“Into the Night”

Psalm 121

John 3:1-11, 16-17

May the words of my mouth and meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen.

He came by night. That somehow changes things. He came in secret perhaps, hoping to hide in the shadows, to avoid detection. But he came nevertheless. He came to find Jesus to clarify a few things. He came to see for himself. He came because he could not dispel a sense that he might be missing something.
We shall always wonder about this very proper well educated man named Nicodemus that sought Jesus in the night. His honesty is disarming: he wants to find out more about this man who can do things no ordinary mortal could possibly accomplish without divine intervention.

Clandestine no more, the story of Nicodemus is brought to us this morning in the light of dawn. The story is unique to the Gospel of John: a gospel that was composed between 80 and 90 probably in Ephesus: composed during a time when Jews and Jesus followers were struggling with the ties that bound them together and the radical in-breaking of God’s own son who called into question the very foundation of the order that they had created.

In this season of Lent we are reminded that, according to Matthew, Mark and Luke, after Jesus was baptized and before he began his public ministry, he was led by the spirit into the wilderness. Luke tells us he was in the wilderness for forty days. Matthew heightens the drama writing “Jesus was tempted by the devil…for forty days and forty nights.”  
And at the conclusion of those long days and nights, Jesus is famished: spent. In this vulnerable moment the devil strikes. “There is a way round all your Father’s plans for you - trust me,” says the Great Deceiver, “I can deliver food, power, kingdoms all that and more if you just worship me.” Jesus is tempted to embrace power for his own sake: power to turn rocks into bread, power to jump from the pinnacle of the temple unscathed and power to rule all the kingdoms of the world.

To each of these temptations Jesus replied not with his own words, or his own strength, but with the voice and testimony of Moses. He rebuffed the evil one with ancient words from Deuteronomy: “One does not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth of God (8:3),”… “Do not put the Lord your God to the test (6:16),”… “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him (6:13).”

The Rev. Patrick Wilson writes that during these forty days and nights of Lent we need to realize that Jesus will not turn our stones into bread; he will not prove God to us; he will not turn from his Father to embrace the kind of success we would recognize and applaud. But he will be there in the night.
Jesus did not come to do our bidding but to save us from ourselves. And the price of our redemption was the cross. Jesus is God’s son who came to save us and that proposition requires we realize that we need to be saved. During Lent we remember that Easter without the cross is not Easter. Nicodemus seeks Jesus in the night looking for Easter without the cross.
Nicodemus is a legacy child he inherited the faith and on his shoulders rests the tradition of the elders: he is a member of an exclusive club. He is a Pharisee – the brotherhood a Jewish aristocracy: 6,000 men strong that devote themselves to keeping every single law of the Torah, the first five books of the Jewish Scripture, and the Mishnah detailed codes prepared by scribes to govern every detail of daily life. He was, scholars believe, a member of the  Sanhedrin -  the Supreme Court for Jews.

Alone he walks in the dark searching out Jesus. I think he may have come by night for the same reason our most earnest prayers rise up out of the darkness – that inexplicable feeling that God is there and we can speak to him despite our doubts.

Nicodemus came by night to say we, the royal we, see the signs you perform so you must be close to the presence of God. Tell me more. He is sincere just give me some evidence here to work with - Jesus does nothing of the kind. Instead he challenges Nicodemus: to see the kingdom of God you must be born from above – period.

In an ironic twist this brilliant scholar is derailed by his own understanding: the play on words comes from the fact that in Greek “anothem” has two meanings: to be born again and to be born from above: it can refer to both time and space: temporal/ physical and spiritual realms.

Nicodemus is a smart man, perhaps too literal in his thinking and narrow in his definitions, but nonetheless smart.  ike us he is well meaning but unprepared to meet his Lord. Nicodemus travels along a horizontal plane of what he knows for sure: The Law. Jesus challenges him to look up look beyond himself to a vertical axis that stretches towards heaven. It takes imagination and humility.
If you were to graph the intersection of sin and grace it would be at the center of the cross where the horizontal axis of our linear sequential time on earth intersects with the God, “that 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.”

Nicodemus is not dense or stupid but he struggles with that mysterious thing called love. He cannot imagine that God would work outside the boundaries of the Law: the Law that Nicodemus has staked his life on and practices day and night. His intelligence actually inhibits him in this hour with Jesus. He has only one way to imagine God this particular night. He leaves confused but the story is not over for him or for us.

Even though Nicodemus never appears anywhere else in the Bible, in the Gospel of he meets Jesus on each of his three visits to Jerusalem. After this first meeting, he meets him in the daylight. During the Festival of the Booths the Pharisees want to arrest Jesus but Nicodemus says, “Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to find out what they are doing, does it?”
We know only that he was sanctioned by his peers, “Surely you are not also from Galilee, are you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to arise from Galilee.” Then silence. We meet Nicodemus for the third time on the day the sky turned black and the curtain of the temple was torn asunder: we meet Nicodemus at the cross. “Nicodemus, who had at first came to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds. “
In the twilight Nicodemus who resisted the cross comes to the cross. He finally looked beyond what he knew to behold a love that had no boundaries. He looks up and casting side all that he knows receives his Lord; gathers Jesus body to himself and with Joseph of Aramathea anoints Jesus with costly myrrh and aloe and wraps Jesus’ body in linen cloths and lays him in the tomb.  

Nicodemus, “who at first came by night,” now comes by day and stays through the darkest hours imaginable and settles into twilight where the Law he loves is translated into the person he loves: his Lord and Savior. 

Nicodemus is a beacon of hope for us when we are tentative Christians who pray fervently at night for the courage to trust God in the day. We are not “born a new” or born again in an instant – it is the work of a lifetime. 

Lent is not a time when we do things for God but a time when God does things for us. This week let us think about the temptations the deceiver puts before us and rely not upon our own strength but the strength of Jesus and the love made visible on that cross. Let us be like Nicodemus enthralled by a mystery we cannot comprehend and humbled by a story that bids us walk to the cross to see for ourselves. Amen.
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