
 
 

  

Sermon for Sunday, May 27, 2018 
 

“Living in Mystery” 
 
 In our story today we meet Nicodemus, not only is he a Pharisee, but he’s described as a leader of the Jews. 
When he approaches Jesus he says “we know that you are a teacher” It kinda sounds like Nicodemus has been 
sent by a group to find out more information. As though Jesus is the new kid on the bock and all the Pharisees 
and Rabbi’s have been watching him—and while they recognize that Jesus is doing some stuff that points to God 
being present—they’re also not so sure about who Jesus is or what he’s really up to.  
 

And there’s a reason for their hesitation, right before this story Jesus had gone into the temple—fashioned a whip 
out of some cords and had driven out people who were selling animals for sacrifices. This hadn’t put him on the 
good side of a lot of the religious leaders.  
 

So—Nicodemus being the leader of their group—had stepped up and  had gone to Jesus in order to find out more 
information. But there was also a catch—yes, he wanted to know what was going on, but he didn’t want to give 
off the appearance of socializing or being in Jesus company—so just to be safe, Nicodemus went to meet Jesus 
at night.  
 

He starts out “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God for no one can do these signs that 
you do apart from God’s presence. Jesus responds “very truly I tell you no one can see the kingdom of God 
without being born from above.”  
 

What…. 
 

It’s like Jesus just answered a question no one asked.  
 

Suddenly the conversation seems to careen into a rabbit whole—with Nicodemus asking how someone can 
physically be born twice, while Jesus discusses water and Spirit. 
 

The mix-up comes from one word in the text—in the Greek it’s anwthen, which can be translated either “from 
above” or “again”.  
 

So when Jesus says “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” it could also be 
translated “born again”. There seems to be some word play going on between Jesus and Nicodemus—
Nicodemus interpreting the word as “again” while Jesus means “from above”.  
 

This might seem trivial but it’s the crux of the text—because Jesus is not only explaining who he is and what 
he’s up to, but he’s also revealing to Nicodemus how believing in him leads to a change in how we live our lives 
here and now.  
 

But in order to get there—we have to understand what Jesus means by the phrase eternal life.   
 

Growing up, these two words “eternal life” were used a lot at the church my family attended. From a young age I 
remember hearing about how God offers us “eternal life”—but it was always explained to me that it was 
something that happened after this life—that once we died, we would be welcomed by God into God’s presence 
and then we would receive eternal life.  
 

But in college I began to question this idea—because if the whole goal of faith is to receive eternal life and live 
in God’s presence when we die, then what’s the purpose of this life here and now.  
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During my senior year of college I took a class on the gospel of John—our professor, Terry, pointed out that for 
the author of John, the idea of eternal life has a different meaning—it isn’t something that begins after we die, 
instead, according to the author of John, it starts when we confess our faith.  
To say that we believe in Christ isn’t a static event, that simply has implications for the distant future--instead 
that confession immediately welcomes us into the family of God—where God claims us as God’s own and we 
are given the gift of new life here and now. 
 

In her commentary on this passage, Judith Jones says: Eternal life is life shaped by and utterly dependent on 
God’s love. It is not simply life in heaven after death. It begins now, in the moment that believers entrust their 
lives to Jesus. When believers receive eternal life, they enter into God’s reign in the here and now. They become 
citizens of God’s kingdom, submitting to God’s rule and depending on the Spirit’s guidance. Citizenship in 
God’s reign is not a solo affair. Believers are reborn into God’s new family.” 
 

I will never forget, sitting in Terry’s class and hearing this idea of the first time—it was a game changer-it was 
like a whole new world was opening up—because instead of waiting for something to happen someday, 
somewhere in the next life—it was like hearing an invitation from God to come and be part of God’s mission—
God’s mission of telling everyone the good news of God’s love and to welcome them into God’s kingdom.  
 

This has radical implications for how we are called to live—so that our lives reflect our identity as members of 
God’s family and the eternal life we have been given. 
 

Now, if this sounds a little overwhelming—or you’re asking “ok, so where do we start”—let’s remember that 
this congregation is already proclaiming the good news in many, many ways.  
 

Every Monday morning when I pull into the parking lot, members of this congregation are out in the food pantry, 
unloading cars, marking off bar codes, sorting donations and loading trucks that will deliver food to surrounding 
agencies.  
 

Next Sunday, 22 of our high school students will spend the week learning from and serving at 5 different 
agencies around St. Louis—doing their best to do justice, love kindness and proclaim God’s love.  
 

Members of our Deacon board care for those who are sick and grieving, while our Mission Committee explores 
new ways to partner with refugees and returning citizens.  
 

Living into our eternal life here and now is a process…and each day offers us a new start. 
 

We can even see this with Nicodemus, because while he started out meeting Jesus at night, it’s not where his 
story ends…he shows up one more time in John’s gospel in chapter 19—after Jesus had been crucified, it says 
this: 
Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked 
Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him permission; so he came and removed his 
body. 39 Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, 
weighing about a hundred pounds. 40 They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, 
according to the burial custom of the Jews.”  
 

What started as a night time inquiry, ended in a bold daylight proclamation for everyone to see.   
 

This text asks a question of each of us: If we confess Christ and have been welcomed into God’s family, if 
eternal life, your eternal life, has already started here and now-how will you choose to live differently?  
 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit Amen.  
Rev. Melanie A. Smith 
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