Seeing Is Believing #8

“In The Dark”
John 3:1-21


People react to darkness in a variety of ways.  Some are afraid of the dark, and they must have some form of light around them at all times.  (Sometimes these same people are the same way about silence, and they must always have some form of noise around them.)  Some find darkness soothing, as it lessens visual stimuli that can distract them.  Some need absolute darkness to sleep, and are awakened and annoyed when light enters their space.


Rarely do we encounter total darkness, though I have two such experiences in the past few years.  Once was at work in the freezer when the power went out.  Since there are no windows in the freezer, the room went completely black.  For some reason, it seemed to me that the temperature dropped as well—even though it was already 15 degrees below zero!  Nobody moved until a forklift came through with a headlight on so we could walk out of the freezer without stumbling over things along the way.  The other experience I have had was right here at Texas Christian Church.  Occasionally I have found myself here later at night, and before we had the exterior light put up with a motion detector that automatically turned itself on when a person moved, the trip between the church door and my car was done in pitch blackness.  I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face!  I remember thinking to myself, “So this is what it means to ‘walk by faith and not by sight’!”

Our text for this morning takes place at night or, in the words of my title, “in the dark.”  As Donald Carson puts it, “Doubtless Nicodemus approached Jesus at night, but his own ‘night’ was blacker than he knew.”
  Since Jesus was the Light of the world, this contrast between dark and light becomes a key theme.  John begins and ends this story with this distinction.


In John chapter 3 a man named Nicodemus is introduced.  Nicodemus was a member of the Jewish ruling council called the Sanhedrin.  Sometimes referred to as “the Supreme Court of ancient Israel,”
 the Sanhedrin was comprised of 70 men who were experts of Jewish law.  While Rome had the ultimate power over Judea, the Sanhedrin was allowed to regulate everyday affairs within the country.  Merrill Tenney describes Jesus’ visitor this way:

Nicodemus was introduced as a man of the upper class, conservative in his beliefs, and definitely interested in Jesus’ teaching. As a Pharisee he belonged to the strict religious sect of Judaism in contrast to the Sadducees, who were less rigid in their beliefs and were more politically minded. As a member of the ruling council or Sanhedrin, he would have been sensitive to the prevailing doctrinal trends of the time. His interest in Jesus had been prompted by the miracles he had witnessed, and he came for an interview to obtain more information. His approach shows that he was cautious, open-minded, and ready to receive a new revelation from God if he was sure of its genuineness.


The apostle John records in the second verse that Nicodemus came to Jesus “at night.”  Much has been made about this nighttime visit of the powerful religious leader and the upstart religious teacher.  Perhaps Nicodemus came secretly, afraid to let anyone else know that he was interested in what Jesus had to say.  Maybe he came at night because Jesus was so busy during the daytime that he had no opportunity for a longer conversation.  Some point to the practice of rabbis who studied at night (since most worked other jobs during the day).  Or maybe John did imply a symbolic significance to Nicodemus’ spiritual state of darkness.  As Leon Morris notes, “It would be quite in his manner for John to have more than one of these meanings in mind.”

Nicodemus begins the conversation with flattering words—or at least he thought they were flattering! “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God,” he states in verse two, “For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.” That might sound very positive toward Jesus, but in fact Nicodemus insults Him!  He only views Jesus as “a teacher who has come from God.”  Not “a prophet” or “the Prophet” (a designation for the Messiah) or “the Son of God,” but a good teacher who must be doing something right.

Such is the attitude many today have of Jesus.  They reflect the attitude of the popular song from the 1970’s, “Jesus Is Just Alright [With Me].”  But, as C. S. Lewis points out in his classic work, Mere Christianity, that is simply not a logical option:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

The Requirement of Spiritual Birth (1-8)


Jesus did not appreciate or even acknowledge Nicodemus’ greeting.  Instead He went right for the jugular in verse three, “In reply Jesus declared, ‘I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.’” In many Bibles, the last phrase has a footnote, indicating that the Greek could also be translated “born from above.”  The original word is anōthen, with two meanings, “again” and “from above.” Scholars debate which translation is correct in this passage.  As Greek expert Kenneth Wuest points out, 

When a Greek word has more than one meaning, the context decides as to what meaning is to be used in any particular instance…. In the verse we are now considering, it means “again” and for the reason that Nicodemus in his answer to Jesus, so understands it. He speaks of a second birth.

Indeed Nicodemus responds to Jesus in verse 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!” He just doesn’t get it!  Nicodemus illustrates that “the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14).

So Jesus answers in verses 5-8, 

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit﻿ ﻿ gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ 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.”


Once again scholars cannot agree on the meaning of Jesus’ words, this time from verse five.  As many as six different interpretations have been put forth for the phrase, “born of water and the Spirit.”  One of the more popular conclusions is that Jesus refers to baptism in this passage, but as Morris points out, “Nicodemus could not possibly have perceived an allusion to an as yet nonexistent sacrament.”
  Using this text to teach baptismal regeneration is to misuse it.


Rather we should allow the context to guide us, as Wuest mentioned earlier.  Nicodemus clearly mentioned physical birth in verse 4, and Jesus just as clearly refers to physical birth in verse 6.  Being a patient teacher, our Lord picked up on Nicodemus’ words and further explained the new birth. Therefore, to be “born of water” is to be born physically, but to be “born again” means to be born of the Spirit.
  Hence Jesus sets forth the requirement of spiritual birth.  In this way we can understand Jesus’ words as both “born again” and “born from above,” or, as Oswald Chambers puts it, “born again from above.”

The Remedy for Spiritual Bondage (9-17)


Nicodemus still didn’t get it.  “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked in verse 9.  He was still in the dark!  The problem lies in Nicodemus’ background.  He was a typical representative of Pharisaic Judaism, about which Wuest writes, 

The Judaism of the first century was no longer that supernaturally revealed system in which the Israelite was taught to look ahead in faith to a coming Sacrifice which God would offer for his sins, this Sacrifice being typified by the Tabernacle offerings and priesthood. It was merely an ethical cult, preaching a salvation-by-works message.


To the Pharisees, salvation was achieved by careful observance of the Law and the traditions of the elders.  Jesus is now saying that what is required is not more laws or stricter adherence to the laws, but a radical rebirth that can only come through the power of God within that person to remake him or her completely.

How we need to hear this same message today!  As Morris comments,

It is the perennial heresy of the human race to think that by our own efforts we can fit ourselves for the kingdom of God. Jesus makes it clear that it is impossible to fit oneself for the kingdom. Rather, it is necessary to be completely renewed, born anew, by the power of the Spirit. These solemn words forever exclude the possibility of salvation by human merit. Our nature is so gripped by sin that an activity of the very Spirit of God is a necessity if we are to be associated with God’s kingdom.


We will be hearing a lot of this the coming weeks and months.  Politicians all over the country will campaign on promises of “change” and “we can do it better” (unless, of course, they are already in office, at which point they will encourage voters to “stay the course”!)  They will offer new ideas on how we can meet the challenges of our generation and even change our culture.  But in reality, such “changes” amount to no more than rearranging the furniture on the decks of the Titanic!  The ship is still going down!  The only way to be saved is to abandon ship and be rescued.


Paul writes in Colossians 1:13, “For he [God] has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves.”  Outside of Jesus Christ, we are all in the dark, just as Nicodemus was.  And, just like me and my coworkers in the freezer when the power went out, we cannot find our way out of our spiritual darkness.  Someone must come in with the light and show us the way.


Jesus replied the Nicodemus in verse 10, “You are Israel’s teacher…and do you not understand these things?”  In other words, Jesus is saying, “Nicodemus, you should know better!  You’ve studied the Old Testament Scriptures—how could you miss this point?”  Nicodemus should have understood that Jesus meant conversion; but it never occurs to him that someone Jewish would need to convert to the true faith of Israel.


This brings up a terribly important truth that is often overlooked—and sometimes even contradicted by some preachers and scholars.  As John MacArthur writes, 

Jesus’ challenge also made an important doctrinal point. The clear implication is that the Old Testament plainly taught the way of salvation (cf. 2 Tim. 3:15). Jesus was not announcing a new way of salvation distinct from Old Testament redemption (cf. Matt. 5:17). This is to say that salvation under…grace is no different from salvation under the law. There is perfect unity in God’s Word, and the way of salvation revealed in the Old Testament was the same as salvation after Christ’s work on the cross. Salvation was never a reward for human works; it has always been a gift of grace for repentant sinners, made possible by the work of Christ.


I cannot tell you how many books I have read or sermons heard that tries to distinguish “law” and “grace” as two different plans of God, diametrically opposed to each other.  They claim that under the Old Testament system a person was saved by keeping the law.  Yet Romans 3:20 clearly states, “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  It was Pharisaic Judaism that taught salvation through keeping the law, not the Scriptures!  


This is why Nicodemus was in the dark.  He thought that the only way to God was through his own efforts.  He thought that one day he would stand before God the Judge, who would weigh his good deeds against his bad deeds, and hopefully the good ones would win out!  That may sound good—even logical—but it just ain’t so!  Yet many people today, including many who regularly attend church, think that is how it happens.


Jesus uses an account from the Old Testament that Nicodemus would have been very familiar with to describe the remedy for spiritual bondage.  In verses 14-15 Jesus says, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  This refers back to Numbers 21:4–9, when God finally had enough of the Israelites’ griping and complaining and sent poisonous snakes among them.  The only chance the people had was to look at the bronze serpent Moses had fashioned on a pole.  


“That’s so easy!” we might think.  “Why wouldn’t everybody do that?”


Let me illustrate using the scene of a popular movie some years ago.  In the film Raiders of the Lost Ark, Indiana Jones and his lady friend Marion are thrown into a pit filled with poisonous snakes.  All they had to defend themselves were a few torches to keep the vipers away.  In time the flames began to die out.  While Marion is looking at the ground, trying to keep the snakes away from her, Indiana was looking up, trying to find a way out.  In true Hollywood fashion, he found an escape just in the nick of time.


My point is this: For the Israelites to look up to the bronze serpent, they had to take their eyes off of the snakes!  They could not try to ward off the vipers in their own power; they had to look away and trust that they would be kept safe.  That’s faith!
The Responsibility of Spiritual Belief (12-21)

This leads to my last point: the responsibility of spiritual belief.  We may be so familiar with the words of John 3:16 that we have lost their significance.  “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.”  So often the emphasis is on God’s love for the world, the giving of His only begotten Son, and the everlasting life.  What we sometimes skip over is the part that says, “whoever believes in him.”  Yet that is a focus of this whole passage, verses 15-21.  Verse 15 ends with the words, “…that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  Verse 18 shows the consequences of unbelief: “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.﻿”

Another emphasis of this passage is the love of God.  “For God so loved the world…” are some of the most familiar words in all the Bible.  Verse 17 continues the thought, “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”  God is not sitting up in Heaven, looking down on mankind, waiting for someone to step out of line so He can zap ‘em.  That’s not true at all!  Peter writes, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).  He doesn’t want to judge anyone—to send anyone to Hell—because He loves everyone so much.


But my question is this: Does God’s great love mean that everyone goes to Heaven?  No!  The Bible clearly teaches that some people will be condemned forever.  It these verses John proceeds to bring out the responsibility of faith. He has said that Christ died for people, but that does not automatically bring salvation. No one is saved without believing.
  [We have entitled this series of messages “Seeing Is Believing”; maybe we should call it “Believing Is Seeing”?]


Why?  Why do people not believe?  John answers that in verses 19-21,

This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 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. ﻿


People stay in the dark because they choose to!  Like in C. S. Lewis’ novel, The Great Divorce, when people from Hell have the opportunity to choose Heaven, they decided instead to return to their familiar misery.  Or, as Johnny Carson said to Billy Graham when asked if he wanted to go to Heaven, “No, I’d rather be where my friends are.”


I’ve heard some unbelievers say, “How could a God of love send anyone to Hell?”  The fact is, God loves us so much He has done everything He can to keep us from Hell, short of taking away our ability to choose.  Morris writes,

People choose the darkness and their condemnation lies in that very fact. They shut themselves up to darkness; they choose to live in darkness; they cut themselves off from the light. Why? “Because their deeds were evil.” Immersed in wrongdoing, they have no wish to be disturbed. They refuse to be shaken out of their comfortable sinfulness. So they reject the light that comes to them and set their love on darkness. Thereby they condemn themselves.


The good news about this passage is that Nicodemus lived to see these words become a reality in his own life.
 He finally did “come to the light.” He was in the “midnight of confusion,” but eventually he came out into the “sunlight of confession” when he identified with Christ at Calvary. He realized that the uplifted Saviour was indeed the Son of God.


What about you?  Maybe you can quote John 3:16 in your sleep.  But have you made it a reality in your life?  Have you “believed in Him”—meaning you’ve stopped trying to change your life on your own, stopped insisting on running it your way, stopped “looking out for number one”?


Don’t live in the dark any more.
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