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Nicodemus was the first Presbyterian. I say this because he is kind of our ‘type’.  
He’s well educated. He’s upright. He’s measured. And he’s religious.  
Unfortunately, he gets beat up by biblical scholars. They say he has no backbone.  
He’s a coward. He’s hedging his bets. But I really like Nicodemus. We meet him 
three times in John’s gospel and so we have more understanding of him that 
many biblical characters that make only cameo appearances. Nicodemus is 
introduced as a member of the Pharisees. He was a member of the Sanhedrin, 
meaning he was a member of the council or court of rabbis. Clearly he was a 
Jewish authority figure. And so it was incredibly unsettling for Nicodemus to be 
truly intrigued by Jesus. John tells us Jesus had been going around performing 
signs and many people were coming to believe in him—believe that he was in fact 
the Savior.   
 
For Nicodemus, it was equally exciting and terrifying. For if it was true, then the 
one they had been waiting for had finally arrived—and salvation was upon them.  
But if it was true then where did that leave him? Would Nicodemus lose his job, 
would he lose his community, would he be asked to give up the positions he held, 
would he have to undertake different religious practices, would he have to 
become a different kind of person? It was an unsettling and anxious time for 
Nicodemus. 
 
Craig Barnes, the President of Princeton Seminary, has been going around the 
country and meeting with leaders in different communities to try to help them 
understand how they might bridge their Monday – Saturday lives with their 
Sunday faith and practices. He says that when he meets with CEO’s, CFO’s, 
partners and the like—he encounters two kinds: those who wake up with worries 
at 2am and those who wake up with worries at 4am. “Are you the 2am type or the 
4am type?” he asks. 
 
There is an old Scottish prayer that goes: 
  From ghoulies and ghosties 
 And long-leggedy beasties 
 And things that go bump in the night, 
 Good Lord, deliver us! 
 
Things that worry us by day have a way of tormenting us by night. I am going to 
cast Nicodemus as the 2am type. At 2am he is awake and he is thinking through 
his litany of issues—his wife’s birthday is coming up and he doesn’t have a gift, 
the temple needs to raise capital to repair the leaking roof, his son doesn’t pay 
attention in Hebrew class, and the pressures from his congregation are mounting 
as they are asking more and more questions about this Jesus character.   
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Jesus is the most unsettling thing that has happened to the community during his 
ministry. He has had other itinerant preachers come into town and stir things up 
and had people wonder if they were the Messiah. But eventually they moved on 
and things returned to normal thus proving they were in fact NOT the Messiah.  
But Jesus was some how different. Nicodemus could not put his finger on it. At 
2am, he mulled it over as he tossed and he turned.  And finally he just had to get 
up. He had to find out for himself. He had to go find Jesus.   
 
John says, ‘Nicodemus came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, 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.”’ Nicodemus right off the bat 
acknowledges that Jesus is something special, someone special. But he has 
questions: Who is Jesus and what does it mean to be ‘born again’?  These are two 
questions every good, thoughtful Christian has asked and seeks to answer—just 
who is Jesus and what does it mean to be born again.   
 
Now I don’t care one bit that Nicodemus came under the cover of the night to ask 
Jesus these questions. I can only imagine the pressure his friends and colleagues 
would have been putting on anyone asking such questions about Jesus. There 
would have been no safe space to think out loud, to question, to wonder, to 
wrestle with the possibilities. Nighttime was the only time he was really going to 
have to honestly present the questions he was having about Jesus. During the 
daytime there were too many pressures, too many assumptions, too much 
certainty. 
 
I was speaking with one of our church members who work on the Hill and he 
described daytime on the Hill in this same way. He told me that in every room 
you enter there is an assumed answer. Everyone in the room already knows what 
the correct answer will be. He said, “Every room is either an echo chamber or a 
battlefield. You either have to beat the other guy up or there is no diversity of 
thought.” That is a fairly exhausting space in which to live. When you live with 
those kinds of extremes then there is very little room to question the assumed 
answers, to grow or evolve, or even consider changing your position.   
 
I can envision Nicodemus in this same situation—an echo chamber of his 
colleagues insisting Jesus was to be ignored and rejected and then a battleground 
with early zealots who had become convinced everyone needed to be born again if 
they were going to live. How was he to make sense of it all? How was he to handle 
the stirrings he had in his own heart? How was he to get answers to these big and 
essential questions he just could not shake at 2am? 
 
Well I love this exchange with Jesus because first of all Jesus was there, awake, 
ready, and willing to engage in theological wrestling with Nicodemus even in the 
middle of the night. The very articulate and educated Nicodemus asks very basic 
questions to Jesus that I am sure he would have never been able to ask his fellow 
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rabbis, “How can these things be?” It echoes with Mary’s questions to the angel 
when she was told she was pregnant, “How can it be?”   
 
When it comes to Jesus and salvation and complicated Christian doctrine it is 
probably the best question to ask: How can it be.  Jesus and Nicodemus have a 
very long exchange where Jesus tries three times to explain the whole born again 
thing to Nicodemus. First attempt: “No one can see the kingdom of God without 
being born from above.” How can this be?  Second attempt: “No one can enter the 
kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.” How can this be? Third 
and final attempt: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life. Indeed, God 
did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the 
world might be saved through him.” And you know what Nicodemus boldly and 
stubbornly probably asked: How can this be? 
 
Jesus is totally fine with being questioned; you can see some exchanges in the 
bible where you think he is probably enjoying the dialogue. From the time he was 
a small boy he liked being in the temple with the rabbis and learning and asking 
questions. This was sport for him. And yet time and time again he answers 
questions in ways that only provoke more questions rather provide certainty.  
This is what he does with Nicodemus—instead of clear answers he leads him a bit 
further each time towards the truth.  
 
What we all want is certainty. It is probably one of our great anxieties and 
temptations. We feel we must be certain about everything. Certain enough so we 
can comfortably exist in our echo chambers. Certain enough so we can stand firm 
in our battlefields. Certain enough to answer our 2am questions. And yet Jesus is 
not interested in providing certainties for us—he is interested in provoking faith 
in his Father. Jesus is interested in getting people to turn their lives towards God.  
He is interested in recruiting followers who will look out for one another.  
Unfortunately, for those of us with a preference for certainty, Jesus is not 
interested in indoctrination. And poor Nicodemus just wants to be indoctrinated 
with certainties so he can go back to sleep.   
 
If you fast-forward we find Nicodemus present at a mob scene where a group of 
Pharisees and chief priests seek to arrest Jesus. Nicodemus tries to calm them 
down and reason with them that Jesus by account of the law needs a fair trial.  
Let’s be decent and in order—at least. Clearly he has continued to be unsettled by 
Jesus and perhaps he is even being transformed by Jesus. Certainly the final 
scene where we see Nicodemus would make us think so. After the death of Jesus, 
Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea get permission to bury Jesus’ body. John 19 
notes that Nicodemus brings about a hundred pounds of spices to anoint and 
prepare the body—a generous and effusive gesture.   
 
So obviously Nicodemus worked his stuff out. He worked out those questions 
about Jesus. And in that gesture, Nicodemus shows he had been born again even 
if he could not perfectly explain to you just how it is that it happened. Sometimes 
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I think it happens when you just spend enough time with the questions. You just 
spend enough time wrestling around the ideas of who this miracle man might be 
and somehow by water or the Spirit new life comes to you. I think that is how it 
happened for Nicodemus.   
 
I am glad that the Presbyterian Church is a church that makes space for 
questions. I am glad that we do not suppose everyone in the room has the same 
journey, or answers, or doctrine. I am glad that the Presbyterian Church, 
following in Jesus’ steps, embraces the journey of faith as essential to the life of 
faith. Nicodemus and his questions make us feel better about our own. Jesus’ 
answers provide a foundation where faith can flourish. Because at 2am, what you 
need more than simple answers is a strong faith.   
 
May our questions lead us towards God and God lead us towards faith and in 
faith may we find our hope, our guide, and our salvation (the place wherein all 
mysteries will be revealed). Faith is found in the journey and that journey is one I 
am so privileged to join you on. Thanks be to God.  
 
Amen. 
 


