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Sermon 3 12 17 

 “I’ll tell you what. You leave your country, your home and your family, and you and 

your wife go to a land that you’ve never seen, but I’m going to give it to you.”  “OK?”  “And 

I’m going to bless you and you’re going to have many children and become a great nation.” 

“OK?”   Would I go? Would you go?  

 Consider the proposition. No. It wasn’t even a proposition. It was an order, a 

commandment. Abram doesn’t know why. He just knows he’s supposed to do this thing 

because God told him to.  Now whether this is a myth to explain the beginnings of the 

Nation of Israel, or whether it isn’t, it’s quite likely that there was a man who clearly made 

an impression during his time, and his name was Abram. Just as there probably was an 

Oedipus, and a Theseus. Their life stories developed over time. Abram was someone who 

was set apart or who set himself apart as a man of great curiosity, imagination, and faith. 

 Most of the origin stories of that time were about gods and demi-gods – everyone of 

any importance had a divine ancestor. Abram doesn’t claim a divine ancestor. Most of the 

mythologies of that time were about gods, heroes, and kings. Abram hadn’t fought in any 

great battles. He was a nomad, a man who lived in a tent and cared for his flocks and moved 

from place to place, looking for good pasture and water.  Most people of that time didn’t 

have conversations with their god. Abram did. He walked and talked with God, his one and 

only God.  He didn’t need a priest to interpret for him. He was in constant communication.  

His relationship with God was, surprisingly, very modern. 

 What set Abram apart from every other nomad and shepherd, from every other 

person of his age, was his faith, his abiding, everyday, I-don’t-have-to-speak-through-an-

intermediary faith.  He didn’t have to get God’s attention. He just started talking. God was 

an everyday presence for him, as real as his wife. He went for walks with God. He not only 

walked and talked with God.  He listened. And he learned.  

 Abram had the great, one-size-fits-all, portable, suitable-for-all-occasions God. No 

other gods were like that. God was Abram’s friend.  No other gods were friends.  And this 

friend was well worth having faith in.  Abram believed.  And so he did what God asked him 

to do. How did he come to have that faith? I think it was because he was in communication 

with God all the time. 
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 Jesus talked about faith with Nicodemus. He knew he was talking to a sophisticated, 

intelligent, well-educated man, a leader and a teacher, a Pharisee who, even though he 

didn’t want to be seen talking with Jesus, was genuinely curious and needed to know if his 

perception that Jesus was from God was correct. Did he dare believe that Jesus was the 

Messiah?   

 Nicodemus is one of the most interesting characters in the Bible. We meet him only 

three times (this time was the first) and we meet him only in John. Nicodemus was 

conflicted. He is a very modern character in that regard. He had his bedrock beliefs, but for 

a man of his social status, living with the reality of being a citizen of an occupied country, 

entertaining even the notion that the Messiah is a possible reality, not just a mythic, pie-in-

the sky, someday figure, a myth to lighten the hearts of the downtrodden masses… this was 

dangerous, even suicidal.  

 And yet, Nicodemus was a very good Jew, a Pharisee. His faith promised that there 

would be a Messiah – someday. Could it be now? And to muddy the waters even further, 

times were so desperate that it seemed as if Messiahs were popping up all over the place. 

There were many others who claimed to be the Messiah. But this one was different – and he 

had John the Baptist’s support.  

 So Nicodemus did the logical thing. He went to talk to Jesus – secretly – to find out 

for himself. He addressed Jesus respectfully, “Rabbi/Teacher, we know you have come from 

God because you couldn’t perform the signs and miracles you do without God.” Essentially, 

Nicodemus was asking, “What do I do with this?” And Jesus really frustrated him by telling 

him that he must be reborn in order to become part of the Kingdom of God.  Poor 

Nicodemus. He was just too literal.  Jesus taught with parables, using metaphors.  Some 

people have a hard time with metaphors. Nicodemus asked, “Do I have to enter into the 

womb again? How does that work? What are you really saying?” So Jesus told him that he 

must be reborn of the Holy Spirit, in faith and of water, i.e. baptized – to signify his rebirth. 

We not only talk in metaphors – sometimes we act in metaphor. Baptism is a metaphoric 

action that tells the world we are washed clean of our sins forever by the Holy Spirit and 

the water signifies that. We are reborn out of the water, just as we are reborn from the 

Spirit into life with Christ. 
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 Nicodemus couldn’t quite follow it. “How can these things be?” he asked. And Jesus 

rather impatiently asked him how he could be one of the teachers of Israel and not get the 

metaphor? Not get the meaning? “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and 

testify to what we have seen…” Yet Nicodemus just couldn’t grasp it. Then Jesus warned 

him that this wasn’t the half of it! “I’ve told you about what can and must happen to you 

here on earth and you’re having trouble with it. How are you going to react when I tell you 

about Heaven? About life after death???” And just to completely flummox him, Jesus hinted 

at his own, Jesus’, resurrection. 

 Finally Jesus told him the formula – why he came to earth. God loves the world so 

much that he sent his Son to conquer death so that everyone who believes that Jesus 

conquered death --- their lives won’t end with death, the usual wages of sin, -- No!—their 

lives won’t end at all! They will have eternal life. 

 And finally Jesus says the simple truth, “I’m not here to condemn you. I’m here to 

save you.” 

 The next thing we read in John is that Jesus and the disciples go off to the 

countryside.  We don’t know how Nicodemus left Jesus.  What was he thinking? Was he the 

confused intellectual who had a hard time committing to something he just couldn’t 

understand? Did he need to understand, intellectually, the mystery of faith? Some things we 

comprehend with the heart, not with the mind. Faith needs a whole-hearted “buy-in.” Was 

Nicodemus tempted to follow the crowd and join with his fellow Pharisees in condemning 

Jesus?  I don’t think he was that kind of man. 

Who was this Jesus? How could Nicodemus reconcile the truth he felt with Jesus 

with the teachings he had been taught and was himself teaching to others?  Not good to be 

a Pharisee who wasn’t sure of himself!   

 We don’t know what happened – what Nicodemus left with, but later, at Jesus’ trial 

he was courageous enough to remind his fellow Pharisees that anyone who is bought to 

trial has the right to speak in his own defense. But he was very clever.  He didn’t publicly 

commit to being a follower of Jesus, just to being a fair interpreter of the law. Was 

Nicodemus giving himself more time to come to a conclusion?   

 Then, the third time we meet him, Nicodemus joined with his fellow Pharisee, 

Joseph of Arimathea – two of the most unlikely men came to Pilate to claim Jesus’ body.  
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They were willing to care for and carefully prepare the body of a dead non-violent rebel, a 

misfit, a homeless man from Galilee. What process did Nicodemus go through to get to that 

point? This was the act of a sorrowing man of faith. 

The Gospel of John tells us, “Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also 

came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds. They took 

the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial 

custom of the Jews.”     

One hundred pounds of myrrh, one hundred pounds of myrrh -- equal in value, in 

those days, to one hundred pounds of gold. That’s a lot of myrrh… to wrap up a dead 

madman you’re not even sure you believe in.   

 That’s the last we hear of Nicodemus.   

But I believe Nicodemus moved from having respect for Jesus to believing in him, a 

journey familiar to many of us. He questioned as we all question. But then he took the leap 

of faith. He brought his heart and his literal mind together in faith. 

Did Nicodemus hear word of the resurrection? Did he go back to check the tomb? 

Was he among the followers who received the Holy Spirit at Pentecost? Was he ever 

haunted by the late night discussion he had with Jesus? Did he figure out what “born again” 

means? We can’t know, but I think Nicodemus became a man of faith in Jesus. He took that 

turn in the road.   

   Nicodemus brought his heart and mind together in faith. He could have said no.  He 

had free will just as we do.  Where do our hearts and minds lead us? He believed. Do we 

believe?  Free will and faith. Free will is a gift.  And a real stinker of a responsibility.  Is faith 

our response? 

 


