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4 3J e s u s a n d N i c o d e m u s ( 2 : 2 3 - 3 : 2 1 )W e n o w c o m e t o J o h n ’ s f a m o u s d i a l o g u e s o r d i s c o u r s e s i n w h i c hv a r i o u s c h a r a c t e r s i n t e r a c t w i t h J e s u s . T h e f i r s t c h a r a c t e r w ee n c o u n t e r i s N i c o d e m u s . A l t h o u g h m a n y o f u s k n o w t h e s t o r y o fJ e s u s a n d N i c o d e m u s , r e m e m b e r w e a r e h e r e t o e x c a v a t e a n dd i s c o v e r n e w t h i n g s . J o h n e x p e c t s h i s r e a d e r s t o o b s e r v e , a s s e s st h e v a r i o u s c h a r a c t e r s , a n d l e a r n f r o m t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h J e s u s .W e d i v i d e t h e p a s s a g e i n t o t h r e e p a r t s : ( i ) t h e s e t t i n g o f t h e s t a g e( 2 : 2 3 - 3 : 1 ) ; ( i i ) t h e d i a l o g u e b e t w e e n J e s u s a n d N i c o d e m u s ( 3 : 2 - 1 5 ) ;( i i i ) J o h n ’ s c o m m e n t a r y o n t h e i n c i d e n t ( 3 : 1 6 - 2 1 ) .S e t t i n g t h e S t a g e ( 2 : 2 3 - 3 : 1 )M o s t E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n s s t a r t t h e s t o r y o f J e s u s a n d N i c o d e m u sa t 3 : 1 , b u t , f o r t h e f o l l o w i n g r e a s o n s , I s u g g e s t t h a t t h e s t o r y r e a l l yb e g i n s a t 2 : 2 3 . F i r s t , 3 : 2 l i t e r a l l y r e a d s , ‘ H e c a m e t o h i m a t n i g h ta n d s a i d t o h i m … ’ . T h e ‘ h e ’ c l e a r l y r e f e r s t o N i c o d e m u s i n 3 : 1 , b u tf o r t h e a n t e c e d e n t o f ‘ h i m ’ w e m u s t g o b a c k t o 2 : 2 4 , w h e r e J e s u s i se x p l i c i t l y m e n t i o n e d . S e c o n d , t h e p h r a s e ‘ t h e s i g n s t h a t y o u a r ed o i n g ’ i n 3 : 2 i s a n e c h o o f t h e s a m e p h r a s e i n 2 : 2 3 . T h i r d , t h e r e i s at h r e e f o l d r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e G r e e k w o r d f o r ‘ m a n ’ i n 2 : 2 5 - 3 : 1c a u s i n g a p a r t i c u l a r r h y t h m , w h i c h m o s t E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n s h a v eb e e n u n a b l e t o p r e s e r v e : ‘ [ 2 : 2 5 ] h e n e e d e d n o o n e t o w i t n e s s a b o u t

man
; f o r h e k n e w w h a t w a s i n

man
. [ 3 : 1 ] N o w t h e r e w a s a

manf r o m t h e P h a r i s e e s … ’ .W h a t d o w e k n o w a b o u t t h i s m a n ? I n 3 : 1 , w e l e a r n t h a tN i c o d e m u s b e l o n g s t o t h e s e c t o f t h e P h a r i s e e s , w h o w e r er e g a r d e d a s e x p e r t s o n t h e M o s a i c L a w . S e c o n d , N i c o d e m u s i sc a l l e d a ‘ r u l e r o f t h e J e w s ’ , w h i c h m e a n s t h a t h e w a s p r o b a b l y am e m b e r o f t h e J e w i s h C o u n c i l , t h e S a n h e d r i n . T h i r d , i n 3 : 1 0 J e s u sc a l l s h i m ‘ t h e t e a c h e r o f I s r a e l ’ , i n w h i c h ‘ t e a c h e r ’ i s e q u i v a l e n t t o‘ r a b b i ’ . S o , N i c o d e m u s w a s o n e o f t h e l e a d i n g P h a r i s a i c r a b b i s a n da m e m b e r o f t h e J e w i s h S u p r e m e C o u r t . I n m o d e r n t e r m s , D rN i c o d e m u s w a s o n e o f t h e t o p t h e o l o g i a n s o f h i s t i m e .T h e f o l l o w i n g p i c t u r e o f t h e s e t t i n g e m e r g e s . W h e n J e s u s w a si n J e r u s a l e m , h e p e r f o r m e d m i r a c u l o u s s i g n s , w h i c h c a u s e d m a n yp e o p l e t o b e l i e v e i n h i m ( v . 2 3 ) . B u t J e s u s d i d n o t e n t r u s t h i m s e l f t o
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John 2:23-3:21   Jesus and Nicodemust h e m ( l i t e r a l l y ‘ d i d n o t b e l i e v e t h e m ’ ) b e c a u s e h e k n e w e v e r yh u m a n b e i n g a n d t h e i r m o t i v a t i o n s , a n d s o q u e s t i o n e d t h e i rb e l i e f - r e s p o n s e ( v v . 2 4 - 2 5 ) . A l t h o u g h t h e t e x t d o e s n o t i n d i c a t e i nw h a t w a y t h e p e o p l e ’ s b e l i e f - r e s p o n s e w a s d e f e c t i v e o r d e f i c i e n t ,t h e i r b e l i e f w a s n e v e r t h e l e s s i n a d e q u a t e . S i n c e 3 : 1 f l o w s f r o m 2 : 2 3 -2 5 , t h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t N i c o d e m u s w a s p a r t o f t h i s g r o u p o fp e o p l e – n o t s o c i a l l y , b u t i n t h e w a y h e w a s a t t r a c t e d t o J e s u s a n dr e s p o n d e d t o h i m . W h a t w a s l a c k i n g i n t h e p e o p l e ’ s r e s p o n s e t oJ e s u s i s t h e n s p e l l e d o u t i n t h e s u b s e q u e n t s t o r y o f N i c o d e m u s ,b e c a u s e h e b e l o n g s t o t h i s g r o u p a n d s p e a k s f o r t h e m .W h a t b e a r i n g d o e s t h i s h a v e o n t h e s t o r y ? W h e n w e r e a l i z et h a t t h e s t o r y s t a r t s i n 2 : 2 3 , t h e n N i c o d e m u s d o e s n o t a p p e a rs u d d e n l y , b u t h a s s p e c i f i c f e a t u r e s . B y p l a c i n g N i c o d e m u s i n t h er i g h t c o n t e x t , w e g i v e h i m ‘ f l e s h ’ a s i t w e r e . A s N i c o d e m u s k n e ww h e r e J e s u s h a d c o m e f r o m ( 3 : 2 ) , s o w e n o w k n o w w h e r eN i c o d e m u s c a m e f r o m . T h u s , J o h n 2 : 2 3 - 3 : 1 s e t s t h e s t a g e f o r t h ee n t i r e N i c o d e m u s s t o r y .T h e B i r t h o f t h e S p i r i t ( 3 : 2 - 1 5 )N i c o d e m u s c a m e t o J e s u s ‘ a t n i g h t ’ ( v . 2 ) . T h i s m a y p a r t l y r e f l e c tt h e r a b b i n i c c u s t o m o f c o n d u c t i n g t h e o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n s i n t h ee v e n i n g , b u t i s p e r h a p s a l s o i n d i c a t i v e o f N i c o d e m u s ’ s p i r i t u a lc o n d i t i o n : h e i s s t i l l i n t h e d a r k . H i s r e a s o n f o r c o m i n g t o J e s u s i st h a t h e h a s s e e n J e s u s ’ s i g n s ( 2 : 2 3 ; 3 : 2 ) a n d w a n t s t o f i n d o u t m o r ea b o u t t h i s m i r a c u l o u s t e a c h e r . T h e q u e s t i o n s i n N i c o d e m u s ’ m i n dm a y h a v e b e e n , ‘ W h a t a r e h i s c r e d e n t i a l s ? ’ a n d ‘ W h e r e w a s h ee d u c a t e d ? ’ J e s u s , h o w e v e r , i g n o r e s t h e h i d d e n a g e n d a b e h i n dN i c o d e m u s ’ s t a t e m e n t i n v e r s e 2 , a n d i n s t e a d s t a r t s t o t a l k a b o u te n t r y ( ‘ t o s e e ’ i s ‘ t o e n t e r ’ a s v . 5 e x p l a i n s ) i n t o t h e k i n g d o m o fG o d ; a n d t h e n e e d t o b e b o r n ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ i n o r d e r t o e n t e rs a l v a t i o n ( v . 3 ) .T h e G r e e k w o r d

anōthen
c a n m e a n ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ o r‘ a g a i n / a n e w ’ . N i c o d e m u s o p t s f o r t h e l a t t e r m e a n i n g ( v . 4 ) . T h em e a n i n g ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ , h o w e v e r , i s m o r e l i k e l y t o b e i n v i e wb e c a u s e : ( i ) b o r n ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ / o f t h e S p i r i t ( 3 : 3 , 5 ) p a r a l l e l s ‘ b o r no f G o d ’ ( 1 : 1 3 ) ; ( i i ) J e s u s i s p o r t r a y e d a s t h e o n e w h o c a m e ‘ f r o ma b o v e ’ ( 3 : 2 , 1 3 , 3 1 ) ; ( i i i ) a s p a r t o f J o h n ’ s d u a l i s m , t h e b i r t h ‘ f r o m
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4 5a b o v e ’ i s c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e n a t u r a l b i r t h o f t h e f l e s h i n 3 : 6 ( c f .1 : 1 3 ) . I n a n y c a s e , ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ w o u l d e n c o m p a s s t h e m e a n i n g‘ a g a i n ’ s i n c e a b i r t h ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ i s a l s o a r e - b i r t h . S o , w h e n J e s u st a l k s a b o u t e n t e r i n g i n t o s a l v a t i o n t h r o u g h a s p i r i t u a l b i r t h ,N i c o d e m u s m i s u n d e r s t a n d s J e s u s , a n d t h i n k s t h a t h e i s r e f e r r i n gt o a s e c o n d , p h y s i c a l b i r t h .I n o r d e r t o c l a r i f y N i c o d e m u s ’ m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , J e s u se x p l a i n s t h a t a p e r s o n n e e d s t o b e b o r n o f w a t e r a n d S p i r i t i no r d e r t o e n t e r i n t o t h e k i n g d o m o f G o d ( v . 5 ) . T h e p a r a l l e l i s mb e t w e e n v e r s e s 3 a n d 5 p r o v i d e s c l u e s f o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h i sm i r a c u l o u s b i r t h . ‘ T o s e e ’ t h e k i n g d o m o f G o d i s t o e n t e r i n t o i t ,a n d t h e b i r t h ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ i s a b i r t h ‘ o f w a t e r a n d S p i r i t ’ ( c f . t h eb i r t h f r o m G o d i n 1 : 1 3 ) . T h e g r a m m a t i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n , i n G r e e k ,o f t h e m e t a p h o r i c a l b i r t h o f w a t e r a n d S p i r i t s u g g e s t s t h a t o n l yo n e b i r t h i s i n v i e w , i n w h i c h t h e t w o e l e m e n t s ‘ w a t e r ’ a n d ‘ S p i r i t ’a r e c o m b i n e d . S i n c e v e r s e s 7 a n d 1 0 s h o w t h a t J e s u s e x p e c t e dN i c o d e m u s t o b e a b l e t o g r a s p s o m e t h i n g o f w h a t h e w a s s a y i n g ,w e m u s t l o o k a t t h e H e b r e w S c r i p t u r e s ( t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t ) f o rt h e m e a n i n g o f t h i s b i r t h o f w a t e r a n d S p i r i t .T w o t e x t s c o m e t o m i n d . O n e i s I s a i a h 4 4 : 3 , w h e r e ‘ w a t e r ’ a n d‘ S p i r i t ’ a r e m e n t i o n e d . H o w e v e r , t h e y a r e i n p a r a l l e l r a t h e r t h a n i ns e r i e s ( a s w e h a v e i t i n 3 : 5 ) , a n d h e n c e w a t e r a n d S p i r i t i n t e r p r e to n e a n o t h e r r a t h e r t h a n f u n c t i o n i n g t o g e t h e r . T h e m o r e l i k e l y t e x ti s E z e k i e l 3 6 : 2 5 - 2 7 , w h i c h r e a d s :[ 2 5 ] I [ G o d ] w i l l s p r i n k l e c l e a n w a t e r u p o n y o u [ I s r a e l ] , a n d y o u s h a l l b e c l e a nf r o m a l l y o u r u n c l e a n n e s s e s , a n d f r o m a l l y o u r i d o l s I w i l l c l e a n s e y o u . [ 2 6 ] An e w h e a r t I w i l l g i v e y o u , a n d a n e w s p i r i t I w i l l p u t w i t h i n y o u ; a n d I w i l lr e m o v e f r o m y o u r b o d y t h e h e a r t o f s t o n e a n d g i v e y o u a h e a r t o f f l e s h . [ 2 7 ] Iw i l l p u t m y S p i r i t w i t h i n y o u , a n d m a k e y o u f o l l o w m y s t a t u t e s a n d b e c a r e f u lt o o b s e r v e m y o r d i n a n c e s .I n t h i s p a s s a g e , w e h a v e G o d ’ s p r o m i s e t h a t h e w i l l r e s t o r e I s r a e lb y c l e a n s i n g h e r f r o m m o r a l i m p u r i t y b y m e a n s o f w a t e r ( v . 2 5 )a n d c a u s e a n i n n e r t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ( v . 2 6 ; t h e ‘ n e w h e a r t ’ a n d ‘ n e ws p i r i t ’ a r e m e t a p h o r s f o r I s r a e l ’ s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a t t h e c o r e o f h e rb e i n g ) . M o r e o v e r , G o d p r o m i s e s t o p u t h i s S p i r i t w i t h i n I s r a e l ’ s‘ i n n e r b e i n g ’ s o t h a t s h e c a n r e l a t e c o r r e c t l y t o h i m , i . e . , t h e S p i r i tw i l l b e t h e i n n e r f o r c e t h a t d i r e c t s I s r a e l t o l i v e a s G o d ’ s r e n e w e d
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John 2:23-3:21   Jesus and Nicodemusc o v e n a n t p e o p l e ( v . 2 7 ) . I u n d e r s t a n d t h e ‘ i n y o u ’ i n v e r s e 2 7p r i m a r i l y i n r e l a t i o n a l t e r m s , i . e . , G o d w i l l p u t h i s S p i r i t a m o n g s to r i n t h e m i d s t o f I s r a e l – a t t h e c e n t r e o f I s r a e l ’ s l i f e / e x i s t e n c e . I fw e t h e n r e a d E z e k i e l 3 7 : 1 - 1 4 ( i n m y v i e w , t h r o u g h o u t t h i s p a s s a g et h e H e b r e w

rûach
r e f e r s t o t h e d i v i n e S p i r i t r a t h e r t h a n ‘ b r e a t h ’[ c o n t r a t h e N R S V a n d N I V ] ) i n t h e c o n t e x t o f E z e k i e l 3 6 : 2 5 - 2 7 , i tb e c o m e s c l e a r t h a t t h e e n t i r e p r o c e s s o f r e s t o r a t i o n i s c a u s e d a n ds u s t a i n e d b y G o d ’ s S p i r i t . T h u s , G o d w i l l r e n e w I s r a e l b y m e a n so f h i s S p i r i t a n d t h i s ‘ i n d w e l l i n g ’ S p i r i t w i l l b e t h e p r i m a r y f o r c ee n a b l i n g a r e n e w e d I s r a e l t o k e e p h e r c o v e n a n t o b l i g a t i o n s . W i t ht h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , w e r e t u r n t o o u r p a s s a g e i n J o h n .A g a i n s t t h e b a c k d r o p o f E z e k i e l 3 6 - 3 7 , t h e J o h a n n i n e b i r t h o fw a t e r a n d S p i r i t b e c o m e s a m e t a p h o r f o r e n t e r i n g s a l v a t i o nt h r o u g h t h e c l e a n s i n g a n d r e n e w i n g w o r k o f t h e H o l y S p i r i t .M o r e o v e r , t h e S p i r i t , b e s i d e s b e i n g t h e a g e n t o f t h e n e w b i r t h , w i l la l s o b e t h e o n e t o s u s t a i n t h i s s a l v a t i o n . T h e S p i r i t s h a l l ‘ i n d w e l l ’t h e r e n e w e d p e r s o n a n d b e t h e p r i m a r y m o r a l f o r c e d i r e c t i n gh e r / h i m t o l i v e a s o n e w h o t r u l y b e l o n g s t o t h e k i n g d o m o f G o d( c f . v . 6 b ) . [ F o r a n e x p l a n a t i o n c o n c e r n i n g t h e n o n - s a c r a m e n t a lr e a d i n g o f t h e t e x t , s e e t h e s e c t i o n ‘ C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ’ i n t h eI n t r o d u c t i o n . ]I n v e r s e 6 , J o h n ’ s d u a l i s m c o m e s t o t h e f o r e t h r o u g h t h ec o n t r a s t o f ‘ f l e s h ’ a n d ‘ S p i r i t ’ . ‘ F l e s h ’ r e p r e s e n t s t h e r e a l m f r o mb e l o w a n d ‘ S p i r i t ’ t h e r e a l m f r o m a b o v e , s o t h a t t h e i n t e n d e dc o n t r a s t i s b e t w e e n t h e t w o r e a l m s . A b i r t h ‘ o f t h e f l e s h ’ i s ap h y s i c a l b i r t h i n t o t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d , w h e r e a s a b i r t h ‘ o f t h e S p i r i t ’i s a s p i r i t u a l b i r t h , w h i c h a l l o w s o n e t o e n t e r i n t o t h e h e a v e n l yr e a l m o f G o d . T h e s e t w o r e a l m s a r e m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e . H e n c e , am e r e b i r t h o f t h e f l e s h d o e s n o t q u a l i f y o n e f o r e n t r a n c e i n t os a l v a t i o n – o n l y a b i r t h o f t h e S p i r i t d o e s .I n a d d i t i o n , w e s u g g e s t e d t h a t i n 3 : 5 ( u n d e r s t o o d a g a i n s t t h eb a c k g r o u n d o f E z e k i e l 3 6 - 3 7 ) t h e S p i r i t d o e s n o t m e r e l y c a u s e t h en e w b i r t h b u t a l s o s u s t a i n s t h e n e w l i f e b e c a u s e t h e S p i r i t‘ i n d w e l l s ’ t h e b e l i e v e r . T h i s r e s u l t a n t s p i r i t u a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , a tt h e c o r e o f o n e ’ s b e i n g , t h e n e x p l a i n s t h e p h r a s e ‘ w h a t i s b o r n o ft h e S p i r i t i s S p i r i t ’ i n v e r s e 6 b : T h e S p i r i t , a t t h e c e n t r e o f t h eb e l i e v e r ’ s l i f e / e x i s t e n c e , d i r e c t s o n e l i f e i n s u c h a w a y t h a t o n e c a n
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4 7b e h a v e / l i v e a s a w o r t h y c i t i z e n o f t h e r e a l m f r o m a b o v e , i n t ow h i c h o n e h a s b e e n b o r n .I n v e r s e 8 , t h e r e i s a p l a y o n t h e d o u b l e m e a n i n g o f

pneuma
–‘ w i n d ’ o r ‘ S p i r i t ’ . T h e p o i n t o f t h e p u n i s t h a t , l i k e t h e w i n d , t h eS p i r i t i s i n v i s i b l e a n d o u t s i d e h u m a n c o n t r o l . B u t a g a i n , a s w i t ht h e w i n d , t h e

result
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John 2:23-3:21   Jesus and Nicodemusf a i t h , w h e n h e i s l i f t e d u p o n t h e c r o s s , w i l l b e s a v e d . T h i s m e a n st h a t w h e n p e o p l e u n d e r s t a n d t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f h i s l i f e - g i v i n gw o r k a t t h e c r o s s a n d b e l i e v e i n t h i s c r u c i f i e d J e s u s , t h e y w i l le x p e r i e n c e a b i r t h o f t h e S p i r i t , w h i c h b r i n g s t h e m i n t o t h e f a m i l yo f G o d a n d g i v e s t h e m e t e r n a l l i f e .I f w e r e c o g n i z e J o h n ’ s a l l u s i o n s t o t h e J e w i s h w i s d o ml i t e r a t u r e , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e a p o c r y p h a l b o o k W i s d o m o f S o l o m o n ,w e m a y p r o b e f u r t h e r

how
t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e c r o s s a n d t h ec o n s e q u e n t s p i r i t u a l b i r t h w i l l c o m e a b o u t . F i r s t , a s W i s d o ms h o w s J a c o b t h e k i n g d o m o f G o d ( W i s d o m o f S o l o m o n 1 0 : 1 0 ) , s oJ e s u s s h o w s N i c o d e m u s t h e w a y t o t h e k i n g d o m o f G o d i n v e r s e s3 a n d 5 . S e c o n d , J o h n 3 : 1 2 f i n d s a p a r a l l e l i n W i s d o m o f S o l o m o n9 : 1 6 : i f ‘ e a r t h l y t h i n g s ’ a r e a l r e a d y d i f f i c u l t t o u n d e r s t a n d , h o wm u c h m o r e ‘ h e a v e n l y t h i n g s ’ ? W i s d o m o f S o l o m o n 9 : 1 7 - 1 8 g o e so n t o e x p l a i n t h a t S o l o m o n w i l l o n l y b e a b l e t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e‘ h e a v e n l y t h i n g s ’ , a n d h e n c e e x p e r i e n c e s a l v a t i o n , i f G o d s e n d sW i s d o m a n d t h e a c c o m p a n y i n g S p i r i t . C o m i n g b a c k t o J o h n , i f t h eS p i r i t i s t h e a g e n t o f t h e b i r t h ‘ f r o m a b o v e ’ , a n d i f t h i s b i r t hr e q u i r e s a t r u e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e c r o s s , t h e n i t f o l l o w s t h a t t h eS p i r i t m i g h t a l s o p r o v i d e s u c h s a v i n g k n o w l e d g e ( c f . t h ec o m m e n t a r y o n J o h n 4 a n d 6 ) . I n s u m , I s u g g e s t t h a t t h e S p i r i tf a c i l i t a t e s a t r u e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e c r o s s a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y ab i r t h i n t o t h e r e a l m f r o m a b o v e .J o h n ’ s C o m m e n t a r y ( 3 : 1 6 - 2 1 )F i r s t , t h e r e i s t h e i s s u e o f w h e r e e x a c t l y J e s u s ’ w o r d s e n d – a tv e r s e 1 2 , 1 5 o r 2 1 ? A b i b l e t h a t h a s ‘ t h e w o r d s o f J e s u s ’ i n r e d p r i n tc a n n o t b e t a k e n a s a u t h o r i t a t i v e – i t s i m p l y r e f l e c t s t h e p a r t i c u l a ri n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e e d i t o r i a l t e a m b e h i n d i t . I c o n t e n d t h a t J e s u s ’c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h N i c o d e m u s e n d s a t v e r s e 1 5 a n d t h a t v e r s e s 1 6 -2 1 a r e J o h n ’ s c o m m e n t a r y . I s a y t h i s b e c a u s e v e r s e s 1 3 - 1 4 u s e t h et i t l e ‘ S o n o f M a n ’ , w h i c h J e s u s e x c l u s i v e l y a p p l i e s t o h i m s e l f ,w h e r e a s v e r s e s 1 6 - 2 1 , i n c l u d i n g t h e u s e o f t h e t i t l e ‘ S o n ( o f G o d ) ’ ,r e f l e c t t h e l a n g u a g e o f t h e P r o l o g u e a n d h e n c e o f J o h n h i m s e l f .I n t h e s e v e r s e s , J o h n s u c c i n c t l y s t a t e s t h e p r o b l e m o f h u m a n i t ya n d t h e d i v i n e s o l u t i o n . T h e f u n d a m e n t a l p r o b l e m o f h u m a n k i n di s t h a t p e o p l e l o v e t h e d a r k n e s s , d o e v i l d e e d s a n d a r e a f r a i d o f



John 2:23-3:21   Jesus and Nicodemus 
4 9b e i n g e x p o s e d . T h e d i v i n e s o l u t i o n i s t h a t G o d s e n t h i s S o n t o s a v et h e w o r l d t h a t h e l o v e s . I n f a c t , G o d l o v e d t h e w o r l d a n d i t sp e o p l e s o m u c h t h a t h e

gave
h i s o n l y S o n t o b e p u t t o d e a t h o n ac r o s s i n o r d e r t o p r o v i d e e t e r n a l l i f e . T h e c r o s s i s w h e r e G o du l t i m a t e l y r e v e a l s h i s l o v e f o r t h e w o r l d . A s t h e P r o l o g u e a n ds u b s e q u e n t p a s s a g e s a l s o m e n t i o n , t h e r e a r e u l t i m a t e l y o n l y t w oc h o i c e s : u n b e l i e f i n J e s u s , w h i c h r e s u l t s i n i m m e d i a t e j u d g e m e n ta n d u l t i m a t e l y d e a t h ; o r b e l i e f i n J e s u s , w h i c h r e s u l t s i n e s c a p i n gG o d ’ s j u d g e m e n t a n d i n e t e r n a l l i f e .

Reflection 

Our analysis of the dialogue between Jesus and Nicodemus has 

made clear the deficiency or inadequacy of the ‘belief’ of the people 

in 2:23, including Nicodemus: they had not been ‘born from above’ 

(cf. v.7). Nicodemus is attracted to Jesus because of the signs he 

performs. He even believes that Jesus is ‘from God’, but he fails to 

grasp the significance of the signs and of Jesus being ‘from above’. 

Ultimately, Nicodemus neither accepts nor rejects Jesus; he shows 

interest but there is no commitment of faith, and hence he remains 

in the dark – an outsider. Interestingly, Nicodemus gradually fades 

out of the conversation – his verbal contribution reduces 

dramatically from verse 2, through verse 4, to verse 9, after which 

he says no more – so we are left wondering about his response to 

Jesus. This gradual fading away of Nicodemus adds to his ambiguity 

– having briefly come to the Light, he disappears into the shadows 

or twilight zone from where he came. 

 Nicodemus, then, is representative of people with an inadequate 

belief-response to Jesus. Such people are attracted to him on the 

basis of his miraculous signs, but because they only operate at an 

earthly level, they are unable to accept or grasp Jesus’ revelation. 

Thus, they remain in the dark, as outsiders. John intends that 

Nicodemus’ misunderstanding and dullness should serve as a 

warning to the reader not to remain ambiguous and uncommitted. 

Instead, John urges us to believe in Jesus – as the one whose death 

provides eternal life. No one can experience salvation and be part of 

God’s family except through a birth of the Spirit. This birth of the 

Spirit occurs when we understand and accept that the cross is God’s 
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solution to the problem of sin. What is our response to this 

revelation of love, to this crucified Jesus? Have we accepted him and 

experienced this spiritual birth? 

 In 3:13, we find an implicit warning about the futility of human 

efforts to understand divine realities. In the time of Jesus, some 

groups tried to obtain revelation about and access to the divine 

realm through various means including heavenly visions and 

asceticism (fasting, abstinence). Today, in many non-western 

religions and western New Age movements (the latter are actually a 

revival of ancient and primitive religious beliefs and practices) the 

same holds true. The use, for example, of mediums, tarot cards, 

transcendental meditation, the practice of astrology, divination, 

palmistry, witchcraft and magic, are all popular means of receiving 

revelation from other realms that are not naturally accessible to us. 

All these efforts are needless, even redundant, because the one from 

heaven has come down to tell us about the heavenly realm. Jesus’ 

revelation of God and the divine realm is sufficient and neither 

should we bypass it nor have to go beyond it. 


