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Sermon for Lent 2, March 16th 2014 

Genesis 12.1-4a; Romans 4.1-5, 13-17; John 3.1-17 

It’s difficult to know whether Nicodemus was prone to a kind of literal-mindedness, or if 

there was in fact a glint of humour in his eye when he asked the question – “Can one enter a 

second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” 

Whichever it was, Nicodemus was an open-minded Jewish leader, who took Jesus seriously.  

He wanted dialogue with Jesus – and Jesus understood that.  So when Nicodemus 

approached him, not openly in daylight hours, but well after the sun had set, Jesus said 

something extraordinary to get him thinking. 

He had been preaching about the kingdom of God or the kingdom of heaven – on that all 

the gospels are agreed – but now Jesus says: 

“Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above”.  
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What does that mean?  Well Jesus goes on to speak about being born of water and Spirit, 

perhaps a reference to baptism.  We hear about water as a symbol of eternal life in the 

story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well.    Later on Jesus declares, 

“He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living 

water.’ “.  John, the author of the gospel, says this is a reference to the Spirit which would 

be given when Jesus was glorified.  Baptism as we understand it belongs to the days after 

Jesus’ glorification.  So it’s difficult to know for sure whether Jesus is referring to baptism 

when he speaks to Nicodemus.  He goes on to speak of salvation as a free gift, given in 

response to faith: 

‘ … just as Moses 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’. 

The Old Testament reference is to an episode in the Book of Numbers when the Israelites in 

the wilderness were grumbling and losing faith.  After they were attacked by a plague of 

serpents, Moses prayed for the people.   The LORD told Moses to make a serpent and to set 
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it up on a pole.  Moses made a serpent of brass.  If anyone was bitten by a serpent, he could 

look up at the brass serpent and his life would be spared. 

Here the reference is of course to Jesus’ approaching death on the cross.  John sees the 

glory of Jesus, Son of Man, most clearly in the desolation, the humiliation, of his crucifixion.  

Just as the Israelites’ lives were saved from the poisonous bites of the serpents when they 

looked up at the brass serpent, so Jesus would take on himself the burden of the sin of the 

world, so that those who believed in him could find salvation.  Such a salvation is not a 

reward, but a gift.   

We hear about Nicodemus on a later occasion when the temple police were being 

castigated by the Pharisees for failing to arrest Jesus.  Nicodemus, a Pharisee himself, 

intervened. 

“Does our law”, he asked them, “permit us to pass judgement on someone without first 

giving him a hearing and learning the facts?”   
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He appears for a third time in John’s gospel when he joins Joseph of Arimathea after the 

crucifixion, and they take the body of Jesus for a customary Jewish burial in a new tomb.  It 

seems that Nicodemus, like Joseph, was by now a disciple of Jesus, though perhaps a secret 

one. 

Now all four gospels make mention of Joseph of Arimathea, described in Mark’s words as ‘a 

respected member of the council, who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God’.  

Nicodemus is only mentioned in John’s gospel, so some have wondered whether John 

doesn’t introduce this character into the story simply to give a reason for Jesus’ discourse in 

John chapter 3.  Is the discourse indeed the fruit of years of meditation and reflection on the 

part of the evangelist, rather than an exact reproduction of Jesus’ own words? 

You are probably aware that John’s gospel contains a number of discourses rather different 

from what we have in the other gospels.  On the other hand, the Sermon on the Mount in 

Matthew’s gospel has no parallel in the gospels of Mark and John, although there is a 

shorter version in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain.  Rather than expecting historical exactitude, 

we must view the gospels as different but perhaps equally inspired portraits of Christ and 
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the kind of people he encountered.  If the evidence for Joseph of Arimathea’s historical 

existence seems stronger than that of Nicodemus, never mind.  The suggestion is that some 

Jewish leaders did become disciples of Jesus.    

Of the three Abrahamic religions, Judaism is of course the oldest, and Christianity has its 

roots in Judaism.   When Paul wrote to the Romans about the righteousness of believers by 

virtue of their faith rather than any good works, he traced this righteousness back to 

Abraham, the first patriarch.  

According to the story in the book of Genesis, Abram was the son of Terah.  Terah had set 

out from Ur for the land of Canaan, but had not reached it.  Instead he had settled in Haran.  

From this settled existence Abram, his son, was called by the LORD to journey to another 

land, where he would become the founder of a great nation.   Abram set out in a spirit of 

faith and obedience, taking his wife Sarai and his deceased brother’s son, Lot. 

It was the first of many such calls to Abram – and it was difficult for Abram to believe the 

LORD’s promise because it seemed that Sarai could not bear children.  Yet Abram had a 
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vision in which the word of the LORD came to him, telling him that his descendants would 

be countless – like the stars. We are told that Abram ‘believed the LORD; and he reckoned it 

to him as righteousness’.  This verse is quoted in the reading from Paul’s letter to the 

Romans that we heard today. 

As a way round her continuing childlessness, Sarai suggested that Abram sire a child by her 

maid Hagar and thus Ishmael was born.  Again the LORD appeared to Abram and told him 

that his name would now be Abraham, father of a multitude of nations.  

In the end Sarah herself bore a son who was called Isaac. 

Despite his ongoing doubts, Abram, who became Abraham, was a man of faith.  That may 

sound like a contradiction.  He had indeed readily obeyed the LORD when he left his settled 

existence in Haran for an unknown future in Canaan, but it was very difficult to remain 

patient and to trust God in the long term. 

For Paul he is the father of us all, the pioneer of faith. 
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Some of us recently took part in an international Day of Prayer for Egypt.  The theme of the 

service, held in countries all over the world, was ‘Streams in the Desert’.  We heard the 

gospel story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well.  A speaker from the 

Coptic Orthodox Church spoke about the spirit of hope amongst Christians in Egypt, despite 

the persecution they are suffering.  Despite their suffering they experience peace and joy 

because their faith is in the God who gave us his Son.   

Those born of the Spirit are like Abraham in that they trust God for the short and the long 

term.  However, the Spirit is like the wind – indeed the Greek word for ‘spirit’ is the same as 

the Greek word for ‘wind’.  You cannot be sure which way the wind will blow – and you 

cannot be sure how the Spirit will move in the heart of a Christian. 

We are pilgrims and we are seeking a kingdom that is not of this world. 

Amen. 


