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Nicodemus was a Pharisee from Jerusalem.  He was an upper class, respected citizen of the ruling elite.  Pharisees had high standards in law keeping, especially the Laws of Moses.  In performance of religious duties, they were superior; in the giving of tithes, generous; in politics, patriots. They did not support their pagan rulers, the Romans. Their theology - they were expecting a Messiah from God who will come and save Israel from their current occupiers, Romans. When He comes, Pharisees expect they will be well positioned to support His cause to evict those godless Romans.

As a Pharisee, Nicodemus was aware of the rise to prominence of a young man who was getting a lot of media attention in those days. He was a carpenter’s son from a little town called Nazareth up North in Galilee.  He was reputed to be a very confident young man.  He even had the nerve to overturn the tables of Pharisees in the temple who were exchanging peoples’ money for animals to be used in sacrifice.  There was chaos that day. No one dared challenge him – He acted as if He owned the place. Then, to justify his actions he said they should not turn his Father’s house into a market.  “Whose house?”  they asked.  “This is God’s house!”  By saying this, he claimed God is his Father.  This was going too far. The Pharisees demanded he do a miracle to prove His claim.  He refused.  He saw no need to meet their demands and thereby ranked himself above the established elite – the arrogance.
The worrying thing for Nicodemus and his fellow rulers, were reports of His performing miracles among the common people.  These He was doing without consulting the establishment. Intolerable.  Their power base was under threat. The ordinary people were flocking to Jesus and not to them.  This Jesus seemed to have no regard for their status, their respectability, their standing with God nor their ritual purity.  The position of most Pharisees on this issue was to disregard His claims and to oppose Him as an enemy.

But Nicodemus had a feeling this Jesus may be the Messiah.  He reasoned that His miracles must be the hand of God.  However, to hold this view would put him out of favour with most other Pharisees.  He therefore decided to make his own personal enquiries discretely.  So, he arranged a private audience with Jesus by night.  He thought Jesus will be pleased to have an enquirer from the upper class.  He prepared his approach carefully and thoughtfully.  He will call him ‘teacher’, and dialogue on equal terms. He will concede that His miracles do show favour with God.  Since he also enjoys a good standing with God, he expected to engage in useful dialogue about the Law of Moses.

With this plan Nicodemus approaches Jesus’ house by night.  He opens the conversation.  “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God.  For no one could perform the miracles and signs you are doing if God were not with him”.  That should set the tone nicely.

In reply, Jesus is unmoved, untouched by any of his speech.  He is unimpressed by his status. He looks through him and declares. “I tell you the truth Nicodemus, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again”.
Nicodemus is stunned.   What is He talking about?  It is personal, obviously very important to him and he doesn’t have any support there from other Pharisees.  He wants dialogue. It’s his turn to talk but he has nothing to say…on this topic.  Jesus’ statement is made with absolute authority leaving no room for discussion.  He is afraid to admit his ignorance.  Jesus might think he is blind. He has always had an opinion on any range of topics. But the Kingdom of God?  Whatever that is, I am in it… aren’t I?  Nicodemus mentally scrolls through his CV.  ‘I am elite, righteous, knowledgeable, a teacher….  I’ve never been lost for words in debate. And yet I had never heard such a black and white statement – claiming to be truth. He goes for the literal and speaks.
“How can a man be born when he is old,” He asks, mustering up some dignity.  “Surely, he can’t enter his mother’s womb a second time to be born.”

Nicodemus had not planned the conversation going this way.  He had just asked a question and that put him in rank below Jesus.  He is losing ground here.  But he doesn’t know what Jesus is talking about.  Then Jesus speaks again.    But he just repeats himself, emphasizing his point.

“I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless He is born of water and the spirit.”
Nicodemus is stuck with his topic of conversation and he doesn’t know what to say.  ‘The birth event, eh.  I’m neither a woman nor a midwife.  Messy, unclean business.  Pharisees keep away.  I’m in mental turmoil right here, longing for some clarity.  Jesus speaks again, 

“Flesh gives birth to flesh but the Spirit gives birth to Spirit.  You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again’.  

That is three times He has said the same thing.  Jesus does not want to know what he came to talk about.  Instead He has told him what he believes he needs to know.  And He’s said it three times. He means it.  And he must get it. Nicodemus thinks hard.
The birth event in the flesh has a parallel to some birth event in the Spirit.  Let’s start with flesh. The pregnant woman has labour pains – then her waters break, then she pushes the baby out of her womb and into the world.  Finally, the new-born baby takes its first breath.   Pain, waters, emerging, breath.

Pain: That is what Nicodemus was feeling at being challenged to consider a new way of entering the kingdom of God – that isn’t about keeping laws.  It would be even more painful if his Pharisee colleagues knew. They’ve even talked about killing Jesus. How would they see him right now?  A traitor?  We are men of tradition. This is a brand-new way.  Even the thought of such a total change is painful.  What’s next?

Waters:  These are a sign of a birth about to happen.  If birth does not follow water, it is death for both mother and baby.  Once waters break, the baby must emerge from the womb.  But what’s that got to do with Spiritual birth? ….. Baptism, that’s about water.  John the Baptist dipped into the Jordan river all who came to him.  He told them to repent of their sins because someone greater than he is coming, someone who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.  Could John’s waters of baptism be the sign of the one who would bring new birth?
So, repentance comes before new birth.   Repentance is leaving the old place and new birth is emerging into the new place. Waters of baptism is the sign.  Oh horrors!  We Pharisees rejected John’s baptism.  That means we haven’t even made the first step towards new spiritual birth.  We are stuck in the old womb of Law – of trying to earn God’s favour by trying to obey the laws.  We are spiritually dead, stuck in a tomb – dead.  Horrors!

Nicodemus was feeling very uncomfortable at this thought.  Wait…  But we Pharisees do baptise people! We baptise foreigners, who want to become Jews.  But we ourselves don’t need baptism – or do we?  Without it, according to Jesus we are no better than unbaptised foreigners?? – disgusting, humiliating.  What a cheek!  Jesus considers us Pharisees no better in God’s sight than foreign sinners.  Shocking…

Let’s move on.  Pain, waters….

Birth  - physical birth is leaving the womb and emerging into a brand new life in fresh air on earth.  A baby takes a big risk leaving the warm, dark, safe womb with all they need from Mum through a tube.  It is a massive step of faith to come out into the cold air, cut the tube and lie there by itself.  Yet it is made for life outside and when the powerful muscles of mother’s uterus start flexing it’s out you go and don’t come back.  This is a step of faith - pushed out into the unknown to begin the life the baby is made for.  

It would take a Pharisee a massive step of faith to leave the safety of law keeping and emerge into a new life of trusting in God Himself.  Under our old life, we have been in control. We have felt secure.  We have performed better than others.  If I leave all that behind and begin a new life, I will not be in control anymore.  I may not measure up.  I won’t have any more advantage than some foreign sinner who took the same step of faith.  I will be rejected by other Pharisees and left alone to live by faith. Is that what Jesus is calling me to do?  

At that point Nicodemus came to the frightening truth that he never did measure up to God’s perfect standards anyway.  If not, then he too had a sin problem that he needed to leave behind.  Like the powerful muscles of the uterus he had this uncomfortable conviction that he was a sinner, like everyone else.  That strong conviction was pushing him to leave his old life and urging him to take a massive leap of faith into a brand-new life.  There he must trust God instead of trusting in himself and his performance.
A baby emerges out in the cold by itself. Taking that leap of faith Nicodemus would find himself out in the cold, away from the false security of his religious system based on keeping laws.  But can he trust God to give him life if he did cut himself loose from that system?  Will God leave him out in the cold with no life source?  This thought brings him to the fourth stage of the birth process.
Pain…waters…birth…
Breath:  The foetus takes its first breath.  Its lungs suck in air. It gives its first cry. Wow – A new baby is born, breathing by itself, and everyone is happy.  What’s that got to do with spiritual birth?  Jesus explains.
“The wind blows wherever it pleases.  You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going.  So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
Wind, breath, spirit:  Jesus uses the same word for each of these, ‘pnuema’ – like in pneumonia – disease of the lungs.  Baby sucks in its first lung full of air and right then it begins to breathe on its own.  If it keeps breathing – 20, 40, 80+ years, it is alive.  When it stops breathing the life goes out and it dies.  So, what is spiritual ‘breath’?  “Pneuma’ means breath but it also means Spirit.
A foetus can’t breathe in air while it is still in the womb.  In the same way a person can’t receive the Spirit of God while he is still trying to live under law.  He needs to leave the old life of law and sin and come out by repentance into a new life of faith in God.  When he does come out God promises to give the Spirit – the pneuma.  From then on, he will live continually by breathing, by the Spirit of God who continually breathes life, spiritual life into the believer.
This is difficult for Pharisees to understand. Pharisees think of themselves as God’s men, as teachers themselves.   But they had never even heard of new birth.  In Jesus terms that puts them back in the womb, spiritually dead, under sin and without God’s Spirit.  That is an unthinkable position for a Pharisee!  However, that might explain Nicodemus’ feelings of guilt, of doubts and failure to live up to the standards he taught others.  He could never admit this to his Pharisee friends but, to be honest it was these doubts that brought him to Jesus – under the cover of night.  Jesus just might have a better way. 
 If Jesus’ way is right then, like the wind blowing from wherever it will, his life will be out of control.  He must leave his old life of law and sin where he was in control. And he must enter by repentance into a new life of faith in God, where he will not have control anymore – that is scary.  His life will no longer be neat and tidy; measured and predictable.  All the advantages of wealth and status will be gone.  All the goodness he thought he had by keeping laws will be irrelevant or even worse, ‘sin’.  He lived that way to impress people, but God saw the rotten motives inside his heart – pride, greed, envy and hypocrisy. On the other hand, if he did choose to leave his old life, Jesus promises to give him His Spirit – the pneuma.  From then on, he will live continually by breathing, by the Spirit of God who will give him life.  He cannot hide anymore.  God sees inside him and at this point in the conversation he is feeling very uncomfortable.
Nicodemus ran out of words at this point.  He was choking inside.  All his religious performance has been useful for nothing more that showing him how sinful he is.  But is Jesus right?  He insists that He is right. He has stated so three times with himself as his witness.  His position is clear and finds no place for law-based religion at all.  He wasn’t ready for this.  He came for dialogue, but he got dogma. Jesus doesn’t put any value on what he came to say.  Either he must turn his life around completely or stay as he is. All he could find to say was,

“How can these things be?”  
Jesus spoke again and told him straight.
“You were Israel’s teacher, and you do not understand these things?  I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony.”

Just as he thought.  All his works, his religion, his teaching and his good standing count for nothing.  They gave him standing among men but no standing with God.
Jesus went on to explain that God’s way to put anyone right with Himself was to believe in His Son Whom He sent into the world.  This is Jesus Himself, God’s Son.  Nicodemus left that night with a lot to think about. His heart was badly battered.    He had some decisions to make, costly decisions.  Jesus is Messiah all right, but it will cost him much to go public with this belief.  But for now it was still dark, so he quietly went home, and no one knew where he had been.
Jesus met a Pharisee                  “Get real” questions
1.
1. What was Nicodemus’ hometown?
2.  What was his religious sect?

3. What was his sect based on?
4. What was Jesus’ trade as a young man? 
5. What public role of Jesus did Nicodemus recognise?
6. What event illustrates entering God’s kingdom?  
7 – 10.  What were four stages in this event which each illustrate stages in   entering the kingdom of God?
	
	Questions of the story
	Personal questions

	2.
	How did Nicodemus describe himself?
	How would you describe yourself?


	3.
	Why was Jesus an ‘outsider’ to Nicodemus’ world?
	How is Jesus an ‘outsider’ to your world? 

	4.
	Why did Nicodemus consider himself a good man, even better than others?
	Why do you consider yourself ‘good’, even better than others?

	5.
	What is the place of pain in physical birth?
	What is/was painful for you in considering spiritual re-birth?

	6.
	What is the place of water in physical birth?
	What is the place of baptism in spiritual birth?

	7.
	What did Nicodemus have to leave for repentance to occur?
	What do you have to leave for repentance to occur?

	8.
	How did Nicodemus have to exercise faith?
	How do you need to exercise faith?

	9.
	What was the cost to Nicodemus in taking the steps of repentance and faith?

	What is the cost to you of repentance and faith?

	10.
	What is the place of the breath in your physical life?
	What is the place of the Spirit in your spiritual life?
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