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How Jesus Dealt with People: Nicodemus the Pharisee 

John 3:1-21 

 

 This morning I’m beginning a brief series of sermons about how Jesus dealt with people. My 

inspiration for this series is a book by Delos Miles, my evangelism professor in seminary, 

entitled How Jesus Won Persons.
1
 As we examine several of Jesus’ encounters, my prayer is that 

we’ll gain a better understanding of his approach—approaches, really—as a model for us as we 

seek to share the gospel with people from all walks of life. 

 We begin this series this morning by looking at Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus the 

Pharisee. Follow along in your Bibles as we read our text from John 3:1-21. 

 Read text . . .  

  One of the most challenging witness encounters we can face is with the person who is 

already religious or very moral, whether in an established religion, a cult, or one who is 

depending on his or her own righteousness for salvation. That’s what Jesus was dealing with 

here. 

 

Nicodemus’ visit 

Nicodemus came to Jesus one night to ask him some questions.  

Now Nicodemus was not your average Joe. He was a Pharisee, which means that he 

belonged to the strictest Jewish sect. He spent a great deal of his time studying the Scriptures, 

and he lived by a very strict moral code.  

You see, the Pharisees were so concerned about keeping the law as it was found in the Torah, 

the first five books of the Old Testament, that in their teachings they had constructed what they 

sometimes referred to as a hedge around the law. Their purpose was simple: don’t go past this 

boundary, and you won’t break the law. 

The problem with that was that many of the Pharisees focused on the letter of the law rather 

than its spirit. So they set up all kinds of technical rules, even to the point of defining how many 

steps you could take or how much weight you could lift on the Sabbath without it being work 

(since the law forbids working on the Sabbath). 

But because of their devotion to the law and their delight in teaching it, many of the people 

greatly respected and admired the Pharisees. 

And Nicodemus was a Pharisee. 

He was also a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council. This council was made up 

of 71 religious leaders—some of them priests from among the Sadducees, some of them scribes 
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and scholars from the Pharisees. The high priest presided over the council. 

So Nicodemus was a prominent teacher and leader of the Jews. All this implies that he was a 

very moral, upstanding man—if anybody could earn their way into a right relationship with God, 

it would be Nicodemus! 

So he came to Jesus that night with some questions.  

Why did he come at night? Some have said that it’s because he was afraid to be seen with 

Jesus, but I don’t think that’s the case. It’s much more likely that he wanted to talk some things 

over with Jesus to see what he thought and where he stood on some important issues. You see, 

the Pharisees were laymen, and had to study the law and discuss it together at night. Often they 

would sit in the cool of the evening and talk theology. 

But John often writes on two levels—what’s going on at the surface, and what’s actually 

going on at a deeper level. So is he really saying here that on a deeper level, despite his being a 

teacher and leader, Nicodemus was really in the dark spiritually? 

 

A confusing conversation 

It was customary in that day to begin an address or a conversation in a complimentary or 

even flattering way. So Nicodemus begins, “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” 

(3:2).
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Nicodemus is no doubt expecting Jesus to respond with some kind of compliment as well. 

But instead, without batting an eye, Jesus says, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the 

kingdom of God unless they are born again” (3:3). 

Now the word that Jesus used for “again” can mean “again” or “anew,” or it can mean “from 

above.”  

So Nicodemus hears Jesus say that the only way someone can see the kingdom of God is to 

be born again, interpreting it in a very literal, earthbound way. So he asks Jesus, “How can 

someone be born when they are old? Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s 

womb to be born!” (3:4). 

 But Jesus is talking about being “born from above,” as the New Revised Standard Version 

translates it. So he expands it a little and says, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the 

kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the 

Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again’” 

(3:5-7). Jesus shifts here from a singular you to a plural you, or as we like to say in the South, 

y’all. 

 And Nicodemus is confused. Whether it’s official or not, he’s representing the Pharisees, 

maybe even the whole Sanhedrin. They’re the cream of the crop. They deal with the things of 

God. They’re the ones who are really trying to keep the law. If anybody should make it, they 

should. It would be bad enough if Jesus were saying that Nicodemus must be born from above, 

but now he was saying that they all must be! 

 Jesus goes on to show Nicodemus that he’s talking about heavenly things, not earthly things: 

“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” (3:8). It’s interesting here that 

the same Greek word is used for both wind and Spirit. It’s that way in Hebrew, too. And in both 

those languages, the same word can also mean breath! 

 Finally, in desperation, Nicodemus says, “How can this be?” (3:9).   

Nicodemus still misunderstands. Jesus tells him that if he talks to them about earthly things 
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and they don’t understand, then they certainly won’t understand when he talks to them about 

heavenly things, things that only he is qualified and capable to tell them. 

Then he reminds Nicodemus of a story from the law, telling him that just as Moses lifted up 

the bronze snake in the wilderness, even so the Son of Man (speaking of himself) must be lifted 

up. You remember that story, don’t you, from Numbers 21? Once again, the people had 

grumbled against God and against Moses. So God sent venomous snakes into the camp and 

many people were bitten. God told Moses to make a bronze snake and put it on a pole, and 

anyone who had been bitten, if they would look at it, would live. In the same way, the Son of 

Man would be lifted up “so that whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (3:15, NRSV). 

And then we have that incredible, incomparable declaration of God’s love 3:16— 

 
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. 

 

God sent his only Son, his only begotten Son, his unique Son, because he loved the world. 

He sent him so that anyone and everyone who would believe in him—put their trust in him—

would have eternal life rather than perish! And that included Nicodemus and all the Pharisees 

and all the members of the Sanhedrin! 

But the flip side of that good news is that while “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, 

. . . whoever does not believe in him stands condemned already because they have not believed 

in the name of God’s one and only Son” (3:18).  

  

Learning from Jesus’s dealing with Nicodemus 

So what can we learn from how Jesus dealt with Nicodemus? 

 

I think it’s very instructive that Jesus engaged in a conversation with Nicodemus. So often 

we’re hesitant to talk with people about spiritual matters. But often they’re more open to it than 

what we realize. Sometimes we may think—or may even have been taught—that we have to do 

all the talking or control the conversation. But as Delos Miles says, we need to listen as much or 

more than we talk. And we must especially listen to the Holy Spirit, and trust him to guide and 

control the conversation.
3
 As we do, the opportunity will often arise for us to reframe or refocus 

the conversation on the kingdom of God, just as Jesus did with Nicodemus. As their conversation 

progressed, Jesus proclaimed the gospel to him with a clear emphasis on the kingdom of God, 

showing him that to enter God’s kingdom and experience eternal life, one must be born from 

above through the work of the Holy Spirit and put his or her faith in Jesus as God’s one and only 

Son whom God gave so that we might not perish but have eternal life. 

When the person we’re talking with sees that we are truly listening to them, they’ll become 

more comfortable in asking questions about the things of God. In fact, the conversation may very 

well become a series of questions and responses—some the person asks, some that we ask.  

There may be some questions we can’t answer, and that’s alright. Jesus knew the answers, 

yet he didn’t explain it all to Nicodemus. As he emphasized the radical difference between the 

realm of the flesh and the realm of the Spirit, Jesus acknowledged the mystery of it all—

something we should also be ready to do humbly, especially with postmodern people who tend to 

be more open to mystery!  
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 Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus also shows us Jesus’ concern for all kinds of people. 

Nicodemus was a religious and civil leader of the Jews. He was from the upper crust, and likely 

well to do. He seemed to have it all together. Bur he still needed the Lord. 

 A few weeks ago when I pointed out in my sermon that there are typically 15,000 to 20,000 

more people at a UT home football game than in all Christian churches in Knox County on a 

typical Sunday, Ray Everett raised a question with me in a conversation after the service. He 

asked if it was likely that any homeless people were at the game. I of course responded, “No.” 

Then he said, “We Baptists do a lot to reach out to the homeless and help the poor and try to 

reach them. Were we doing anything to try to reach anybody at the game? They need Jesus, too, 

don’t they?” 

 Indeed they do! Ray is right. And it’s not a matter of reaching out to one or the other; we 

need to be sharing the gospel with people whether they’re rich or poor or somewhere in between, 

whether their life is a wreck or they seem to have it all together! That’s what Jesus did, and that’s 

what we’re called to do. 

 

Let me mention one other thing Jesus shows us in how he dealt with Nicodemus. Jesus didn’t 

try to force a conversion. He let Nicodemus go away thinking about it. The good news is that 

while their conversation left things unresolved at that time, from the way Nicodemus responded 

to other Jewish leaders in 7:50-51 and the fact that he helped Joseph of Arimathea  prepare 

Jesus’ body and bury it (19:38-42), it appears that he may have indeed become born from above! 

It’s crucial in our evangelism that we bear witness to Christ and what God has done, is doing, 

and will do in him, and then trust the Holy Spirit and give room for him to take that witness and 

use it in the person’s life. We invite them to Christ and seek to persuade them, but the conversion 

is God’s work, and something we must never try to force. 

 

 So there it is. Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus shows us that engaging enquirers in honest 

conversation about the kingdom of God sets the stage for their conversion.    

 

MEG 
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