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June 7, 2009  Trinity Sunday B                 John 3:1-17

“A conversation in the darkness”

JESUS BRINGS LIGHT INTO THE DARKNESS

I. Nicodemus comes to Jesus in the darkness.

II. We often find ourselves with Nicodemus.
III. Jesus gives new birth and new life.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.  The text for the sermon this Trinity Sunday is from the Gospel lesson just read from John 3, the conversation in the darkness between Jesus and Nicodemus.  Hear again the words of John:  16 ¶ "For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 17 "For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through Him.  In the Name of Jesus, Amen.  

Today’s Gospel reading concludes with one of the best known Bible verses in all of Scripture, John 3:16.  But rather than simply spouting catchy verses of Gospel at random, Jesus gives this verse in a particular context, within a specific conversation.  John 3:16 gives comfort as Gospel because of what comes before it in the conversation.
I. Nicodemus came to Jesus at night, and with His words to Nicodemus and to us, 
JESUS BRINGS LIGHT INTO THE DARKNESS.

Nicodemus is described as “a man of the Pharisees and a ruler of the Jews.”  He knows the Law, and he’s heard about John the Baptist out in the wilderness baptizing and preaching about the coming Lord.  Nicodemus knows that there’s something to this Jesus guy because He’s able to do stuff that someone could only do if “God is with him.” Scripture doesn’t tell us exactly why Nicodemus came to Jesus.  In fact, he didn’t even ask Jesus a question at first; he simply pointed out that God must be with Jesus, and the conversation began.  Whatever he had in mind, Nicodemus came to Jesus at night, in the darkness.  The Pharisees had a reputation for not liking Jesus so much, so if Nicodemus was seen chatting with Jesus, he’d have too much explaining to do.  So he goes to Jesus by night.  But Nicodemus wasn’t just in the dark because it was night; he was in the darkness regarding who this Jesus really was.  "Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him." Nicodemus saw him as a great teacher who God used to work signs.  But, if Jesus was just a special teacher, then there’s no death on the cross, no reconciliation with the Father, no blood that pays for sins, and ultimately, no salvation for you, me, or Nicodemus.  Seeing Jesus as a Teacher, Nicodemus was in the darkness.
How does Jesus respond?  He doesn’t walk away in frustration because this stubborn Pharisee just doesn’t get it, and He doesn’t call down the wrath of God upon his ignorance.  Instead, Jesus, the light of the world, enters into a conversation in the darkness with Nicodemus.  God enters into conversation with his people in their darkness in order to bring them light. However, Jesus seems to bring even more darkness and confusion into the conversation.  Jesus answered and said to him, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God."  Nicodemus said to Him, "How can a man be born when he is old? He cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb and be born, can he?"  Nicodemus didn’t understand.  This born again idea didn’t make any sense.  "How can these things be?" he asked.  He wasn’t only confused on being born-again, but He also couldn’t see Jesus as God who dies and forgives.

II. We often find ourselves in that same darkness with Nicodemus, asking God, “How can these things be?”  In our lives of sin and shame, we cannot understand the ways of God.  Even today as we confess the Athanasian Creed, we can find ourselves as confused as Nicodemus.  “Although He is God and man, He is not two, but one Christ:  one, however, not by the conversion of the divinity into flesh, but by the assumption of the humanity into God; one altogether, not by confusion of substance, but by unity of person.” How can these things be?  Our confusion in the ways of the Lord is not limited to the two natures of Jesus.  Why does God let such suffering enter our lives?  Why does He allow the Evil one to do such damage to the world?  Why must we endure the death of our loved ones?  Why are marriages broken and families ripped apart?  How can these things be? 
Like Nicodemus, in addition to our confusion, we sometimes won’t see Jesus as the God who suffers, dies, and forgives.  Like a Nicodemus, we sometimes cling to our own abilities to keep the Law.  “Jesus died for us, BUT we still have to do something,” or “Jesus saves sinners, as long as we keep trying really hard.”  Whenever we fall into such thinking, that we must add something to Jesus, we are refusing Him as the God who died to save us.  Like Nicodemus, we can easily call Jesus “Rabbi—Teacher,” and see Him as the one who came to earth to show us how to live better.  But if we could live good enough, why did Jesus have to die?  How can these things be?

Like Nicodemus, we often find ourselves in the darkness before Jesus.  We don’t know what He’s doing, we don’t fully know who He is, and we don’t love him like we should.  But how does Jesus respond?  He has a real conversation with Nicodemus, and He has a real conversation with us, through His Word.  Nicodemus was confused and wanted Jesus the Teacher.  Jesus responded by telling him he couldn’t understand until he was born again.  John 3: "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit… If I told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things?”  Jesus gives Nicodemus some harsh words, some law.  He tells him what he must do before he can see the Kingdom of God, but it confuses him even more.  Nicodemus is born of flesh, so he cannot see out of his darkness, and just as Nicodemus did nothing to contribute to his first birth, how can he even begin to contribute to this re-birth?  
There was nothing he could do to save himself.  He was in the darkness and could not comprehend the light unless he was born again, but he couldn’t do that for himself.  He was lost in the dark. But if Nicodemus was a lost cause, why would Jesus bother speaking to him?  

The Lord Jesus enters into a real conversation with sinners to bring them His light.  He gives us His clear word of Law that we cannot see His Kingdom and we cannot understand who He is.  As Jesus told Nicodemus: That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  We are born of flesh, and so there is no hope in ourselves.  Like Nicodemus, in our darkness, we can only see Jesus as a really gifted teacher, at best.  In darkness, we can only see Jesus as one who has good advice on how to live better, but he’s no Savior.  In this conversation, the law makes salvation hopeless for us.   Seeing Jesus as the one who dies and forgives must come from outside of us.  It is given to us in this conversation with Lord.  
II.  Jesus gives us new birth and new life through His conversation with sinners.  

Nicodemus could not see Jesus as the Savior. He was in hopeless darkness, but the Lord’s conversation continued.  John 3:  "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up; 15 so that whoever believes in Him will have eternal life. 16 ¶ "For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 17 "For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through Him.
Jesus gave Nicodemus the words of eternal life.  Jesus’ words of life in John 3:16 are given to a man who could not see Jesus, who could not see the Kingdom of God.  But with these words, Jesus shatters the darkness and brings hope, comfort, and life to those who have none.
This is the same conversation our Lord continues to have with you and me and our families.  He gave us new birth in our Baptisms where He gave us His Name and spoke His words of eternal life into our flesh.  He brought light into our darkness.  Each day, we fall back into the darkness with Nicodemus.  In our flesh, we keep sinning.  Each day, the hopeless darkness of sin and shame never seems to release us.  But Jesus, the one who was lifted up on the cross for us, continues the conversation.  He doesn’t give up on us.  Being born again in baptism, our sin is drowned each day and we are given new life in Him.  His Word continues to come to us and to our loved ones.  He keeps bringing His Word of Light into our darkness, cleansing our sin and removing our shame.  This is Jesus—the one who loves us and died to give us Life.  He talks to sinners and saves them.  In the Name of Jesus. Amen.
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