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I had originally left off the verses describing “The Jews” in negative terms, but this past week’s 
events made me think twice. John’s use of the phrase “the Jews” did not mean “all Jews.” Instead 
it was a specific term pointing at a specific group that was hostile to John’s specific theology in 
the early second century. 
 
I can say with certainty that the Gospel writer was not an anti-Semite, but I can also say with 
certainty that the Gospel itself has been used as a tool of hatred and racism for centuries, and that 
our Reformed heritage is tainted with that sin even at its roots. 
 
I lift it up to say that while we can turn to these words with hope, we must not forget or ignore 
the harm that has come from them. It is in this context that we read in the Gospel of John the 
story of Nicodemus—a Jewish religious authority. 
 

_________ 
 
Nicodemus is not a disciple like Mary and Martha. He makes no great confession of 
faith like Peter or the Roman Centurion. He founds no church like Paul. He does not 
support Jesus’ ministries like Mary Magdalene. 
 
And even though his conversation with Jesus is one of the most complex and profound 
of the entire Bible, the story of Nicodemus doesn’t always make it into our collective 
consciousness. So for our benefit, here is Nicodemus’ story in three acts. 
 
Nicodemus was a Pharisee. As a religious leader, he had authority as one who 
understood and interpreted the word of God. He was also a leader living under the 
shadow and spear of Rome. He knew that the loose hold of the empire could tighten 
into a fist around his people.  
 
This was a man who has risen to his position by being careful… and cautious. But he 
had heard of the signs and deeds of a man who had thrown caution to the wind. The 
words “prophet” and “messiah” were being whispered. Jesus spoke with an authority 
all his own. Nicodemus wanted to see that man for himself, and so he steps onto our 
stage with Jesus for his First Act. 
 
Nicodemus thought of Jesus the same way the church often does. He knew of Jesus’ 
reputation; he knew that Jesus was special, perhaps the most special; and he knew that it 
would be good to learn from him, to follow him, and to get answers from him. 
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As one religious leader meeting another, he feels relatively prepared to engage with this 
strange Rabbi. He enters and tells Jesus that he knows about him: “we know that you 
are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart 
from the presence of God.” 
 
Is this so different from how we sometimes think of Jesus? As a wise master and good 
shepherd, a healer a truth-teller a justice bringer?   
 
But before Nicodemus can even finish his introduction Jesus interrupts him: “Very 
truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  

 
You’re in over your head. You think you know what it means to come from God? You have no 
idea what you’re talking about. 
 
Nicodemus tries to find common ground with Jesus but Jesus makes it clear that they 
are not even standing on the same planet. 
 
Let me be clear. It is not a bad thing for us to turn to Jesus for healing and justice and 
truth. But Nicodemus’ First Act shows us that Jesus will always give us far more than 
we asked for. 
 
Jesus is not bound by the socio-political constraints of Israel, or of Rome—or of anyone. 
He is on a mission for God, and he has no time for timid flattery in the dark.  
 
Nicodemus is stunned. It is likely that he had never been spoken to like that before. This 
cautious Rabbi thought he knew what he was walking into, but he was in the dark. 
 
It is like staying at a hotel, and opening your door only to discover that you have 
entered the wrong room. All of the furniture is there, but you know that you are in an 
entirely new place. 
 
It is the same with Jesus. When we engage with Jesus we are no longer operating on our 
own terms. We submit ourselves to someone we cannot understand or control. When 
we turn to Jesus we are turning to God. 
 
Nicodemus—caught a bit off-guard—asks: “How can anyone be born after having 
grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” 
 
These are big claims, Jesus. Can you back up what you’re saying?  
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In his reply, Jesus dismantles Nicodemus’ understanding of authority, faith, and 
knowledge:  
 
“No one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. What is 
born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.” 
 
No human experience, no human analysis, no human endeavor can result in knowledge of God. 
You can’t learn or earn your way into God’s presence. God comes to you.  
 
You can guess Nicodemus’ expression because Jesus tells his poor guest not to “be 
astonished.” “The wind blows where it will, and you hear the sound of it, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where it goes.” 
 
God is God. You are not. You think you know, but you do not. Are you surprised that God is 
greater than you expected?  
 
Jesus has left this cautious man no room to escape, no room to equivocate. There is no 
backing out now. He is face to face with God. He must respond, but all he can manage 
is: 
 
“How can these things be?” 
 
Now this may seem minor, but it is actually where things get interesting. There is a lot 
of disagreement in the commentaries at this point. Nicodemus has been called as a 
skeptic, a doubter, and an ignoramus. Some think he is sarcastically dismissive, some 
think he is baffled by a totally literal interpretation of being born again. With so many 
disagreements, I think we can safely say that the commentators are as lost as 
Nicodemus himself.  
 
Jesus’ judgment against Nicodemus is a judgment against our own contemporary 
understanding. The church has the benefit of Easter morning and two thousand years of 
tradition. But how do we reply when faced with the power of God in Christ? 
 
Jesus’ reply to Nicodemus is a reply to the whole church: “Are you a teacher of Israel, 
and yet you do not understand these things?”  
 
[pause] There is no end to this nighttime episode. The narrative abruptly shifts and the 
curtain falls on his first act. We are left wondering what Nicodemus does next. 
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Act two: The temple.  
 
Over a few chapters, Jesus’ work grows so sensational and disruptive that the temple 
authorities send guards to arrest him, but they return astonished by his teaching. “No 
one ever spoke the way this man does!” they say. 
 
The Pharisees reply as a counter-chorus:  “You mean he has deceived you also? Have 
any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed in him? No! But this mob that knows 
nothing of the law—there is a curse on them.” 
 
Up until this point, we may not have noticed Nicodemus in the crowd, off to the side. 
The gospel writer even assumed that we might have forgotten about him, and so 
reminds us: “Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier and who was a Pharisee 
himself.” 
 
[right, that guy] The chorus quiets and waits for this cautious man who has stepped into 
the foreground.  
 
But he doesn’t join in. Instead he bucks the chorus and speaks up for Jesus: “Does our 
law condemn a man without first hearing him to find out what he has been doing?” He 
uses the law as they do, but he does so in a way that puts him at odds with his peers.  
 
Remember where we left him last. Cut deep by Jesus’ words. Stunned into silence. Told 
he knew nothing. Nicodemus would have the most reason of all the Pharisees to hold a 
grudge. He has had time to lick his wounds and formulate his own attacks against this 
backwater rabbi from Galilee.  
 
But he doesn’t get defensive. Instead he defends Jesus. 
 
Needless to say, it doesn’t go well for him. Again. They mock him and dismiss his 
question, asking, “Are you from Galilee, too?” He does little to stem the tide of anger 
against Jesus, which rises as the lights fade on the end of Act Two.  
 
Jesus continues with his unapologetic work. He is finally arrested and abandoned by 
his followers. He is hung on a cross and dies, and his disciples and friends flee. It seems 
that the promised messiah is no more.  
 
The sun is setting on Good Friday, and it is here that our cautious friend gets his Third 
Act.  
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Two bit-part strangers: Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus enter an empty stage. It is 
as if Rozencrantz and Guildenstern are plucked from Hamlet and set here at the end of 
the Gospel. They seem out of place amidst the high drama of Pilate, Peter, and Christ. 
But Pilate has washed his hands of the trial, Peter has denied and fled, and Jesus is 
dead.  
 
Enter Nicodemus— 
 
in full daylight— 
 
dragging 100 pounds of myrrh he bought from who-knows-where,  
 
heading to an extravagant and conspicuous garden tomb  
 
to anoint the crucified body  
 
of a known blasphemer and revolutionary.  
 
[pause] I found an account of a first century Rabbi being buried with sixty pounds of 
myrrh because he was “far better than a hundred kings.”1 Nicodemus has nearly twice 
that amount. 
 
This was atypical behavior for a man in his position. 
 
We don’t know what was going through Nicodemus’ mind. But we do know that he 
was willing to do what no disciple was willing to do. Why? He must have seen 
something in Jesus. He must have seen a completely different kind of power. He could 
only have seen the power of God.  
 
A power born of the eternal love of a creator for creation.  
 
A power that cannot be controlled, but only received. 
 
A power that goes where it wills. Blowing from the hills of Galilee through the halls of 
power and beyond.  
 
He must have been so profoundly confronted by the Spirit of God that even in Jesus’ 
death 
 
—precisely in Jesus’ death— 
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Nicodemus heard the sound of the spirit of God. 
 
Nicodemus’ story is one where Christ is near, Christ is proclaimed, and Christ is Lord. 
It begins in darkness and ends with a joyful extravagance that can only make sense with 
faith.  
 
And having heard this story, we must ask ourselves: can we follow the man who 
followed Jesus? 
 
-Are we willing to accept judgment and stand under the authority of God, resisting the 
temptation to be defensive? 
 
-Can we speak up for the powerless in the way that Nicodemus did for Jesus? Even 
when doing so was dangerous and called into question his way of life? 
 
-Do we have the faith to joyfully follow Jesus to his tomb?  
 
On the day Jesus died, Nicodemus bought 100 pounds of myrrh. I pray that his story 
might be our own. 
 
Amen. 


