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Third Sunday of Lent, Year A 
March 12, 2017 
St. James Church 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
If you have ever memorized any Bible verse in your life,  
I’m betting you’ve memorized John 3:16.  
“For God so long the world that he gave his only Son,  
so that everyone who believes in him  
may not perish, but may have eternal life.” 
 
If Christianity had a motto, a single catchphrase,  
it very well might be this verse.  
Martin Luther called it “the gospel in a nutshell.” 
 
The verse is so popular, it’s on bumper stickers.  
It’s nearly as common a sight at football stadiums  
as Budweiser signs are.  
 
Unfortunately, it’s also become sort of a code,  
a dog whistle.  
Truth is, this Bible verse has often been used  
not to reassure people of God’s love for us all,  
but to divide people,  
to demean people,  
to reinforce the worldview of certain so-called “born again Christians”  
who insist that they and they alone  
have a lock on truth,  
a lock on salvation. 
What a tragic misuse of these words of our Savior. 
 
As is so often the case with Scripture,  
when we read this verse as a stand-alone,  
apart from its larger context,  
we run the risk of missing the point.  
It’s not like it’s a tweet from Jesus,  
meant to convey a profound meaning in 140 characters or less.  
It’s not meant to be bumper sticker theology. 
No, it’s part of a much richer conversation  
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between Jesus and a man called Nicodemus.  
 
This lengthy conversation that Jesus has with Nicodemus  
is one of several lengthy conversations with individuals  
that the gospel of John recounts,  
and we’re going to be listening in on those conversations  
during these Sundays leading up to Easter.  
 
In each case, the person talking to Jesus  
represents some aspect of each of us.  
I don’t doubt that Nicodemus was a real person,  
but he’s also an archetype.  
Nicodemus puts flesh and bones  
on the confusion and doubt and longing  
that occasionally inhabits each of us.  
We are all Nicodemus.  
 
Now John tells us that Nicodemus  
was a leader among the Pharisees.  
As such, he was clearly devoted to the Jewish establishment.  
In public, he would have spouted the party line. 
But in private, he had his doubts.  
And so he visits Jesus under cover of darkness.  
He knows there’s something special about Jesus,  
and he wants a better glimpse. 
He wants to know what this Jesus is all about. 
 
So Jesus answers the door late at night,  
lets Nicodemus come in,  
and then, as you can nearly always count on Jesus to do,  
he says something astounding.  
“Very truly, I tell you,” Jesus says, 
“no one can see the Kingdom of God without being born from above.” 
 
In other words, glimpsing the Kingdom of God  
isn’t a matter of praying a certain way,  
or believing a certain way,  
or adopting a certain set of liturgical customs.  
It’s about a complete rebirth of our entire existence. 
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And hearing this, a confused Nicodemus makes a classic mistake.  
He confuses something meant as metaphor  
with something meant to be literal.  
“How can I go back into my mother’s womb and be born again?” he asks.  
 
He missed the point.  
The second birth that Jesus referred to  
comes not from below, but from above, from God.  
Jesus was talking about changing an entire way of life.  
About setting out on a journey  
every bit as epic and life-changing  
as Abraham and Sarah leaving their home and all that they knew,  
and setting out for a new land. 
 
That’s a scary proposition.  
And then Jesus goes on to talk about wind and the spirit, 
And to refer to this obscure story about a serpent from the book of Numbers. 
Obscure yes, but Nicodemus, being a devout scholar of the law, 
surely knew the story. 
 
While the ancient Israelites were wandering around in the desert, 
they got frustrated and impatient, 
and they complained about God and about Moses. 
In response, God sent “fiery serpents” into the Israelite camp that bit them, 
and many died because of it.  
 
But they repented.  
So God instructed Moses to create a bronze statue of a serpent, 
and to put it up on a pole, up high. 
And all those who were bitten by the serpents 
could gaze upward and look upon that bronze serpent, 
and they would live, not die from the poison. 
 
Whether it actually happened just that way, 
or whether this is yet another metaphor 
for finding salvation when we are lost in the wilderness, 
I cannot say.  
But Jesus knew the story, 
and he grasped the parallels to his own story. 
He knew what was coming. 
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But Nicodemus did not.  
Like his ancient Israelite ancestors,  
Nicodemus was still wandering in the wilderness, 
still in the dark, 
still waiting for enlightenment. 
Enlightenment did come for Nicodemus, 
but it didn’t happen overnight.  
When he left Jesus’s place that night,  
he didn’t know just WHAT he believed.  
And there are a lot of gaps in Nicodemus’s story. 
What happened to him after that night? 
We don’t know. 
 
We catch a glimpse of him in Chapter 7  
when he reminds his colleagues  
that the law requires that a person be heard before being judged.  
It sounds as if he’s begun his journey to rebirth at that point, 
but not yet arrived. 
He’s not mentioned again – until the end of John’s gospel.  
And that’s when we see that something must’ve happened,  
that some seed that was planted that evening with Jesus  
must’ve finally bloomed.  
 
As Jesus is hanging crucified,  
and all the other male disciples have fled,  
Nicodemus appears at the foot of the cross,  
carrying with him about a hundred pounds of spices  
for embalming Jesus’ body.  
It is an extraordinary display of devotion,  
a gift truly fit for a king.   
 
As Nicodemus looked up at Jesus’ lifeless body, 
he surely must have remembered the Master’s words: 
“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. 
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.”  
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So we don’t know what Nicodemus was thinking 
when he left Jesus’s home that night. 
But little by little, his heart was broken open,  
and he was born again,  
finding his way from darkness and doubt,  
at last being able to truly see the Kingdom of God, 
standing there, at the foot of the cross. 
 
That’s a journey we are all invited to make during Lent. 
Remember, we are all Nicodemus.  
We all have our doubts, we all have questions. 
But this much is certain: 
All our journeys must end at the foot of the cross. 
We’ve all got to go to that dark and terrible place. 
 
Because it is only when we are there  
that like Nicodemus, 
we may at last lift up our eyes,  
and gaze on the one who came not to condemn, but to save.  
And we, at last, will see the Kingdom of God. 
 
 
 
 


