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Introduction: “Isn’t it nonsense to command a dead man to live?  If the sinner is unable to respond 
to the gospel then it is foolish to preach the gospel.  Further, how can the sinner be condemned for his 
unbelief when he is unable to believe?  Isn’t God then responsible for all the unbelief in the world?” 
Such are the rationalist complaints.

1.  We have said the nature of regeneration is best understood if one keeps in mind the Biblical
view of the heart as having three inter-related faculties of mind, affections and will.  In regeneration 
the entire heart is recreated, or transplanted, in the language of Ezekiel 36:26.  The old creature is 
recreated a new creature, 2 Corinthians 5:17.  The mind is enlightened “spiritually and savingly to 
understand the things of God,” Acts 26:18;  1 Corinthians 2:10-14; 2 Corinthians 4:3-6.  The 
affections are awakened and love truth but hate error, 2 Thessalonians 2:10-11;   Deuteronomy 30:6.  
The will is renewed and comes to Christ willingly resolving to walk humbly with Him, John 6:44; 
Psalm 110:3; Romans 6:16-18.

2. This work of regeneration is done by the Holy Spirit ordinarily through the ministry of 
the Word preached, John 3:5-8; Ezekiel 37:1-10.

3. Jesus has finished explaining the Old Testament to Nicodemus regarding the condition of the 
sinner as dead, sun-bleached, dry bones, and the necessity for a supernatural work of God’s Holy Spirit
to bring the sinner to life.  Now what does Jesus say to Nicodemus? He preaches the cross!  Verses 
14-15 are the heart of the gospel.

4. But first, Jesus rebukes Nicodemus for not understanding these things in verses 10-13.  The 
clear implication of Jesus’ rebuke to Nicodemus is that the gospel was taught by Moses.  Shame on 
you, Nicodemus, for not even understanding Moses yet being a teacher of Israel!  Had Jesus been a 
Classical Dispensationalist, dividing the Old and New Testaments apart from one another, He would 
have excused Nicodemus' ignorance of the gospel and explained that God has changed the way in 
which He redeems sinners.

5. What does Jesus mean by His reference to ascending and descending, v13?  We must be 
familiar with Deuteronomy 30:11-14 and Romans 10:7-8.  Remember this is still part of the rebuke.  
Like Moses and Paul, Jesus is pointing out to Nicodemus that the gospel was in plain sight.  
Nicodemus has no excuse for not understanding these things.  Further, Nicodemus is in the presence of
the supreme prophet who has been with the Father from eternity and knows first hand these truths.

6. Now having given the stern rebuke Jesus explains the heart of the gospel from Moses in 
Numbers 21:4-9.  Lifted up is a reference to His crucifixion, John 8:28; 12:32-34.

7. Let’s turn to Numbers 21:4-9 and see how Moses taught the gospel.
Israel, sins against God and Moses / Nicodemus, sinner against God
Israel, physical death threatens / Nicodemus, eternal death threatens
Israel confesses their sin, but not simply in general but in detail, v7. / Nicodemus needs to 

repent
Israel pleads to God to provide a remedy
Israel, God provides the remedy / Nicodemus, God provides the remedy
Israel, serpent must be lifted up in public view / Nicodemus, Jesus must be lifted up in public 

view



Israel, look and live / Nicodemus, believe and live

8. Jesus being lifted up MUST occur, John 3:14, “even so must.”  It is the only way to satisfy 
God’s holiness and righteousness.  Consequent Absolute Necessity of the Atonement.

9. But, the rationalist exclaims, if man is dead and cannot believe nor repent of his own ability 
(for he has no such ability) then how can he be commanded to believe or repent?  He is not guilty if he 
doesn’t believe, is he?  To the first question we refer to the power of the gospel preached, such power 
as to resurrect dead bones.  Consider some of Jesus’ other commands, Matthew 9:6; 12:13; John 11:43.
To the second question we refer to the Fall of Adam.  Man’s inability to please God was brought about
by man’s rebellion, it was not part of the original creation.

10. Lastly, Jesus tells Nicodemus that salvation is for the world, for Jews and Gentiles not only 
Jews, v15.  The gospel is for you.  You are a dead sinner heading for eternity.  You need to look to 
Jesus by faith.

11. Saints, do not allow your rationalism, your understanding of how these things complement one 
another, keep you from obeying Jesus.  He shows you how to proclaim the gospel to your neighbor.  
Trust the Holy Spirit to make effective the tool you are using when you tell others what the Word of 
God says.


