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Introduction: I reached over the other morning and felt the other side of the bed was still made…I was tired the night before and had gone to bed early, and evidently my wife Debbie never came to bed…I walked into the family room and Debbie was lying on the couch with the TV on… I asked her, “couldn’t you sleep?” “No, fell asleep on the couch, then woke up at 1:30 couldn’t go back to sleep…I guess I just had too much on my mind…just one of those nights.”  

You ever do that? Ever have trouble sleeping? Is there anything that keeps you up at night? Does your mind ever get swirling with all kinds of thought you’re your mind can’t shut down? Ever had ‘one of those nights’?

It seems that Nicodemus was having one of those nights.  He was tossing and turning, counting sheep, drinking warm glasses of milk, downing Nyquil, none of it seemed to calm the thoughts that were racing through his mind.  

I don’t know if Nicodemus went to see Jesus at night, because he was afraid to be seen with him in broad daylight.  Probably. And I don’t know if he went to Jesus at night because, it was the only time Jesus could fit him in to his busy schedule. Doubtful. 

But what I do know, is that this guy had questions… questions that wouldn’t let him rest.

Another thing I know is that Nicodemus was not a ‘flip flop’ wearing kind of guy… he was all business…and not even ‘business casual’…he was a buttoned down, wing-tip wearer…had that professorial, academic, ‘I’m-so-much-smarter-than-you’ look… and he probably was.

He also possessed a pretty impressive pedigree.  His grandfather was a Jewish ambassador to the Roman emperor Pompey.  His dad was a decorated and celebrated war general. His name, Nicodemus, even means “victory for the people”…so greatness was expected of him since birth…  

I thought that I might refer to him as ‘Nick’ for short during this talk, but then I got thinking, he wasn’t a “Nick for short” kind of guy.  He wasn’t a “hey what’s up, Danny, he was a “Hello, Daniel”…he wasn’t a “did you catch that game Billy? He was a “did you read that book, William.”

And I would guess that it was his heritage, his background, his success, his wealth, and his intellectual prowess that made him so easily accepted into the exclusive country club for the spiritually elite, known as the Pharisees.  

There were some 6,000 of these elitists in Jesus’ day.  They were supposed to be strict observers of the Law of God…as well as their own by-laws…which, as you might guess, superseded God’s most of the time. They had taken the Ten Commandments and added over 600 of their own… most of them became master’s of twisting God’s word to justify their own lifestyle, while at the same time, piling guilt on the common people for religiously underachieving. They were judgmental and intimidating, and tragically, as a result, the people began to see God that way. 

And not only was Nicodemus a member of the Pharisees, but he was also a member of the ‘inner circle’ known as the Sanhedrin.  70 of the sharpest, Jewish intellectuals were chosen to rule, spiritually, and even somewhat politically over the entire Jewish nation.  They were the most powerful and influential leaders of the day. 

So when Nicodemus went to Jesus that night, he went as a leader, as a wing-tip wearing OT scholar… but most of all… he went as a man whose restless mind wouldn’t let him go to sleep.

This is how the story begins…

John 3:1-2(NLT)  There was a man named Nicodemus, a Jewish religious leader who was a Pharisee.  After dark one evening, he came to speak with Jesus. “Rabbi,” he said, “we all know that God has sent you to teach us. Your miraculous signs are evidence that God is with you.”  (PLEASE LEAVE UP ON SCREEN)
A couple of things jumped out at me when I read those two verses… first of all, I think it’s kind of cool that Nicodemus refers to Jesus as “Rabbi”…you see Jesus really didn’t have the credentials necessary in his day to be honored with such a distinguished title…

He had no formal seminary training, he wasn’t a long-term disciple of another rabbi, he had no internship, no degree, no Masters of Divinity…no ThD…no PhD… just a simple carpenter from Nazareth… who just happened… to teach like no one anybody had ever heard before…so Nicodemus addresses him with this title of respect…

And then notice how he said… “we all know that God has sent you to teach us. Your miraculous signs are evidence that God is with you.”  I was taken back by Nicodemus’ use of the word “we.”  Because it makes it seem like he wasn’t the only one not sleeping well… others had questions, others were curious, others were intrigued, others began to wonder, ‘what if’? Maybe John the Baptist was right when he said, “Look the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” So Nicodemus in using the plural is saying “Some of the guys were wondering.”… but he was the only one that actually had the courage step up and meet Jesus one on one.

And you know, I think that Jesus respected that about Nicodemus…God has always honored, even embraced skeptics, seekers, doubters…He’s always is open to honest dialogue…and you need to know that if that’s where you are…God wants to hear your questions…He invites you to dig and research and probe and experience…Anyone who humbly opens the door to the possibility that He is real…He’ll show up and help you find your answers…he loves honesty…he loves skeptics…he loves seekers…he loves you…He even says, “if you seek me with all of your heart, you will find me.”

It really is a heart and a head thing…it’s been my experience that sometimes people who construct an intellectual argument for their belief that God doesn’t exist…really are just building a wall of intellectualism  around a heart that’s been wounded somewhere along the way. 

And if they would just get honest with that, open up their heart, risk experiencing God in the emotional core of their being, while at the same time engaging their mind and weighing evidence… seeds of faith get planted and a light begins to come on, and God becomes real.  And maybe God’s been longing for some honest dialogue with some of you…He really wants to heal your heart.

I’ve always wondered what this scene looked like…if Jesus and Nicodemus were seated on an outdoor patio with a lamp or candle between them, maybe eating a piece of pie, sharing a cup of coffee… or if they were in a secluded forest with their hoods pulled up covering their identity…or perhaps standing on a rooftop overlooking the city with no lights other than the stars in the sky.  

Whatever the setting…one thing is certain, it’s late and it’s dark and Nicodemus comes for some honest dialogue.

He just didn’t know how honest Jesus was going to get.

Before Nicodemus has a chance to ask a question…

Jesus starts answering.  

I say answering, because he already knows exactly what Nicodemus is thinking, he already knows his doubts and his intellectual hang ups…he already knows that Nicodemus wants to ask… “Are you the Messiah?  If not, who are you? Where did you come from? ”  He knows that’s what Nicodemus wants to ask…but that isn’t necessarily what Nicodemus needs to hear. So Jesus rocks his world by saying…

John 3:3(NLT)  Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”
You see Nicodemus…  “The issue is not where I came from...the issue is ‘where are YOU going!’”  

Jesus wanted to take this conversation to a deeper place right off the bat…he could have gone through all the small talk about the weather and favorite football teams and “you have an aunt that lives in Nazareth? What’s her name?…really?…my dad and I framed her house!…you remember that dining room table? I built that…wow I sat around it with the family every Passover, what a small world…” awkward silence

Instead of all that, Jesus lovingly goes way below the surface with one of His famous, “what the heck does that mean?” statements.  “…unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”

To which Nicodemus responds…

John 3:4(NLT) “What do you mean?” exclaimed Nicodemus. “How can an old man go back into his mother’s womb and be born again?” 


Now, I think Nicodemus is smiling when he says that… “Come on, you’re talking to a 60 year old professor of OT literature here… get serious…I came out here tonight because I have some serious intellectual questions I’d like to ask you…like…”

Jesus cuts him off…

John 3:5-7, 10 (NLT)Jesus replied, “I assure you, no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit.  Humans can reproduce only human life, but the Holy Spirit gives birth to spiritual life.  So don’t be surprised when I say, ‘You must be born again.’ (now Jesus smiling back at him)…You are a respected Jewish teacher, and yet you don’t understand these things?”
This phrase that Jesus uses “born again” literally translates, “born from above”… a ‘heavenly birth’ a ‘spiritual birth’ .  And this concept of re-birth, God’s plan to give men a women a new heart, a new life, eternal life, was clearly revealed all throughout the OT.

For instance, when he talks about the water and the Spirit here, Jesus is alluding to a passage that would have been very familiar to Nicodemus…it was in Ezekiel 36 where God promised to wash his people with water, purify them of their cancerous, life-threatening sin condition, and replace their heart of stone with his very own heart. 

I think he’s saying to Nicodemus, “Come on, you know there’s something more don’t you? That’s why you’re here. I know that teachers can teach things for years and never really grasp what they mean…but think it through, since you’re an OT scholar then you know the Scriptures…you know that God has always wanted to replace your heart with new one… you know that God has always desired an intimate relationship with you…you know that God will send the Messiah to make a way for all people to be saved…you know that mere religion is just a dead end street, one that you’ve been running up and down your whole life…and you’ve been running hard, trying to earn God’s favor, haven’t you? But you’re sense it doesn’t work that way…aren’t you?…I have a feeling that you know that there is this personal, transformational, ‘born from above’ relationship with God that changes everything…let’s people start over…you can sense that in Me…but you don’t know how to get it.

You see all Nicodemus knew to this point was religion… rituals, tradition, rules on top of rules…trying to do enough good stuff to get noticed by God and other people, not necessarily in that order.  But he was a smart guy…and by coming alone to talk with Jesus demonstrated that he was a smart guy with a touch of humility…had a heart that was unsettled…knew that there had to be something more than ‘try a little harder’, ‘run a little faster’, ‘give a little more’, and maybe that will be enough…

cause that’s what religion does to you…it gets you running…there’s no finish line in sight…you have no idea if you’ve run far enough or fast enough…so, you either run so hard that it about kills you, or you just give up and walk away…

HICKERSON VIDEO CLIP
I think Nicodemus was tired of running…I think he was growing weary of pretending to know God when he really didn’t…and that’s where some of us were when we came to Christ…

We were tired of playing games with God…weary of rituals and man-made rules that would just suck the life out of you and made you want to know God less. So, we walked off the track…gave up on religion… and when we did…we found Jesus there with a bottle of living water…saying,  “Come to me…it’s a relationship with God you’ve been looking for…be born again…it’s real life…and it’s found in Me.”

A couple of years ago, 60 minutes did an interview with Tom Brady, the All-Pro quarterback for the New England Patriots… the focus was on how this 28 year old had already won 3 Super Bowl titles, was dating a super model, had been on the cover of just about every  magazine and interviewed on just about every talk show… he said…

“Why do I have three Super Bowl Rings and still think there is something greater out there for me?  I mean, maybe a lot of people would say, “Hey man, this is it! You reached your goal, your dream in life.”  Me? I think, “Gosh, it’s got to be more than this.  I mean this isn’t, this can’t be what it’s all cracked up to be.” (Tom Brady 60 Minutes)
In an article not long after that, actor Brad Pitt told Rolling Stone…

“Man, I know all these things are supposed to seem important to us—the cars, the condo, our version of success—but if that’s the case why is the general feeling out there reflecting more impotence and isolation and desperation and loneliness?  If you ask me, I say toss all this—we gotta find something else….I don’t have those answers yet.  The emphasis now is on success and personal gain.  I’m the guy who’s got everything.  I’m sitting in it, and I’m telling you, this is not it.” (Brad Pitt Rolling Stone Magazine)  

Remember that guy, Solomon, who wrote the Song of Songs, penned much of the OT book of Proverbs, ruled over Israel as the wealthiest King in history, wrote in his journal… 

Ecclesiastes 2:10-11(NLT) Anything I wanted, I would take. I denied myself no pleasure. I even found great pleasure in hard work, a reward for all my labors. But as I looked at everything I had worked so hard to accomplish, it was all so meaningless—like chasing the wind. There was nothing really worthwhile anywhere. 

I think Nicodemus is almost there…I think that this smart and wealthy guy felt the emptiness of life…was weary of the treadmill of religious performance that he was on…and I think he sensed in Jesus some hope of a real relationship with God…and deep down he knew Jesus had the answer for that…and that’s why he was really there this night…and Jesus knew that.

Jesus stays with this “you’re an OT professor” approach by again going back to a story Nicodemus was familiar with…I love the way Jesus always tried to connect with whoever he was talking with… he was a master at that…still is…cause he recognizes our uniqueness and loves every one of us the same.

And in this moment, he’s genuinely trying to reach this guy in a way that he can understand… 

John 3:13-15(NLT) No one has ever gone to heaven and returned. But the Son of Man (a term Jesus used about himself) has come down from heaven.  And as Moses lifted up the bronze snake on a pole in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in him will have eternal life. 

He says, “Listen, Nick, can I call you Nick? Okay, Nicodemus, if you recall this reference is from the OT book of Numbers, when the people of God had left Egypt and were in the desert and they had turned their back on God, for like the hundredth time…they had flaunted their rebellion in His face, taken his goodness for granted, for the hundredth time… and as a real attention-getter God sent all these snakes… you remember that story right, probably even taught in one of your classes. Do you remember how God instructed Moses to lift up a bronze snake on a poll and told him…
Numbers 21:8b (NIV) “…anyone who is bitten can look at it and live."
“You remember that text, right?”

And even though Nicodemus couldn’t yet see it, Jesus was saying, “There’s day coming very soon, when I will be lifted up on a pole…on a cross… and anyone and everyone who looks to me will not only be saved from the snake-bite of sin, but they will live forever.”  

And just to make sure Nicodemus really understands this, Jesus puts his hand on his shoulder, leans in and says probably the most famous words of the Bible…

John 3:16-17(NLT) “For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. God sent his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him.
It was Nicodemus, this intellectual, wing-tip wearing seeker who was on the receiving end of what has been called, “the crown jewel of the Bible”. People hang John 3:16 banners behind home plate at the World Series, they wear pendant necklaces with John 3:16 inscribed…they get it tattooed on their shoulder…they sign Christmas cards…merry Christmas, John 3:16 

But Nicodemus was the only one who actually heard those words come out of Jesus mouth.  On that dark night, Jesus gave him the words of light… and life.

It’s interesting that only John’s gospel mentions Nicodemus…and he does it three different times…John writes in the last chapter of his gospel… 

John 21:25 “Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.” 

So out of all the things that John could have included, the story of this intellectual seeker’s journey of faith was recorded for us…

Look for a minute at John 7…

About a year has passed since Nicodemus left his late night conversation with Jesus…and by this time, the debates concerning the identity of Jesus were really heating up. Most of the members of the Sanhedrin had had enough of His teachings, His miracles, His popularity, His pointed comments toward them…so they sent guards to arrest Jesus.  

When the guards came back empty-handed, the members of the Sanhedrin were ticked and asked, “Why didn’t you arrest him?”  And I love the way the soldiers respond.  They say, “Cause, no one ever spoke the way this man does.”  In other words, “If you want him, you go get him yourself!  We think this guy Jesus is the real deal!”  

And the Pharisees climb all over these guys, saying that they had been deceived like every other dim-witted loser in Judea.  But…one of their own… knew better… and he stands up…

John 7:50-51(NIV) Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier and who was one of their own number, asked, "Does our law condemn anyone without first hearing him to find out what he is doing?"
Nicodemus had been with Jesus, he had heard those words, he had sensed something different, he had been one on one with goodness, he had looked into the understanding eyes of Truth, he had experienced hope in His presence says… “Hang on a minute…you guys going to jump to conclusions and condemn someone without really taking the time to examine the evidence?”

Doubt has turned to defense. Going at night has turned to public association by day.  Private conversation has turned into public debate. 

I’m still amazed at my friend Lee Strobel… how he moved from doubt to defense…Lee was a self-proclaimed atheist when he worked for the Chicago Tribune reporting on criminal cases…he won some awards for his investigative journalism… he was an evidence guy…a cold case kind of guy… 

His marriage wasn’t going so well, so his wife started going to church, seeking after something more…he began to notices changes in his wife…and that started him on a quest to find out whether all this Jesus stuff was true… he reasoned, “I guess I can’t condemn the man without examining the evidence.”  He writes…

All I had given the evidence was a cursory look. I had read just enough philosophy and history to find support for my skepticism—a fact here, a scientific theory there, a pithy quote, a clever argument. Sure, I could see some gaps and inconsistencies, but I had a strong motivation to ignore them: a self-serving and immoral lifestyle that I would be compelled to abandon if I were ever to change my views and become a follower of Jesus.  As far as I was concerned, the case was closed. There was enough proof for me to rest easy with the conclusion that the divinity of Jesus was nothing more that the fanciful invention of superstitious people. Or so I thought.  Lee Strobel The Case for Christ
Lee writes those words in his amazing best-seller The Case for Christ, where he offers up compelling defense for the person of Jesus…Lee has moved from doubter to defender to fully devoted.

That was Nicodemus’ path…

There’s a third time John mentions him…it’s in chapter 19, right after the crucifixion of Jesus… 

John 19:37-40 (NLT)  Afterward Joseph of Arimathea, who had been a secret disciple of Jesus (because he feared the Jewish leaders), asked Pilate for permission to take down Jesus’ body. When Pilate gave permission, Joseph came and took the body away. With him came Nicodemus, the man who had come to Jesus at night. He brought seventy-five pounds of perfumed ointment made from myrrh and aloes. Following Jewish burial custom, they wrapped Jesus’ body with the spices in long sheets of linen cloth.
Two powerful guys once in hiding…hiding from God, hiding from each other, now together at the cross…the cross does that to people…cause the ground is level there.

And think about what was at stake for “rule-keeping” Nicodemus in that moment? Both men by handling a dead body have now defiled themselves for the Passover.  No true Pharisee would ever do that for any reason!

And not only that, Nicodemus has made a huge financial investment as well. He brings 75 pounds of spices with him, primarily Myrrh…that’s how they kind of embalmed the body from the exterior, to overpower the decaying stench of death.

But this was more than that though…this was an expression of gratitude and love and deep respect.  Nicodemus…this wing-tip wearing intellectual…had moved from doubt to defense to devotion…

I just wonder as he stood at the foot of the cross looking at the lifeless body of Jesus, if he heard those words from his late night encounter…

 “…the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  

As Nicodemus helped pry the nails from between Jesus’ wrist bones and ankles was his mind swirling with thoughts of…

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”  

As Nicodemus began to wash Jesus’ blood drenched body with water, could he hear those first words Jesus ever said to him…

“I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.”  

And as he wrapped the body in spices and linen, I wonder if he thought back to when Jesus went way below his surface questions and seemed to speak right into his heart…

“Nicodemus, the issue isn’t where I came from, the issue is where you are going.”  

It seems that Nicodemus settled that issue in his life…the question is, have you? Where are you in all this? What next step to you need to take? What questions do you have? Or maybe you’ve settled most of the questions, but you’ve never invited Jesus to come into your life. Forgive your sin…give you a new birth…give you eternal life.

Wherever you are at, I want to encourage you to make this a front burner issue in your life…I pray that you lose sleep over it.

Jesus said… 

John 8:24b (NLT)  “Unless you believe that I Am who I claim to be, you will die in your sins.” 

(BAND OUT)
I know those are sober words, but Jesus offered them out of authentic love and concern for all of us…

I want to challenge each and every one of you in this room today to do what Nicodemus did; to step away from the crowd and come face to face with the real Jesus.  

CS Lewis was an intellectual, wing tip wearer…you might know him best as the author of the Chronicles of Narnia…he was the brilliant and once skeptical Cambridge University professor who was eventually won over by the evidence for Jesus…became ‘born again’…I want to put up on the screen what he wrote in his classic book, ‘Mere Christianity’…and just let you read it at your own pace…and I pray that it may challenge you to take a next step toward knowing Jesus.

(intro music for “the stand” here)
“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I am ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic…or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”  C.S. Lewis Mere Christianity
The Stand…
To "believe" is more than intellectual assent that Jesus is God. It means to put our trust and confidence in him that he alone can save us. It is to put Christ in charge of our present plans and eternal destiny. Believing is both trusting his words as reliable, and relying on him for the power to change. If you have never trusted Christ, let this promise of everlasting life be yours — and believe. 

Will be down front if you want to give your life to Christ…

Pray
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