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Introduction  
Muhammed Ali.  This is one of those iconic pictures that is engrained in our memory.  
Many loved him. Many hated him.  People argue even today whether he was the greatest 
of all time but there was one man that would never doubt the claim…and that man 
was…Muhammed Ali.  In fact, he gave himself the nickname “The Greatest” and in his 
younger years he would often declare “I am the greatest the world has ever seen!” He 
was the consummate trash talker and his bravado was legendary. His quotes were 
memorable. Some say his rhymes set the stage for MC’s and rap battles a decade later.  
 
In preparing to fight George Foreman he once said… 
 

• “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee. His hands can't hit what his eyes can't see. 
Now you see me, now you don't. George thinks he will, but I know he won't.”  

• “I’ve wrestled with alligators. I’ve tussled with a whale. I done handcuffed 
lightning and throw, thunder in jail.” 

• He once said, “If you even dream of beating me you'd better wake up and 
apologize.  I am the greatest, I said that even before I knew I was. It's hard to be 
humble when you're as great as I am.” 

• He also described himself as Superman.  One of my favorite stories of Ali took 
place on a flight across the ocean where he refused to wear his seat belt on the 
plane. When confronted by the flight attendant to put on his seat belt he replied, 
“Superman don’t need no seat belt.” The stewardess quickly reminded him, 
“Superman don’t need no airplane.”  

 
Sometimes in life we need put in our place.  His final fight did just that.  It was an 11th-
round retirement bout against Larry Holmes on Oct. 2, 1980 and it marked the only 
time in 61 matches that the ref had to stop the fight. His body was failing. Four years 
later he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s Syndrome and the last twenty years of his life 
he became a much different man than the young, proud, cocky fighter of earlier. The 
former champ’s motor skills slowly declined, his movement and speech were limited, he 
had to learn to be great in a different way.  He began to travel the world, making 
humanitarian, goodwill, and charitable appearances. He met with Iraqi leader Saddam 
Hussein in 1990 to negotiate the release of American hostages, in 2002 he traveled to 
Afghanistan as a United Nations Messenger of Peace and in perhaps one of the most 
iconic moment in Olympics history I remember watching him light the torch at the 1996 
Olympic Games in Atlanta.   
 
Humility  
It was a surreal moment as Muhammed Ali appeared near the podium expressionless, 
slow to move, his left arm shaking considerably as his right arm held the torch. 
Hundreds of thousands of people rose to cheer as the arm with the torch shook 
involuntarily to try and ignite the Olympic flame and then the camera panned the crowd 
as dignitaries and spectators and athletes stood to their feet, many with tears in their 



eyes. The best way to describe the moment was humbling.  It was humbling to watch a 
man, the self-proclaimed “Greatest” struggle to form words, shake incessantly, and try 
to press on.  Life has a way of humbling us and Ali was no doubt humbled by the roar of 
the applause.  But then the camera panned out to show the giant Olympic Flame now 
burning high above it all and there was this palpable sense that I’m sure millions around 
the world experienced in that moment that there is something and someone out there so 
much greater than boxers, more famous than athletes, more powerful than presidents 
and higher than all the rest. We know him as the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, God 
Almighty and in him we find true humility.  
 
CS Lewis once said, “Humility is not thinking less of yourself, it's thinking of yourself 
less.”  I would take it another step to say, “and thinking of God more”.  Which brings us 
to our passage for the day in John chapter three.  Here we have the story of Nicodemus. 
He is a Pharisee of Pharisees, a religious leader and member of the Jewish ruling 
council, the Sanhedrin.  He is powerful, intelligent, rich, and religious. He no doubt saw 
himself as someone to be respected, someone to be honored and like Muhammed Ali, he 
may even have considered himself “the greatest”.  But there is something bothering 
Nicodemus. What if Jesus was who he said he was? What if Jesus was the greatest?  
What if Jesus would usher in the kingdom of God? Nicodemus decides to approach 
Jesus at night…  
 
Nicodemus 
“Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the 
Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know that you 
are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are 
doing if God were not with him.”3 Jesus replied, let’s cut to the chase Nick, I know why 
you’ve come so enough with the niceties, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the 
kingdom of God unless they are born again” John 3:1-3. 
 
Nicodemus approaches at night, in the shadows. I almost titled this message, “Nick at 
Night” and if you don’t have any kids that watch Nickelodeon you wouldn’t get that joke.  
But Jesus knows why he’s come and he already knows the core issue facing Nicodemus. 
Pride.  Intellectual pride, theological pride, the pride of status and the pride of his 
position. Jesus says, “if you want to see the kingdom of God, you must be born again.” 
Nicodemus, when you were a baby, you were humble and dependent on your mother 
and father.  Now you must become a humble and dependent child of the king. You must 
be born again.   
 

Nicodemus asked, “How can a man be born when he is old?” “Can he enter his mother’s 
womb a second time to be born?” 5Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I tell you, no one can 
enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. 6Flesh is born of 
flesh, but spirit is born of the Spirit.”  The Holy Spirit must do something inside of your 
heart, Nicodemus.  He will need to humble you and change you and then Jesus makes 
this strange comment from the history of Israel, a story that was no doubt familiar to 
Nicodemus. He says, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of 
Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life” John 
3:14-15. 

https://biblehub.com/john/3-5.htm
https://biblehub.com/john/3-6.htm


 
Born again, snake in the wilderness, the blowing wind? Nicodemus is an intelligent 
man, a religious man, and more than likely a proud man and Jesus offers the terms by 
which he will need to discern spiritual things.  He will need to wrestle with the 
implications of an ancient story in the book of Numbers that has everything to do with 
his mission. But what in the world is Jesus talking about? 
 
The Brazen Serpent  
In Numbers 21 the Israelites, the people of God, are wandering in the wilderness.  They 
have been delivered from slavery in Egypt but now under they are under God’s 
discipline. They have proven themselves unfaithful to God and in this story, they are 
complaining once again. Numbers 21:4-9 tells us, “4 They traveled from Mount 
Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient 
on the way; 5 they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, “Why have you 
brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread! There is no 
water! And we detest this miserable food!”6 Then the Lord sent venomous 
snakes among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died. 7 The people came to 
Moses and said, “We sinned when we spoke against the Lord and against you. Pray 
that the Lord will take the snakes away from us.” 
 
Pray that the Lord will take the snakes away from us.  Jesus knows this story will cause 
Nicodemus to wonder about his own life and make connections.  Are there snakes he is 
wrestling to overcome?  Is it pride? Envy? Is he in a mortal state like the Israelites? Let’s 
keep reading.  
 
“So Moses prayed for the people. 8 The Lord said to Moses, “Make a snake and put it up 
on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.” 9 So Moses made a bronze 
snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at 
the bronze snake, they lived.”   
 
Oddly enough, this obscure story found its way into later Greek culture and then into 
medicine as an emblem of healing.  Even now, in medical emergency rooms or on the 
side of ambulances, you will find the image of the snake on the pole remains, a reminder 
that God has come to bring physical healing to those that are hurting.  Nicodemus 
knows this story well. His knowledge of the Old Testament is a source of pride.  He also 
knows that over the next hundred years, the bronze snake became a relic and a 
mysterious sanctity came over the object causing the people to worship the snake rather 
than God.  
 
In 2 Kings 18:4, nearly 1000 years after the wandering in the desert, King Hezekiah 
established a great reform in the kingdom of Israel and called for a replica of this same 
bronze serpent to be destroyed, “He removed the high places, shattered the sacred 
pillars, and cut down the Asherah poles. He also demolished the bronze serpent called 
Nehushtan that Moses had made, for up to that time the Israelites had burned incense 
to it”. The image itself didn’t have the power to transform the human heart and so Jesus 
says to Nicodemus, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of 
Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life”.  God 



brought physical healing through the bronze serpent but the Son of Man would be lifted 
up to bring eternal life.  Then Jesus says this, and the fact that they are standing in the 
shadows of night makes his words even more important, “But whoever practices the 
truth comes into the Light, so that it may be seen clearly that what he has done has 
been accomplished in God.”  And Jesus throws down the gauntlet. Will this proud, 
wealthy, intelligent, powerful, respected, religious leader humble himself in front of his 
peers, his circle of Pharisees and commit to following Jesus? Will he consider the snake 
on the pole and the Son of Man, Jesus and attempt to probe its deeper meaning?  
 
A few chapters later in John 7:51-52, Nicodemus stands up for Jesus but doesn’t fully 
commit. He’s moved from seeker to secret admirer but he’s still not willing to come out 
of the shadows and now he find himself conflicted. You can feel the tension.  Nicodemus 
is struggling.  His pride, his desire to be accepted, his status as a Pharisee, his image and 
his standing are all being shaken.  If he is to be truly born again, he must humble 
himself before God and come into the light.   
 
Pride 
Why do we struggle so much with pride? I remember my junior year of basketball 
thinking we were the greatest.  We went 20-2 for the season, started moving our way 
through the playoffs and at sub-state.  I was scoring well, playing well and we felt 
unstoppable.  We then faced off against the largest 3A school in the state, Grinnell high 
school.  They had twin big men that were each 6’6’’ and guards that could shoot lights 
out and it was a beat down.  A beat down!  We were humbled.  But now think about the 
ridiculousness of actually thinking you are great…in comparison to God. I wonder if in 
part, our pride has to do with the fact that we spend far too much time worrying about 
ourselves and others and not nearly enough time in the presence of God?  Maybe if we 
spent more time in God’s presence everything else would come into perspective. 
Imagine the ridiculousness of thinking you are educated and intelligent in comparison 
to God.  How can you struggle with pride in light of the greatness of God? How can you 
struggle with pride when you are made aware of God’s greatness and then watch as the 
“Greatest” takes the form of a servant, comes into his creation and then voluntarily gives 
up his life for you?   
 
What happened to Nicodemus?  
 
A few months later Jesus was finally arrested and brought before the Sanhedrin of 
which Nicodemus was still a part.  We read in Luke 24:51 that Joseph of Arimethea did 
not consent to the decision to crucify Jesus and perhaps Nicodemus shared his view but 
now, all he can do is watch Jesus be carried off, condemned to die. Perhaps he watched 
as Jesus carried his cross, was nailed to the pole, and was raised up to be crucified and 
then heard the words of Jesus in John 3, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the 
wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in Him 
may have eternal life”. 
 
Nicodemus remembered the Israelites in the wilderness, invaded by the fiery serpents.  
He thought of the terror they must have felt and the screams of men and women and 
children as they were bitten, surrounded by serpents writhing in torment as the poison 



infected their veins. Many died in convulsions and the image of sin is clear.  It destroys 
us and infuses us with poison. Nicodemus knew what it was like to be surrounded by evil 
and wickedness, knew what it was like to experience the poison of lust and pride in his 
life and no doubt imaged the death of those Israelites, dying in rebellion to God.  Today, 
thousands of men and women will depart this world without Christ, dying in foolish 
pride as though their material wealth or education or accomplishments will save them, 
thinking they are the greatest as God sits on his throne.  All they need to do is look!  
 
That’s the remedy.  Look upon the bronze serpent.  Look to the cross, look to Jesus.  By 
now the connections are being made in his mind. Jesus represented healing.  Jesus 
represents life.  The remedy for sin is Christ crucified. Absurd, ridiculous, impossible?  A 
brass serpent on a pole is going to bring healing? Many still say the same thing about 
Jesus. He is despised and rejected of men and women; a man of sorrows and acquainted 
with grief, and people hide their faces from him because they cannot see how he can 
possibly be the cure for their proud lives.  The proud, the educated, the wealthy and 
elite, the religious Pharisees of the day would have to grapple with the foolishness of the 
cross.  You will too but it’s the only place you will find eternal life.  You will have to 
humble yourself and bring everything into the light.  
 
Look to Jesus! And then Nicodemus remembered the words, “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever would believe in him would 
have everlasting life.”  And something changes in his heart.  He is born again.  He is 
humbled by it all and in John 19:39 he comes into the light, asks Pilate for the body, 
and with Joseph of Arimethea Nicodemus brings about seventy-five pounds of myrrh 
and spices, a quantity fit for a royal king. Nicodemus proclaim his allegiance, humbles 
himself before God and does it all in full view of the Jewish and Roman authorities.   
 
Who is the Greatest? 
When his disciples asked Jesus, “Who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 2 He called 
a little child to him, and placed the child among them. 3 And he said: “Truly I tell you, 
unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven. 4 Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven.”  Matthew 18:2-4 
 
The lowly position of a child, born again.  Muhammed Ali once boasted “I am the 
greatest”.  Nicodemus had thoughts of the same.  Both were prideful, both were 
humbled and one day, if you haven’t been already, you will be too.  Life has a way of 
humbling us, of cutting us down to size, and making us realize that the only one who will 
be forever great is Jesus. And so, let’s lift him up.  Wicked men lifted him up on a cross, 
God lifted him up and raised him from the dead, but today I want you to lift him up as 
Jesus our Lord.  Lift up the name of Jesus.  
 
Lift him up!  He is the source of everlasting life.  When he is lifted up, pride will cease!  
Can you imagine Moses standing and boldly crying out with all his might as his friends 
were dying all around him, “Look, look, look to the brazen serpent!”  Can you picture 
Moses with his right hand grasping the pole, and lifting it up, marching with it through 
the camp, pointing to it with his finger, now shouting now screaming to those filled with 



poison and death.  Look! Once we find healing for our sins, it’s what we ought to do as 
well.  Compel people to look, to see the source of their healing and lift up Christ.  Today, 
we need a new sense of urgency to keep lifting up Jesus to those around us.     
 


