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DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND THESE THINGS?                                          JOHN 3:1-17 
 
Some years, ago, a gem dealer was strolling the aisles at the Tucson Gem and Mineral 
Show when he noticed a blue-violet stone the size and shape of a potato.  He looked it 
over and then, as calmly as possible, asked the vendor, “You want $15 for this?”  The 
seller, realizing the rock wasn’t as pretty as others in the bin, lowered the price to $10. 
That stone has since been certified as a natural star sapphire – 800 carats larger than  
any other natural star sapphire ever found.  It was appraised at $2.3 million.  Who 
recognized its true value?  Someone who really knew and loved stones.  Who is it that 
recognizes the true value of human beings?  None other than God Himself.   
 
That’s one way to look at Holy Week which begins today on Palm Sunday.  The story of 
what happened this week – Jesus’ triumphal entry into the city of Jerusalem, His last 
supper with the disciples, His agony filled prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, His 
arrest and trial, then His brutal crucifixion and death, and finally His glorious resurrection 
on the very first Easter Day – is first and foremost a revelation of God’s greatness, 
God’s love, and God’s grace.  But it also demonstrated for all time and eternity your 
value, my value, and the value of every human being that’s ever lived.  This is what God 
did for each of us.  We didn’t ask Him do to it.  He put it into action of His own initiative, 
not at our request.  Brothers and sisters, I can’t answer the question why thousands of 
human beings in our country and around the world have already died as the result of 
this pandemic.  But here’s what I can proclaim with absolute certainty.  Because of what 
happened some 2,000 years this week, God has already demonstrated beyond any 
shadow of a doubt that we matter to Him – you, me, and every other human being.  
That should encourage us to keep praying to Him to defeat this virus.  That should also 
help us appreciate again the meaning and significance of this week for our own lives.    
 
Holy Curiosity.  Our current message series has been on questions Jesus asked in the 
Gospels.  Jesus’ curiosity always had an agenda attached.  Jesus asked questions like 
a surgeon uses a scalpel – to reveal, to teach, to inspire, to encourage discernment.  
The question we want to focus our thoughts around today happened in a conversation 
between Jesus and a man named Nicodemus.  Let’s read it now.  Jesus asked 
Nicodemus there in v. 10, “Don’t you understand these things?”  That’s our question 
today.  If that conversation had happened today, maybe Jesus would have asked, 
“Nicodemus, don’t you get it?”  He sounded a bit frustrated with Nicodemus, didn’t He?  
Lucky for us!  We all benefit from Nicodemus’ dullness.  It compelled Jesus to expand 
on what He said.  The result is we have here from Jesus Himself an amazing revelation 
of how great God is, how much He loves us, how He has demonstrated His love, and 
how we can experience His love personally.   You and I should come away from this 
story assured of how much we all matter to God.  What can we learn here? 
 
HUMAN CREDENTIALS ARE INADEQUATE. 
 
This is the famous “born again” passage in the Bible.  There’s something ironic about 
Jesus having that conversation with Nicodemus of all people.  After all, he wasn’t a 
terrible sinner, a tragic loser in life, or a moral “down and outer.”  No, Nicodemus was 
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about as superior a human being as you could hope to find anywhere at any time!  In 
many ways, he represented the best this world has to offer in terms of human 
credentials and human accomplishments.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee – a Jewish 
religious group in Jesus’ day and time.  Yes, as a group, they became Jesus’ enemy, 
but it’s also true they were very serious about religion.  As a Pharisee, Nicodemus 
represented the very best this world has to offer in terms of trying to relate to God by 
being outwardly religious and by being a good, moral person who keeps the rules.   
 
Nicodemus was also a scholar, because Jesus called him “teacher” here.  In fact, Jesus 
called him “the teacher of Israel” meaning Nicodemus probably held some high, lofty 
teaching position at that time.  He was probably the product of the highest educational 
opportunities provided and he’d successfully leveraged all that training into a highly 
respected, influential position in Jewish society.  Nicodemus probably came from a 
wealthy, socially prominent family.  We’re told he provided about 75 pounds of spices to 
wrap Jesus’ body in after the crucifixion.  Scholars tell us that was an amount of spice fit 
for the burial of a king meaning Nicodemus was well off financially.  Nicodemus was 
also a member of the Sanhedrin – a group of about 70 Jewish men who functioned as 
the chief governing body for all Jews everywhere in the world.  Yes, Rome controlled 
the region of Israel, but the Empire allowed the Sanhedrin to handle a lot of judicial, 
legislative, and administrative functions nonetheless.  So, impeccable religious 
credentials.  All the right degrees from the right schools.  Socially prominent.  Wealthy.  
Politically connected.  Networked with all the right people.  That was Nicodemus. 
 
He was a success by every human measuring stick people used back then and today.  
He represented the very best a human being can possess and achieve.  But one clear 
message emerged from what Jesus said to Nicodemus that night.  When it comes to 
starting or sustaining a personal relationship with God, human credentials just don’t 
matter.  Maybe you’ve heard the silly story about the man who came upon a very small 
bird – a sparrow – lying on its back in the middle of the road.  There it was with its two, 
tiny, scrawny little legs pointed up to the sky.  At first, the man thought the bird was 
dead.  When he found out the bird was in fact alive, he asked it, “Are you all right?”  The 
sparrow said, “Yes.”  The man asked, “Well then, what are you doing just lying here on 
your back in the middle of the road with your feet sticking up in the air?”  The bird 
asked, “Haven’t you heard the rumor?  They say the sky is falling.”  “Well,” observed the 
man, “even if the sky is falling, do you think you’re going to hold up the great, big sky 
with those two, scrawny, little legs of yours?”  The sparrow looked at the man for a long, 
solemn moment and said, “One does the best one can.”   
 
It’s amazing how many people have essentially the same bizarre, ridiculous attitude 
toward how to have a relationship with God:  one does the best one can.  When people 
say or believe things like, “If I do more good things than bad things… if I’m just moral 
enough…  if I just go to church enough… if I accomplish more… if I’m admired by other 
people enough, then God will accept me,” they’re saying and believing in effect, “when it 
comes to having a relationship with God, one does the best one can.”  But the simple 
fact remains that none of our credentials, none of our accomplishments, and none of 
our achievements, awards, or successes in life have any impact whatsoever on God’s 
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acceptance of you and me.  They earn us nothing with God.  They don’t put us in a 
position to deserve anything from Him.  Jesus said that was true of Nicodemus.  And if it 
was true for a man with such an impressive list of achievements and credentials, why 
would be it be any less true for you and me?  Now, let’s be clear.  By saying human 
credentials are inadequate, I’m not saying human beings have no value.  Quite the 
contrary.  What Jesus did for us this week established the value of human beings 
forever.  It’s just that our personal credentials or achievements have no bearing on 
establishing a personal relationship with the God of the Universe.  Don’t you understand 
these things?  Don’t you get it?  That was Jesus’ question.  What else can we learn 
from this conversation and Jesus’ question? 
 
SPIRITUAL REBIRTH IS NECESSARY. 
 
Let’s review what Jesus said to Nicodemus in this famous conversation.  First of all, 
establishing a relationship with God, knowing God, getting saved, receiving eternal life – 
whatever terminology you prefer – depends on spiritual rebirth through the Holy Spirit 
not human credentials or achievements.  Jesus said in v. 3 (NLT), “I tell you the truth, 
unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”  He also said in v. 6 
(NLT),”Humans can reproduce only human life, but the Holy Spirit gives birth to spiritual 
life.”  In other words, dogs give birth to dogs not chickens, and cats give birth to other 
cats not rats.  Human beings can only give birth to other human beings.  And, sinful 
human beings can only give birth to other sinful beings.  It’s our sin that makes a 
relationship with an absolutely holy God based on our own credentials and 
achievements impossible. 
 
Secondly, only God himself can produce what is of God.  A relationship with Him begins 
only when God gives it to you through the Holy Spirit.  We can’t produce it, manufacture 
it, give birth to it, achieve it, or earn it.  We can only ever receive it or accept it as a gift.  
So, it was to highly credentialed and abundantly accomplished Nicodemus that Jesus 
gave this message that every human being needs to hear, “You must be born again.”  
To this man who represented the very best human beings have to offer, Jesus drove 
home the absolute necessity of a miraculous spiritual rebirth.  Perhaps you resemble 
Nicodemus.  You have lots going for you as a human being.  You grew up in church.  
You’re a pretty decent, moral person.  You’ve achieved some notable stuff.  You have a 
solid resume, so to speak.  Nothing wrong with that at all.  But none of it matters when it 
comes to establishing a relationship with God.  What matters is whether God has 
brought you to life spiritually.  What matters is if you’ve been born again.   
 
Can you tell if a person has been born again by the Holy Spirit?  Yes.  Listen to what 
Jesus said in v. 8 (NLT), “The wind blows wherever it wants.  Just as you can hear the 
wind but can’t tell where it comes from or where it is going, so you can’t explain how 
people are born of the Spirit.”  We can’t see the wind, but we can see leaves rustle in 
the breeze or trees knocked over by the wind.  In the same way, we can’t see the Holy 
Spirit with our physical eyes, but we can see the effect, the change, and the difference 
He makes in someone’s life who is reborn spiritually.  So, a third point Jesus made here 
is this one:  the evidence you’re born again is positive change.  There are signs of 
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gradual, constant, and inner transformation that never ends this side of Heaven.  I love 
it when people come forward to receive Jesus as their Savior.  I’ve had the joy of 
praying with people to accept Him as their Savior.  It’s wonderful to baptize someone in 
water.  But those acts or events aren’t the best evidence someone is truly a follower of 
Jesus.  What is?  Positive change.  Spiritual transformation.  Growth in becoming like 
Jesus in our everyday attitudes and actions.   
 
Some of you political junkies out there might remember Lee Atwater.  He died at the 
ripe old age of 40.  Atwater was one of the key men responsible for the election of the 
first George Bush as President back in 1988.  He earned a reputation for brutal 
campaign tactics and especially for digging up dirt on political rivals that was then used 
against them mercilessly.  Lee Atwater was both feared and hated.  Then in 1990, he 
was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor.  Through that ordeal, Atwater became a 
follower of Jesus.  (God brings people to Himself through adversity, doesn’t He?  I’m 
praying that happens for millions of spiritually lost Americans through this pandemic.)  In 
a magazine article he wrote shortly before he died, Atwater wrote “You can acquire all 
you want and still feel empty.  It took a deadly illness to put me eye to eye with that 
truth.”  What was the evidence he was truly born again by the Holy Spirit?  Well, he 
spent the remaining months of his life asking and seeking forgiveness from the many 
people he’d hurt in all those political campaigns.  One unmistakable evidence of the 
Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives is repentance.  A close friend said that Lee Atwater 
died “at peace with himself, at peace with his fellow man, and at peace with his God.”   
 
Born again people are changed people – changed by the Holy Spirit.  No, you can’t see 
the Holy Spirit in their lives literally, but you can most certainly see the transformation 
the Holy Spirit brings about in them.   People ought to be able to see Jesus in you and 
me.  Do they?  Do people see Jesus in our character, in our lifestyle, in our decisions, in 
our relationships, in our priorities, and in how we’re dealing with everything coming at us 
in this current pandemic?  I hope so both for myself and for you.  Don’t you understand 
these things?  Don’t you get it?  Here’s something else we can learn from this story. 
 
THE CROSS IS THE ULTIMATE PROOF OF GOD’S LOVE FOR ME.    
 
Here’s something else I find interesting about Nicodemus.  The Bible never tells us if he 
actually became a follower of Jesus.  We don’t know the immediate outcome of 
Nicodemus’ conversation with Jesus here.  As I mentioned earlier, the Bible does tell us 
he was involved in Jesus’ burial.  He helped wrap Jesus’ body in those 75 pounds of 
spices.  It’s likely, then, he was a private or secret follower of Jesus.  Why?  Nicodemus 
was afraid of the disapproval of his fellow Pharisees who hated Jesus.  He reminds us 
you can be attracted to Jesus, drawn to Jesus, but never quite get around to committing 
yourself fully and wholly to Jesus.  Many people try to relate to Jesus like that today.  
They like Him, admire Him, but never quite get around to actually following Him.   
 
So, perhaps it was Jesus’ death on the cross that did something to and in Nicodemus 
that even Jesus’ life and words couldn’t do.  At least for awhile, Nicodemus threw off his 
caution about being identified with Jesus.  He helped to bury Jesus’ body.  The cross is 
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the ultimate proof of God’s love for us.  The cross is the greatest manifestation of God’s 
love this world will ever see.  And if you look at the cross and consider its significance 
long enough, it has a way of just getting inside of you.  I believe that’s what happened to 
Nicodemus although I can’t prove that from Scripture.  I believe it was at that moment – 
the cross moment – that it all came together for Nicodemus.  Perhaps he remembered 
what Jesus had said in that conversation recorded in chapter 3.  There in v. 14-15 
(NLT), Jesus said, “And as Moses lifted up the bronze snake on a pole in the 
wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in him 
will have eternal life.”  And then the very next verse – the most well known verse in the 
Bible – lays it all out.  “For this is how God loved the world:  He gave his one and only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”  (John 
3:16 NLT)   Did Nicodemus understand then?  Did he get it?  I doubt he did even then.  
After all, how did God “give” His Son?  Later on, Jesus became more explicit in 12:32 
(NLT), “And when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to myself.”   
 
I like to think Nicodemus couldn’t escape the cross.  It revealed God’s love like nothing 
else.  I believe it was the moment Nicodemus moved from trying to be a secret follower 
of Jesus to being a fully committed follower of Jesus.  And that’s why you and I need to 
hear about the cross and what happened to Jesus there repeatedly.  There’s just 
something about the cross that conveys the depth, the intensity, and the power of God’s 
love for us and our value to Him as nothing else can do.  And the more you look at the 
cross, think about the cross, reflect on the cross, the more it just somehow draws you to 
Jesus.  Don’t you understand these things?  Don’t you get it?   
 
I believe the cross and its message is even more relevant and timely in this age of the 
coronavirus pandemic than ever before.  Why?  Well, it’s easy to question God’s love, 
God’s power, and God’s greatness right now.  “Why did He allow this?  Why doesn’t He 
stop it?  How can we truly matter to Him if He allows thousands of people to die from it?  
All these people out of work?  All of our lives disrupted?  God loves us, Rick?  Really?”  
The late John Stott was a world renowned Christian leader.  In his travels, he entered 
many Buddhist temples and saw countless statues of the Buddha.  I saw a few myself 
on a mission trip to Thailand some years ago.  All of these statues have this kind of 
remote, detached, aloof look on their faces.  Stott wrote these words.  “But each time 
after awhile I have had to turn away.  And in my imagination I have turned instead to 
that lonely, twisted, tortured figure on the cross, nails through hands and feet, back 
lacerated, limbs wrenched, brow bleeding from thorn pricks, mouth dry and intolerably 
thirsty, plunged into God-forsaken darkness.  That is the God for me!  I could never 
myself believe in God, if it were not for the cross.  In a real world of pain, how could one 
worship a God who was immune to it?”  How indeed?  The cross is the ultimate 
revelation of God’s love for us and of our value to him.  It got to Nicodemus.  And if you 
really look at it, it will get to you.  Don’t you understand these things?  Don’t you get it?   
 
The next time you drive into Washington, D.C., you might cross the Potomac River on 
the Arland D. Williams, Jr. Memorial Bridge.  Who was Arland D. Williams, Jr.?  38 
years ago – on January 13, 1982 - Air Florida flight 90 crashed into the Potomac River.  
Ice on the plane’s wings had prevented a successful take off.  Almost all of the 
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passengers perished.  Arland Williams survived the initial crash.  On five separate 
occasions a rescue helicopter dropped a rope to save Williams.  And on each of those 
five occasions, Williams passed the rope to other passengers he thought were in worst 
shape than himself.  When the rope was extended to him a sixth time, William’s frozen 
hands couldn’t hold on and he fell back into and below the frigid waters of the Potomac.  
There’s wasn’t anything rash about Arland William’s decision.  Aware his own strength 
was rapidly fading, he deliberately and literally handed hope to someone else five times 
over the space of several agonizing minutes.  You only do that if you love people and 
you value them very highly. 
 
Jesus didn’t make a rash decision about giving His life for you and me on the cross 
either.  It was deliberate.  He knew the cross was exactly why He had come.  It was the 
only way to make a relationship with God possible for you and for me.  It was necessary 
so that His Father could then offer the gift of eternal life to all of us.  Jesus died on the 
cross because He loves us and values us so very highly.  When you really look at the 
cross, you realize the complete inadequacy of your own credentials, you understand the 
absolute necessity of spiritual rebirth, and you acknowledge the cross is the ultimate 
proof of God’s love for us and our value to Him.  Don’t you understand these things?  
Don’t you get it?   
 
 


