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John 3:1-17  (NRSV) 

3 Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a 

leader of the Jews. 2 He came to Jesus by night 

and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from 

God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of 

God.” 3 Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the 

kingdom of God without being born from above.” 4 Nicodemus said to him, 

“How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second 

time into the mother’s womb and be born?” 5 Jesus answered, “Very truly, I 

tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water 

and Spirit. 6 What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit 

is spirit. 7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from 

above.’ 8 The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but 

you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with 

everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 9 Nicodemus said to him, “How can 

these things be?” 10 Jesus answered him, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and 

yet you do not understand these things? 

11 “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we 

have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about 

earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about 

heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended into heaven except the one who 

descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the 

serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that 

whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  

16 “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.  17 “Indeed, 

God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order 

that the world might be saved through him. 
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The word of God 

Today we are looking at the story of Nicodemus.  While his name or his 
encounter with Jesus may not be memorable to some, there is one verse 

from this conversation of Jesus with Nicodemus that is.  It is John 3:16. (Say 
it with me) 

As a child I was given this verse to memorize.  I was taught that it was the 
basis of my salvation.  Maybe in your faith tradition you had this verse given 

to you as well.  For others, this may not be a familiar verse at all. But I 
remember being taught this verse as a central text for understanding 

salvation.  I didn’t know it as a child, but I understand now that I was taught 
a particular model or image that described what Jesus did on the cross.  It is 

a way of making a word picture so that we can teach the model easier and 
explain to others. 

I was taught what theologians call the ‘sacrificial’ model.  In the Old 
Testament, sacrifices were given to forgive the sins of the people.  So God 

sent Jesus as God’s own sacrifice for our sin doing away with the sacrificial 

system.  This made Jesus our High Priest or the One who laid down his own 
life as a sacrifice on our behalf.  This sacrifice of Jesus enabled believers to 

stand forgiven in the eyes of God. 

This way of stating what Jesus did on the cross may sound familiar to you as 

well.  Models or images of salvation exist from the earliest of theologians.  
We all want to understand God and what God was doing in Jesus Christ.  

Like Nicodemus, we are people seeking understanding.  If there are rules, 
tell us.   

Like Nicodemus, I had questions, lots of questions, surrounding the idea of 
salvation and what God was doing through Jesus. Maybe you have had lots 

of questions to that the ‘pat’ answers simply didn’t satisfy.  So, I began 
reading. 

From my reading, I learned that the earliest writers of faith never taught 
that a relationship with God was – take this step, say these words, your in.  

These writers consistently said that a relationship with God was the way 

John’s gospel described it: 

– deeply personal,  

– things working at a spiritual level,  

– relational  
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– and an ability to see God as the One who saves or rescues us by God’s 

own initiative (from above) and not anything that we do ourselves. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

What one needs to know is that different theologians and pastors will 
describe the work of Christ on the cross very differently.   It is because we 

want to feel that we understand the rules so that we can relate the rules to 
you.   

I’ll give you another example of a model of Christ’s work on the cross – the 

Feudal Lord example.  God is like a Feudal Lord in which we the servants 
owe a huge debt to God – a debt so large that it cannot be paid.  So God 

gives us Jesus to pay this debt for us.  Do you see the model – do you see 
the image? 

John Calvin, a theologian that many Presbyterians look to, made use of 
several of these models even calling Christ the example but most frequently 

Calvin would use the model of mediator.  Calvin would say that our primary 
predicament is our alienation from God and we needed someone who could 

mediate and bring reconciliation between us and God and, of course, that 
person was Jesus.  

Remember, in every image or model in speaking of what Christ has done on 
the cross, Calvin wanted to show that the reconciling is God’s work in Christ, 

but Calvin is very care to avoid any bifurcation that pictures God as the One 
who is wrathful and Christ as the One who is merciful. Calvin knew that God 

never said, “I will love you if . . . .”.  God loves us the way we are.  God sent 

Jesus, God incarnate, because God so loved the world. 

All Presbyterian pastors are teachers of reformed theology.  My role, as a 

pastor, is to teach the theology of this tradition of faith – the reformed 
tradition which I grew to love and appreciate.  What I learned is that the 

most important part to our reformed faith is that no matter how one might 
try to understand the work that Jesus accomplished on the cross it is done 

by God’s initiative, for us, given to us by God’s grace out of God’s great love 
for us.  There is nothing we can say or do that triggers or accesses God’s 

grace.  It is given to us freely out of God’s deep love for us. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
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The disciple John wants us to know something more than God’s great love 

for us.  John writes in his gospel that what he sees is Jesus inviting the 
reader into a relationship with God and Jesus Christ in a different way than 

the other gospels.  Only in John’s gospel do we hear of the deep connection 
between Jesus and God and how they share one life and how they invite us 

to share that life with them.   

We are invited to be God’s beloved, to enter a life of mutual knowing, loving 

and abiding in the life of God.  For the disciple John, our ability to relate to 
Jesus and God in a life of mutual knowing, loving and abiding is a great 

mystery that we can take possession of by our believing and living in the 
mystery one day at a time.   

This is what is taking place in the stories that the disciple John shares with 
us.  Some of the people in this gospel were determining for themselves who 

Jesus was – like the Pharisees who thought they knew everything and who 
missed the joy-filled, abiding, mutual-knowing relationship that was 

available to them in God through Jesus Christ.  Others in John’s gospel, like 

the Samaritan woman, would meet Jesus, hear Him speak, experience God 
in and through Him and enter that relationship of mutual knowing, loving 

and abiding in God.   

It is the same today.  Some people hear the gospel and by their believing 

enter in the life of mutual knowing and abiding in God.  Others do not – 
others choose to rely on themselves and make their own relationships.  

What those who do not enter into this abiding relationship in God miss is a 
rapport a familial connection that is accepting, loving and where we 

experience grace and mercy that we then want to give and share with 
others.  

It is important to understand the Greek word for believing.  It is pisteuo.  
The word for believe is present tense, active voice.  Believing is meant to be 

an ongoing action and not a one-time event.   

It is in believing that God loves us, that God is present with us, that God 

walks with us which draws us into a life abiding in God.  This simplicity of 

believing is what Nicodemus, as a person who understood the law, had a 
hard time with.  Nicodemus speaks at an intellectual level and Jesus speaks 

at a spiritual level.   

This gospel story of John’s is a story about an encounter with someone who 

believes Jesus is who He says He is but can’t quite let go of his heritage, his 
legalistic mind and his culture that keeps him from opening himself to God.  
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Jesus extends an invitation to Nicodemus to step into this welcoming 

relationship and live in the freedom of God, letting go of the laws and the 
rules that prevented him from enjoying a full and wonderful relationship with 

God.   

I believe that John puts this encounter in his gospel because he knows that 

Nicodemus isn’t the only one who wants the rules, the model, the image.  
We all do.  Maybe John knew that many people who believe that Jesus is the 

son of God might have the same trouble as Nicodemus.  Some of us have a 
hard time knowing that the simplicity of believing takes us deeper into our 

relationship with God and Jesus Christ and our faith is our acknowledgment 
that we are in that relationship. 

What John is trying to get us to see is that God is a relational God and God 
wants us to believe and to keep believing so that we know the joy of abiding 

in the love of God every moment of our lives. 

Believing tells us that we are God’s children and God is at work in our lives 

to bring us peace, joy, the knowledge that we have a sure foundation to 

stand on.  God is there to stand with us even when there is threat of Covid-
19 viruses.  God is there to walk with us when there seems to be no 

answers.  God is there to walk through all the valleys of life and the valleys 
of death.  

God is there at work in and through this church.  God is already at work in 
the heart of your next pastor.   

By believing every day in God, what we are doing is we are abiding in God.  
The hope is that we will let go of what we cannot control, we will worry less 

and walk in faith that God is walking with us. 

I have a bit of Nicodemus in me too thinking that I must be in charge and 

controlling everything and have all the answers.  I like structure.  I like rules 
and trust me, I have had my share of doubts.  I went after the rule, if there 

was one, about what I was supposed to say or do to unlock my path to God.  

When I discovered that God had done everything for me out of God’s great 

love, and gave it to me freely, what a relief.   

I know, some of you may still need to hold onto a model or an image to try 
to understand and feel that you have said or done something to activate 

God’s acceptance.  That’s okay.  What is important is that I teach that our 
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acceptance, our being children of God is pure gift, given freely out of God’s 

great love for us and our believing brings us into that mutual knowing, 
abiding relationship that God so desires. 

Let us pray: 

Holy One, thank you for Jesus.  Thank you that you loved everyone of us so 

much that you would step incarnate into this world; that you would walk 
with us, teach us, lead us and yes even suffer for and with us.  In the name 

of Jesus we pray, Amen. 

 

 


