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Did Nicodemus Win?
Isaiah 6:1-8; John 3:1-17

I get Nicodemus . . . probably because I suspect there is a little of
Nicodemus in me.  A traditionalist, but not someone who believed you should
do something just because you always have, Nicodemus loved his faith.  He
loved God.  Certainly, that is where is first loyalty lay, but he loved his faith
and its expression in the Jewish religion.  He was a Pharisee, a keeper of the
law, a serious student of the Torah.  Nicodemus saw purpose in the law of
Moses.  He understood how it offered boundaries for the faith of the Jews
while giving plenty of room for study and interpretation and perplexing
questions.

John tells us that Nicodemus was a leader of his people.  Perhaps this
designation refers only to his position in the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of
the Jewish people.  Or, maybe John is also telling us that Nicodemus was
well-respected by the people and led by example and wisdom.

If all of this is true, then it is no wonder that Nicodemus sought out
Jesus for a private chat.  He was intrigued by this rabbi from the hill country. 
No doubt he was upset by some of the things Jesus said and did which
seemed to contradict Jewish faith and practice.  It is highly likely that he was
somewhere in the temple compound when Jesus flipped over the tables of the
moneychangers, freed the livestock, and used a whip to chase off the people
he accused of turning his father’s house into a den of thieves.

As a devout Jew who regarded the temple as sacred, Nicodemus would
have been appalled that anyone would cause such a ruckus on holy ground. 
Nevertheless, he could not help but stare in awe of this man who so
confidently did a little spring cleaning of the temple courtyard.  Nicodemus had
watched Jesus’ eyes.  They were not the wild eyes of a madman.  They were
angry eyes, to be sure, righteously angry, tear-filled and lit up with the desire
to eradicate something he found to be personally offensive.

Nicodemus had heard Jesus teach on several occasions.  He liked his
style which was simple and straightforward.  The stories Jesus told were
about the daily life of most Jews–and they made sense!  He was surprised at



how they actually amplified the law of God instead of contradicting it as some
of his fellow Pharisees complained.

Most of the Pharisees disagreed with Nicodemus.  They despised this
upstart teacher from Nazareth who seemed to challenge them on every part
of the law they brought to his attention.  There were times when Nicodemus
quietly laughed to himself as his friends did their best to trap Jesus in some
tricky aspect of the law only to have the trap sprung on them instead.  So
enraged were they by his popularity that some Pharisees were devising ways
to arrest and get rid of Jesus . . . permanently.

So, after dark one night, Nicodemus told his wife he needed to meet
with someone and slipped into the street after making certain no one was out
and about.  He found the house where Jesus was staying and was about to
inquire within when Jesus stepped out of the shadows and greeted him. 
Startled, Nicodemus took a moment to regain his composure.  Then a strange
and unforgettable conversation followed.  John tells the story this way.  Listen:

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of
the Jews.  He 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.”

Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see
the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  Nicodemus
said to him, “How can anyone be born after having grown old? 
Can one enter a second time into the mother's womb and be
born?”

Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, 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. 
Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from
above.’  The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the
sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it
goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”

Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?”  Jesus
answered him, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not
understand these things?  Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what
we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive
our testimony.  If I have told you about earthly things and you do
not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly
things?

No one has ascended into heaven except the one who
descended from heaven, the Son of Man.  And just as Moses
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lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be
lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  For
God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may 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.” John 3:1-17

I don’t doubt that by the end of the conversation Nicodemus, along with
the rest of us, was scratching his head.  It seemed at first that Jesus was just
speaking in riddles; yet, Nicodemus sensed something different in this man. 
False messiahs came through the city all the time peddling their claim to the
power of God.  They were always easy to spot and send packing.  This rabbi,
however, had a confidence about him that Nicodemus had never before
encountered.  There was a purity in Jesus’ intent that was unique.  He was
amazingly gentle in many ways but undergirding that tenderness was an
undeniable strength that gave pause to anyone who challenged him.

His teaching had a comfortable familiarity to it as if he had created every
scenario he described along with the characters and the outcomes.  He did
not simply tell a good story, he recounted them as if they were his personal
stories.  His explanations of scripture were the same.  It was as if they had
bubbled up from a well deep within him instead of from the mouths of Moses
and the prophets.

“How can these things be?” Nicodemus wanted to know.  How can you
teach this way?  How can someone be born a second time?  How can God,
the Father figure of the scriptures, be like the wild and unpredictable wind? 
How will we know the Messiah when he comes?  Nicodemus sincerely wanted
to know who this man from the hills of Galilee was and what he was about.

Surprisingly, even though it was as if Jesus was expecting Nicodemus,
he did not greet him in a particularly warm way.  I suppose he might have
figured that Nicodemus was just another died-in-the-wool Pharisee
determined to find Jesus’ weakness and exploit it.  Maybe he assumed
Nicodemus had been sent on a mission to do a little hunting and trapping
under the cover of darkness.  Clearly, Jesus’ words were clipped and to the
point.  He sparred with Nicodemus as he explained the significance of
baptism and rebirth by the Spirit.  He made puns comparing the Spirit to
breath and wind.  He toyed with the idea of being born again or from above. 
Nicodemus’ head must have been blowing in the wind itself!
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Jesus even gently ridiculed him because, as a teacher of Israel, he
ought to understand the things Jesus was saying.  Seeing the puzzled yet
earnest look on Nicodemus’ face, it must have become obvious to Jesus that
Nicodemus was not like most of the other Pharisees.  He was sincere about
wanting to know and understand who Jesus was and what he was about. 
With warmth and compassion returning to his voice, Jesus answered
Nicodemus with the truth that is the bedrock of the Gospel.  How can these
things be?  Let me tell you.

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may 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.

I don’t know about you, but I usually come to Trinity Sunday thinking
that somehow the mystery of God as Father, Son, and Spirit or Parent,
Brother, and Friend or Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer will finally be
clarified.  When I preach about the Trinity, I usually attempt to find a way to
explain it.  After all these  years, frustrated and puzzled like Nicodemus, I
finally learned to listen to people like JoAnn Post, a Lutheran pastor and
author.  Rev. Post confesses,

Trinity Sunday is the oddest of church festivals.  Unlike other holy
days, which celebrate events in the life of Christ or of the church,
Trinity Sunday invites us to an idea.  It grabs us by the scruff of
the neck and gently shakes us, turning our attention to the limits
of our language and images for God to consider an idea for which
language and image eventually fail.1

“How can these things be?” we ask along with Nicodemus, and we are
invited to muse awhile on God for whom we really have no adequate ideas or
images.

The name “Nicodemus” means “victorious among his people.”  You no
doubt are familiar with the Greek word “nike” which means victory.  I am not
certain that Nicodemus felt victorious as he returned home that night, dodging
light and other wanderers in the darkness.  He certainly did not win a debate
with Jesus and returned home with more questions than answers.  He won no
favor with his fellow Pharisees, either.  Later, when Jesus returned to
Jerusalem for the Festival of Booths, the Pharisees tried to arrest him, without

1JoAnn A. Post, “Reflections on the Lectionary: May 24, Trinity Sunday,” Christian Century (May 19,
2021), 20.

4



success.  As they debated Jesus’ fate, Nicodemus insisted that, according to
their law, Jesus deserved his day in court to determine whether or not he had
done anything wrong.  His colleagues immediately turned on him and asked
if he, perhaps, was also from Galilee (John 7:52), a serious slur because city
folk often looked down on people from Galilee as ignorant country bumpkins. 
Nicodemus doesn’t look much like a winner, does he?

Nicodemus is mentioned one other time in scripture.  It is after Jesus’
crucifixion and death.  He helped a friend named Joseph wrap Jesus’ body
with aromatic spices in a shroud and carry it to a tomb where it was sealed
inside with a huge stone (John 19:38-42).  He had won!  Although I doubt he
could have articulated it any better than we can today, somewhere between
that clandestine conversation on the back streets of Jerusalem and the
revelation that took place on the hill known as Calvary, Nicodemus got it.  The
God he had come to know and love through the scriptures of his people, the
God who was as mysterious, gentle, and powerful as the wind, the God who
lived and breathed and healed and forgave and brought life in the person of
Jesus of Nazareth was, somehow far beyond his understanding, one and the
same.  He would never have thought to speak of God as “Trinity” or anything
else.  For Nicodemus, the true name of God, a name so sacred he would not
dare speak it, embodied all of the wonder and mystery and love Nicodemus
could imagine and, he knew, much more.

Nicodemus was victorious!  He overcame his own doubts and
insecurities.  He embraced the questions for which he could never find the 
answers.  He refused to let ignorance and hatred and fear rule his life.  He
yielded to the Spirit of God which blew over him with a freshness that calmed
and cleansed and rejuvenated.  Nicodemus won because he allowed God to
open his eyes and heart to a new understanding of the Divine that came, at
that time, in the odd form of a meandering teacher from the hills of Galilee.

We will never figure out the idea of the Trinity because it is an idea of
God who cannot be contained in our ideas but who does swirl around us like
the wind and carry us to a new birth if we will but believe.  Nicodemus was
victorious because he understood that the God who created the world and all
that is in it, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, was also the God who
walked the earth and met in back alleys with folks like him.  Nicodemus won
when he learned how to lose all of the things that keep us from seeing God
right in front of us and opened his heart to God who was not through
surprising his people with grace.  For God so loved the world that he came .
. . and he gave . . . and continues to do so today: a Trinity of grace.  Amen.
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May 30, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Thankfully, there are moments, O God, when we are captured by the
majesty and magnanimity of who you are and awe emanates from every cell
of our being.  At those times, our spirits rise and praise and thanksgiving are
our only language for we feel such gratitude to be in your presence.

At other times, we feel heavy and burdened because our feet are mired
in the muck and messiness of life.  Words are inadequate to express what we
feel because we do not even know where our hearts are.  It is not that we are
not grateful, but our needs are so pressing that all we can think of is what we
need from you.

Fortunately, most of the time we live between these two extremes and
are able to both hear the cry of human need and feel the joy of divine
goodness.  Our true joy, however, is in knowing you are with us in the highs
and lows and in-betweens of life.  Thank you, Lord.

Having heard our spoken needs and knowing our hidden concerns,
bring the power of your healing and restorative love to work in all of our lives,
we pray.  Our bodies need mending.  Our minds need clearing.  Our hearts
need to be reoriented toward goodness and grace.  Grant us and all people
these gifts, O God, and stay with us.

Our world is hurting in so many ways.  Disease, war, political conflict,
social unrest, hatred and abuse–there are so many ways that our spirits and
minds and bodies and social structures are ill.  Be the cure that we need, O
God.  Restore us to the image that you wear and make of us people who seek
the good and resist the evil.

On this weekend when we remember the women and men who have
given their lives in an effort to secure freedom for all people, we offer
thanksgiving for them and pray for their families and friends.  We pray that
one day we will learn war no more.  Until then, bless our efforts to teach
peace.

We thank you, O God, for all of the ways you reveal yourself to us. 
Open our eyes, our minds, our hearts, and our hands to know you as you truly
are.  We pray as the community of your true love.  Amen.


