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Sermon for Second Sunday in Lent, Year A 

March 8, 2020 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler 

Genesis 12:1-4a; Psalm 121; Romans 4:1-5, 13-17; John 3:1-17 

Light or dark?  Dark or light?   

We may have participated in some round of “Secret Santa” at work or 

school, or even church in times past; but today we hear from someone 

who seems to have been a secret Christian.  Or at least, a curious 

person not quite comfortable with being seen when he comes to ask 

Jesus questions. 

He comes at night.  In darkness, and then, after his conversation, he 

goes back into the darkness. 

John’s gospel tends to make a deal about darkness and light, so this is 

probably a significant point – and the question for us is, what does it 

mean, that Nicodemus comes out of the darkness of night to ask 

questions of the Light of God, and then goes back into the darkness 

afterwards? 

Is this a metaphor?  Is John saying that Nicodemus is not a believer? 

There are two cautions I want to issue here, before we accept that 

conclusion. 

One.  Jesus uses a word that means more than one thing. 

In truth, we might also be confused, because when Jesus says “No one 

can see the kingdom … without being born from above” here, but 

Nicodemus immediately asks about returning to the womb. How could 

he make this leap? 
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Well, the Greek expression John uses here is to be “born anōthen.”  It 

actually carries a double meaning – both to be reborn physically and to 

be reborn spiritually.  Nicodemus takes it to mean physically, and Jesus 

wants him to understand he is using its other meaning.  This is why he 

talks about being born of water and of Spirit – water for the birth of a 

baby, and Spirit for the birth of a believer. 

Thus, one might conclude that Nicodemus, from whom no more is heard 

for quite some time, returned in the darkness to his confusion about 

what Jesus meant when he was talking about rebirth.  He simply 

doesn’t understand what it means to be born of the Spirit.  We will 

hear of him again at a later date, still working out the teaching he has 

heard. 

Two.  There is more to the conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus 

than are presented in this reading.    

After saying that the Son was sent into the world “in order that the 

world might be saved through him,” Jesus goes on to say  

Those who believe are not condemned; but those who do not 

believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in 

the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment, that 

the light has come into the world, and the people loved darkness 

rather than light because their deeds were evil.  For all who do 

evil hate the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But 

those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be 

clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.1 

                                                           
1
 John 3: 18-21. 
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Nicodemus has come to the light of the world for enlightenment, and is 

told that light is the key.  If one values God, one values the light and if 

one values the light, one is of the light.  

Yet Nicodemus disappears into the night again, or so we suppose, as the 

Gospel moves with Jesus about the Judean countryside, and Jesus 

starts performing some baptisms in the Jordan river. 

Baptism is of both water and Spirit as well.   

Nicodemus may be secret believer or he may not. 

Christians who have been subjected to persecution may have to decide 

what to say or do on any given occasion.  Do they stand up and proclaim, 

or do they sit down and look away? 

Nicodemus haunts us today.   

The Book of Acts is filled with heroic Christians, as are the letters of 

Paul and the stories of the martyrs of the church.  People who stood up 

and faced the music and claimed Christ as their savior and guide, 

whatever the cost.  Christians in Sudan have been killed, simply for 

being Christians.  Christians in Iraq and Iran and China and other 

places have been persecuted or exiled or imprisoned.   

Christians in Germany who stood up against Hitler and Naziism were 

sent to concentration camps as disloyal, while others who claimed to be 

Christians accepted Naziism and worked to support the Reich.  And, 

presumably, there were those who opposed the Reich but did not 

denounce it and did not struggle against it, but just held on as best 

they could to survive. 

We, too, are faced with choices. Do we argue with the atheists?  Do we 

defend progressive Christianity among our fundamentalist relatives and 
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friends?  Do we stand up for caged children or people who can’t afford 

both rent and medicine, or do we turn our heads away and hope it all 

goes away after the next election or some other miracle?  Do we hope 

someone else will fix it and we won’t ever be asked what we did during 

the refugee purges?   

Do we claim our own superior morality and blame others for things we 

ourselves will do nothing to fix? 

Yes, Nicodemus, caught between the darkness and the light, haunts us 

today. 

After Jesus died, Nicodemus went with Joseph of Arimathea, carrying 

100 pounds of spices2 - he would have needed a herd of camels to bring 

them all, and the piled spices would have buried fifty people. 

Did he do this out of love and faith, with some idea of honoring Jesus:  

did he do it to show off how much he valued Jesus, or did he want to 

make sure that Jesus was really dead and would stay dead?   

Was he of the light or of the darkness?  Are we of the light or of the 

darkness?  Did Nicodemus ever figure it out?  Will we? 

Just remember, my friends, “God did not send the Son into the world 

to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved 

through him.”3  These words are our hope.   In this Lenten season, when 

we ask the hard questions and wrestle with the difficult issues 

attendant on our human condition, remember this has always been and 

is now and always will be the whole point of the exercise. 

                                                           
2
 John 19:39. 

3
 John 3:17. 


