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Up Close and Personal: Jesus and Nicodemus       Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
John 3:1-21, Ezekiel 36:25-27              March 1, 2020 
 
(Context-after Jesus turns water into wine at Cana/Cleansing of the Temple) 
 
Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish 
ruling council.  2He came to Jesus at night and said, “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.” 
3Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are 
born again.” 
4“How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked.  “Surely they cannot 
enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!” 
5Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they 
are born of water and the Spirit.  6Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to 
spirit.  7You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’  8The 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.” 
9“How can this be?” Nicodemus asked. 
10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?  11Very 
truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still 
you people do not accept our testimony.  12I have spoken to you of earthly things and you 
do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?  13No one has ever 
gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man.  14Just as 
Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that 
everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.” 
16For 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.  17For God did not send his Son into the world 
to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.  18Whoever believes in him is 
not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they 
have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.  19This is the verdict: Light has 
come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were 
evil.  20Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear 
that their deeds will be exposed.  21But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so 
that it may be seen plainly that what they have done, has been done in the sight of God. 
PRAY 
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In February we celebrated Valentine’s Day.  Usually cards, perhaps flowers and candy are 
exchanged.  There is an animated cartoon called Happy Valentine’s Day Charlie Brown.  
At the start, Charlie is reclining up against his mailbox, waiting and hoping against hope 
for a Valentine from the little red-haired girl, which never comes.  Even at the class party, 
everyone receives a valentine but Charlie.  He is crushed.  But the following day, Violet 
and some of his classmates are apologetic and offer him a valentine…but it is a day late, 
and the names are erased and re-written to include Charlie’s name.  Too little and too 
late.  Schroeder takes up Charlie’s cause and shames the friends.  But--hope and love 
spring eternal!  Charlie is more than glad to receive the recycled valentine, saying: “Maybe 
this is a trend!” He is an eternal optimist, isn’t he?!  Maybe next year he might receive a 
real one, really addressed to him on the actual Valentine’s Day!! 
 
Today we read about love that is personal and eternal, addressed to you and to me, each 
and every day. 
Today we meet Nicodemus.  
 
What do we know about Nicodemus? 
John tells us that he was a Pharisee, a member of the Jewish ruling council.  In other 
words, Nicodemus was a scholar, an intellectual, well educated in the Torah, a person of 
influence.   
 
Furthermore, John says, he comes to Jesus at night.  Why mention this detail?  It can be 
significant for several reasons. 
 
First, as a leader in the Jewish establishment in Jerusalem, Nicodemus may be fearful…or 
embarrassed…or reluctant to go public with his questions or his interest in Jesus.  Jesus is 
controversial.  Nicodemus wants to avoid the paparazzi, and fly under the radar. (He does 
not want to read about this encounter on Twitter or Facebook or the Jerusalem Times the 
next day!) 
 
Nicodemus may in fact, be a sincere seeker but because of the position he holds, he thinks 
he needs to protect his identity by coming under the cover of darkness.  Throughout 
John’s gospel, John uses the contrast of darkness and light as symbols.  Darkness 
symbolizes those who are without God, who’s questionable, if not evil deeds, are done 
under the cover of darkness for that very reason.  Light reveals, and so to come to the 
light/to come to Jesus as Nicodemus does, is the first step in becoming “enlightened” if 
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you will!  If Jesus is the Light of the World, coming to Jesus will make a world of difference! 
(V. 19-21) 
 
Nicodemus makes two other cameo appearances in this Gospel— 7:50-51 he encourages 
the other members of the Sanhedrin to give Jesus a fair hearing.  In 19:38-42 he and 
Joseph of Arimathea make burial arrangements for Jesus, according to Jewish custom. 
 
He comes to Jesus and speaks in the plural:   
“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.” 
 
Is Nicodemus speaking for a group?  Perhaps himself and a few others of the 
Sanhedrin/the ruling council?  It is unclear.  What is clear is that Nicodemus makes a 
preliminary expression of faith: he acknowledges that Jesus is come from God, for it is 
God who is animating the work (“signs”) that Jesus is doing. 
 
Jesus’ reply – about entering the Kingdom of God--seems incongruous.  It appears to have 
nothing to do with what Nicodemus just said.  Perhaps this is due in part to the fact that 
John is summarizing what was likely a much longer conversation between the two men. 
 
Jesus replied: “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are 
born again” /or “born from above.”    
What is Jesus talking about?  Nicodemus is bewildered. 
 
Jesus’ additional explanation is this: 
“Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water 
and the Spirit.  6Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit  gives birth to spirit.  7You should 
not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’  8The 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.”  
 
Today this expression “born again” has been coopted by a few groups within Christianity 
and taken out of context.  In my opinion, it has become a cliché, drained of meaning, and 
sometimes misused as a litmus test for ‘card carrying’ Christians to use to include some 
and exclude others.  
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What did Jesus mean when he used this analogy of being “born anew or being born from 
above”?  Nicodemus took Jesus literally.  No, Jesus says.  Physical birth is of the flesh.  
Spiritual birth is of the “water and Spirit”.  
 
This new birth Jesus describes is a result of “water and Spirit”.  Jesus is somewhat 
incredulous that Nicodemus does not know this already.  Nicodemus had studied the 
prophets.  Surely, he was familiar with Ezekiel and this declaration in Ezekiel 36: 25-27. 
 
25“I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your 
impurities and from all your idols.  26I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; 
…27And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to 
keep my laws.” 
 
We cannot cleanse ourselves of sin, this washing is also the work of God.  Being born again 
is--from beginning to end--a gift and work of God, that births us into God’s forever family. 
 
The image of birth is provocative and powerful.  Each birth is unique and different. 
 
Coincidentally, our daughter in law has been in labor since Wednesday.  Labor started and 
slowed.  As much as she (and we) wanted the baby to be born, it was not under her/our 
control or in her/our power to make it happen.  Even the trained medical personnel, while 
able to assist, are actually by-standers.  They are/were not in control either.   
 
Here Jesus uses the analogy of the wind.  We can clearly see evidence of the wind, but we 
have no control over it, when and where it originates and so on.  The word in Greek for 
Spirit is the very same word translated “wind” or “breath”. 
 
New life and birth—physically and spiritually—are not under our control.  Both are gifts 
from God.  The work of conception occurs in the darkness of the womb where new life 
grows….Nicodemus’ faith is growing even as he is “in the dark”.  He is well educated. He 
knows lots of facts.  He has committed large sections of the Torah to memory.  He has 
been observing Jesus and he is drawn to the light.   
 
The implication is that Nicodemus’s faith is still incubating.  It is not yet fully mature.  
When it is, he will be able to declare his faith in the light of day.  But this maturing process 
is not under our control…it takes time…it is a work of God’s Spirit.  Rebirth or new birth is 
God’s gift to give. 
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John 3:16 – the most widely known and quoted verse of the entire Bible is in the middle 
of today’s text: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whosoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” 
 
Seven times in this passage we find the world “believe”.  What does that mean? 
 
Does it mean to give intellectual assent to a list of doctrinal statements? 
Or is it something more? 
 
In Greek the word for believe is pistis which means confidence or trust.  Similarly the most 
common Greek word for faith is pisteuo (persuasion) or peitho which means to convince.  
One could say that believing is to be convinced of or have confidence in the veracity of 
certain facts.  
https://www2.ljworld.com/news/2006/sep/02/faith_forum_whats_difference_between
_belief_god_an/ 
 
But I am not at all sure that this is what Jesus intended when he invites Nicodemus –and 
by extension, us—to believe in him.  Rather there are nuances of meaning that are not 
obvious in the translation.  Historian Diana Butler Bass points out the English word 
believe” comes from the German “beleiben”—the German word for love.  To believe is 
not to hold an opinion.  To believe is to treasure.  To hold something beloved.  To give my 
heart over to it without reservation.  To believe in something is to invest it or him or her 
with my love. (Christianity After Religion, by D. B. Bass, pl 117) 
 
When Biblical writers were writing about faith and belief, they were not writing about an 
intellectual surrender to a doctrinal statement.  They were writing about a relationship in 
which they placed their entire confidence in God—heart, mind, body, soul and spirit. 
That is to say, to enter into a relationship with Christ, means to move beyond facts or 
doctrinal statements.  Rather it means that love and trust are integral to that relationship, 
as they are in any significant relationship.  
 
When I married my husband, I did not merely want him to know facts about me (my 
favorite food or color or flower, my birthday, etc.)  I want him to dare to believe that I am 
trustworthy, that I will return his love, his faith, his vulnerability.  I ask that he treasure 
me, as much as I treasure him.  All of this requires belief! 
 

https://www2.ljworld.com/news/2006/sep/02/faith_forum_whats_difference_between_belief_god_an/
https://www2.ljworld.com/news/2006/sep/02/faith_forum_whats_difference_between_belief_god_an/
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Similarly, when human relationships fail it is never simply intellectual or a failure of facts 
or truth.  What breaks down?  Belief is compromised.  The deep abiding trust that makes 
mutual love and faith possible, is broken. 
 
So, what does it mean to believe in Jesus?   
What does it mean for Nicodemus?  What does it mean for you and me? 
 
Some may have a particular experience that we can point to that represents a turning 
point in our relationship with God.  Some may experience a long-term growing awareness 
of God’s love for them.  No matter one’s experience, the truth of it is that God’s Spirit is 
at work in our lives, in ways both subtle and not so subtle.  
 
These experiences may bring us to a point of acknowledgment or a point when we “see 
the light”, when we come into conscious awareness of God’s love for us.  In that moment 
we respond!  God’s love for us has been constant, before we were even aware of it, and 
have only just now have we embraced it.  
 
The truth of it is, that God choses us. (see John 15:16,19) God loves us unconditionally.  
God is always wooing us.  How and when we respond is uniquely our own experience.  It 
is a work of the Spirit, as it is a spiritual birthing.  It is not our doing, it is God’s!  
 
God so loved the world…God so loves you and me, that God gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him will have eternal life.  
 
That, my friends, is a forever Valentine, just for you! Just for me.   
It is an invitation into a life changing relationship. 
It is not recycled. 
God’s love is as personal as it is timeless.   
God’s invitation is now. 
God’s Spirit is at work. 
How will you respond? 
 
Let us pray…. 


