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In the background of today’s gospel lesson are words 
from a song of Moses found in Deuteronomy, which  
“Moses spoke . . . in the ears of all the assembly of 
Israel.1I He said to the assembly, “You were unmindful 
of the Rock that begot you, and you forgot the God 
who gave you birth.”2 Into the world of the 
descendants of that assembly of Israel, the Word of 
God was made flesh. Salvation no longer belonged to 
the old covenant but is the gift to all who believe and 
become children of God,3 to all who are born from 
above by the Spirit.4 
 
In John, Jesus and his disciples go from the wedding 
at Cana to Jerusalem. It’s his first visit to the city. He 
drives the merchants out of the temple.5 At night 
Nicodemus goes to him. Nicodemus is mentioned 

                                           
1 Deuteronomy 31:30. See Sandra M. Schneiders, Written That You May Believe: 
Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, 2nd ed. (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 2003), 
123. 
2 Deuteronomy 32:18. 
3 John 1:12. 
4 John 3:3. 
5 John 2:14–16. 
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only in John, and if this were the only passage in John 
in which he appeared, he would disappear in his own 
confusion with his words, “How can this be?”6 But he 
reappears a few chapters later, objecting to an attempt 
to arrest Jesus on his fourth visit to the city. When he 
does this, Nicodemus is mocked by his fellow 
Pharisees.7 But most importantly, in this gospel, it is 
Nicodemus who brings the enormous quantity of 
spices for anointing Jesus’ body. Then he and Joseph 
of Arimathea wrap the body with linen cloths and with 
the spices, and they lay Jesus’ body in the tomb. In 
John, Judas complained when one pound of myrrh 
was used to anoint Jesus’ feet;8 Nicodemus uses one 
hundred pounds to bury him.9 
 
Unlike Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus is never 
described by the evangelist as one of Jesus’ disciples, 
yet he has moved from his misunderstanding to an 
openness to the Word when he objects to Jesus being 
judged without a hearing and finally to an act of 
profound reverence. It is daylight, not night, when 
Jesus is laid in the tomb. 

                                           
6 John 3:9. 
7 John 7:50–52. 
8 John 12:2–8. 
9 John 19:39–40. See Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to 
the Grave, 2 vols. (Doubleday: New York, 1994), II:1261. 
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But it was night when Nicodemus came to Jesus, and 
Nicodemus thinks he hears Jesus say, “Unless 
someone is born again, he or she is cannot see the 
reign of God.”10 But the primary meaning of the word 
translated as “again,” is not “again” as in repetition, 
but “from above.”11 So, what Jesus really said was, 
“Unless someone is born from above, he or she 
cannot see the reign of God.”12 That’s the back and 
forth between them. The signs that are there for men 
and women to see in John and the words that are 
there for them to hear are invitations to believe. In 
darkness Nicodemus has begun his journey with the 
Christ. 
 
The gospel text is much more than a record of Jesus 
speaking to Nicodemus. Halfway through this passage, 
the pronoun for “you” goes from singular to plural. 
John’s Jesus is speaking to those who hear or read 
these words. The gospel text is itself the arrival in our 
lives of the Word of God and a challenge to us to 
believe in Jesus. 
 

                                           
10 John 3:3. My translation. 
11 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian 
literature, rev. and ed. Frederick William Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “ἄνωθεν”92. 
12 Again, my translation. 
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One more thing. New Testament scholar Sandra 
Schneiders in her wonderful book Written That You 
May Believe notes that New Testament Greek uses the 
same verb for “begetting” (a father’s role) and for 
“giving birth” (a mother’s role). She points out that 
Nicodemus’ questions, “How is a grown person able 
to be born? Is he or she able to go into the womb of 
his or her mother a second [time]?,” tell us that he is 
thinking of being born again from a woman. In John, 
God is Jesus’ Father and our Father, and we are born 
from above by the Spirit by the way in which a woman 
gives birth.13 
 
John’s gospel famously begins with the first words of 
Genesis, “In the beginning.” I wonder if the evangelist 
may have had other words in mind from the beginning 
of Genesis as he wrote about being born from above. 
This is a pretty literal translation—and unlike Indo-
European languages, the verb form itself indicates 
whether its noun is masculine or feminine—“And 
Elohim is creating the human in image of him, in 

                                           
13 Sandra M. Schneiders, Written That You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth 
Gospel, 2nd ed. (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 2003), 122–23. 



5 

image of Elohim he created him [or her]14 male and 
female he created them.15 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  

    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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14 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1996), 5, n.27. 
15 http://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/Hebrew_Index.htm, (accessed 11 
March 2017). 
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