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BOLD BLESSING 

John 3:1-17 
 

 Today's scripture is about being born from above.  You may 

have heard the joke about the man who went up to the gate of 

heaven and was puzzled to see three lines of people.  He called St. 

Peter over to ask about them.  He said, “I think I can figure out 

where the first line is going.  They're obviously climbing up the 

heavenly staircase.  And pointing to another group, the man said, 

“Sadly, it's clear that these poor souls are walking straight down to 

you-know-where.  But this third line—with these people just 

wandering off in a straight line.  Where are they going?” 

 St. Peter said, “Oh, those people are Mainers—too cold and 

wet to burn!”  

 While our winter has been pretty mild, still it is easy to think 

about spring weather!  Let's hope for even more sunshine as we 

pass on to our lesson for the day.... I love the way John introduces 

the character of Nicodemus to us:  “Now there was a Pharisee 

named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews.  He came to Jesus by 

night...”  

 The fact that Nicodemus approaches 

Jesus under the cover of darkness is significant.  I have spoken 

before about “The treasures of darkness” in the bible.  So many 

remarkable events in the New Testament take place during the 

evening hours:  The birth of Jesus, the announcement to the 

shepherds, Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, the arrest 

and imprisonment of Jesus.  When Jesus dies on the cross, the sky 

becomes as dark as night, and then he is buried at sundown.  

In the case of Nicodemus, however, something more is at 

play.  While this Pharisee has obviously heard about Jesus, he—



like Joseph of Arimathea—later becomes what has been called a 

“Secret Disciple.”  Both men feel unable to be publicly loyal to 

Jesus out of fear of being recognized.  Ironically, it is this same 

Nicodemus who joins Joseph of Arimathea in burying Jesus.  But 

in terms of Nicodemus asking his all-important question of Jesus, 

he deems the night time to be the safest period.  

The cover of darkness reminds me of a conversation I had 

nearly 40 years ago with a couple who was active in my first solo 

pastorate in Texas.  You may remember my telling about Dottie 

and Dwayne who were both divorced and both new Christians.  

Dottie was a former professional belly dancer.  Amazingly and 

incredibly, she gave that up to operate a bible bookstore with 

Dwayne!   Dottie and Dwayne were super positive people and 

excited about their new-found faith.  Our congregation was in a 

fast growing bedroom community South of Austin, and we 

desperately needed teachers for our Senior High Sunday School 

class.  I made an appointment with Dottie and Dwayne to come by 

the church office.   

When the two of them arrived, they clearly had no idea what 

I had in mind.  When I popped the question, they both looked at 

each other meaningfully.  Without a word, Dottie stood up and 

began closing the blinds to my office.  “We have something to tell 

you,” she said, “but we can't do it in the daylight.” 

“Really?” I said.  “Really!” Said Dottie.  When she was done, 

she sat back down in her chair and leaned toward me.  In a 

whisper, Dottie said, “Here's the deal.  We are living together.”  

They had told me their secret under the cover of darkness.  Then it 

was my turn to lean forward.  “I already know that,” I said. 

Together they exclaimed, “You do?!?”   “Yes,” I told 

them.  “That won't affect the kind of job you will do with our 

young people.”  Now this conversation seems very quaint today, 

but remember it was 1982!  After I reassured both of them, Dottie 

and Dwayne agreed to teach the senior high class.  They did a 

marvelous job for the next five years.  And yes, I later performed 

their wedding!  In time they sold the bookstore, and Dottie ended 



up going to seminary.  She graduated, was ordained and began 

serving United Methodist churches.  But I like to think it all began 

under “cover of darkness” in my office during a summer afternoon.   

My instincts told me that Dottie and Dwayne were searching for 

something deeply spiritual, that they were actually yearning to be 

born again, to receive a blessing. 

In our chapter for this evening from Tattoos On The Heart, 

Gregory Boyle speaks about Lefty, an inmate he got to know at 

Folsom State Prison.  Father Greg learned that when Lefty was a 

child, his father used to savagely beat his mother.  When Lefty was 

nine years old, he threatened his father with a gun:  “You are my 

father, and I love you.  [But] if you ever hit my mother 

again...I...will...kill you.” 

Lefty did not kill his father, but the priest asks, “How do 

those who 'sit in darkness' find the light?”  He quotes Psalm 39:  

“even there, even there—even in the darkest place, we are known” 

by the unconditional love, by “the no matter whatness” of God. 

  In a very real sense, Nicodemus in our gospel lesson from 

John is also searching for the light.   To be sure, our text for the 

day is many things.  For one thing, it contains the world's most 

famous bible verse.  As someone has said, if you have ever 

watched a football game on television, you have at least seen the 

signs that say "John 3:16" (Kate Huey, "Additional Reflection on 

John 3:1-17").  The drama of a sporting event seems like the right 

place for the Johannine gospel.  We think of John's gospel as one 

filled with theatrical settings, imagery and symbolism.  So what 

could be more dramatic than a night-time visit by Nicodemus to 

see Jesus?     

  Nicodemus stands before Jesus as a man confused.  He 

praises Jesus as the son of God, but Jesus replies that no one can 

see the kingdom without being born from above.  Nicodemus 

doesn't understand and asks, "How can anyone be born after 

having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother's 

womb and be born?"  Then Jesus speaks about the difference 



between spirit and flesh, but Nicodemus is still not fully 

understanding and asks, "How can these things be?" 

 In his treatment of today's passage, William Barclay has this 

to say about the concept of being born again in the first century: 

 Now this was not an idea which was in the least strange to 

the people who heard it in New Testament times.   The Jews knew 

all about rebirth.  When a man from another faith became a Jew 

and had been accepted in Judaism by prayer and sacrifice and 

baptism, he was regarded as being reborn.   “A Proselyte-who 

embraces Judaism,” says the rabbis, “Is like a new-born child.”  

So radical was the change that the sins he had committed before 

his reception were all done away with, for now he was a different 

person.  It was even theoretically argued that such a man could 

marry his own mother or his own sister, because he was a 

completely new man, and all the old connections were broken and 

destroyed.  The Jews knew about the idea of rebirth.... 

 William Barclay continues: 

 The ancient world knew all about rebirth and regeneration.  

It longed for it and searched for it everywhere.  The most famous 

of all mystery ceremonies was the Taurobolium.  The candidate 

was put into a pit.  On the top of the pit there was a lattice work 

cover.  On the cover a bull was slain by having its throat cut.  The 

blood poured down and the initiate lifted up his head and bathed 

himself in the blood; and when he came out of the pit he 

was...reborn for all eternity.  When Christianity came to the world 

with a message of rebirth, it came with precisely that for which all 

the world was seeking (William Barclay, The Gospel of John, Vol. 

1). 

 Despite this background, Nicodemus is still confused about 

the concept of being born again.  When we look at the character of 

this man, it is clear he is not presented with much sympathy by 

John.  Because he comes to Jesus at night, we have the idea that 

Nicodemus is fearful of the reaction of his fellow Pharisees--if they 

knew to whom he was speaking.  Nicodemus takes words literally 

and remains perplexed by the words of Jesus.  Suddenly he 



disappears from view, and it appears that he has learned little from 

this encounter.  Interestingly, Nicodemus re-appears later in 

Chapter 7, where he offers a somewhat hesitant defense of Jesus.  

At the end of the gospel, in Chapter 19, John again introduces 

Nicodemus to us, saying this was the same man who came to Jesus 

at night.  This time he accompanies Joseph of Arimathea, another  

secret believer, and carries about a hundred pounds of spices with 

which to bury Jesus (David Lose, "Commentary on the Gospel"). 

 While some people come to faith quickly, for others it takes 

time.  Nicodemus seems to be in the latter camp.  The words of 

Jesus have worked on him slowly.  He comes to gradually 

understand what being born again, or being "born from above," 

means.   Through the passage of time, Nicodemus comes to believe 

that God loves the world--including those who sent his beloved son 

Jesus to his death.  Hence John 3:16:  Nicodemus comes to believe 

that Jesus' love is unconditional--even for a Pharisee.  

 In writing about this passage, a pastor by the name of Neil 

Chappell says that he used to dread preaching on John 3:16, 

because it is “such a minefield,” as he speaks of it.  Every time that 

was the sermon text, parishioners always came to him with 

questions.  Pastor Neil recalls one Sunday after he preached on 

John 3:16 when two people buttonholed him immediately after the 

service.  One said, “You know, I can't be doing with all this born 

again nonsense.  I don't know why you preach it!”  The second 

person looked at the preacher with “great distrust and suspicion,” 

and said:  “are you a born again Christian?”   

 That was a question that I was certainly asked from time to 

time in Texas and expect to be asked again.  I don't think anyone 

has asked me that question during the nineteen years I have lived 

in Maine!  When Pastor Neil was asked, “Are you a born again 

Christian?” He answered it this way:  “What other type of 

Christian is there?”  He then followed that statement with this one:  

“Jesus said, 'You must be born again.'” 

 For Pastor Neil, being born again “...is liberation.  It is a call 

to a spirit-filled life.”  In his view, being born again or “being born 



from above,” is at the core of his belief.  “Let me tell you,” Neil 

Chappell says, “I don't think I could lead a Christian life by any 

other way.   I don't have the strength.  I don't have the wisdom.  I 

don't have the compassion.  I don't have the love—without the 

spirit breathing these gifts into me” (Neil Chappell, “A Little 

Controversy For You,” Awierdthing, 2011). 

 So this pastor can definitely say, “Yes, I am born again.  I've 

invited Jesus into my heart and life.”  And that's a definition I can 

also live with.  I like what another commentator says: 

 It is ironic that many Christians treat the question, 'Are you born 

again?' as if it involves making a decision for God.  Yet babies do 

not decide to be born…instead, God is the primary player in this 

passage.  The impetus behind God's desire to see us born of the 

spirit is love" (Scott Black Johnston, The Lectionary Commentary). 

 Nicodemus the Pharisee was won over by the miracles he had 

heard and seen Jesus perform.  He went from being a man filled 

with questions and doubts to one of the inner circle who actually 

buried Jesus.  

 In what ways have you been led to a deeper belief in God?  

For all the experiences that you and I have shared--joyful and 

difficult--I thank God that we have all been led to this place and 

this time.  

 And that word brings us back to the central question that 

Jesus posed to Nicodemus:  “Are you born again?” 

 “What other type of Christian is there?”  What indeed. 
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