
Behold and Live!


Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” Jesus answered him, “Are you the 
teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, 
we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not 
receive our testimony. If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can 
you believe if I tell you heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except he 
who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have 
eternal life.


John 3:9–15


Intro: We’re going to get right into it this week


Beau did a phenomenal job in the first bit of this famous conversation between Nicodemus and 
Jesus.


We saw straight from the mouth of Jesus that the key to all spiritual life is regeneration, or 
being born again.


I’ve heard it said that a pastor’s job is to over and over again assure Christians of their 
salvation. Now in order to do that, we need to clear away all false assurances. We need to get 
clear what it means to be a Christian. 

-we need not my thoughts, not our thoughts collectively, not the latest Harvard Business

-but rather we need God’s thoughts as he has revealed them in his Word.

 
So we’re going to continue in this famous conversation that contains the most-loved verse in 
all the Scripture and we’re going to look at it under three headings.


Ignorance vs. Knowledge

Earthly vs. Heavenly

Seeing and Dying vs. Beholding and Living


Ignorance vs. Knowledge 

Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” Jesus answered him, “Are you the 
teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, 
we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not 
receive our testimony.


John 3:9-11


Nicodemus is a teacher of Israel. He is the “Reverend Professor Doctor” as DA Carson said in 
his commentary. He is versed in all of the OT. Jesus can quote a line from the Torah that seems 
obscure to us and Nicodemus IMMEDIATELY knows chapter and verse.


And his is an ignorant skeptic. 


He knows more Bible than you, he probably lives a more externally moral life than you. -
Nicodemus would’ve been in a BIBLE-BELIEVING CHURCH. And in case you’re wondering, he 
would’ve voted just like you. And he is not saved. 




So we need to remember it’s not proximity or voting patterns that MAKES one a Christian or 
merely information and ability to pass Bible exams that makes you a Christian. It’s not even 
feeling bad about doing bad stuff.


This was my story. I was raised in the church. Private Christian School. I memorized Bible 
verses. I went to serve at Long Beach Rescue Mission and Skid Row. And I had secret sin that 
I’d occasionally confess, ALWAYS feel wretched about, and could never conquer. For me, it 
was lust and pornography. I did all the “Christian stuff”, but nothing would work. Because I was 
a slave to sin. I would never tell anyone but I didn’t love God and the gospel seemed nothing 
like Good News to me because I still had a heart of stone. I needed the Spirit of God to cause 
my heart to be born again. And he did that. It was hearing Ephesians 1:4 at Reality SB- “Before 
the foundations of the world God chose me in Christ that I should be holy and blameless 
before him.” And suddenly I knew, I believed the gospel- that Christ died for me in my place for 
my sins on the cross and rose from the dead and I knew that had had chosen to forgive me. 


And it was not immediate victory, but there was a definitive start to slaying sin in my life by the 
Spirit of God. (Romans 8:12)


So let’s be honest: statistic, biblically-saturated worldview

This room is full of skeptics.—>There are people in here who aren’t saved. 

1. Some of you know it 

2. some of you don’t, you just don’t have any love for God. You haven’t received the 

testimony about Christ. 

3. Some of you are Christians and doubting God’s love


I want to encourage us to examine ourselves to see if we be in the faith

-don’t look so much for a specific moment, but for evidences of God’s grace (not feeling like a 
tree, but bearing fruit like a tree).


Listen: the bad news that there are people in here who are deceived and not born again is 
some of the best news we could deliver. Because we’re going to see the hope there is for you!


Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” Jesus answered him, “Are you the 
teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, 
we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not 
receive our testimony.


John 3:9-11


NOT A NEW DOCTRINE | “Nothing could make clearer the fact that Jesus’ teachings on the 
new birth was built on the teaching of the Old Testament.” -D.A. Carson


The biblical doctrine of the necessity of regeneration to enter the kingdom of God is not a NT 
doctrine. Jesus says to Nicodemus, “You are a teacher of Israel!” Showing he should have 
understood this.

-God has always been a God of grace and mercy. We just didn’t see. That’s how wretched and 
blind we were.


And he challenges Nicodemus telling him, truly, truly, I speak to and so that should be enough 
for you to believe, but he’s going to go on to reason with Nicodemus the skeptic.


And as a note, Nicodemus appears to walk away from this conversation unregenerate. But by 
the end of the Gospel of John, we see he has become a believer.




 
APP | So take heart, our witnessing and conversations with unbelieving friends, spouses, 
children, and coworkers aren’t in vain. It may be just like Nicodemus, that God is using your 
conversations now to furnish an understanding and will later give the gift of faith. Our work is 
not in vain!


Earthly Vs. Heavenly 
If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you 
heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from 
heaven, the Son of Man. 


John 3:12-13


What does Jesus mean by earthly and heavenly?


Earthly refers to the new birth: what must take place in man, here in this life IN ORDER to 
experience the next life.


Carson points out that it is likely Nicodemus would have apocalyptic interests: what will heaven 
be like? What will the afterlife and the new heavens and new earth be like?


Jesus is saying: You want to know about the kingdom of God and heaven, but you don’t 
believe me about the entry into the kingdom of heaven: You must be born again

In our own lives: obsessing with “heaven and back stories”, end-times speculation, the finest 
points of eschatology


None of it matters unless you have been born again. 

-unregenerate people have always taken interest in debate and details of heaven

-just believing in God, believing in heaven will never get you to heaven AND if that’s all you 
believe, you’re not experiencing a single ounce of God’s in-breaking kingdom. You’re still dead 
in your sins.


We must take God at his Word.

-immediate context is the new birth. 

-this also extends to believing all the God-breathed truth God’s Spirit had men write down in 
this book.


Let me ask you a question: Do you doubt God’s Word? Do you doubt what God says about 
gender, about sexual intimacy, about the creation of the universe, about heaven and hell, about 
his own Word? What are the reasons for your doubt?

-too sophisticated today? another authority tells you miracles can’t happen? 


If you don’t believe what God the Spirit has said about earthly things, why do you think you’d 
accept what he, who is indivisible says about heavenly things?


Dear brothers and sisters, don’t listen to the lies of the world. Listen to the voice of your 
Shepherd. Even in today’s reading; Matthew 12: Jonah. Don’t have a lower view of Scripture 
than your Savior. 


Why does he have the authority? 

	 Who has ascended to heaven and come down?

	 	 Who has gathered the wind in his fists?

	 Who has wrapped up the waters in a garment?




	 	 Who has established all the ends of the earth?

	 What is his name, and what is his son's name?

	 	 Surely you know! 

Proverbs 30:4


“I saw in the night visions,

	 and behold, with the clouds of heaven

	 	 there came one like a son of man,

	 and he came to the Ancient of Days

	 	 and was presented before him.

Daniel 7:13


Jesus is saying- I’m the one who descended from heaven so I can truly tell you what it’s like. I 
am the apocalyptic Son of Man. And here’s what you need to understand from the Old 
Testament, Nicodemus. You remember that story about the snakes in the wilderness? 


Transition: Surely Nicodemus knew this story, but we’re going to see there’s a difference 
between seeing and beholding.


Seeing and dying vs. Beholding and living 

And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted 
up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.


John 3:14-15


Let’s read the account from Numbers 21


From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of 
Edom. And the people became impatient on the way. And the people spoke against 
God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 
wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we loathe this worthless food.” Then 
the LORD sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many 
people of Israel died. And the people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned, for we 
have spoken against the LORD and against you. Pray to the LORD, that he take away 
the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. And the LORD said to Moses, 
“Make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole, and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, 
shall live.” So Moses made a bronze serpent and set it on a pole. And if a serpent bit 
anyone, he would look at the bronze serpent and live.


Numbers 21:4–9


-the people rebel, so God sends snakes. I hate snakes

-and his judgment runs its course and plays the purpose he set forth for it. The people cry out 
to God. Which, by the way, is always the case throughout the story of Scripture. God doesn’t 
make things hard for people because he gets twisted pleasure, but because as Lewis says, 
“He shouts to us in our pain.”

-whoever would turn their gaze upon the bronze figure on a pole lifted up would be healed of 
the venomous bite and live

-the crazy thing about this story that RC Sproul helped me see is that some people bitten by 
the snake refused to turn and gaze upon the bronze snake. They would not trust God at his 
Word.




Jesus reminds Nicodemus, the skeptic, of this story and says, I must be lifted up too.


Now the wording Jesus is using here has a double meaning. He must be raised up, yes, but he 
also must be magnified. Just as that snake was lifted upon on a pole, so must the Son of Man 
be raised up on a cross. Magnified on a cross.


“He must be lifted up on a cross; He must become the substitute serpent, if you will. He 
had to take on Himself the sing of death. He had to take on Himself the poison of sin on 
the cross.” -RC Sproul


He he knew no sin would become sin so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.


Have you beheld this? Have you looked upon Christ and lived? Or have you just seen and so 
are still dead?


Nicodemus only saw the story of the serpent, he never saw the underlying truth that it was 
ONLY God’s provision that could save the people from their sickness. He didn’t see how sick 
he truly was. That bronze snake could heal the venomous bite, but we all have a much worse 
condition than them.


We have all sinned and are dead in our sins. It’s not just a physical health problem; it’s a 
spiritual death problem. We need God to make us alive again. Nothing less than the Son of 
God dying in our place for our sins could save us.


Have you beheld him?

Evidences of Grace

1. True love for God John 14:15

2. Living to righteousness. Not self-righteousness, but for the glory of God and good of others 

righteousness. 1 Peter 2:24

3. Death of sin in your life. Romans 8:12-14, 1 Corinthians 10:6-13

4. A willingness to admit you deserve to go to hell and that God didn’t owe you anything, but 

in his mercy he showed you grace 1 Timothy 1:15

5. Is the cross everything to you? 1 Corinthians 2:2, Galatians 6:14

-not ecstatic experiences

-not the latest Christian fad

-not some lie of the prosperity gospel that God will make you rich and healthy always


But the treasure that Christ, the Son of God, loved you and gave his life for you? Is that your 
greatest treasure?


How can we carry this with us?

1. If what we need for eternal life is to look upon the cross and believe, then the pressure to 

save falls off of us.

2. If what we need is to behold Christ and live, then how we read the Bible will radically 

change. Christ-centered vs. me-centered.

3. If what we need is the new brith for true spiritual life, then we can put the emphasis first on 

what God has done for us and worshipping him in response, not what we’ve done for God 
and wondering if it’s enough.


And now, let us worship the Son of Man who was lifted up, that we might receive eternal life.


