Was Nicodemus Saved?

I recently preached a sermon about Zacchaeus with a brief discussion of the so-called “Great Commission.” On two different occasions, Jesus sent disciples to be missionaries. In Matthew 10, Jesus sent out the 12 disciples, giving them clear instructions. Luke 10 describes the sending of seventy disciples. 

Almost every missionary has at some point preached a sermon from Luke 10, but very few use the text in Matthew 10. There are obvious reasons for this. 

Luke 10:1-20 seems custom tailored for missionary presentations, covering the entire spectrum of missions. 

* Jesus sent the twelve to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. Most missionaries go to Gentile nations

* The 70 are commissioned by the Lord in verse one.
* The great need in the world and the sense of urgency for missionaries is expressed in verse two.
* The Lord sends the seventy ("Go!") in verse three.
* Verse four deals with missionary support levels and initial outfitting.
* Verses 5 – 11 present a detailed mission strategy.
* In verses 12 – 16, the missionaries are told what they can expect to face and how they are to react.
* In verses 17 – 20, the missionaries come home on furlough and get a debriefing.
* Luke concludes the missions challenge in verse 17 with the happy ending that people, especially Americans, delight in. The disciples return rejoicing and victorious!


Matthew skips the happy ending and adds 25 extremely uncomfortable verses. It's no wonder missionaries prefer to use the text in Luke 10! (Read Matthew 10 at home!)

This message is about Nicodemus, who was almost the opposite of Zacchaeus. The latter knew what the people and especially the Pharisees thought about "publicans and sinners" of whom Zacchaeus was said to be the chief. He had little to lose and willingly made a fool of himself to see Jesus. He ran ahead and even climbed a tree to get a good view of him. 

John 3:1-21,  Nicodemus
In this passage, a ruler of the Jews named Nicodemus came to Jesus by night. Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, which was the equivalent of our US Supreme Court. He obviously feared what the people, especially his fellow Pharisees would say if they saw him visiting Jesus. 
It is not clear whether Nicodemus was wearing a mask or if he was a genuine seeker of truth, but in John 7:30 and 44-53, Nicodemus came to the defense of Jesus in a meeting of the Sanhedrin and harvested the scorn of his colleagues. Is Nicodemus a seeker of truth, or is this just a facade?
In John 19:38-42, two wealthy and influential men buried the crucified body of Jesus. One of them was Joseph of Arimathaea and the other person was Nicodemus. The Pharisees, together with the Sadducees and High Priest, had finally succeeded in killing their common enemy. Some believe that God orchestrated the burial of Jesus as well as the resurrection. With these two prominent witnesses, it would be difficult to later contended that Jesus had not died. With paid guards witnessing the resurrection, it would be nearly impossible to claim that Jesus was not risen from the dead. We still don't know for certain if Nicodemus was a true believer, but I hope to meet him in heaven! 

In our text, Nicodemus waited until it was dark and sneaked over to see Jesus. He was not hiding his identity from Jesus, however. He made it quite clear who he was and what group he belonged to. He just didn’t want to be seen visiting Jesus. In the second verse he says, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him. By "we" he identifies himself with the Pharisees and leading Jews. His statement is similar to that of the Pharisees in Matthew 22:16. They said, Master, we know that thou art true, and teachest the way of God in truth, neither carest thou for any man: for thou regardest not the person of men. Both of these statements are true of course, but if the speakers didn't believe it was true, they were knowingly telling lies! 

Jesus knew the heart of Nicodemus and I rather think that he recognized genuine interest. He took the time to explain the plan of salvation in great clarity. Many Christians have memorized John 3:16 and a few have memorized the entire third chapter of John.

Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God (verse 3). The term "born again" is quite common today, but the expression only appears here in scriptures. Nicodemus is incredulous. He asks, How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother's womb, and be born? I think that if I had never heard of being born again, I might have reacted the same as Nicodemus. His was a logical question.

"Verily, verily," "Behold," or "I tell you a truth…" are different ways of saying, "Listen up! What I am about to say is very important!" Repetition underscores importance and we should not overlook the deliberate repetitions in this passage. 

v3: Jesus answered him…
v5: Jesus answered him…
v3: Verily, verily, I say to you…
v5: Verily, verily, I say to you…
v3: unless one is born again…
v5: unless one is born of water and the Spirit…
v3: he cannot see the kingdom of God.
v5: he cannot enter the kingdom of God.
v15: that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.
v16: that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.

Nicodemus raised the question of natural, physical birth. Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. 

The natural birth comes first. The amniotic sac of a mother bursts just prior to childbirth and we say of this event, "Her water broke!" In verse 6 Jesus reinforces this interpretation when he says, That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. God formed man from the dust of the ground, but he did not become a living soul until God breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. 

Jesus continues with another common occurrence in nature (v. 8) The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is born of the Spirit. Once again, Nicodemus responds with bewilderment. "How can these things be?"

Jesus answered and said unto him, Art thou a master of Israel, and knowest not these things? Verily, verily, I say unto thee, We speak that we do know, and testify that we have seen; and ye receive not our witness. If I have told you earthly things, (fleshly birth, winds) and ye believe not, how shall ye believe, if I tell you of heavenly things (spiritual new birth and moving of the Holy Spirit)? 

Note the switch in personal pronouns! Nicodemus was thinking and speaking in the "we" form as a good Pharisee, and now, Jesus includes his own disciples in his response. From Pentecost forward, we work as a team with Jesus to build his church. It's one thing for us to identify with Christ, but its absolutely awesome that Jesus identifies with us!

In verse thirteen, Jesus declares his deity - he is the promised Messiah! And no man hath ascended up to heaven, but he that came down from heaven, even the Son of man which is in heaven. That should have been enough to humble Nicodemus. He has been teaching the people that the Messiah would come. According to Luke 3:15, the entire nation of Israel was anticipating the coming of Christ. Nicodemus is standing in the very presence of the Messiah! He should be lying prostrate on the floor or at least kneeling!

Jesus presents the plan of salvation in the clearest and most concise form possible in verses 14-17. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up. That this significant wilderness event had prophetical implications was clear to leading Jews, but Jesus now ties it together with his own death. At this point not even the disciples were aware of the manner in which Christ would die, so we couldn't expect Nicodemus to understand the significance of "lifted up." The final repetition in this passage is unmistakable however. Verse 15 says, …that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life. These exact same words conclude John 3:16! 

Verses 17-21 are powerful words that deal with the age-old problem of man's sinful condition and God's salvation. For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved. He that believeth on him is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already, because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light [remember Nicodemus came to Jesus by night!] because their deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved. But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought in God.

Nicodemus came to Jesus by night, but he came to the Light of the world! Did he believe? Our text doesn't say, but in John 7:30 +44-53, Nicodemus tried to defend Jesus in a meeting of the Sanhedrin and harvested the scorn of his colleagues. We still don't know where Nicodemus stands. 
In John 19:38-42 two wealthy and influential men buried the crucified body of Jesus. One of them was Joseph of Arimathaea, a secret disciple for fear of the Jews. The other person was Nicodemus. 

Nicodemus was much different from Zachaeus. He waited until it was dark and sneaked over to see Jesus. He made it clear who he was and said, "We know…" Zachaeus also knew what the people thought about "publicans and sinners." He had little to lose and willingly made a fool of himself to see Jesus. I don't think many Christians wonder if Zacchaeus got saved or was “born again.”
Was Nicodemus now a believer? We still don't know for certain, but I hope to meet him in heaven!
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