
The Rev. Charlie Holt: 

 

Well, we've come in our lec0onary readings, the Bible readings to the most famous passage in 
all of the Bible. I would bet that all of you have that memorized. You. If you're ever playing on a 
football field and you put the black paint, you would inscribe it underneath your eyes, right? 
What am I talking about? John 316. Can you do you feel like you can say it from heart? 

 

Do you have it memorized? God. So loved the world that he gave his only begoKen son to the 
end, that all who believe in him should not perish, but have everlas0ng life. And you know, give 
or take a way of saying a word. But you guys did preKy well. That's good. You got, you know, the 
Bible and you know the gospel in a nutshell is, John 316, that's why it's such a beloved passage, 
is because it really does give the heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ that. 

 

But here's the here's the thing that the context of that verse is very interested in. And it's and it 
starts back up in chapter two at the very end of chapter two. But what John, the gospel writers 
is concerned about is what does it mean to believe? What does it mean to believe and be 
saved? Now, the word in Greek that is used in John's Gospel is a fun word to say. 

 

It's the Greek word pustule. Go ahead. You know, I know you want to say it. Pustule. Yeah, that's 
the Greek word for faith or belief or trust can be translated and all those different ways. And like 
all words, there is a seman0c range as to what it can mean. And just because we say that we 
have belief in something or we believe something doesn't necessarily mean that we have saving 
belief, which is what John is very concerned to have because he's wri0ng his gospel. 

 

So that and this was the point that John says at the very end of his gospel, these things are 
wriKen so that you might believe in Jesus Christ, and that by believing in him, have life in his 
name. He wants you to believe and to have the type of belief that is saving faith. There was a 
one of the famous church fathers named Thomas Aquinas, very, very famous Catholic 
theologian, who wrote a lot, his famous work is the summa theology. 

 

It's this big, big book. And, I'm doing like this because that's how many pages it is. It's long, but 
one of the points that Thomas Aquinas makes is that there is, a faith that is an unformed faith, 



and there is a faith that is a formed faith. And this is really the picture that that John is pain0ng 
in his gospel. 

 

And I'm going to pick back up in John chapter two a liKle bit before our passage that we read 
this morning. This is John chapter two, verse 23. Now when Jesus was in Jerusalem at the 
Passover feast, many believed in his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. So 
there's the word fes0val. Many believed in his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. 

 

But Jesus did not accept that faith. It goes on to say, But Jesus on his part did not entrust 
himself to them, because he knew all people, and he did not need anyone to bear witness 
about man, about humanity, for he himself knew what was in a man. So here were people who 
believed in his name, and yet Jesus would not entrust himself to them. 

 

Why? Because they had unformed faith. They had a faith that was interested in the sensa0onal 
signs that he was doing, and they were excited about him being maybe a good teacher from 
God. But they didn't really have the kind of faith that Jesus was looking for that would lead 
them to actually be saved. And so here is a point example. 

 

Wow, that light just came on and spotlighted right on the people siWng over there. Glory. It's 
preKy cool. 

 

God is calling you very specifically. 

 

Yes. These lights in here, they go on and off all the 0me. So there was a man, so he knows what 
is in a man. That's the key verse. The Lord knows what is in a man. Do you remember the show 
The Grinch That Stole Christmas? And what was the problem with the Grinch? He had a heart 
that was three sizes too small. 

 

Remember that? And in The Grinch Stole Christmas, there was this s0ck at the end of the s0ck 
was this square x ray machine, and you could s0ck it in front of people's hearts and you could 



tell the condi0on of their hearts. And so the Grinch, you know, in the in this show, the liKle 
thing goes over his heart and you could see it, it actually was three sizes too small. 

 

So this is what John's point is. Jesus has one of those kind of x ray machines. He knows what is 
inside a man. He knows what's going on inside of all of your hearts. In fact, we pray this 
whenever we come into a worship service. So, Almighty God, to you all hearts are known, all 
desires known. And from you no secrets are hid. 

 

He knows the thoughts and the condi0ons of our hearts, and whether there are three sizes too 
small or they're just right. And so, here's Nicodemus, who comes on the scene, and Jesus knows 
what is in his heart. And Nicodemus is basically playing the part. He's believing in Jesus because 
of the signs. Listen to the way that he puts it. 

 

Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. This man came to 
Jesus by night. Now that's a clue about the condi0on of Nicodemus, his heart. Why would he 
come to Jesus at night? Anybody? Well, because he fears people more than he fears God. He's a 
people pleaser. And this is this is true of a lot of us that we have people and the opinion of 
others ahead of the opinion of the Lord. 

 

So Nicodemus is tes0ng the waters with Jesus. I think you I think, Rabbi, we know that you were 
a teacher from God. In other words, you're a good teacher. You're a godly teacher because 
nobody could do the signs that you're doing if God were not with him. So Nicodemus has a type 
of faith, but Jesus is going to put his finger on Nicodemus problem with these next words. 

 

Jesus answered him, truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the 
kingdom of God. And then he would repeat that aZer Nicodemus was born again. What do you 
mean by that? Am I supposed to go back into my mother's womb? I don't get it. Does not 
compute. And Jesus says it again. He says, truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water 
and the spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 

 

There is something, Nicodemus, that you are lacking that is preven0ng you from seeing the 
kingdom of God and from entering the kingdom of God. In other words, Nicodemus, you are 



lacking the type of faith that would have you be saved. And I'm concerned about you in this 
way, and this is what you need. You need to be born again. 

 

Or another way of saying it, born from above. The. I hate to keep throwing out Greek words to 
you, but they're just so fun. The Greek word for born again is a no0on which is, could either be 
translated again or from above. And in the transla0ons, you see both of them, and one of them 
is thinking about it from a temporal standpoint, meaning, Nicodemus, what you need is to be 
born with a new start. 

 

You need to be born again. You need a fresh start. You need to go back in 0me and get a begin a 
new beginning. Maybe there's another way to think about that. It's a temporal way of looking at 
that word. Another way to think about it is spa0ally, we need not to be born of the earth or of 
the flesh is the way Jesus put it. 

 

But we need to be born of heaven. You need to be born of above. You need to be born of God, 
born of the spirit. So all the ways that that he is explaining what he means by this. And 
Nicodemus doesn't get it. He doesn't see it. He doesn't understand it. He doesn't comprehend. 
And I think Jesus, in that moment, probably had his hand on his head like this and said 
something like, oh, very. 

 

You call yourself a teacher of Israel and you don't understand these things. You are supposedly 
an expert in the en0re Bible, and you can't figure this out. And what Jesus is bringing to 
Nicodemus aKen0on is actually that the en0rety of what we call the Old Testament now was 
about this one singular point that humanity is corrupt from the heart, that all of us have a heart 
that's three sizes too small, that every single one of us have, a heart that has been hardened by 
the fall into sin, a heart that is rebellious against God, a heart that is s0ff necked and stubborn 
and stone like a heart that is dead. 

 

The. The big drama0c moment in the prophe0c works was when Jeremiah gave the sentence on 
the human heart. He says, the heart of man is wicked and decei]ul above all things. Who can 
fathom it? Well, of course the Lord can fathom it. Why? Because he knows what is in a man. He 
knows the condi0on of Nicodemus, his heart. 

 



He knows the condi0on of the hearts of all the people of this world. And guess what? Now we 
want to get to personal. But I'm going to get too personal. He knows the condi0on of your 
heart. He knows the condi0on of my heart. He sees exactly what's going on in your heart. 

 

And so, what the Lord is saying through the prophe0c works. And this is, this is all through the 
grand conclusion of the Old Testament, that if Nicodemus really understood the Bible, he would 
know this, that what is needed is a heart reset, a heart transplant, a new beginning of the heart. 
And this is what Jesus is geWng at when he's talking about you need to be born from above or 
born again. 

 

You need a you need a fresh start. The way the prophets put it is the Lord promises that I'm 
going to remove your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I'm going to, take away that 
that, that hardness of heart. And I'm going to put my Holy Spirit within you. Now, Nicodemus 
doesn't understand this at all at this point. 

 

And but Jesus goes on to take him to another level, and he reminds him about an Old Testament 
story in passage, which is a liKle cryp0c for us, probably. This is what the Lord goes on to say to 
Nicodemus. He says, are you a teacher of Israel? And yet you don't understand. Truly, I say to 
you, we speak of what we know, bear witness to what we've seen, but you don't receive our 
tes0mony. 

 

No one has ascended into heaven except he descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And as 
Moses liZed up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be liZed up, that 
whoever believes in him may have eternal life. Now, remember, John is focused on this word 
belief. And what does it mean to believe in Jesus? 

 

To receive salva0on and eternal life? To believe on to life. And He and he tells this. He has this 
verse about just like Moses liZed up the snake in the wilderness. Does everybody remember 
that story? Some of you probably don't. It's a good one. Let's go back to numbers 21. Do you 
remember the Israelites? They were, slaves and cap0ves in Egypt. 

 



And they were stubborn and they were s0ff necked, and the Lord had to take them through a 
process of geWng that slave mentality out of their system. And so he had them do laps around 
the wilderness of, of the, of the, Sinai Peninsula for 40 years un0l they could get Egypt out of 
Israel. 

 

And also they were wandering around, they were always complaining and grumbling against the 
Lord and against Moses. And they reached a point where their hardness of heart and their 
rebellion against God was really quite pronounced. And the Lord, in a sense, said enough. This 
is, numbers chapter 21. It says, from Mount Hor they set up, by their way, to the Red sea to go 
around the land of Edam. 

 

And the people became impa0ent on the way, and the people spoke against God and against 
Moses. Why have you brought us up out of Egypt? To die in the wilderness? There's no food. 
There's no water, and we load this worthless food. Ooh! What were they saying? They loathed 
the gracious provision of God, of manna and the quail. They were they were basically, saying 
they loathed the communion that God was giving them. 

 

Wow. That's pushing things a liKle too far. And so the Lord sent fiery serpents among the 
people, and they bit the people so that many people of Israel died. And the people came to 
Moses and they said, we send you. Thank we send. For we have spoken against the Lord and 
against you. Pray to the Lord that he would take away the serpents from us. 

 

So here they've all been snake biKen, and they've got the venom coursing through their veins. 
And they know by watching some of their colleagues that it's only a short maKer of 0me, that 
every single one of them will lie dead on the floor of the wilderness. And they beg God, 
confessing their sins, save us. We are dead people walking. 

 

We need your help. We need your rescue. And so the Lord said to Moses, this is what you need 
to do for these people. Take a fiery serpent and fashion it onto a pole, so that everyone who is 
biKen, when he sees the serpent on the pole, he will live. So Moses made a bronze serpent, and 
he set it on a pole. 

 



And if a serpent bit anyone, he would look at the bronze serpent and live. What an interes0ng 
story, isn't it? And this is what Jesus is quo0ng to Nicodemus in John chapter three. He says, this 
is actually the situa0on that you're in. Nicodemus, and I don't think you realize it. You are like 
the Israelites wandering in the wilderness who have just been eaten and biKen by fiery 
serpents. 

 

You are a dead man walking. You have the venom of the curse and the fall coursing through 
your veins, and the consequences of your sin and the sin of humanity is going to bring you 
down and kill you. And you don't see the gravity of your situa0on. But just as Moses liZed up 
the serpent on the pole, and everyone who looked to the serpent lived, so must the Son of Man 
be liZed up on a cross. 

 

In this case, which is also a sign of the curse in the fall, death. And that cross raised up on a pole, 
and exalted by that sign, God will call all people to himself and everybody who looks to that 
cross and believes in the Son of God, even though he is perishing, yet will he live. 

 

Do you believe this? I mean, this is the heart of John 316 actually, that God so loved the world, 
that he gave his only begoKen son to the end, that all who believe in him should not perish but 
have everlas0ng life. This is not just belief that is looking to Jesus. For a few good 0ps for living. 

 

Can you give me a few simple steps to have a beKer marriage, or to or to do well in my business 
or leadership skills? You know, some self-help stuff. Know what Jesus is saying to Nicodemus is 
you are a dead man walking, and you have the venom of the curse coursing through your veins, 
and you need to throw your life into my arms for mercy and believe and trust in me. 

 

No more of this coming to me at night with the 0mid, seeking. I want to see you surrender your 
heart and your life to me. That's what Jesus is saying to Nicodemus and that's what he's saying 
to us. The Lord is not looking for unformed faith. He wants to see faith that is surrendered, that 
is giving your life to him, that recognizes the gravity of the situa0on and, and, and falls down at 
his feet and asks for an apprecia0on for the grace that is given and the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit and the sacrificial offering of the son on the cross. 

 



I, was talking to my daughter about this course that they're doing at her church, which is called 
the Alpha Course, and there was a young man who, was par0cipa0ng in the course. He was 
visi0ng the church and geWng involved in seeking aZer the Lord, which is all a good, good thing. 
I don't want to discourage that from anybody. 

 

But he took the Alpha course with a basic course in Chris0anity. Whose, Jesus? Why did Jesus 
die? How can I be sure of my faith? How do I pray? Why do I read the Bible? These are the kind 
of things that are covered on the Alpha course. But then there's this day called the Holy Spirit 
day. And, this par0cular fella, he did not want anything to do with the Holy Spirit. 

 

That sounds too weird. Too crazy. That's what those Pentecostals are all into in those 
charisma0cs. We don't want to be anywhere close to those cares maniacs. And so he was kind 
of angry that that was the next step of the Alpha course, but he went anyway, begrudgingly, 
with a hard heart, and listen to the teachings about who the Holy Spirit was. 

 

And how can I be filled with the Holy Spirit and the Lord? Just like the Lord said to Nicodemus, 
the Holy Spirit is out of your control. It's like the wind. You don't know where it's going or where 
it's come from. So it is with those who are born from above, those who are born of the spirit. 
The flesh gives birth to the flesh, but the spirit gives birth to spirit. 

 

And that man was filled with the Holy Spirit of the living God that day. And my daughter said 
aZer that day he was a different person. All of the sudden he is excited about his faith. He he's 
coming to everything the church had to do. He was anything he could learn about the Bible. He 
said he I'm reading the Bible every single day. 

 

I just can't get enough of God's word. His heart had been made alive by the power of the living 
God. That's what Jesus is saying. Nicodemus. This is what you need. So what you desperately 
need is to have your heart filled with the Holy Spirit of the living God so that you were made, 
made a new born again, born from above. 

 

And you need to surrender your life to Jesus as your Savior and your Lord. Now that is the call of 
lent, the call of the church. And that's my prayer for Saint Mark's, not just during this season, 



but for us as individuals and as a community that we would be sold out Chris0ans for the Lord, 
that our hearts would be absolutely filled to the brim with the giZ of the Holy Spirit of the living 
God, and that we would be sold out. 

 

Chris0ans who know that we know that we know that we are in desperate need of what Jesus is 
offering to us on the cross. Not a bunch of, what do they call it? A refuge for sinners, but a 
hospital or a refuge for saints, a hospital for sinners. That that's what the church is for. I really 
butchered that one. 

 

I want to I want us to pray. There's a there's a wonderful passage. There's a lot about the Holy 
Spirit and salva0on that's out of our control. There's the God that that sends these things, and 
he calls people. But he may be calling some of you. And the Lord also says this in another place. 
He says, ask, and it will be given to you. 

 

Knock, and the door will be opened. Seek and you will find the father wants to give good giZs to 
his children. And how much more will the father from heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who 
ask? So I want to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to fill us, to fill this church, and to fill us as 
individuals. 

 

And you may have a very simple prayer that you can just pray in the quietness of your own pew 
of. Or if you're watching online at your home, that to pray, Lord, fill me with your Holy Spirit. So 
let us pray. Heavenly father, thank you for calling us to see our desperate need for Your Son, 
Jesus. 

 

We have been snake bit by the fall and under the threat of the curse, even unto death. And yet 
you've promised through the giZ of your son that if we believe in him, we will receive life in his 
name, that we wouldn't perish but have eternal life. So, Lord, help me to believe. 

 

I know that more than anything else, what I desperately need is the giZ of your Holy Spirit 
coursing through my inmost being. That you see my heart. You know the condi0on of it. This is a 
kind of prayers to pray. Lord you, you know my heart. 

 



Fill me with your Holy Spirit. Cleanse me and wash me through and through, and set my heart 
on fire for you. Lord, I want to give my life to you as my Lord and Savior. 

 

In Jesus name we pray. Amen. 

 


