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John 3:1-21 Being Successful at Missing the Point: The Good Guys, 
The Bad Guys, and Us Guys, by Andy McDonald 
 
Have you ever looked for something in the wrong place? Of course. 
Really as long as we haven’t found what we are looking for we haven’t 
looked in the right place. 
 
 
Sometimes we look for something, in the right place, in the exact place 
that what we are looking for exists, where it is, and still for some 
strange reason we don’t find it. 
 
The night Nicodemus tracked down Jesus for a private meeting was one 
of those times. 
 
The story doesn’t ever get around to letting us know why Nicodemus 
came to see Jesus. 
There’s no clarity that he found that for which he was looking. 
 
Now Nicodemus, can I just call him Nic? I mean really Nic-o-de-mus 
just has too many syllables and may tend to slow down the story. 
 
We don’t really know what Nic was after.  Did he just want an 
interview? I find that hard to imagine.  Here’s this lifelong Jew who is a 
Pharisee and member or the ruling council for the nation of Israel.   
 
He’s got to want something—I mean information, an endorsement, 
maybe his own miracle.  There really can be no doubt in our minds that 
he didn’t come in the dark of night for a one on one with this new 
phenomena Jesus, just so he could complement him and let him that 
there were some in the ruling party who were yielding to the testimony 
of the miracles he was doing.  They had come to the conclusion. I say 
“They had come the conclusion” because whether or not there were 
several, Nic carefully and comfortably couched his own understanding 
that Jesus must be sent by God by including some invisible other when 
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he said,  “We all know that God has sent you to teach us.  Your 
miraculous signs are proof enough that God is with you.”   Maybe there 
were others but for Nic it just felt more comfortable to include some 
others, even if they weren’t present, including them made him feel safer 
and less alone. 
 
Don’t you wonder where Nic was headed?  What was the big question 
he had to ask?  What did he need to inform Jesus about? Had he been 
given the chance what conversational trail would he have ventured 
down?   I’m pretty sure it wasn’t anywhere like where Jesus took 
things.   
 
From our cultural standpoint the conversation, pretty much really just a 
presentation from Jesus is interesting. We spiritualize part of Jesus’ 
words away and then we codify the most well known verse in all of 
scripture and unintentionally and create a system for being saved. But 
what did Nic hear that night? 
 
The teacher Jesus dumps and slams and gives hope and condemnation, 
the option of escaping judgment and yet already being condemned.  
 
We miss the whole point of this encounter if we fail to get into Nic’s 
shoes, slip on his sandals,  try and contextualize ourselves into his time 
and place in history.  It is VERY different from ours and yet there are 
some parallels,  even frightening ones. 
 
I grew up in the south but I think it is similar lots of places.  I was just 
talking to someone who had been working in a small town in the hills 
of Kentucky and they weren’t sure if they would ever get to be a really 
truly part of that community.  The vast majority of the small 
community is made up of people, many of whom are distantly related, 
but regardless of blood, their families have a hard time thinking back to 
any pre-Kentucky days. Those well established are the insiders and the 
newcomers are the outsiders. 
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Maybe you never saw it in your community but it happens in schools, 
and ball teams, and offices, and factories, and the list is almost endless. 
Every group seems to distinguish between insiders and outsiders. 
 
Well in the country, region, town, and culture where Nic grew up he 
was an insider of insiders. 
He had been a model in his community.  He’d attended the best insider 
Rabbinic schools. He had not only learned the Torah but he’d 
memorized long passages of scripture.  He aspired to all that was good.   
 
Nic wasn’t putting on airs. He wasn’t trying to live a double life and 
pull the wool over everyone’s eyes. He was serious about living a life 
that was pleasing to God.  His whole life was marked really wanting to 
do the right thing.  That’s why he’d come and night in case meeting 
with this Jesus fellow wasn’t the “right” thing at least by meeting at 
night he wouldn’t risk leading someone else astray. 
 
One of the thoughts  Nic loved to ponder was the joy, the privilege, the 
honor, of being part of the chosen people of God—he was a Jew.  He 
could rattle off the history of God’s covenant with Abraham and all the 
history of his people.   They were a people of destiny.  God had 
selected them.  God’s hand was evident in their history.    
 
Granted, Nic’s whole life had been lived under the rule of the foreign 
power of Rome.  But Nic had dreams.  They had been more vibrant and 
hopeful when he was younger.  The dreams had dimmed a bit as time 
passed.  But there were many moments when hope that reams inspire 
would possess his mind.  And in those moments of hopefulness he was 
thankful that he was part of the chosen, the inside group,  part of the 
people of God, God’s people 
 
And here was a really cool aspect—he’d been born into it.  His position 
spiritually a birthright.  He had known some who weren’t Jews who 
converted.  He heard the Rabbi declare, “This proselyte who now casts 
off the impurity of idolatry and turns to the God of life becomes a "new 
creature.” 
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He was happy for them but so glad that for him he had been born into 
God’s family, no change needed. 
 
Now while Jesus wasn’t a Pharisee, Nic had just acknowledged that he 
was a Rabbi, a teacher whom God has sent.  Nic was sort of giving the 
secret handshake to Jesus.  Sort of a “Hey we’re like sort of on the 
same team.  We’re both insiders.  
 
 
But Jesus response doesn’t pick up on this kindred spirit motif.   
Jesus doesn’t like high five him celebrating their shared chosen people 
status. 
He doesn’t say thanks, and really hardly even picks up on the 
convestional thread. 
 
Now Jesus isn’t subtle, he’s blunt beyond belief. 
 
He replied, “I assure you, unless you are born again, you can never see 
the Kingdom of God.” 
 
I don’t know if Nic was playing dumb or if he was caught so off guard, 
or made too uncomfortable to pick up on the meanings.  There’s no 
doubt that he was familiar with the Jewish understanding that a new 
convert to Judiasm was said to be like a new-born child regardless of 
their age. 
 
Whatever the case Nic doesn’t pick up on the imagery but takes it as 
literal and concrete and he exclaimed,  “What do you mean?  How can 
an old man go back into his mother’s womb and be born again?” 
 
Jesus replied, “The truth is, no one can enter the kingdom of God 
without being born of water and the Spirit.  Humans can reproduce only 
human life, but the Holy Spirit gives new life from heaven.  So Nic, 
don’t be surprised at my statement that YOU must be born again.” 
 



5 
 
Here’s a thought that’s never crossed Nic’s brain.  Sure Gentiles, 
pagans would need to be born again but not Nic.  
 
He and Paul would have had similar testimonies: circumcised at 8 days 
old, born into a pure-blooded Jewish family, a branch of one of the 
original 12 tribes, a real Jew if there ever was one! A member of the 
Pharisees, a strict law keeper, and zealous to do God’s will. 
 
Nic had the pedigree, the family heritage, the inside track.  He wanted 
to be righteous and he wanted to be right. 
 
Now right here in this encounter with Jesus Nic is about to come face 
to face with what seems to be the primary mission of Jesus, to tear 
down religion as the foundation for people’s connection with God and 
to replace it with himself—the Divine coming to us in our own context 
and our own form. 
 
Listen carefully.  Catch the reality.  Enter Nic’s world. Nic was the 
premier practioner of the Jewish religion.  The scribes would study to 
determine the rules and then in an effort to please God, to win his 
favor, the Pharisee’s like Nic, would live the law.  Circumspect in 
every detail..their religion the practice of their religion was their 
foundation for their connection with God. 
 
And Jesus has just said something earth shaking, radical, painful to 
hear—your religion isn’t enough.  You must be born again, born anew. 
Jesus is going after Nic.  His whole life had been lived in a reliance on 
systems and institutions of his religion as his conduit to God.  There 
were directives and rules and standards and doctrines to adhere to and 
he obeyed, he had been exemplary.  
 
Jesus continues, he doesn’t call it a mystery and yet his analogy does 
just that. He says, “You can hear the wind, but you can’t tell where it 
comes from or where it is going, and in the same way you can’t explain 
how people are born of the Spirit.” 
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Nic asked, “What do you mean?” These are Nic’s last words in this 
encounter with Jesus.  Now Jesus hammers his point home.  
 
We Christians carve out a piece of Jesus words that are about to occur 
as the mainstay best known verse, the sum of the gospel.  We hear 
Jesus words to Nic as good news.  And while there is great evidence 
that they became good news for him, I’m not sure it sounded like good 
news on the first take.” 
 
Listen to Jesus’ reply. 
“You are a respected Jewish teacher, and yet you don’t understand 
these things?  I assure you, I am telling you what we know and have 
seen and yet you won’t believe us. 
 
But if you don’t even believe me when I tell you about things that 
happen here on earth, how can you possibly believe if I tell you what is 
going on in heaven?  For only I, the Son of Man, have come to earth 
and will return to heaven again.  And as Moses lifted up the bronze 
snake on a pole in the wilderness, so I, the Son of Man, must be lifted 
up on a pole, so that everyone who believes in me will have eternal life. 
 
Nic has to be cringing.  He knows the story that it was those who 
disobeyed and had been bitten by the snake who needed to look and 
live. How in the world could this apply to him? 
 
Jesus message is loud and clear—your religion won’t save you.  If you 
trust in your religion, in its rightness, in its importance, in its place in 
prophecy, in your adherence to its tenants, in your obeying all its rules 
you will die like those snake bitten in the dessert who wouldn’t look at 
the bronze snake on the pole that Moses held up. Religion isn’t your 
ticket. We can talk world religions, we can talk division of Christianity 
called denominations—they are not your path to rebirth, they are not 
the means of setting you right with God. 
 
Jesus continued, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, os that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have 
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eternal life.  God did not send his Son into the world to condemn it, but 
to save it.  
 
Nic all your life you’ve wanted to please my Father. All your efforts 
have been about being a good guy.   
Nic, you’ve lived according to the rabbis’ teaching that a person’s good 
deeds will intercede for them and their bad deeds will accuse them at 
the last judgment.  
 
Jesus is telling Nic the bad news is because you are human a son of 
Adam you can’t ever tip the balance in your favor by your behavior. 
YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN. 
 
And when you trust God’s Son, when you trust Jesus, Messiah, the Son 
of Man eternal life is yours. 
 
Jesus finished the conversation with Nic, “There is no judgment 
awaiting those who trust him, God’s Son.  But those who do not trust 
him have already been judged for not believing in the only Son of God. 
Their judgment is based on this fact: The light from heaven come into 
the world, but they loved the darkness more than the light, for their 
actions were evil. They hate the light because they want to sin in the 
darkness.  They stay away from the light for fear their sins will be 
exposed and they will be punished. But those who do what is right 
come to the light gladly, so everyone can see that they are doing what 
God wants.” 
 
Poor Nic.  His whole life he’d been trying to live to not face the 
judgment of God.   All his work won’t accomplish his goal.  
 
He can give up on Nic and trust Jesus and in that simple act get the “no 
judgment” plan.  It sounds too easy. 
 
Jesus final words just kept pushing at Nic. Here you are in the dark—
Nic do you love the darkness more than the light? 
  Do you want to sin in the darkness?’ 
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Are you fearful your sins will be exposed and you’ll be punished? 
 
It’s like Jesus is saying Nic, do the right thing.  Give up on religion and 
trust me, and step into the light, be a witness so all can see that in 
trusting me you are doing what God wants! 
 
Listen carefully.  We’ve all looked for the right thing in the wrong spot.  
And if we are relying on religion  no matter how successful we are in 
that religion we are missing the point. 
 
The stories Jesus told, the arguments he engaged in, even the healings 
he offered, and certainly this after dark encounter with Nic, all helped 
to demolish the smug assumptions of the religious people of his day 
and to destabilize their dependence on the system. 
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If you can remember tell about a time you were looking for 
something right where it was but for some reason missed it? 
 
 
How does it feel to need to see Jesus secretly? 
 
 
Pharisees are given a hard time in the Gospels.  These were 
men wanting to “do the right thing” so what’s wrong? 
 
 
What do you think about Nicodemus’ complimentary start to 
his visit with Jesus (John 3:2)? 
 
 
What does it mean to be born again? 
 
 
How does the rebirth come about “so you can’t explain how 
people are born of the Spirit” (John 3:8)—how much say did 
you have in your first birth? Is the second any different? 
 
 
What does it mean for you to “believe in Jesus”, and what 
evidence is there to support that reality? 
 
 
How does it feel to have a ruling of “no judgment”? vs 18 
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