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LOOK AND LIVE! 
John 3:9-15 (No. 17) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson 
December 18, 2016 

John 3:9-15  
9 Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” 10 Jesus answered him, “Are you the teacher of 
Israel and yet you do not understand these things? 11 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.12 If I have told you earthly 
things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended 
into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And as Moses lifted up the serpent 
in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal 
life. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Recap 

For the final week, I remind you that the point of this story of Nicodemus and Jesus is to convey 
the truth that the only faith that saves is the faith that comes from the new life that God gives. 

In this story, Nicodemus, an unsaved Pharisee (who trusted in his obedience to the Law to save 
him) and a ruler of the Jews, came to Jesus and Jesus confronted him with a teaching about being 
born again.  Essentially, Jesus was telling Nicodemus that none of his Law-keeping or his 
prestige as a ruling Jew would earn him favor with God in order to save him.  As we’ve studied 
this story for the past two weeks, we’ve learned two important truths you need to understand 
about salvation.  These truths should cause unbelievers to feel their need for God and should 
cause believers to feel a sense of awe and gratitude and love toward God for all that he has done. 

The first truth we learned in vv. 1-3 is that being born again is required in order to have a saving 
relationship with God.  If you aren’t born again, you cannot be saved. 

The second truth we learned in vv. 4-8 is that being born again is wholly the work of God.  The 
Spirit must make you born again.  You can’t make yourself born again. 

Now what must be our response in order to be saved?  To answer that question, we once again 
look to this dialogue between Jesus and Nicodemus.  To guide us through this passage, first we’ll 
see the problem of not believing in Jesus and then the necessity of believing in Jesus.  

I. THE PROBLEM OF NOT BELIEVING IN JESUS 

Nicodemus was incredulous toward Jesus’ teaching.  He was himself a significant teacher in 
Israel and yet he had never heard anyone teach that a second birth was required in order to enter 
the kingdom of God.  He said to Jesus in v. 9: “How can these things be?”  He didn’t understand.  
The reason he didn’t understand, however, was not because this teaching was new to him.  The 
reason he didn’t understand, according to Jesus, is that he didn’t believe. 
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Look at vv. 10–12: "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?"  

Nicodemus shouldn’t have been ignorant.  Jesus’ teaching on being born of water and the Spirit 
in verse 5 would have been an obvious reference to Ezekiel 36 for a man so versed in the 
Scriptures as he.  And Jesus’ teaching that salvation is wholly the work of God should have been 
obvious from that passage among many others.  But the problem was that Nicodemus didn’t 
receive the testimony of Jesus. 

In verse 11 Jesus actually uses the plural—“our testimony.”  The testimony of John the Baptist 
and the new disciples of Jesus and indeed the prophets of the Old Testament all testified that 
salvation is God’s work not based on merit but his free gift.  The testimony was all around 
Nicodemus.  But it wasn’t an information problem.  Nicodemus’ ignorance came from unbelief.  
It wasn’t that his unbelief came from ignorance, but that his ignorance came from unbelief.  It 
wasn’t that Nicodemus had the wrong information or incomplete information and that’s the 
reason why he didn’t receive Jesus’ testimony and believe in Jesus.  Rather, he couldn’t 
understand Jesus’ teaching because he didn’t believe in Jesus.  His unbelief caused his spiritual 
ignorance.  In other words, his spiritual eyes hadn’t been opened because God hadn’t given him 
new life. 

Nicodemus’ whole religion and life centered around performance and duty and external 
obedience to the traditions of the elders and their interpretation of God’s law.  He was no doubt 
sincere.  But there was no true life to his life because God had not given him new life.  And 
that’s why he didn’t believe. And that’s why he didn’t understand. 

You can’t argue someone into heaven.  You can’t persuade someone into salvation.  Apologetics 
is useless without the gospel.  Defending the faith can certainly be an entry point to the gospel, 
but it isn’t the gospel—apologetics doesn’t save.  And the gospel, as we learned last week, is the 
means that the Holy Spirit uses to cause new birth to happen in someone’s life. 

Nicodemus wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand Jesus because of unbelief.  When Jesus 
says, “you do not receive our testimony,” the ‘you’ is plural.  And all the ‘yous’ in verse 12 are 
also plural: “If I have told you [all] earthly things and you [all] do not believe how can you [all] 
believe if I tell you [all] heavenly things.”  Nicodemus’ rejection of Jesus’ testimony was 
representative of the nation as a whole.  This is just as the Apostle John wrote in 1:11: "He came 
to his own, and his own people did not receive him."  There was no reason for Jesus to go any 
further with Nicodemus. 

Jesus said to him in v. 12: “If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can you 
believe if I tell you heavenly things?" 

Earthly refers to the simple analogies that Jesus was using. The need for new birth and the need 
to be born of water and the Spirit and the Spirit operating like the wind.  These are all earthly 
analogies.  The idea is that if Nicodemus can’t understand foundational, elementary truths like 
our inability to please God because of our sin and our need for a new birth and God’s provision 



www.tccathens.org 

3 

 

of giving new life to those dead in their trespasses—if he can’t believe those realities (especially 
from the Scriptures he already knew), how can he believe profound heavenly realities?  He won’t 
be able to believe deeper truths like Jesus’ relationship to the Father or God’s eternal plan to 
redeem man by sending his Son to die on a cross.  These heavenly realities no man would come 
up with and, as Paul says are stumbling blocks to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles (1 Cor. 1:23).  
Jesus was saying that if you don’t believe my first lesson, we don’t need to go to a second lesson 
that explains heavenly realities.  You won’t believe what else I could tell you either. 

Then in verse 13, Jesus gives the reason he can speak authoritatively about heavenly realities: 

v. 13: "No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of 
Man." 

Jesus is alluding to Proverbs 30:4, which says: "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!"  Well, now we do. His name is Jesus.  But before him, no one had gone to heaven and 
come down. No one had first-hand testimony of heaven. 

You’ll recall that in 1:51, Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and 
the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”"  That is, Jesus is like a 
ladder—he is the link between man and heaven. He is the means of access between God and 
man.  Through Jesus, God’s plans are revealed. Jesus is the fullest revelation of God.  So the idea 
in all these passages is divine revelation. 

In verse 13, then, Jesus is saying, I can testify to heavenly realities because I am the Son of Man 
and my home is in heaven.  I am the link between God and man.  I know heavenly truth and 
reveal it.  I have first-hand testimony about the deeper heavenly realities because my home was 
in heaven. 

But what’s been left unsaid so far is how are we saved? How do we receive eternal life? How do 
we enter into the kingdom of God? 

And that brings us to. . . 

II. THE NECESSITY OF BELIEVING IN JESUS 

Jesus continues (v. 14): "And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 
Man be lifted up.” 

Jesus is making an analogy from a story in the Old Testament that Nicodemus would be familiar 
with.  As the serpent was lifted up. . . so must the Son of Man be lifted up.  That’s a strange 
analogy because Jesus is comparing himself to a serpent.  To understand the fullness of what 
Jesus meant, we need to understand the story he’s referring to. 

That story is found in Numbers 21.  This is an ugly time in Israel’s history. They are wandering 
around in the desert (the wilderness, as it’s called) and they are complaining against the one man 
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that God set as their leader, Moses, and complaining against God himself.  They don’t like 
Moses’ leadership. They don’t like the providence God has given them. 

Here’s what happened: 

Numbers 21:4–9: "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."  

Because they were impatient and complained, the Lord judged them by sending ‘fiery 
serpents’—that is, poisonous snakes whose bites inflamed the skin.  The serpents were 
aggressive and bit people and the venom killed “many people of Israel.”  As judgment came 
upon Israel, they confessed their sin and asked that Moses would pray to God for the serpents to 
be taken away.  Moses prays and God responds, not by taking away the serpents, but by 
providing a remedy for the snake bites so that they would not die. 

The Lord commanded Moses to put a bronze (or copper) serpent on the pole and when anyone 
was bitten, he would only need to look at the bronze serpent and he would live.  The simple act 
of looking at the bronze serpent would provide the cure and restore the person’s health. 

Now back to our passage in John 3:14: 

“As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.” 

The Son of Man refers to Jesus and he must be “lifted up.”  That Greek word appears two other 
times in the Gospel of John and each time it refers to his death on the cross.  For example, Jesus 
says in John 12:32: "And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”"  
And in the next verse, the Apostle John adds this commentary: "He said this to show by what 
kind of death he was going to die."  So being lifted up means to be crucified on the cross.  
Already in Jesus’ ministry, he is telling people that he came to die. He knows his destiny.   

The book of Acts takes this same Greek word and uses it to refer to Jesus’ ascension and 
exaltation at the right of God the Father.  So ‘lifted up’ has the idea of being exalted. He was 
crucified on the cross, but the cross was the path to the crown. 

What’s the purpose of Jesus being lifted up according to Jesus?  The Son of Man must be lifted 
up (v. 15) "that whoever believes in him may have eternal life."  Whoever believes in the one 
lifted up will have eternal life.  This is the first of many references to eternal life in the Gospel of 
John.  Of course, it means that those who believe in Jesus will live forever.  But it means more 
than that.  It’s not just this quality of life we experience now times infinity.  It is a life better 
because of our union and communion with the Living Christ.  So it means more than just you 
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live a long time, but you’ll live an abundant, happy life.  Eternal life doesn’t begin in heaven for 
believers.  It begins once they believe.  The present tense of the verb ‘believe’ hints at that: 
whoever is believing in him is presently experiencing eternal life. 

So why did Jesus use this analogy of the bronze serpent on the pole to refer to his crucifixion?  
What are the points of comparison that help us understand the purpose for Jesus being lifted up 
on the cross?  Notice: 

1. In both cases, death was the punishment for sin.  The Israelites were dying from the 
bites of the snakes.  We die from the poisonous effects of sin. 

2. In both cases, God graciously provides the remedy.  What saved the Israelites was the 
grace of God. Looking toward the snake was just the means.  What saves sinners today is 
the grace of God, where the God-man dies on the cross. God graciously grants life to 
those who are sin-bitten and under his judgment. 

3. In both cases, the remedy is something or someone who must be lifted up in public 
view.  The serpent was lifted up on a pole before the Israelites.  Jesus was lifted up on the 
cross in public view. 

4. In both cases, looking to God’s provision is the only way to obtain the remedy.  
Looking upon the bronze serpent brought physical life.  And looking with faith upon 
Christ brings spiritual life.  J.C. Ryle observes: “The feeblest look brought cure to an 
Israelite, and the weakest faith, if true and sincere, brings salvation to sinners.” 

We’ve noted the similarities. But there are differences.  The Old Testament stories that pointed 
to Christ were just shadows of the reality of Christ. Christ is always greater.  And Jesus’ death on 
the cross is incomparably greater: 

1. The Israelites were rescued from physical death; but Jesus rescues us from eternal 
death because of our sin. 

2. The bronze serpent was lifted up but had no power to heal in itself; but Christ was 
lifted up and he has the power to spiritually heal.  As the prophet Isaiah said, “with his 
stripes we are healed.” 

3. The bronze serpent was an inanimate object incapable of bearing the weight of Israel’s 
sin; but Jesus is the Living Word of God who bore the weight of everyone’s sin who 
believes in him.  And so by believing on Jesus Christ we are saved.  

CONCLUSION 
Spurgeon’s Testimony 
On the snowy morning of January 6, 1850, a young boy, age 15, wandered into the Sunday 
service of a little chapel.  Years later, this boy recorded what happened: 

“I sometimes think I might have been in darkness and despair until now had it not been 
for the goodness of God in sending a snowstorm, one Sunday morning, while I was going 
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to a certain place of worship. When I could go no further, I turned down a side street, and 
came to a little Primitive Methodist chapel. In that chapel there may have been a dozen or 
fifteen people. . . . The minister did not come that morning; he was snowed up, I suppose. 
At last, a very thin-looking man, a shoemaker, or tailor, or something of that sort, went 
up into the pulpit to preach. . . . He was obliged to stick to his text, for the simple reason 
that he had little else to say. The text was “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of 
the earth [Isaiah 45:22]. 

“He did not even pronounce the words rightly, but that did not matter. There was, I 
thought, a glimpse of hope for me in that text. The preacher began thus: ‘My dear friends, 
this is a very simple text indeed. It says, ‘Look.’ Now lookin’ don’t take a deal of pain. It 
ain’t liftin’ your foot or your finger; it is just, ‘Look.’ Well, a man needn’t go to college 
to learn to look. You may be the biggest fool, and yet you can look. A man needn’t be 
worth a thousand a year to be able to look. Anyone can look; even a child can look. 

“’But then the text says, ‘Look unto Me’. . . . Many of [you] are lookin’ to yourselves, 
but it’s no use lookin’ there. [You] will never find any comfort in yourselves. . . . Look to 
Christ. The text says, ‘Look unto Me.’’ 

“Then the good man followed up his text in this way: ‘Look unto Me; I am sweatin’ and 
great drops of blood. Look unto Me; I am hangin’ on the cross. Look unto Me; I am dead 
and buried. Look unto Me; I rise again. Look unto Me; I ascend to heaven. Look unto 
Me; I am sittin’ at the Father’s right hand. O poor sinner, look unto Me! Look unto Me!’ 

“When he had gone to about that length, and managed to spin out ten minutes or so he 
was at the end of his tether. Then he looked at me under the gallery, and I dare say, with 
so few present he knew me to be a stranger. Just fixing his eyes on me, as if he knew all 
my heart he said, ‘Young man, you look very miserable.’ Well, I did, but I had not been 
accustomed to have remarks made from the pulpit on my personal appearance before. 
However, it was a good blow, struck right home. He continued, ‘and you always will be 
miserable — miserable in life, and miserable in death — if you don’t obey my text; but if 
you obey now, this moment, you will be saved. 

“Then lifting up his hands, he shouted, as only a primitive Methodist could do, ‘Young 
man, look to Jesus Christ. Look! Look! Look! You have nothing to do but to look and 
live.’ I saw at once the way of salvation. I know not what else he said — I did not take 
much notice of it — I was so possessed with that one thought. Like as when the brazen 
serpent was lifted up, the people only looked and were healed, so it was with me. I had 
been waiting to do fifty things, but when I heard that word, “Look!” What a charming 
word it seemed to me! Oh! I looked until I could have almost looked my eyes away. 

“There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled away, and that moment I 
saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant, and sung with the most enthusiastic of 
them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks alone to him. . . . 
And now I can say — 
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E’er since by faith I saw the stream 
Thy flowing wounds supply, 
Redeeming love has been my theme, 
And Shall be till I die. 

Closing 

This boy who was saved that night by looking with faith to Jesus was the great Charles 
Spurgeon.  What did the shoemaker and Spurgeon mean by look to Jesus?  Listen again to what 
Spurgeon understood that to mean: “the simple faith which looks alone to him” for salvation.  
What was true then is true now. 

When any man looks to Christ alone for salvation, looking to him who is lifted up as the Lord 
and Savior, looking to him as the righteous one who takes our sin upon him as our sacrifice, 
looking to him in belief as the only one who can take our sins away, looking to him as the only 
one to commit our soul to, that man by this look of faith upon Christ will be saved and receive 
eternal life. 

Notice that the Son of Man must be lifted up.  There is no other remedy.  There is no other cure 
for our sin.  There is no other way to God.  The God-man, Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, the 
Son of God, the Son of Man, the Word of God, the Way, the Truth, the Life, the Light of the 
World, the Bread of Life, the True Vine, the Resurrection and the Life, only he could save you 
from your sin.  And the one act of a man’s soul that God requires in order for anyone to be saved 
is to look to him in faith.  To believe in Christ.   

The offer is extended to everyone.  Whoever believes in him will have eternal life.  This gracious 
offer is universal.  This offer of eternal life is extended to everyone without limit.  It reaches 
across every boundary line, every marker, every chasm of relationship.  The offer of salvation is 
as wide as there are people on earth. 

So there is one message for all—look to Christ and live.  Look with faith on Christ and you will 
be saved.  The Spirit of God uses the means of the gospel—the good news that Jesus Christ died 
on the cross to save sinners—to make a man born again so that they can believe in Jesus.  If you 
trust in Christ alone for the forgiveness of your sins, that is evidence that the Spirit has made you 
born again. 

So, believers, look to Christ on that bloody cross and see your exalted Savior and move out from 
the cross with more love and more gratitude and more humility and more worship of the God 
you know. 

And unbelievers need only to look with faith upon Christ who is lifted up and be saved too.  And 
then you will be able to sing with believers: 

There is a fountain filled with blood 
drawn from Emmanuel’s veins; 
And sinners plunged beneath that flood 
lose all their guilty stains. 
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