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Nicodemus gets kind of a bad rap. He’s one of the characters in the 

Jesus story who doubts. Who questions. How dare he? 

Here he has Jesus right in front of him, he’s seen signs and wonders—

miracles—he says himself that Jesus is obviously “a teacher who has 

come from God,” and still he has the audacity to question what 

Jesus is saying to him.  

Who does Nicodemus think he is? 

To be honest though, I feel like Nicodemus most of the time. 

Believing in something bigger than us is hard, no matter what it is.  

Like, believing the Orioles will ever make it to the World Series 

again… I mean, I WANT to believe… ;-) 

  1



So, believing all the crazy, beautiful, confusing stuff that Jesus says 

is REALLY hard. Even when we WANT to. I get our friend Nick. 

Here he is. Nicodemus shows up in the middle of the night to talk to 

Jesus. Night, in the gospel of John, is code for unbelief or incorrect 

belief, so what the author is trying to tell us here is that Nicodemus 

isn’t a proper disciple. He doesn’t believe all the right things. He 

doesn’t fully get it.  

So he goes to Jesus at night, with his broken kind of faith and his 

ever-present questions, and Jesus answers him with a speech about 

being born again. Born from above. About the Spirit and eternal life. 

About how God loves the world. 

Beautiful words… that poor Nicodemus just can’t quite understand.  
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See, Nicodemus is the kind of person who takes things literally. Who 

tries to master concepts. Who thinks he can and should know all of 

the answers all of the time. So when Jesus starts speaking of being 

born again, all Nicodemus can think is, “that’s not possible. That’s 

not how bodies work. I’ve never seen anyone be born again and so 

nobody can be born again.” 

And he blurts out, “HOW CAN THIS BE?”  

Nicodemus has seen miracles with his own eyes. And here he is, 

sitting in front of Jesus—who he knows is divine—and still, he is full 

of questions. STILL, it is hard to believe. “How can this be,” he asks. 

Time and time again. 

____________________________________________________ 
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Nicodemus gets a bad wrap for this, but I feel like we’re all 

Nicodemus when it comes to God. We just can’t ever quite fully 

understand. Hear. Grasp. Even when we want to. 

The message is too powerful. The miracles are too amazing. The 

promises are too huge. We, humans, simply don’t speak the same 

language as Jesus, so it’s easy to misunderstand what he’s saying. 

It’s understandable not to understand. It’s normal to doubt and 

question, like Nicodemus: “How can these things be?” 

__________________________________________________________ 

No time is this more obvious than in our communal struggle to 

interpret this very story from the gospel of John, and, in particular, 

the end of it. John 3:16. 
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John 3:16 is the most quoted verse of the bible. “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in 

him may not perish but have eternal life.”  

It’s one of the last things Jesus says to Nicodemus, and it’s on the 

long list of things Nick has a hard time understanding. The radical 

love of God… how can this be? 

John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so 

that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal 

life” is also at the top of the list of teachings that the church has 

had a hard time understanding.  

This one sentence has been used—and abused—to make those who 

are in the Jesus club feel safe and secure and graced and loved, 

while simultaneously wagging a finger at everyone on the “outside.”  
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John 3:16 is often interpreted to mean that, sure, you’re saved… IF 

you believe all the right things. If you don’t? Well, you perish. Too 

bad.  

John 3:16 has been interpreted to mean that God so loves the world

—and us—kind of conditionally. And the condition, of course, is our 

behavior. Our being good enough, faithful enough, righteous enough. 

Our being better than folks like Nicodemus, who don’t quite get it. 

Who struggle with unbelief. 

John 3:16 has been used to exclude and shame and scare people into 

churches, and, I fear, in recent years, it has excluded and shamed 

and scared people right back out of churches, too.  

Well, I want John 3:16 back. So. Hear it again, a little differently 

this time… 
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This is how God loved the world: God got dressed in skin and was 

born in a barn.  

He crawled and toddled and got taller, bit by bit.  

He ate and drank and danced and cried.  

He loved and lost and taught and healed and got arrested.  

He was tortured and murdered by the state because divinity 

wrapped up in so much extraordinary ordinariness was too confusing, 

too offensive, too unknown and unpredictable, too mysterious to let 

stand.  

So they nailed him to a cross and he died and was buried.  

Wrapped in cloth and placed in the dark.  
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This is how God loves the world: God puts on skin and walks around 

with us. Has the hard conversations with us.  

Suffers sleepless nights like us.  

Gets his heart broken like us.  

Mends broken hearts like us.  

Goes to weddings like us.  

Laughs with children, walks by the sea, cares for his family, builds 

things with his hands like us.  

This is how God loves the world: God puts on skin and suffers with 

us. Bleeds with us.  

Dies with us.  

No matter what, God shows up. 

There’s nothing conditional about it. There’s nothing held back, 

nothing that waits on our readiness or willingness or holiness. No. 

This is just how God loves.  
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God creates and enters right into creation. All of it. All of us. All the 

time.  

No exceptions. No conditions.  

The whole world. This is how God loves. Believe it or not. 

As Karoline Lewis points out, God, in Jesus, loves a Samaritan 

woman. God loves a man paralyzed his entire life. God loves a man 

blind from birth. God loves Jesus’ friend dead in the tomb for four 

days. God loves Peter who will deny his discipleship. 

God loves those fearful of deportation, our transgender siblings 

singled out as criminals, those of races other than white, women 

who continue to march, our Jewish siblings hated once again for 

their loyalty to the God of Israel, our Muslim siblings vilified for 

devotion and obedience to the same God—our God—and the world, 

the cosmos, that wonders who will protect it. 

This is how God loves: no exceptions. 

__________________________________________________ 
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This is also how God loves Nicodemus. The main character in our 

gospel reading this morning. A man who is so sure he knows 

everything but who clearly can’t wrap his mind around the miracles 

that Jesus is performing or the good news that Jesus is preaching.  

A man who is struggling to believe.  

Nicodemus shows up in the middle of the night to talk to Jesus. He 

doesn’t believe all the right things. He doesn’t fully get it. He’s not a 

perfect person. He doubts and questions and struggles with faith… 

And yet, when he arrives in the middle of the night, there is Jesus. 

Waiting to be with him. Waiting to hear his questions. Waiting, 

patiently, to explain heaven and earth and everything that ever was 

and will be to this one person. To Nicodemus. To speak of a love 

unspeakable. 
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And when Nicodemus STILL can’t quite understand, Jesus simply 

shows him.  

Jesus stays up with Nicodemus all night, and then the next day he 

begins his ministry to the world.  

He baptizes and preaches, he befriends the unfriendable, he heals 

on the Sabbath—breaking rules in the name of mercy.  

Jesus walks on water and feeds thousands of hungry people with only 

a few loaves and fishes—flaunting the laws of nature in the name of 

generosity.  

He goes to where the suffering is, he suffers, and he dies—defying 

every expectation of strength, defying our limited, human 

understanding of power, showing us, finally, what love really looks 

like. 

______________________________________________________ 
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The kind of love that God offers—boundless and sacrificial and 

unconditional—it’s beyond us.  

This love can change us is ways we can’t begin to imagine—it’s like 

being born all over again. And just like a child opening its eyes for 

the first time, how could we predict what gifts and adventures might 

come along in these lives we’ve been given? In each day that we are 

loved new by the creator of the universe.  

There is much that could be said about Nicodemus—about his faith, 

his doubt, his questions—but perhaps the most important thing we 

can say today is this: 

God loved Nicodemus. So much that God put on skin and showed up 

in the darkest night to listen and teach and comfort this one person. 

And us, through him.  

_____________________________________ 
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Even as we question, even as we struggle, even as we don’t fully get 

it… even then, even in the dark of night, God. Shows. Up.  

We meet God in out of the way places. We experience God’s 

presence with us in surprising ways. We are changed in ways we 

can’t imagine. We are divinely adored for all of who we are. Believe 

it or not. 

This is how God loves the world.  

Go and do likewise. 

Amen.  
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