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John the Beloved remembered one of the most powerful conversations ever heard. Nicodemus was a respected teacher of Israel, but he saw that Jesus had something his soul longed for. Last week we had the first half of Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus. Jesus challenged him to be born again, or we could also translate it as “born from heaven”. Jesus described it as becoming like the wind, letting God direct your life for His glory and not our own. It is a life uncertain about the direction and even the results. Yet, it is a life that is sure of its ultimate purpose and final destination. (2 Corinthians 5:15
)

Last week we ended with what is the introduction to our passage today. Jesus declared that He was the only One to testify to what He had witnessed in heaven and the only One to come from heaven. Jesus isn’t speaking merely what He has heard from another, though He speaks what He hears from the Father. (John 12:49
) He is speaking of the things He has witnessed. This is revelation with absolute certainty, without the influence of a sinful nature, without the corruption of personality. This is the way it is. I could tell you of Israel from reading a book or having a phone conversation with someone in Israel, but if I’ve been there, I speak with a completely different frame of reference. Jesus has not only been in the heavenly realm, He inhabits it throughout eternity. (John 1:14
) 

When we were children we played a game called Simon says. Whoever was Simon would tell people what to do. If you listen carefully and did just what Simon said, you could be the next Simon. What if the winner won entrance into heaven? You’d listen really close and do exactly as Simon says. Jesus’ introduction is saying, “Here is what heaven says.” The goal is heaven, only this is no game.

So what does heaven have to say to mankind? Heaven says, “You must be born again.” Nicodemus knew how to play according the Ten Commandments, but Jesus is saying, “Heaven says,” and then giving a command Nicodemus doesn’t understand. Then Jesus told Nicodemus and us exactly how that new birth is possible. 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. 

Nicodemus is a teacher of the Laws of Moses. If there were some way to get through to his mind and heart it would be through the most sacred of texts to the Jewish people, the Torah. Remember, the question Jesus is answering is, “How can I be born from above?” 

The story Jesus referred to is from Numbers 21:4-9
. The nation of Israel was in its 40-year wilderness journey because they had refused to put their faith in God and enter the Promised Land. (Numbers 14:4
) During those 40 years they often would complain about difficulties, especially a shortage of water and manna for food day after day. (Numbers 11:4
) In this passage, they were at it again. They even spoke against God and Moses. The real problem was their ungrateful hearts. It was there own choice to be in the wilderness rather than face the armies of Canaan. (Numbers 14:2
) Instead of gratitude for the miraculous bread from heaven, they complained about a lack of variety. Time and time again they would complain and God would send some form of judgment to shake them out of their negativity and show them the error of their ways. (Numbers 11:19-20
)

This time God got their attention with venomous snakes. As they complained about their conditions, the snakes overwhelmed the camp and began to inject people with their deadly venom. The death toll began to mount. The people now cried out to Moses for a solution. They had just been speaking against him, but now they are pleading with him to save them. 7 The people came to Moses and said, "We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against you. Pray that the LORD will take the snakes away from us." So Moses prayed for the people. Numbers 21:7 (NIV)

The LORD instructed Moses to make a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. This is where we get the medical symbol used throughout the world to this day. Anyone that was bitten could look at it and be healed of the venom coursing through their veins. All they had to do was look and live. To look to the bronze snake, one had to first recognize there was venom in them that would kill them. Then they had to acknowledge that the LORD had provided a cure through His instrument, Moses. They had to acknowledge what was really happening. God is judge and they deserved death, but God is also merciful and had provided a way for them to live and not die. It was the grace and mercy of God that sent the snakes.

To appreciate the use of the story to the fullest, we have to understand that Jesus didn’t suddenly think of a great analogy from past history to help Nicodemus understand, rather Jesus orchestrated history to help us all understand. (Read it again.) As Jesus will later say in John’s gospel, “Before Abraham was born, I am.” (John 8:58
) What I am declaring to you is that Jesus used this means to cure the Israelites because He knew it would be good illustration one day for us to understand the meaning and power of what happened on Calvary. Let’s try to see what Nicodemus would have thought.

These symbols are very distinct and meaningful to the Jewish student of the Torah. The snake is that old serpent, the Devil. He is the deceiver. (Genesis 3:1
) He is the one that encourages us in our rebellion against God. He incites us to speak against the LORD and His ordained leaders. He encourages our ungrateful hearts to whine about the miraculous blessings in our life. He is the original spin master. He calls goodness evil and evil good. He so confuses our thinking that we desire the things that will destroy us. But worst of all, he feeds our pride so that we would dare to speak against God. (Isaiah 14:13-14
)

His venom is then coursing through our veins, and the soul that sins will die. (Genesis 2:16-17
) We were born bitten (Psalm 51:5
), but then we chose to be bitten again and again. Finally, by the grace of God we realize that we are dying. That is why Nicodemus really came to Jesus. He wanted life, eternal life, life from above, but instead he knew there was venom in his veins and that he, like all humanity, is dying.

Bronze is symbolic of judgment. The pole is symbolic of a cursed death. (Deuteronomy 21:23
) The serpent is a picture of sin manifest in a creature. Together the pictures symbolize God’s just curse upon sin and ultimate defeat of Satan. Jesus was using the picture He painted so long ago to illustrate the answer Nicodemus was searching for. 

The confusing part for us, and possibly for Nicodemus, was Jesus said He would be lifted up. We can see that in the cross (Isaiah 52:13
), but why would Jesus be the counterpart for the snake? The analogy seems to break down there, unless we understand that Jesus took upon Himself the sins of the world as He hung on that cross. (2 Corinthians 5:21
) What better picture of the judgment of all the sins of the world could be found than that the bronze serpent on a pole? 

Just as the Children of Israel had to first realize they were bitten, so we must first realize we are in rebellion against God. Then they had to have faith that God had provided a cure through His servant and look to that cure. That is exactly how we enter into eternal life. We see that Christ took the judgment we deserve as He hung on the pole. (Galatians 3:13
) We look to Him and live. We are born from above, born spiritually, a new creation. (2 Corinthians 5:17
)

Nicodemus had an explanation that he may not have understood completely, but one that would become increasingly significant in the next couple of years. Looking back, we can see what he eventually came to understand, Jesus was the Lamb of God who took upon himself the sins of the world that all who look to Him might have eternal life. (John 1:29
)

There are no quotation marks in Greek, so some interpreters end the quotation from Jesus at the end of verse 15 and see the following verses as a comment by the disciple John. I think the whole passage is a quote from Jesus, but it really doesn’t matter a great deal. If the rest of the passage is by the servant Jesus appointed to convey His message, and done under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, then either way it is that same revelation of the message from heaven. 

Now we come to the verse that summarizes what Jesus was telling Nicodemus in the bronze serpent analogy, a verse that much of the world has heard, 3:16. 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.  We often hear the verse by itself, but it is an explanation of Jesus fulfilling the picture of the bronze serpent on the pole. How could He do that? Why would He do that? The word for world in Greek is cosmos, and it is always used in Scripture referring to the sinful world of man. The answer is God’s great love for this fallen world of humanity. That is what sent Jesus on this mission. That is what motivated the heart of God to give us His one and only Son, His only begotten to save you and me.

The Greek for “one and only” is monogenes. It does not imply a beginning as the English translation “begotten” might suggest. Instead, it indicates that as the Son of God He was the sole representative of the Being and character of the One who sent Him
. 
In John 1:18 
the clause "the only begotten son, which is in the bosom of the Father," expresses both His eternal union with the Father in the Godhead and the ineffable intimacy and love between them, the Son sharing all the Father's counsels and enjoying all His affections
. It was love for us that caused the Father to give this One that represented Him, the One that was so close to Him so as to be one with Him throughout eternity.

This time, instead of lifting up a bronze serpent, it would the One that is so close to God, who represents Him that was lifted up, but upon Whom the sins of the world would rest. This time it was not just snake venom, but the venom of sin that is death to our spiritual life. This time instead of looking to the bronze snake, we look to the monogenes, the one and only Son, and the anti-venom of eternal life removes the sting of death. (1 Corinthians 15:55
) 

Jesus went on to correct some possible misconceptions that Nicodemus may have had. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. In case we might misunderstand, Jesus clarified the reason that God sent Him. It wasn’t as a judge to come and condemn us all. On the contrary, it was to save us all through Him. (John 6:40
)

Now if you stopped there, you would be a universalist. You might think we are all going to heaven and no one will be condemned because Jesus came to save. Enter free will of man. Jesus continues, 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. (Hebrews 2:3
)

I have played the role of Jesus for three years now in an annual production, and in the last two we have used much of the John 3 passage. I’ve tried to imagine the feeling and inflection in the words. When I come to the last half of this verse my pace slows and the tone takes a drastic turn from vision and promise to sadness and pain. God never wanted to send anyone to Hell. It is our rejection of the gift of perfect love that condemns us. The Lake of Fire was prepared for the devil and his angels (Matthew 25:41
), not man, but man will refuse to look and live. 

It doesn’t seem like anyone could make the decision to reject such an offer, that is, until you look closely at the lives of people every day, as they turn to some destructive vice. Could anyone choose to destroy himself or herself with a drug? Many do every day. Could anyone choose to do something so dangerous they know it would kill them? (Ephesians 4:19
) Could anyone refuse the love of God? It is senseless, but it happens all too often, and Jesus goes on to explain why. 

19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. If light had not come into the world, then maybe we could excuse the love of darkness, but light has come. John taught that Jesus illuminates every heart that comes into the world. (John 1:9
) The sad reality is that people love darkness. There is a thrill that stimulates the sensual and pulls us into the forbidden. The lure of the forbidden is powerful and tantalizes the mind with promises it will never fulfill while never warning us of the cost we will pay. Those of us who tasted of it know its seduction. It is a lie. It comes from the father of lies (John 8:44
), but the allurement is real. Imagination is powerful. It leaves us forever crying for more, but it has nothing more to offer. The more you indulge, the more destructive it is. The more you act on it, the more you shun the light.

20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.  That is why the crime rate soars at night. Evil loves the cloak of darkness. (1Thessalonians 5:7
) It does not want to be exposed for what it really is. The light ruins the imagination and exposes what is real, and evil is ugly to the core. Those who do evil rarely let others in on their deeds. Unless they find someone of like mind, they prefer secrecy. From pornography to theft to a coveting heart, we prefer that no one ever find out. That’s loving darkness.

Now the tone returns to one of joy and a smile returns to the face of Jesus.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." There are those who by the grace of God prefer truth. They measure their thoughts and actions by the light of the Word of God. It isn’t that they are perfect, but they live by the truth so they come to the light. The light illumines the little areas of darkness. They come to the light because they are not perfect, but they want to be instruments of God. And as they walk in the light as He is in the light, they have relationships and communication with others in the light. (1John 1:7
) Every day they experience cleansing and renewal. (2Corinthians 4:16
) They encourage one another to continue in the light. 

Jesus has explained to Nicodemus how to be born from above. Then He told him how to tell if that had taken place. If you are born from above you love the One that gave you that rebirth. You love the light. You live in the light. But the sad other side of the coin is that there are those who prefer darkness. They are condemned because they were born bitten and then refused to receive the love of God. With Jesus it was one or the other. Unless you are born from above, you will never see the Kingdom of God. Those are Jesus’ words. He knows. He came from heaven to tell us, and to make a way for us. He took the curse on sin upon Himself on the tree of the cross, so that we could have eternal life. Are you born from above?

“God became a man so we could trust him. He became a sacrifice so we could know him. Don’t we need someone to trust who is bigger than we are? Jesus says: I am that person. Trust me
.”  

It seems that this week the Lord has been renewing my vision of just how sick humanity is. The venom of the serpent is flowing freely. Man openly flaunts his defiance of Biblical truth. They rage against the Bible and make every attempt to discredit it. They willingly turn from logic and the obvious while they declare Christians are just willingly ignorant. But that same venom runs in the veins of church attendees when they quarrel over the insignificant and turn their back on those in need. When we live for self and refuse to take up our cross and follow Jesus, the venom is just as effective. Turn your eyes upon Jesus. See your sins upon Him as He bore the just judgment for those sins on the cross. And as Jesus said to the woman caught in adultery, “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  (John 8:11
) Live in the light. Look to Him and live!
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