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In the first part of his dialog with Nicodemus Jesus highlighted the fact and necessity of 

the eschatological outpouring of the Holy Spirit; the coming of the kingdom of God 

would prove fruitless without His illumining and enlivening work. Jesus didn’t 

specifically mention the Spirit’s outpouring as a phenomenon associated with His coming 

and the inauguration of the kingdom, but Nicodemus undoubtedly would have made this 

connection. For the Spirit’s coming was fundamental to the Scripture’s revelation and 

promise of the kingdom of God and Israel’s hope respecting it; the messianic age and 

kingdom were to be the age of the Spirit (cf. Numbers 11:16-29 with Joel 2:28-29; also 

Isaiah 32:1-20, 44:1-5; Ezekiel 36:16-29, 37:1-14, 39:25-39), even as the Messiah would 

himself be preeminently “man of the Spirit” (cf. Isaiah 11:1-2, 42:1-4, 48:16-49:9, 59:20-

21 and 61:1-3 with Luke 4:1-21; cf. also Zechariah 4:1-10 with 6:9-15). In the second 

part of the dialog Jesus clarified the Spirit’s work by relating it to His own work, His 

Father’s design and the dynamic of human faith (3:9-21). 

 

f. As noted previously, the second section of John’s account consists of Nicodemus’ 

final question and Jesus’ response to it. Nicodemus spoke three times in the 

dialog, the first time asserting what he thought he knew. After hearing Jesus 

speak, his next two responses were questions expressing his bewilderment (vv. 4, 

9). Jesus responded to Nicodemus’ confusion with a pointed challenge: “You are 

the teacher of Israel and you don’t understand these things?” The rabbi who 

epitomized Israel’s supposed enlightened state was actually a man whose mind 

and heart were veiled in darkness.  

 

 Nicodemus must have flinched at these words, but Jesus didn’t leave it at that. 

Rather than letting Nicodemus respond, He proceeded to elaborate. The first thing 

of note is Jesus’ use of the plural pronoun we (v. 11). Neither Jesus nor John 

explained this, suggesting that Nicodemus understood who Jesus was referring to 

(even as John assumed his readers would understand). Scholars have held 

different opinions, but it seems likely Jesus was indicating what Nicodemus 

affirmed at the outset: He was indeed a teacher sent by God to speak His words 

and reveal His truth and purposes to Israel. Jesus’ pronoun highlights that the 

things He was saying and doing did not originate with Himself; His words and 

witness reflected a knowledge and awareness He shared with His Father. Jesus 

had come to bear witness to His Father, and yet those who claimed this God as 

their own didn’t receive His testimony. (The pronoun you in verse 11 is also 

plural, denoting the people of Israel and their rulers.) In this way Jesus’ witness 

exposed Israel as a disobedient son: Israel didn’t really know, hear, or obey its 

covenant Father (cf. 5:19-38, 8:12-55, 10:22-38, 12:1-50, 14:1-10, etc.). 

 

g. As a scholar and Pharisee, Nicodemus certainly would have felt he was a faithful 

Israelite who believed and held to every word that proceeded from the mouth of 

Israel’s God (cf. Deuteronomy 6:1-9, 8:1-3). And he came to Jesus convinced that 

He was a man sent by this God to teach His truths. And yet, here was Nicodemus 

confounded and stumbled by what this teacher was telling him. Indeed, it was 

worse than this, for Jesus insisted that the matters of which He was speaking were 

earthly (v. 12) – things which any Israelite should have understood. 
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 Jesus was saying that there was nothing hidden or esoteric in the things He was 

speaking about; they were things openly set forth in the Scripture – things that 

were available to every person. He hadn’t been declaring heavenly mysteries 

beyond the natural realm and known only to God. In that sense, Nicodemus ought 

to have understood Jesus’ words (cf. Deuteronomy 29:29 with 30:1-14). But the 

truth is that Nicodemus didn’t understand, though he knew the Scriptures as well 

or better than any man in Israel. 

 

The truths of the kingdom of God are earthly in the sense that Yahweh openly 

revealed and developed them in the world through His words and actions in the 

unfolding salvation history. Moreover, He saw to it that these truths were 

recorded in the sacred Scriptures. And yet, they remained a hidden mystery 

because the people of Israel interacted with them with natural minds.  

 

 Thus Jesus’ point: While the things He was speaking of – truths pertaining to the 

kingdom of God – were not heavenly (known to God and unavailable to men), they 

nevertheless could only be discerned by the heavenly Spirit because of the human 

condition. What God had revealed openly and at great length was veiled to the 

recipients (cf. 2 Corinthians 3:1-18). And if Nicodemus and his countrymen 

couldn’t discern and embrace earthly truths, how would they understand if Jesus 

spoke of heavenly matters – things known only to God? 

 

h. Indeed no man is able in himself to grasp such things, for he would have to ascend 

into the heavenly realm to discover them and learn of them. And no human being 

has made such an ascent; to the contrary, there is only one man who has known the 

heavenly realm and can testify to it and its ways and truths, and that man didn’t 

ascend there from the earth. Rather, he descended to the earthly realm from the 

heavenly. He didn’t ascend into heaven to learn heavenly mysteries; He came from 

that realm and the Father who inhabits it to bring heavenly truths to the earth and 

the earth’s people. That man is the incarnate Word: the “Son of Man” who is a son 

of Adam, but a son who is man in truth – man as true image-son (v. 13, cf. 1:51). 

 

 Nicodemus was right: Jesus had come from God, but not in the way Nicodemus 

imagined. Every prophet and teacher before Him was an earthly man chosen, 

called and commissioned by a divine act of reaching from heaven to earth; Jesus’ 

origin, calling and commission originated in heaven in the presence of God. All 

others went forth into the world; Jesus descended into the world.  

 

 He had come down to the earth, and yet, in a way still unclear, He was going to be 

lifted up from the earth (v. 14). Nicodemus would have been well familiar with the 

episode of the bronze serpent and its significance in Israel’s history (ref. Numbers 

21:1-9); now, this man Jesus was linking that episode with Himself and implying 

that that ancient and mysterious “lifting up” which brought healing and life to 

Israel was actually Yahweh’s pledge: It, like Moses himself, was His promise for 

the future – a future day when another prophet like Moses would lift a pole for 

healing in the sight of all Israel, but a pole with Himself suspended on it.  
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 Once more, healing would come to all who looked to the upraised entity, but not 

the transient healing of a temporarily restored mortality as before. In this new 

healing work, all who, in faith, set their gaze upon the uplifted Son of Man would 

receive the everlasting healing of bestowed immortality – the healing that is the 

“eternal life” of participation in the life of God Himself (3:15; cf. Romans 2:1-10; 

1 Corinthians 15:35-54; 1 Timothy 6:12-16). 

 

i. Nicodemus’ mind must have been racing at this point as he tried to process Jesus’ 

words and figure out how all of these pieces fit together with what he knew and 

understood about the messianic kingdom. And Jesus surely would have discerned 

Nicodemus’ struggle. But however much these strange truths evaded Nicodemus’ 

comprehension, Jesus wanted him to clearly understand that all of this was the 

will of His Father deriving from His unwavering love, not just for Israel, but for 

the world. The kingdom Yahweh had promised – the kingdom Jesus was now 

proclaiming to Israel – was somehow to be inaugurated in connection with Him 

being “lifted up” as the supreme act of the Father’s love and self-giving (3:16).  

 

Nicodemus was right that God had sent Jesus to Israel, but as His heavenly 

endowment (1:1-2, 14); He sent Him by giving Him (cf. vv. 16-17). And, in doing 

so, He had given His Son: The Son of Man was the only begotten from the Father; 

the only-begotten God (cf. 3:16 with 1:14, 18). This gifting points first to the 

incarnation, for in that action God was giving His Son to mankind by causing 

Him to share fully in their humanity. And not merely their humanness as such, but 

their devastated humanness brought on by the fall; God gave His Son to be a son 

of Adam. At the same time, this act of giving looked to the cross; the Father 

bestowed His Son with the goal that He, as the Son of Man, would be “lifted up.” 

 

Standing there with Jesus, Nicodemus needed to understand that he was beholding 

a man who had descended from Israel’s God as His gift to the world that He 

loves. Verse 16 is one of the most familiar to Christians, and yet one that is often 

misunderstood and misused.  

 

- Some who begin with an a priori assumption regarding God’s love distort 

Jesus’ words, making them His personal affirmation of the notion that the 

divine love is restricted to elect individuals marked out for salvation. 

Others make the term world synonymous with the world of men. Jesus was 

certainly affirming God’s universal love for mankind, which was a 

necessary correction for Nicodemus and the people of Israel who saw 

themselves as the distinct (if not unique) object of divine love.  

 

- But viewed through the lens of the scriptural witness to the kingdom of 

God and its design and scope, it’s clear that world must be taken in the 

broadest sense as denoting the cosmos: the created order God pronounced 

“very good,” but then subjected to the curse; the created order appointed 

for deliverance and renewal in a new heavens and new earth (cf. Genesis 

1:1 with Isaiah 65:17, 66:22; Revelation 21:1-5; ref. also Romans 8:18ff).  
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It was God’s love and zeal for His creation that motivated Him to give His Son, 

but this concern had its focal point in man. The reason is that man was created as 

divine image-bearer to be image-son: a unique creature who, in his being and 

function, conjoins Creator and creation. By design, man is the interface between 

God and His creation; thus man’s fall brought a curse on the whole creation – 

man’s alienation from God meant the creation’s alienation from Him. So also the 

creation’s reconciliation and renewal depends upon the reconciliation and renewal 

of man; when the children of God are fully revealed, then the creation will itself 

participate in Christ’s renewal (ref. again Romans 8:19-22; cf. Ephesians 1:9-10). 

 

j. Thus Jesus’ emphasis here was on His coming in relation to men and He treated 

them in two categories: those who embrace Him and those who don’t. The 

Father’s motive in sending His Son was deliverance and restoration, not 

condemnation and destruction. But while this goal will be realized for the whole 

creation in a new heavens and new earth, there are individual people who will 

come short of it; some will experience condemnation and ruination. And the 

reason is that they have refused the Son. Jesus’ language here is important, for it 

highlights the fact that this dreadful outcome is inherent as much as judicial.  

 

 Jesus set condemnation and ruination in antithesis to eternal life – the life which 

God possesses and which human beings were created to share, but which is 

forfeited when men seek life in themselves apart from God. This is a core truth 

conveyed by the fall narrative (Genesis 3) and Jesus emphasized the same truth 

when He insisted that people have no life unless they share in His life (a key 

theme in John’s gospel). Thus any who refuse the Son are left devoid of life – the 

life for which they were created and by which they are rendered truly human. And 

so all such persons stand self-condemned as liars and blasphemers who have 

denied the truth of themselves as well as God. Their delusion that they possess life 

in themselves condemns them and their actual lack of life insures that they will 

perish; no man can endure in a state of self-contradiction and death. 

 

This is the framework for understanding the belief of which Jesus spoke (3:18): In 

marked contrast to human notions of faith, Jesus wasn’t talking about agreement 

with religious information or some sort of remote, undefined conviction or 

confidence in Jesus (whether as God, man, or both). He was referring to the 

Spirit-led insight which enables a person to truly discern Him (note v. 18b) and 

moves him, in the compulsion of that discernment, to bind himself to Jesus and so 

find life in Him. Thus the believing one is the one who “does the truth” – not 

merely practices what is right, but conforms himself to the One who is the truth. 

 

This same framework also informs the concept of disobedience – what Jesus here 

calls “doing evil” (cf. vv. 19-21 with v. 36). Nicodemus was neither an immoral 

man nor an atheist. Quite the opposite, he was zealously committed to the God of 

Israel. Moreover, he was among those who’d come to believe in Jesus (cf. again 

2:23 with 3:2). Yet Nicodemus was disobedient; he “did evil” in the sense that he 

was ordering his life according to a false conception of the kingdom and its king. 
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k. Yahweh had sent His Son into the world to deliver and restore it (to “save” it), but 

this work necessarily involved judgment – not the condemnation of the world 

resulting in its destruction, but the accurate assessment of the world’s true 

condition and need and the proper way to address it. God’s verdict concerning the 

world lay behind His decision to send His Son, and now the Son’s presence in the 

world had solicited a further verdict: Light had come into the world, but men 

continued to love darkness rather than the light (3:19).  

 

- Before Jesus entered the world as the True Light, men were left to seek 

light in the dimness of the preparatory salvation history and the shadows it 

cast (cf. Colossians 2:16-17). Yes, Yahweh had truthfully and faithfully 

disclosed Himself and His purposes and promises, but complete clarity 

awaited the fullness of the times and the “dawning of the Sunrise from on 

high” (Luke 1:76-79; cf. 2:25-32; also Matthew 4:12-17).  

 

- Now that day had dawned and the True light was shining in the world as 

light to illumine the Gentiles and the radiant glory of Israel. Jesus was 

Israel’s glory as the One to whom the whole Israelite history looked; the 

One who embodied Israel for the sake of Israel and the world; the One in 

whom Israel had become Israel indeed (son, servant, disciple, witness) and 

in whom Israel would fulfill its calling on behalf of the Gentiles. 

 

Jesus had come to Israel as its glory to deliver and restore Israel by reconstituting 

the Abrahamic household in Himself. He came for Israel’s sake in fulfillment of 

Yahweh’s words through His prophets – words which the people of Israel clung 

to and hoped in. They longed for the day of light that would end the darkness of 

exile and bonds and see Yahweh’s return to Zion to again dwell in radiant glory in 

His sanctuary. That day had come, but the light was veiled to Israel as much as to 

the nations; the darkness neither comprehended nor apprehended it (1:4-5, 9-11). 

 

Again, it is critical that Jesus’ words be read through this lens. It is easy (and 

commonplace) to treat them in an historical vacuum and interpret Jesus as 

decrying men’s ungodliness and refusal to acknowledge Him and yield to Him as 

Lord. But Jesus was speaking to a man who was anything but godless and 

rebellious and He fully expected Nicodemus to understand Him. The verdict Jesus 

here pronounced had its direct referent in the children of Israel and, in context, 

those Israelites who had believed in Him (cf. again 2:23, 3:1-2). At bottom, 

Nicodemus and those Jewish “believers” he represented were as guilty of holding 

onto (“loving”) the darkness as those who overtly rejected Jesus. The latter’s 

misapprehension of the light provoked hatred and opposition; the former’s 

resulted in misdirected “faith,” but both groups remained in the darkness under 

the judgment of “evil doing” (cf. 8:31ff). Whatever its disposition, the natural 

mind is the same; it cannot embrace the light because it doesn’t comprehend it. 

Only the Spirit’s intervention can lift the veil of darkness and fully disclose the 

light. And those born of the Spirit are “doers of the truth” who embrace, relish 

and reflect the light that all may see that their works express God’s life in them. 


