in Christ.  


If the Son of Man is "lifted up" for the world, why do so many people remain in unbelief?  Vv.19-21 explain: "And this is the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.  For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed.  But he who does the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God".  


Our Lord did not come to condemn sinners.  Yet some sinners are condemned.  Why?  It is not because there is anything wrong with Christ, but there is something wrong with them.  What is it?  In a word: Pride.  If they "come to the light", they'll be exposed as sinners.  But they can't tolerate that.  Therefore, they'd rather stay in the darkness--and be damned--than come to the light and be saved.  But what of those who "come to the light"?  Are they somehow better than the others?  They're not.  They come to the light, not because they're super-holy, but because "their deeds have been done in God".  In other words, God is in them working His good pleasure.  


Heaven and hell are assymetical.  Men go to heaven by God's choice.  Men go to hell by their own choice.  They go to heaven because of a dying Savior.  They go to hell because they don't believe in a dying Savior.  In heaven, everyone glories in Christ.  In hell, everyone blames himself.  If you go to heaven, it will be by God's grace alone.  If you go to hell, it will be no one's fault but your own.  


These words provide another powerful witness to our Lord.  For God "has life in Himself".  And our Lord shares in His nature.  Therefore, the Son has life too.  And gives it to everyone who believes in Him.  If Jesus gives life, He can be no other than "The Christ, the Son of God".  And if He is "the Christ, the Son of God", you'll find life by "believing in His Name".  


May God, the giver of life, give us life through Jesus Christ.  Amen.  

