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Readings: Genesis 12:1–4a (Psalm 121, Romans 4:1-5,13-17) 
  John 3:1–17 !
Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night… !
What brings you to Jesus? What is it that above all speaks to your soul in such a way that you join in with a 
community of people some who you don’t know, some you know only by association here, some who you 
know really well? I know there are as many answers as there are people sitting here today, and more besides. 
Each of us has our own set of experiences in which our faith has been formed, tested and which gives us 
ongoing meaning in our lives. It may be that we are very clear about it all, or that for some of us it is still a 
bit of a mystery why we’re here at all, yet we are, and somehow the figure of Jesus is central to it all.  !
What brought Nicodemus to Jesus? He appears to be coming out of a position of strength. After all he is 
one of the Pharisees, a leader of the Jews. Yet here he is coming at night, and he comes with more doubts 
than certainty. He comes in search of answers. When we read of people coming to Jesus in the gospels 
invariably we read of beggars, lepers, mothers with children, sick people, sinners open about their condition 
who Jesus responds to in all their vulnerability. Yet despite his education, his position, his respectability, 
Nicodemus brings a vulnerability, a need for answers, and for help to understand the answers he gets. As we 
go through the conversation we come to the point where he realises how little he understands and he asks 
in uncertainty and confusion, “How can these things be?” !
What has caused his confusion? It seems as though it has been this image of being born from above, born 
of the Spirit, born again. That is one of the confusions for us today it seems too. We’re only too aware that 
there seems to be a spiritual “elite” who claim to know they are “born again” and that claim nearly always 
implies that there are others who aren’t and therefore not quite fully Christian. “Born agains” it seems claim 
you have to “come to Jesus”, simply accept him as “your personal Lord and Saviour”, and you will be saved. 
It is a deeply personal image but one which if is made the only one is also deeply flawed as an adequate 
expression of faith.  !
One writer, Marcus Borg, has in a little book I used in a study group a few years ago, The Heart of 
Christianity, given a helpful way to understand this. Being “born again” has the same root image as the idea 
particularly in Paul’s writing of dying and rising again. It is about the process of transformation at the 
centre of Christian life. When we say that in baptism we die and are raised again, we don’t literally mean a 
person dies. Rather we mean that their lives are transformed, that we come to life in a new way of being, a 
w ay of being and an identity centred in the sacred, in the Spirit, in Christ, in God. To use the old image of 
heaven above, then to have an identity centred in God makes sense and born again is the same as being 
born from above. It is living from the perspective that God as creator has made all things good, loves all 
things and acts accordingly. For Paul, the old “man” is one that is focussed very much on self to the 
exclusion of others, where as the new is “in Christ,” in “the body” which is the new community of the 
church. It is about a new orientation to living. Sometimes that can be expressed in moral codes, but more 
often it is about the transformation of the heart. !
Back to Nicodemus for a minute. He comes to Jesus under cover, out of sight of his respected colleagues. 
Perhaps they might have judged him as lacking in something in his faith, something they could “fix.” He 
comes at that time of the day when in the dark many of us wrestle with our fears, our questions, our 
doubts, and yes, our deepest needs too. We can only guess at the tone of his questions, whether he was 
sincere or simply being argumentative, or whether he was awed by Jesus, or just trying to find a way to trap 
him in his teachings. What do Jesus’ answers really do for him – anger him, puzzle him, or do they lead to 
new life? We find Nicodemus mentioned again, first in chapter 7 and verse 51 where he steps in to temper 
the judgement of his colleagues, and then after the death of Jesus, he helps Joseph of Arimathea lay Jesus’ 



body in the tomb. Clearly what happened that night opened Nicodemus to more than just noting Jesus’ 
teaching. There is a sense of grace at work in that night meeting as he struggled with the implications of 
Jesus’ message. !
You see Jesus doesn’t leave Nicodemus with the questions, questions which could leave him still with a 
closed framework to operate in. Jesus brings it all down to belief it seems. John 3:16 – all you have to do is 
believe, except that is not all that the word used means. It also means these things: to be committed to, to put 
one’s trust in, to place confidence in. Now if we reread 15 and 16 we get this message. “that whoever trusts in 
him may have eternal life. For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who puts 
their confidence in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” Neither of those alternatives have any 
sense of simple intellectual assent to anything. Rather they are about an attitude, an orientation of ones life. 
The other readings for today pick that up. Abram puts his trust in God and goes into an unknown future. 
Paul, in Romans, makes Abraham the fore runner of being righteous, of being in right relationship with 
God. The psalm we sang is a hymn to the one in whom we can put our trust because God does not sleep, 
God, Yahweh, is our keeper, keeping our lives now and forevermore.  !
Our faith then that believes in God, trusts in Jesus, has confidence in the Spirit is something we grow into, 
are led into. There is no requirement to meet, but rather a quality that grows as our relationship with God 
deepens. For us too the mystery of grace is working. This way of talking brings the text home more 
meaningfully to our hearts, to our souls. This is the working of the Spirit. Who among us doesn’t long at 
times for a new heart within? Who doesn’t question God in the darkest of our nights of fear and doubt, 
hoping for reassurance? And who among us hasn’t yearned to know that this, all of this – our lives, our 
world – springs from love? These verse 15–17 are not about judgement, they are about reassuring us where 
all of this comes from – a God who loves the world. Being “born again” understand that spiritual growth 
emphasises relationship and experience rather than doctrine and dogma. It speaks of a new life marked by 
“freedom, joy, peace, and love.”This sounds a lot more like grace than judgment and do. We can’t save 
ourselves. This new life, this free gift is one we cannot earn. !
The why of what God is doing, the gift of Jesus, the gift of new life, it all comes from love. But love only 
works in relationship. Which brings us back to belief. Marcus Borg says that we’ve lost the original meaning 
of belief – the word “creed” comes from “credo” – “I believe”? According to Borg, “credo” doesn’t mean, “I 
agree with these intellectual statements,” because its root words really mean, “I give my heart to.” And the 
word belief, before our modern, scientific age, wasn’t about statements or propositions – it was directed 
toward a person: to hold dear, to prize, to commit oneself to that person, to be in a relationship with that 
person whom we trust. Borg says, “Most simply, to believe meant to love. Indeed the English words believe 
and belove are related. What we believe is what we belove. Faith is about beloving God” 
Now Nicodemus came to Jesus in the night, hiding himself. John goes on to show that love leads to the 
light shining in on the way the world is, showing that the world’s ways aren’t the ways of love, . What do I 
need to do to be saved? is a question of the world. There are no instructions to follow, as if it were all up to 
us and what we can do, rather than about what God is doing in this world, or doing for this world that 
God loves so much. If belief, if faith is really a matter of the heart and soul, the answers aren’t up here, in 
our heads. And what really matters, more than our words or claims or creeds or arguments, is a love that 
can’t be measured or restricted, contained or boxed in, a love that can’t be held back or kept away by us 
from any of God’s children – God’s own love for the world that was so great that only God’s beloved, 
beloved child was a good enough gift for such a beloved world.  
The answer was right there, that night, right there in front of Nicodemus. In every loving, grace-filled 
moment of our lives, in the life of this church striving to be the Body of Christ in a world that is hungry 
both physically and spiritually, the answer is right there, in front of us. May we have eyes to see and hearts 
to love, and to understand. Amen. !
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


