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 Nicodemus, an enigmatic figure, only appeared in John’s gospel. Unlike the other 

Pharisees, Nicodemus had a name. Outside of this encounter, he didn’t advance the Jesus 

narrative. He appeared two other times. He defended Jesus against the chief priests and Pharisees 

(7:49-51), and then, after the crucifixion he brought about 100 pounds of a mixture of myrrh and 

aloe to embalm Jesus’ body. (19:38-40) Scholars disagree as to whether he became a Jesus 

follower or not. He disappeared after that. 

 Questions swirl about this meeting between them. Why at night? Some might say 

Nicodemus didn’t want the other Pharisees to know, while others might say that he wanted to 

speak to Jesus without a crowd interrupting them. Jesus’ answers dominated this meeting. Jesus 

spoke inscrutable theological statements which probably made Nicodemus’ head spin because 

they made little sense from his earthly perspective. “Being born of water and the Spirit” (5b), a 

reference to baptism, would not have registered, even though Judaism had a practice for ritual 

bathing. 

 When we focus on Jesus’ answers, Nicodemus moves into the background. Whereas the 

first chapter introduced Jesus and the men who gathered around him and the second chapter 

described the wedding at Cana and his cleansing of the Temple, this chapter lays out a 

theological roadmap of what is to come. If we think of John’s gospel as an academic paper, this 

meeting is the abstract briefly describing the paper’s point.  

 Its conclusion, “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.” 

(16-17) was the entire point of God’s incarnation in Jesus. 

 The quintessential message from Jesus’ answers was that to have eternal life, we must 

separate from our earthly ways. We must allow God, the wind, the Holy Spirit, to lead us and 

carry us. When Jesus spoke about eternal life, he wasn’t referring to life after we die, but a 

flourishing and an abundant life where peace and joy prevail, where one lives to their fullest 

potential. Eternal life begins in this world, which we experience in occasional brief snippets. 

 Through Jesus’ ministry, which John recounted following this meeting, these theological 

concepts were fleshed out. He taught the overriding necessity for compassion when he restored 

the blind man’s sight on the Sabbath. (5:1-18). He showed that entrusting God with our resources 

ensures there is enough for everyone when he fed the five thousand. (6:1-14) He pointed out the 

imperative to forgive human frailty when he defended the adulterous woman (7:53-8:11). When 

he brought sight to the man who had been blind since birth, he taught that we can be blind to the 

signs of God’s work in this world and furthermore, when we are blind to our own sins, we will 

never be free (9:1-41). He showed that true leadership is servanthood by washing his disciples’ 

feet at the Last Supper (13:1—14).  He made clear that love must prevail, even in the face of 

betrayal, when he broke bread with Judas (13:21-30). And Jesus’ most notable lesson was his 

radical obedience and humility to accept his unjust execution on a cross to make clear that 

eternal life extends beyond mortal death (19:14-30). 

 Being born from above. Being born again after growing old. Allowing the wind to blow 

us as it wants. All of this flies against logic. It’s easier for us to understand than it would have 

been for Nicodemus because we know how the Jesus story end. We know that gaining eternal 

life means inverting the assumptions and organizing principles of this world, which is hard. Even 



though the Holy Spirit was sealed in us at our baptisms, we still sin because our human nature, 

the ways of the flesh, can overwhelm our righteousness when we are uncertain, when we are 

overconfident, when we are envious, when we fear, or when we are lonely. Living the lessons of 

Jesus are hard, but like any skill, the more we practice them, the more adept we become. We also 

help ourselves when we incorporate spiritual practices such as prayer, Sabbath keeping, scripture 

reading, and meditation. Ultimately, though, we must never lose sight of our relationship with 

God. Paraphrasing Psalm 8:5, We are made a little lower than God, who crowned us with glory 

and honor. 

 Though Nicodemus might have been puzzled by Jesus’ words, they’re a shorthand to 

remind us that salvation comes living by the teachings of Jesus, follow practices connecting us to 

God, and trusting the Holy Spirit to lead and guide us.   


