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John 3.11-15 

The Bite Of The Serpent Will Lose Its Power 

 

 

Aim: to see the Son of Man high and lifted up on the cross and believe in Him! 

Scripture Reading: Numbers 21.4-9  

 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

 

We’ve been in John 3 for the last few sermons.  This is perhaps one of the most famous 

conversations in all of Scripture.  Nicodemus, a Pharisee, a ruler of the Jews, and the teacher of 

Israel comes to Jesus at night to talk to him of the signs that Jesus was performing.  He calls 

Him Rabbi to show him, on some level, respect for He just might be the long awaited Messiah, 

the Christ.  While Nicodemus is mentioning the signs and miracles that Jesus was doing, Jesus 

cuts him off and tells him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see 

the kingdom of God.”   

 

Jesus cuts to the quick and what Nicodemus is now faced with is doubt, possible confusion, and 

even uncertainty of who he is and what he has accomplished and what he needs to accomplish in 

order to enter the kingdom of God.  Nicodemus is simply dumbfounded by Jesus’ comment to 

him.  Nicodemus doesn’t have a clue what Jesus is talking about and he is left with uncertainty 

and says, “How can these things be?” 

 

This is a man where both his depravity and his religion have failed him miserably.  After Jesus’ 

divine proclamation of the necessity of the new birth, being born again, and Holy Spirit 

regeneration…it’s like Nicodemus is standing there spiritually naked before God unaware in that 

moment that his uncertainty in himself should lead to certainty in Jesus Christ. 
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You see, when a person is taught their entire life that they are to earn salvation, they are to earn 

the kingdom of God, and they are to earn God’s favor, they do not know how to respond to the 

truth that God is the only One that can save them.  They do not know how to respond to the truth 

that they are sinful, wicked, and evil before God.  They have come to believe that they are 

intrinsically good and not totally depraved, which is a sure sign of their depravity. 

 

Nicodemus responds with, “How can it be that I must be born again and this only happens by the 

Spirit?  The truth of Holy Spirit regeneration didn’t fit into Nicodemus’ religion and into his 

understanding of true salvation.  There was no category for Nicodemus to fit the new birth into 

his mind.  He was lost and he was confused.  But didn’t walk away from Jesus either…like the 

rich young ruler.  He stayed at the Rabbi’s feet. 

 

So perhaps Jesus would display even more of His infinite patience and give further revelation of 

what it means for Nicodemus to put all of his certainty in Jesus and nothing in himself. 

 

Let’s read together John 3.11-15 

 

Title: The Bite Of The Serpent Will Lose Its Power 

Aim: to see the Son of Man high and lifted up on the cross and believe in Him! 

 

Testimony Given And Testimony Denied (v.11) 

 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know and testify of 

what we have seen, and you do not accept our testimony.” 

 

In verse 11 what we see here is that this interaction between Nicodemus and Jesus goes from a 

two sided conversation to now a speech from Jesus.  At least in this context of John 3, 

Nicodemus is through talking; he is now listening to Jesus teach Him further.     
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It is a bit unclear to me in verse 11 of who the we actually is that Jesus is speaking of.  “Truly, 

truly, I say to you, [we] speak of what [we] know and testify of what [we] have seen.”   

 

Others have suggested that the we who are testifying could be Jesus and John the Baptist, Jesus, 

John the Baptist and Jesus’ disciples, or just Jesus and His disciples and one other possibility that 

Jesus is using the plural we in verse 11 to give weight and dignity to what He is saying.  Either 

way the point is that Jesus is telling Nicodemus that there has been much testimony going on of 

what is known to be true and what has been seen.  

 

Jesus is using the words speak and testify in order to communicate to Nicodemus two things.  

The first is that Jesus and perhaps these other men have been speaking and bearing witness of 

His signs and miracles and the they are testifying of what they know to be true and what they 

have seen and the truthful knowledge of the new birth of being born again by the Holy Spirit of 

God.   

 

There has been no lack of speaking, preaching and testifying from Jesus to Nicodemus and his 

other associates concerning the kingdom of God.  They have all been told and they have all been 

given testimony of the true nature of salvation and access into the kingdom of God.  You must 

be born again.  There is no other way, no matter how dumbfounded you may be; no matter how 

confused you may be; no matter how difficult it is for you to understand Nicodemus, we have 

spoken and given great testimony of your need to be born again and for your need to repent for 

the kingdom of God is before you.   

 

Listen, we all have moments where it is difficult at times to understand biblical and doctrinal 

beliefs.  It takes hard spiritual work and discipline from God to understand many of the truths in 

Scripture, but the ultimate problem in this conversation with Nicodemus is not the difficulty in 

understanding what Jesus is saying, although by Jesus’ remarks, Nicodemus should have 

understood Holy Spirit regeneration from his Old Testament.  The ultimate problem is not his 

lack of understanding, but his rejection of regeneration.  Jesus says at the end of verse 11…“and 

you do not accept our testimony.” 
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How many of you know it’s one thing to say, “I’m having a very hard time understanding this 

from Scripture” and saying, “I reject what this is saying from Scripture.”  Jesus said to 

Nicodemus, “you do not accept our testimony.” 

 

Once again the you in verse 11 is plural speaking of Nicodemus and all of his associates.  Jesus 

says, “you do not accept our testimony.”  You do not accept the truth that you must be born 

again.  We have already seen this from the Apostle John in chapter 1 verse 11 “He came to His 

own, and those who were His own did not receive Him.” 

 

The word accept in verse 11 means to take hold of and make it your own.  They didn’t want to 

have anything to do with the preaching and testifying of the doctrine of the new birth of being 

born again.  Nicodemus and his religious associates were happy with their own man-centered 

efforts of accessing the kingdom of God.   

 

They recognized that Jesus was from God and that He was a good teacher, but they rejected His 

teaching, thus they were rejecting Him!  How dreadful of a place to be in! 

 

The Natural And The Transcendent (v.12-13) 

 

“If I told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will you 

believe if I tell you heavenly things?  No one has ascended into heaven, 

but He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man.”  
 

In verses 12-13 Jesus pushes Nicodemus further to see his state of depravity and his inability to 

understand anything that Jesus was saying to him.   

 

In verse 12 Jesus says that the new birth is an earthly thing.  What does he mean by this?  Isn’t 

the new birth being born from above?  Well when we consider the regeneration of man, J.C. Ryle 

says, “Regeneration is a thing that takes place in man, here upon the earth.  In regeneration God 

comes down to man and dwells in him upon earth.  Regeneration is a change of which even the 

men of this world have some faint idea, and which can be illustrated by such earthly figures as 

water and wind.  When therefore our Lord calls the new birth an earthly thing, we must 

understand that He does so comparatively.  Regeneration is wrought in the human being here on 

earth as a human being.”  
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Jesus’ point is that Nicodemus cannot even understand this elementary and earthly truth even 

when Jesus uses earthly images like wind and water to explain how one is born again.  He does 

not understand his need for regeneration, much less how regeneration and the new birth happens.  

So he does not believe Jesus’ words on being born again.  He does not accept them.   

 

So if Nicodemus does not accept nor believe Jesus’ speaking and testifying to him of the new 

birth, then why should Jesus go any further explaining to him heavenly things?  If Nicodemus 

will not believe these earthly things, these elementary things, then what’s the point of 

explaining the heavenly things to him?   

 

What does Jesus mean by heavenly things?  It comparison to earthly things these would be the 

truths concerning Jesus (J.C. Ryle) “His own divinity; His relationship with the Father, His 

relationship with the Holy Spirit, His incarnation, His atonement, His plan of redemption by His 

own death on the cross; the love of God to the whole world; His provision of salvation; faith in 

the Son of God, as the only way to escape hell; the kingdom of God”; all of these heavenly 

things found only in Jesus Christ.  If Nicodemus will not accept and believe in the earthly 

things, then how will he then believe in these heavenly things?   

 

So in verse 13 Jesus speaks of His authority to speak and testify of these heavenly things, 

because Jesus was the only one who descended from heaven.  Only in heaven can true wisdom 

be found as Proverbs 30.4 says, “Who has ascended into heaven and descended?  Who has 

gathered the wind in His fists?  Who has wrapped the waters in His garment?  Who has 

established all the ends of the earth?  What is His name or His son’s name?  Surely you know!” 

 

D.A. Carson says, “Jesus can speak of heavenly things, not because he ascended to heaven 

from a home on earth and then descended (back to earth) to tell others of his experiences, but 

because heaven was his home in the first place, and therefore, he has inherently the fullness of 

heavenly knowledge.” 
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John as, Leon Morris says, “Insists on Jesus’ heavenly origin and is bringing out the point that 

Jesus is the Christ.  Here the heavenly origin marks Jesus off from all the rest of mankind.  Men 

are, as Paul puts it, “of the earth, earthy” (1 Corinthians 15.47).  But Jesus is from heaven.  Men 

cannot raise themselves to heaven and penetrate divine mysteries.  Jesus, however, really has 

been in heaven and He has brought heavenly realities to earth.”   He is the only One who is 

infinitely full of heavenly wisdom.  He is the only One who embodies wisdom.  He is the only 

One is called Wisdom.  Jesus has the authority to speak and to testify of these things to 

Nicodemus and Nicodemus does not accept nor does he believe Jesus’ testimony. 

 

I’m so torn right here in the sermon with Nicodemus, because we know the end story.  We know 

that the Holy Spirit does awaken and give new life to Nicodemus.  At the end of the gospel of 

John, Nicodemus is not like the other disciples who flee when Jesus is being tortured and 

crucified.  He’s actually only one of a couple of disciples and followers who rise to take Jesus’ 

body and do what is honorable.  Nicodemus’ faith in Jesus is nowhere to be found in John 

chapter 3, but oh this brother shows up and shows out when all of Jerusalem is against Jesus and 

Nicodemus goes out to Jesus outside the camp, bearing His reproach. 

 

Nicodemus may have been a very poor learner to the things spoken of by Jesus in John chapter 3, 

but three years later, he identified himself with the Christ, the Son of God and he bore the 

reproach of being identified with Jesus death on the cross. 

 

Perhaps Jesus in His divinity was seeing down the corridors of time in how the Holy Spirit 

would lead Nicodemus to bear His reproach and now in verse 14 teaches Nicodemus even 

further into the mysteries of these heavenly things. 

 

An Old Testament Foreshadow (v.14a) 

 

“As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the 

Son of Man be lifted up; so that whoever believes will in Him have 

eternal life.” 

 



7 

 

Jesus explains to Nicodemus an Old Testament foreshadow.  He goes all the way back to the 

Old Testament in Numbers when the people of Israel were speaking against God and Moses and 

were complaining about their situation in the wilderness.  Once again Nicodemus would have 

been fully aware of this story and moment in Numbers.  Once again highlighting the way the Old 

Testament spoke of God’s divine initiative in the lives of sinful human beings.   

 

We discussed last week how Ezekiel 36.26 teaches us about the Holy Spirit’s initiative to 

regenerate a human being by taking out a cold, dead heart and replacing it with a heart of flesh.  

We looked at Ezekiel 37 and it too teaches us about the Holy Spirit’s initiative to bring dead 

bones back to life again and make an army of people unto the LORD.   

Now from Numbers, Jesus teaches Nicodemus of the true implications of this moment in the life 

of Moses and the Israelites.  They were complaining and sinning against God and even against 

Moses.  They were filled with anger and jealousy and idolatry.  They even wanted to go back to 

Egypt.  In essence they wanted to go back into bondage and slavery and back into spiritual 

oppression, for the sake of better food and better accommodations for living.  They desired to go 

back into the kingdom of darkness over the kingdom of God.   

 

God became angry with the people of Israel and He sent poisonous snakes into their camps.  

People were bitten by the snakes and many were killed.  In a moment of desperation the people 

cried out to Moses to intercede on their behalf before God.  Moses prayed to God and God 

showed His heavenly grace and mercy to these sinful people.   

 

He then told Moses to make a snake out of bronze and put it on a staff or a pole and lift it up 

above the people.  Anyone who was then bitten by a snake would be healed if they were to look 

upon the bronze snake raised high upon the staff.  This act of looking upon the bronze snake was 

in essence an act of “acknowledging their guilt and expressing faith in God’s forgiveness and 

healing power.” (MacArthur, p. 114)   

 

Nicodemus you know this story.  You know this display of God’s divine grace and mercy.  You 

know it, but you don’t know it.  You don’t accept it.  You don’t believe it.  You don’t accept 

and believe in your desperate need for God. 
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The Son Of Man MUST Be Lifted Up (v.14b) 

 

Jesus takes this moment in the life of Israel’s sin and the display of God’s grace and mercy to 

teach Nicodemus that just like the serpent of bronze was lifted up and people looked upon the 

bronze serpent and were healed, so too must the Son of Man be lifted up. 

 

Nicodemus you and all of your religious leaders have been so bitten and wounded by sin that 

you have no idea that you need to be healed, you have no idea that you need to be saved, you 

have no idea that your sin has actually killed you spiritually.  You’ve been bitten by the serpent 

of sin and death and you’re standing before me not as one who is spiritually alive, but one who is 

spiritually dead in sin.   

 

The Israelites, Nicodemus, when they were filled with sin and God brought judgment upon them 

through these poisonous serpents, they cried out to Moses to intercede for them, so that God 

would show them grace and mercy and save them from their sin. 

 

Nicodemus, I am God’s grace.  I am God’s mercy.  I too must be lifted up so that all men might 

believe.   

 

Folks, there’s infinite meaning behind the word must in verse 14.  So must the Son of Man be 

lifted up.  But first let me deal with the phrase lifted up.  This phrase lifted up will carry 

significant meaning as well.  It is one of a continual lifting up.  There will never be an end to 

Jesus being lifted up.  But I want you to see that there is a progression here and this will further 

unfold as we go deeper into the gospel of John.   

 

In this progression of Jesus being lifted up the first lifting up is death.  This is the lifting up 

that Jesus is directly teaching Nicodemus about here in John 3.14.  So here’s the must 

part…Jesus must be put to death.  He must be lifted up on the staff, the pole, the cross.  He 

must be lifted up.  He must be put to death.  This is God’s plan of redemption and there is no 

other plan and no other way for God to deal with your sin.  Jesus must be lifted up and be put to 

death for your sin.  Nicodemus… 
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Romans 3.10 “There is none righteous, not even one” 

 

Romans 3.23 “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 

 

Romans 6.23 “For the wages of (our) sin is death…” 

 

Hebrews 9.22 “all things are cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood 

there is no forgiveness.” 

 

1 John 4.9 “for God is love…By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God 

has sent His only begotten son into the world, so that we might live through Him.  In 

this is love, not that we loved God (Nicodemus), but that He loved us and sent His 

Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”  

 

You see Nicodemus; I must be lifted up in order to appease the wrath of God my Father on 

your very soul.  You do not stand before me this night as an innocent man before God, but as a 

man who is guilty before God and is in need of forgiveness of sins from God.   

 

You have been bitten by the sting of sin and death and you are spiritually dead before God and 

you are under His wrath.  The only way, Nicodemus, for you to be justified before God is for 

Me, the Son of Man, to be lifted up on the cross and to die as a propitiation, as a sufficient 

sacrifice of sin, in order to appease God’s holy wrath against you.  I must be lifted up.  There is 

no other way! 

 

Nicodemus, I’ve noticed you haven’t been keeping up with what I’ve been saying to you all 

night, so let me just ask the question for you and I’ll answer it as well…but why?  Why must you 

be lifted up Jesus? 

 

So That (v.15a) 

 

 “so that whoever believes will in Him have eternal life.” 

 

Nicodemus, when the Israelites were instructed by God through Moses to look upon the bronze 

serpent that was raised up, they were cured and healed from the poisonous bite of the serpent.  So 

in the same way, Nicodemus, all who look upon Me lifted up on the cross and believe will in 

Me have eternal life.  Why must I be lifted up?  So that you may have eternal life Nicodemus!   
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Not only have I come to set the captives free, to heal the broken hearted, but I have come so that 

you and all who believe in Me and in my work on the cross may have life and life abundantly.  

Nicodemus, you need healing now and you need eternal healing.   

 

Believe In Him And Have Eternal Life (v.15b) 

 

But you can’t simply just believe that I’m a good teacher, Nicodemus.  Although I am.  But you 

must look to the Son of Man lifted up to die.  It is in my death, the death of the Son of Man, 

where you will only find your healing of the death-bite of sin.  It is in my death, where you will 

only find forgiveness of sin.  It is in my death on the cross where you will only find your 

redemption and your true righteousness before God, Nicodemus.  So allow your uncertainty in 

yourself, right now, to lead you to certainty in Me.  Believe in my death and my cross 

Nicodemus and you will have life and life eternal.  Look to the cross!!! 

There are some who will not look to Christ on the cross; and the bite of the serpent, the death-

bite of sin, will eventually kill them for all eternity. 

 

This is the first time in John that we are introduced to the idea of eternal life.  Eternal life is 

“the believer’s participation in the blessed, everlasting life of Christ through his or her union 

with Him.  Jesus defined eternal life in His High Priestly prayer to the Father: “This is eternal 

life that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” (John 

17.3)  It is life of the age to come and believers will most fully experience it in the perfect, 

unending glory and joy of heaven.”  (MacArthur) 

 

If eternal life is knowing God, the only true God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent, then you 

most definitely can have eternal life now and a much fuller and complete eternal life to come.  

This was Jesus’ desire for Nicodemus, to know God and to know Him.  To believe in God and 

to believe in Him.  To forsake any and everything of himself that he was trusting in to grant him 

access into the kingdom of God.   

 

Nicodemus represents so many of the Jewish nation who were trusting in their own status and 

works for righteousness for their access into the kingdom of God.  Jesus is shattering their trust.  
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He is shattering their idols.  He is shattering their self-righteousness.  He is exposing their false 

religion.  He is exposing their true state before God.  Soon many will want to kill Him.  And in 

so doing will actually be fulfilling the predetermined plan of God.  Jesus must be lifted up to 

die, so that whoever believes will in Him have eternal life. 

 

A Continual Lifting Up 

 

I mentioned earlier that there was a continual lifting up of the Son of Man.  There is a never 

ending lifting up of the Son of Man.  Jesus was first lifted up to die on the cross.  He was then 

lifted up in His resurrection from the dead.  He was then lifted up in His ascension into Heaven.  

He was then lifted up to the right hand of the Father.  We too one day will have our bodies lifted 

up and resurrected from the grave and joined together with Him in glory.  And all of these are 

made clear for us in Scripture.  But there is one more lifting up of the Son of Man that will also 

be eternal.  It is the lifting up of the Son of Man in our proclamation and worship of Him.   

 

We lift up the name of Jesus today, so that He might draw all men to Himself.  We lift up the 

name of Jesus in our praise of His work of redemption and His work of propitiation.  We lift up 

the name of Jesus in praise of who He is and what He has done.  Lift up the name of Jesus! 

 

And just like all the angels in heaven who sit around His throne and sing of His glory, we too, for 

all eternity will sing the wonderful name of Jesus and we will lift Him up in praise in the 

rightful worship of our King!  Since the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus there has never 

been a moment where the Son of Man has not been lifted up.  He is and will forever be lifted 

up! 


