
 
 

 

 

    Sunday 3rd March, 2023 
 

  "For GOD so loved the world…" 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are people who say he was a bit of coward.  Afraid to meet Jesus in the daylight, so he 
skulked around at night.  I respectfully disagree.   
 
I say: “He came!  Maybe at night, but Nicodemus came to meet Jesus.  Possibly at some risk to his 
career and reputation.  He came.” 
 
There are people who say he was a bit dim, because he didn’t get what Jesus was on about. 
To those people, I say: “Well let’s remember that what Jesus was saying was pretty “out there!”  
And Nicodemus seemed to be there because he wanted to understand.  He senses something in 
Jesus that made him want to engage with him and discover what drives him. 
 
We have a word for this.  We call it “learning”.  
Another word might be ”growing”.  Yet another might be “faithfulness” 
 
I have a soft spot for Nicodemus, and indeed for how John’s Gospel of Jesus uses Nicodemus’ 
story to share important things.   

John 3:1-17 
Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 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.’ Jesus answered him, ‘Very 
truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of GOD without being born from above.’ 
 

 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?’ Jesus answered, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no 
one can enter the kingdom of GOD without being born of water and Spirit. What is born of the 
flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.  
 

Do not be astonished that I said to you, “You must be born from above.” 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.’ Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these 
things be?’ Jesus answered him, ‘Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand 
these things?  
 

‘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. If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how 
can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except 
the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And 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.  
‘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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John shares how Jesus challenges Nicodemus to courageous imagination, to be willing to listen to 
something that seems to make no sense, or doesn’t fit what he knows of GOD. 
He’s able to do so because Nicodemus has taken the risk to meet him, and to listen.   
 
Unlike many of his colleagues who have written Jesus off as a heretic, a blasphemer, and all sorts 
of other things, Nicodemus chooses to engage with him.   
 
He suspends judgement.  He chooses to believe that one who understands the world differently 
from him, still might have something worthwhile going on.   
He decides to listen to Jesus, rather than the labels about Jesus.  Dare I say, Nicodemus sees 
Jesus as something other than mere “fake news!” 
 
Now it’s not all straightforward, as we see.  Nicodemus wants Jesus to make sense.  He wants to 
understand him.  He wants to find out Jesus’ truth.  And his challenge is my challenge too. 
 
I’d love to have this faith thing all worked out and clear in my head.  I’d also love GOD to fit with 
what I know and experience of life.  Actually that would be quite easy, if it weren’t for all the things of 
GOD that DON”T fit! 
 
Like Nicodemus – and many people in our church – I’ve discovered that the truth of GOD can’t be 
contained by doctrine, or even by theological statements carefully designed by committees and 
councils of the church(!)   These are important.  They matter.  But they’re rarely the final word... 
 
My experience continues to reflect that wonderful hymn the says “The Lord has yet more light and 
truth to break forth from his word” 
 
Jesus calls Nicodemus to something much bigger than simply what he knows.  
He calls him into the experience of holy mystery: 

 of encountering the limits of his own wisdom and understanding, and trusting the mystery of 
GOD 

 of relationship that goes beyond mere ‘understanding’ 

 of grace beyond imagination! 
 
I am Nicodemus!  Or I could be.  By that I mean that I regularly find myself where he is when he 
comes to visit Jesus by night:  cautious... believing that there’s something going on that I need to be 
curious about... and wondering where the way and teachings of Jesus might be leading... 
 And I suspect that there may be something of Nicodemus in all of us at various times. 
~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Through this conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus, John’s gospel has given us perhaps the 
best known verses in the gospels, John 3:16 and 17, and one of the most powerful statements of 
Christian faith: ”for GOD so loved the world”.   
 
Despite knowing them for my whole life, it fascinates me that pretty much every time I’ve read these 
words over the last few years, they speak a fresh truth.  And, without wanting to blow my own 
trumpet too much, I think that’s because I’ve tried to actually listen to them instead of knowing what 
they mean before I read them.  
 
I’ve always ‘known’ that they mean something like ”God loved humanity so much that he sent Jesus 
into the world to die in our place, so that we could be saved from death and damnation”. 
 
That understanding/knowing came to be quite destructive to my faith and life, because I could not 
make peace with a GOD who demanded such sacrifice, in order to make human beings acceptable 
to the one who created them.  Nor indeed could I imagine that Jesus’ only point in life was to die a 
cruel and horrible death, as payment for the sins of everyone who ever lived. 
 
The alternatives before me were to accept something I couldn’t accept, to dismiss the gospel and 
walk away from faith, or to explore whether my ‘knowing’ of these verses was actually getting in the 
way of me hearing what they might say to me.  I took up the third option, which then required me to 
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listen afresh.  As I’ve done so, I’ve come to see at least two new things in this wonderful 
conversation that John has given us. 
 
Firstly, “for GOD so loved the world”  Not simply humanity, but the world: all of creation, in fact – “in 
order that the world might be saved through him”.  It’s not just about US! 
And secondly, what if saving the world through Jesus, is not about saving the world from death, but 
to life?  After all, death isn’t mentioned in John 3:16. 
 
What if ‘salvation’, in John’s story of Jesus and Nicodemus, is not simply getting certain people into 
heaven and the next life, but about getting the world to look at THIS life and THIS world, through 
GOD’s eyes?  
 
What if it’s about trying to see the world as GOD seems to see it, to live in ways that cherish the 
world and nourish the vision of ‘shalom’?  Jesus’ call to those around him was to repent: to turn and 
live as if the way of GOD is present among us. 
His call was to imagine a world shaped by the way, the values, the justice, and the compassion that 
he saw as GODly. 
His was a call to live with open hands, hearts, and minds, to the life and work of GOD’s Spirit in our 
midst; even when it’s a mystery and doesn’t fit what we understand. 
His was a call to relationship with GOD that goes beyond mere understanding! 
A call to grace beyond imagination! 
 
One night, Nicodemus came to meet Jesus.  We don’t know exactly where that conversation took 
Nicodemus (although he does crop up again in John’s gospel, at the time of Jesus’ death). 
Perhaps we don’t know exactly where it will take us, either... 
 
I pray it might take us deeper into the way of mystery and grace: beyond our understanding, and yet 
as close to us as our breath! 

 
 
 
 
 
 

In the name of the holy ONE in whom we live and move and have our being.      AMEN 


