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Nicodemus, Nicodemus, Nicodemus.  We see him 3 times in Scripture but only in the Gospel of John.  He opposed the arrest of Jesus at the Feast of Unleavened Bread, he snuck out in the dark of night to meet with Jesus, and he was with Joseph of Arimathea, removing the body from the cross.


Nicodemus was a religious ruler.  He was a Pharisee.  He knew what we refer to as the Old Testament Scriptures well and so he would be well aware of all of the references to the coming of the Messiah, the one whom God would send.  But like the other Jewish ruling authorities, no one expected the Son of Man to look and sound like this man from Nazareth. Nicodemus would be shunned and ostracized by most of his peers if they knew he was intrigued and drawn to Jesus.  They would be horrified to know that he had a private meeting with him, and that he wanted to learn from him.  After all, he was a Pharisee!


It is called Nicodemusitis.  Have you ever had it?   It is when you need to hide the fact that you are a person of faith and that getting close to God matters to you.   It comes as no surprise to you that religion is not in fashion in lots of the circles in which we might find ourselves.  Many of us are not comfortable talking about it, unless of course someone asks.  It is easy enough to do here perhaps when we gather behind closed doors with like minded people.  But without getting all defensive or apologetic about it, are you completely at ease talking about your faith anywhere you might be with anyone you might be with?  If you answer a reluctant no to this, you might have a case of Nicodemusitis.  He snuck out to see Jesus in the dark of night.  There was something about Jesus that fascinated him.  Nicodemus was intrigued and drawn to the man.  His faith was important to him.  But it was better for him, if certain people did not know this.  Sound familiar at all?


I am not sure if this is your experience or not, but some people have told me that it is almost easier talking to complete strangers about your faith than it is a family member.  Does that ring true for you?  It is probably fairly easy to talk about your faith with your minister.  How about your partner, or your parent, or your child?  


Some God loving people do not believe that Jesus rose from the dead in a physical way.  Others do.  Some God loving people believe that Jonah was literally in the belly of a whale for 3 days, and was spit up alive on the shore.  Others do not.  Can you talk about that?  Can you allow others to have their own belief about these sorts of things or is it essential to you that everyone believes exactly the same thing?


Some people are comfortable, and in fact love sharing about a time when they felt particularly close to God, anointed by the Holy Spirit as it were.  Others have never had such an experience.  For some their faith journey is very private.  For others it is an open book.


At coffee hour after church, how many conversations are you part of that are about how you have grown in your faith, or how you saw the hand of God in your week, last week, or might it be possible that when they die, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and Christians all enter the spiritual world with God?  A case of Nicodemusitis can be very subtle.      


 Nicodemus races to Jesus under the cloak of darkness.  He says "We know..."  It is not just him.  At least some of his colleagues, others from the religious aristocracy!  "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."  We, the religious establishment, we know you come from God...but we cannot let anyone know that we know this.


Jesus acknowledges that it was Nicodemus' curiosity that had brought him this far, but he tells Nicodemus that unless he is born from above, his view of God's kingdom will be limited.


And this is where Nicodemus is willing to reveal his ignorance.    Something else that perhaps we have in common with Nicodemus.    Jesus told Nicodemus that he could not inherit the Kingdom of God unless he was born again.  The Kingdom of God was God's promised blessing and salvation to the nation of Israel.   But Nicodemus was confused so he asked, "How can one be born after growing old?"  He does not understand what Jesus has just told him.


Nicodemus was a good Jew.  He thought that his birth as a Jew assured him a place in the coming promised Kingdom of God.  He kept the law.  He was a moral, upright, religious man.  He did not understand that entrance into the Kingdom came by a spiritual rebirth, brought about by the Grace of God through faith in God.     Nicodemus and all the Pharisees thought that because of their good works and their knowledge of the Scriptures, they were part of God's Kingdom.  10 times in the Book of Matthew Jesus condemns the religious leaders...."Woe to you Scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites...."  Jesus saw that Nicodemus perceived himself as self righteousness and winning the approval of God.  Why would he need re-birth and how would that be possible?


  Over 60 times in the New Testament, God states that one is saved by grace and faith and belief in Jesus.


Salvation is a spiritual matter.  Jesus compares human birth to spiritual birth.  Human birth welcomes a person into physical existence; spiritual birth welcomes a person into the kingdom of God.  Spiritual birth means to be born anew, new principles, new goals, a new attitude, new purpose, different from the life we new before.  


Jesus tells Nicodemus that the Spirit is essential in all of this, but the Spirit is mysterious.  The wind, the spirit blows where it lists.  We cannot know where it comes from and where it goes.  We can know the wind or the spirit exists because we can see its affect on the things it touches and the sound it makes.  But the Spirit is invisible to the human eye.  The work of the Spirit is experienced in a person's soul.  We do not see spiritual birth occur, but we can see the result it has on those who experience the new birth.  Nicodemus did not understand and found it difficult to accept what Jesus was saying to him.  Jesus was shocked, that Nicodemus, a teacher of Israel did not understand.  You have heard what I have to say.  You have seen the work I have done here on earth yet you do not believe.  How in the world can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? ... Those things you cannot see?

I am thankful for Nicodemus.  That he was a good religious man.  And that, even in the cloak of darkness it was important for him to get close to Jesus.  To listen.  To learn.  To reflect and consider.


And there he was, out in public at the end, with Joseph of Arimathea, carrying for the dead and broken body of the lifeless Christ.  Nicodemus came out.  He said to the world by his presence there, I love Jesus.


I want to help you work on your Nicodemusitis.  Here are some conversation starters.  Practice them where you know it is safe first, before you venture forth, before you really come out to the world.

If a person is not baptized, can they still go to heaven?

Is there such a thing as heaven and if so, what is it like?

What does unconditional love mean and what is an example?

Does God love me, even though I am not perfect?

Does God love bank robbers and murderers and prostitutes and drug dealers?

How does a person know if they are forgiven or not?

Does God hear me when I pray and if so, how come all my prayers are not answered?

Why do some good people sometimes have such terrible trouble and some of them die so young?

Coffee time can get a lot deeper...so can our lives.

Amen      
