One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #1

“Jesus and the Intellectual”

John 3:1-21
How many people here today want to make a difference in the world?

I don’t know of any person who doesn’t want to make a difference in the world.

We don’t want to spend our lives being time-wasters, or space-takers, or binge-watchers, or game-players, or even book-readers. We want to be difference-makers. But it’s easy to get caught up in the everyday stuff of life until the years slowly go by, and with each passing year, the question seems to get louder: Am I making any difference in this world? Everyone I know wants to have an impact.

One thing I’ve started to notice is that the way most people measure the difference a person makes is by how many and how much. How many friends, followers, likes, and comments someone gets on social media determines if they’re an influencer. How much money and power someone has is how we often gauge a person’s impact.

But is that really what it means to make a difference in the world?

We’ve never had more access to inspiring and helpful content to help us become people with greater impact and influence, and yet it seems that more people than ever feel like that’s not happening in their lives.

Maybe there’s another way to make a difference, and we’re just missing it.

Without a doubt, Jesus Christ is the person who has made the biggest difference in all of history, yet His impact is surprising because He didn’t follow anything like the formula society gives us. He grew up in a poor family and worked as a carpenter for most of his life. He never traveled far from His hometown. He never went to college, never was voted into office, never held a title or position that would’ve stood out on a résumé. He didn’t have thousands of Facebook friends or Instagram followers. He wasn’t TikTok famous. He didn’t have a YouTube channel. He never tweeted. I’m pretty sure he never even started a podcast. So, how did Jesus make such a difference in this world?

If we study the story of His life as recorded in the Gospels, there’s one particular phrase that captures how Jesus had such an impact, and I believe it’s how he wants to use us to make a difference: one at a time. Jesus did life with a zoom lens. When someone stood in front of him, time stopped. Everything else in his life—all his concerns, his agenda, his plans, his goals—seemed to blur and disappear. The only thing that mattered was the person standing in front of him. Jesus changed the world one person at a time.

Making a difference isn’t measured by a viral post or a name on a building. It isn’t determined by a following or a fan base. Making a difference isn’t dependent on what’s in your bank account or who’s in your contacts.

Want to make a difference?

Focus on the one. That’s it. That’s the secret of the way of Jesus. One at a time.

Over the next several weeks we will examine Jesus’ interaction with individuals as recorded in the Gospels. In each instance we will see Jesus dealing with very distinct people and I want to emphasize how He dealt with each one uniquely. He did not have a canned approach where “one size fits all.” We can learn skills from these interactions.

A Cautious Approach

Our first one-on-one encounter is found in John 3, what I am calling, “Jesus and the Intellectual.” In verses 1-2 we see a cautious approach:

Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.” 

Nicodemus was part of the religious ruling class in Jesus’ day. Just like our political class is divided between conservative Republicans and liberal Democrats, so the Jewish ruling class was divided between the conservative Pharisees and the liberal Sadducees. Nicodemus was a Pharisee, known for meticulously following the Old Testament law and, honestly, splitting religious hairs. He was a prominent member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish high council. This was a man who carried a lot of influence.

Pharisees tend to have a bad reputation in the eyes of Christians—ranking right up there with Klingons, Philistines, Cruella DeVil, and the Sheriff of Nottingham
—but Nicodemus does not appear to be deserving of such. John Stott notes, “he represents the very best that Pharisaism could produce. He does not seem to have suffered from the hypocrisy which vitiated so much of the Pharisees’ religion. On the contrary he appears to have been a sincere and humble seeker after the truth.”

Verse two mentions that Nicodemus came to Jesus “at night.” Some suggest that Nicodemus came after dark because he knew that people around the city would see him if he came during the day, and he was fearful for his reputation. Others propose that he came to Jesus by night, not because he was afraid of being seen, but because he wanted to have a quiet uninterrupted conversation with the new Teacher “come from God.”
 Either way, I believe he came to Jesus in all sincerity, eager to learn more about this enigmatic teacher.

Nicodemus was an intellectual, a careful thinker very well educated for his day. As G. Campbell Morgan observes, “Nicodemus was not so great a fool as some people seem to think. I am weary of hearing men talk about him as though he were a flippant fool, an intellectual idiot!”
 No, Nicodemus was an intellectual.

Some intellectuals today dismiss Christianity as unscientific or moronic, yet others will give it careful consideration. We must resist the urge to stereotype all intellectuals as anti-Christian. We must also appreciate their intellectual approach to things and be willing to communicate on that level with them. I’m not suggesting that we have to be able to match their intellect or education before we can talk with them, but our approach must be on their level if we are to communicate clearly.

Jesus did that with Nicodemus and took it one step further.

A Challenging Assertion

In verse three we read a challenging assertion by Jesus: “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” 

Note that in verse two Nicodemus acknowledged right up front that Jesus was a teacher sent from God and was uniquely gifted. He laid a bit of flattery on Jesus to break the ice. But Jesus went straight to the issue: “I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.” What did Jesus’ response have to do with what Nicodemus had just said? Zero! But Jesus knew exactly what Nicodemus needed.

Also notice that as a religious leader among the Jews, Nicodemus came to Jesus representing “we,” but Jesus immediately treated him as “you.”
 Intellectuals often speak in broad, impersonal terms. Jesus zeroed in on Nicodemus personally.

What did Jesus mean by “born again”? The Greek term translated “again” is anothen, an adverb which could equally well mean “from the beginning, again, anew” or “from above” (like the Temple veil which was torn in half ‘from top’ to bottom in Mark 15:38).
 Scholars have argued for centuries for one meaning or the other; I believe the answer is both. John was fond of using words that may be taken in more than one sense, and I think that he intends his readers to see both meanings here. Many expressions in the Fourth Gospel may be taken in more ways than one. In any case, the birth of which Jesus is speaking is a rebirth, but it is also from on high. We should neglect neither fact.

Nicodemus understood…or rather, misunderstood…Jesus to mean “born again” very literally, as he asks in verse four, “How can a man be born when he is old? Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!” Nicodemus wasn’t trying to be clever or make a joke. He was totally confused. “Jesus, I am a rabbi. My world is the Torah. I know it by heart. I teach it regularly. But You’re telling me about something completely foreign. How can I curl up in my mother’s womb and be born again? What do You mean by that?”
 Jesus challenged the intellectual with a deeper thought. Instead of allowing Nicodemus to set the terms of the discussion, Jesus shook the very foundation of his approach.

We sometimes make this mistake by conceding a point that should not be given away. “I believe in science,” someone will say today, “and the Bible cannot be proven by science.” That is simply not true! Science and the Bible are not in opposition to one another. Science, when properly understood and used, proves the validity of the Bible more often than not. Challenging an intellectual’s presuppositions can go a long way to introducing the truth of Jesus to them.

Nicodemus believed that because he was born a Jew, he was already saved. But Jesus said in verses 5-6, “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.” Again, scholars are divided as to what this means, particularly “born of water.” Is Jesus talking about water baptism here? Is He referring to physical birth? Or is He equating the two concepts, saying that to be born of water is to be born of the Spirit?

Of these views, the first may be the most popular, but clearly Jesus was not teaching that the new birth comes through water baptism. The emphasis in this passage is on believing, because salvation comes by grace through faith. The evidence of salvation is the witness of the Spirit within, and the Spirit enters your life when you believe.

Actually the context provides the key to interpreting this phrase. First of all, Nicodemus thought Jesus was referring to physical birth from his question in verse four, and the following statement of Jesus—“Flesh gives birth to flesh”—clearly refers to physical birth, while the next phrase—“the Spirit gives birth to spirit”—clearly refers to spiritual birth. Furthermore, some in the ancient world described human conception as a mixing of the “waters” of the man and woman leading to the birth of a baby. I agree with Leon Morris that the best way of understanding the passage seems to be the second one and in the sense that “born of water” refers to physical birth.
 Everyone is born the first time—physically—and must be born a second time—spiritually—to be saved.

Then Jesus moves on to another analogy in verses 7-8 to challenge Nicodemus,

“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.” 

It is likely that the evening wind was blowing just then as Nicodemus and Jesus sat on the housetop conversing. The term “wind” in both Hebrew and Greek can also be translated “spirit.” Throughout Scripture one of the symbols of the Spirit of God is the wind or breath. Like the wind, the Spirit is invisible but powerful, and you cannot explain or predict its movements.
 Today we might use the analogy of electricity—we know that it produces power, though we cannot see it or may not understand completely how it works. The same is true of God’s Spirit.

Nicodemus is still befuddled. “How can this be?” he asks in verse nine. It’s not that Jesus is speaking over his head—birth and wind are simple enough concepts—but that Jesus has challenged his previously held assumptions and presuppositions. That takes time to wrap one’s head around it. Yet Jesus points to a still deeper issue.
A Clear Application

Jesus moves on to a clear application, beginning in verses 10-15,

“You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 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.”

You can hear a touch of exasperation in Jesus’ voice in verse 10. “You’re an expert and you don’t get it?” But the problem with Nicodemus was not intellectual; it was spiritual. Notice verses 11-12, “I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe…” The problem was not one of comprehension; it was one of belief. 

This is an important distinction we need to understand. When talking with intellectuals, speaking on their terms and at their level will not automatically convert them. You may communicate in the most basic, brilliant terms possible and they may still not believe. Chuck Swindoll shares this personal experience,

Many years ago, I cultivated a close friendship with a brilliant medical doctor. He had earned more than one PhD and an MD and had spent many years in training, including an internship at the Mayo Clinic. To say he was smart would be a gross understatement. For a long time, we enjoyed talking about life, work, family—anything and everything. I really liked the man and I wanted to share with him the most important decision of my own life, but I waited for a natural opening. One day it came. He asked me where I stood on this or that, which quickly led to the gospel. I took a napkin and drew a man on one side of a great chasm and God on the other. I labeled the gap “sin,” and explained how our sinfulness separates us from God. Then I drew a cross bridging the vast gap, and explained how the sacrifice of God’s Son allows us to come to the Father. When I finished perhaps the clearest explanation of the good news I think I have ever given, my friend picked up the napkin, turned it over, and said, “In a million years, I could never believe that.” Many will reject the gospel openly and permanently. No amount of explaining or pleading will change anything.

I don’t mention this to discourage anyone from witnessing to an intellectual; I’m just trying the temper our expectations. In the final analysis, “no one can come to [Jesus] unless the Father…draws him,” (John 6:44). Ultimately it is God who saves, not our slick presentation or sincere passion. In the words of the Keith Green song, we “keep doing our best and pray that it’s blessed, and He’ll take care of the rest.”
Back to John 3, in verses 14-15 Jesus drew upon Nicodemus’s knowledge of the Law and the history of Israel. As a Pharisee, Nicodemus knew the Law intimately, so he immediately connected with what Jesus’ reference to the story in Numbers 21:4-9.
 The Israelites in the wilderness were complaining (as usual), so God sent poisonous vipers in the camp that bit fatally people. Then God had Moses erect a bronze serpent on a pole and put it up so all the people could see it. If the Israelites would look at the serpent—which was quite an act of faith, since by looking up at the bronze serpent you could not look down at the real ones!—they would not die from the snakebites. In the same way, Jesus says, I will be lifted up (meaning crucified) and those who put their faith in Him would be saved. Again, here’s a simple analogy that someone like Nicodemus would get.

Then Jesus brings home the full spiritual truth in verses 16-21,

“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. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 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. 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.”
By now Nicodemus was probably standing, staring, and churning. I don’t think he was born again yet. But by John 7:50-51, he will have started to come out of hiding, and he will make a statement in defense of Jesus in front of his colleagues in the Sanhedrin. Then by the time of the Crucifixion, Nicodemus will be standing alongside Joseph of Arimathea as they wrap the body of Jesus and prepare it for burial, in John 19:38-42. Somewhere between here and there, Nicodemus will come to believe in Christ.

Some scholars think that this Nicodemus was Nicodemus ben Gorion, the brother of Josephus the historian. If so, Nicodemus was one of the three richest men in Jerusalem. If so, he later became one of the poorest men, too, for his daughter was seen gathering barley corns for food from under horses’ hooves. If so, no doubt his poverty resulted from the persecution he suffered after becoming a Christian.

Following Jesus will cost you something. Following Jesus always costs something. For Nicodemus it would cost him a powerful position. It would cost him the respect of his co-workers. It would cost him his source of income and livelihood. It would cost him friendships. It would likely cost him some family relationships.
 It may have cost him his life. Jesus never sugar-coated His message, and neither should we.
John Stott writes, “Nicodemus is an outstanding example of a sincere seeker after the truth. If only there were more Nicodemuses in the world today—men and women who are prepared to lay aside apathy, prejudice, and fear and seek the truth with an honest and humble spirit!”

I believe there are more Nicodemuses in the world today—the intellectual who has a hard time accepting spiritual truth…people like C. S. Lewis, Francis Schaeffer, and Lee Strobel, just to name a few. From this one-on-one encounter with Jesus, we can learn how to approach such an intellectual. Don’t be afraid to speak with them on their own terms. Don’t concede to their presuppositions if they are untrue. Challenge them (tactfully, of course!) to think outside the box of their own understanding, past education and experience. Relate known, accepted facts from the physical world to unknown, unaccepted truth from the spiritual world. If they ask a question you don’t know the answer, admit it! Then go find it! The intellectual deserves nothing less.
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