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John 19:38-42 (NIV)

Later, Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus. Now Joseph was a disciple of
Jesus, but secretly because he feared the Jewish leaders. With Pilate’s permission, he came and
took the body away. He was accompanied by Nicodemus, the man who earlier had visited Jesus
at night. Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds. Taking
Jesus’ body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen. This was in
accordance with Jewish burial customs. At the place where Jesus was crucified, there was a
garden, and in the garden a new tomb, in which no one had ever been laid. Because it was the
Jewish day of Preparation and since the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.

><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><>

Today we come to the end of our “New Beginnings” sermon series by exploring the life of a man
who certainly experienced a new beginning: Nicodemus.

Now the only book of the Bible in which we find Nicodemus is in the Gospel of John. None of
the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) say anything about the man. But John does. He
references Nicodemus three times, two of which are the scriptures we read today.

Our first reading, from the third chapter of John, is the one most people are familiar with.
Nicodemus is a Pharisee, a big-wig religious leader of the day. He also was a member of the
Sanhedren, a council of religious leaders that made not only religious decisions but also served
as a sort of court to judge criminal and civil cases.

So this Nicodemus was not some common shepherd or tradesman. He was an expert in the
Jewish laws, and a very highly respected member of the Jewish community.

So it is surprising that he goes to see Jesus. The religious leaders of the day saw Jesus as a threat
to their status quo, so none of them tried to get to know Jesus and what he was teaching.
Nicodemus was the exception.
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Now a lot has been made of the fact that he went to see Jesus at night. I remember listening to
Pastor Tony Evans on a radio program one night talking about how “Nicky” (that’s what he
called Nicodemus) was scared to go see Jesus in the daytime.

And I think that is a valid point. He did go at night, and he probably chose the time so that
nobody would see him do it. I can’t say that I blame the guy for trying to fly under the radar. We
have to remember that the religious leaders of the time didn’t like Jesus. Not only was he
publicly critical of them (for good reason, by the way), but I believe the biggest threat he was to
them was in upsetting the “this-is-the-way-we’ve-always-done-it” mentality the Pharisees used
to achieve and maintain power.

As humans we find comfort in routines. There is a rhythm that repetition brings that comforts us.
Raise your hand if you are sitting in a pew or seat that you don’t normally sit in. Nobody?
Bueller? Bueller? (You young folks ask your parents about the movie “Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.”
Or look it up on YouTube.) We are creatures of habit.

The Pharisees were no different. They loved the weekly religious routines. But then his Jesus
guy shows up out of seemingly nowhere and starts pointing out that while they, the Pharisees,
may have been living out the letter of the law, they were missing the whole point of the law, the
intent of the law, which is based on love.

So Jesus was not a friend of the Pharisees. He wasn’t an advocate for them or an ally with them.
He was a menace, one who went around stirring up trouble for them. He was the enemy.

And yet… and yet one of those Pharisees actually had his ears and heart open to be able to listen
to what Jesus was saying, and in doing so became intrigued with this Jesus of Nazareth.

I think the fact that Nicodemus goes to see Jesus at night needs to take a back seat to the fact that
HE ACTUALLY GOES TO SEE JESUS! That is the big shocker. None of the other Pharisees
did that, nor did the Sadducees or the Scribes. Nope, only “Nicky.”

When Nicodemus does go see Jesus, we find that he is confused by Jesus' metaphorical
language. Jesus talks about being “born again.” This scripture is where we get the term, “born
again,” as in “Are you a born again Christian?”

Jesus answers Nicodemus’ questions about being born again by saying, “Very truly I tell you, no
one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit.” He is talking
about being born again spiritually, in a religious sense.
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Baptism is one of the two sacraments in the United Methodist Church, the other being the Lord’s
Supper. When I perform a baptism there are two things that happen: first, the water is applied,
either by sprinkling, pouring, or immersion. (Yes, all three of those modes are acceptable.) But
that doesn’t end the ritual. No. After the water is applied I ask the family and friends to lay a
hand on the person who has just been baptized, and I place my hand on top of their head. I then
say, “The Holy Spirit work within you, that being born through water and the Spirit, you may be
a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ. Amen.”

See, we baptize by water and the Spirit! The water symbolized the forgiveness of sins, but the
invoking of the Holy Spirit invites the Holy Spirit to live within that person. That’s what Jesus
means when he says “no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the
Spirit.”

Baptism by water and the Spirit is a new beginning. It signifies a dying to our former life and a
new birth into a life as a follower of Jesus Christ.

Jesus tells Nicodemus about being born again during Nicodemus’ night trip to see Jesus.

The next time we see Nicodemus in the Gospel of John is in the seventh chapter. The priests and
Pharisees are getting very angry with Jesus and send the temple guards to arrest him. The guards,
however, refused to do so after listening to Jesus speak. This infuriates the priests and Pharisees
who want Jesus arrested and killed. It’s in the midst of this that we find Nicodemus pointing out
to his fellow Pharisees that under their laws a person had a right to offer a defense. “Does our
law condemn a man without first hearing him to find out what he has been doing?”

The Pharisees don’t take that very well and respond, “Are you from Galilee, too? Look into it,
and you will find that a prophet does not come out of Galilee.” So that is the second time
Nicodemus appears in the Gospel of John.

The third time happens with our second reading today from the 19th chapter. Jesus has been
crucified on the cross and has died. Joseph of Arimathea asks Pilate for permission to bury Jesus’
body, and Pilate grants his request.

But Joseph is not alone. Nicodemus, the same Nicodemus that went to Jesus at night, the same
Nicodemus that defended Jesus’ right to a defense in front of the Pharisees, helps Joseph of
Arimathea prepare Jesus' body and place it in a tomb.

Now while this does indeed seem like a gracious thing for Nicodemus to do, there are bigger
implications to his actions.
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In the Jewish faith the new day begins at sundown, not sunrise. Jesus was killed on the day
before the Sabbath, which started at sundown on that Friday. For the Jewish people the sabbath
was a day of rest, and no work could be done on the Sabbath, including burying someone. That’s
why Joseph and Nicodemus were rushing to prepare Jesus’ body for burial and why the women
went to the tomb at sunrise on Sunday so that they could do a better job of putting spices on the
body and wrapping it in a traditional way. The women were going to take their time and redo
what Joseph and Nicodemus had hurriedly done.

But in actually being present with and touching Jesus’ body Nicodemus made himself “unclean.”
And this would have been a big deal for him.

If you read back in the Old Testament book of Leviticus you will find things being classified as
“clean” or “unclean.” This was part of the Jewish law, and it covered everything from clothing to
the types of food to eat. Clean was acceptable and holy. Unclean was just the opposite.

In the book of Numbers we find that if someone touches a dead body, the person becomes
“unclean.” “Whoever touches a human corpse will be unclean for seven days. They must purify
themselves with the water on the third day and on the seventh day; then they will be clean.”  –
Numbers 19:11-12

If they fail to purify themselves, then the scriptures say “they defile the Lord’s tabernacle.” As a
result “They must be cut off from Israel.” –  Numbers 19:13

Now remember that Nicodemus is a Pharisee. His helping prepare Jesus’ body, which makes him
unclean for seven days, is a bold action. A very bold action. He will not be able to worship at the
tabernacle. He will not be able to participate in the religious ceremonies that the Pharisees
engage in throughout the week. That’s a big deal to a Pharisee.

And Nicodemus knew the consequences of his actions. As a Pharisee he knew the law better than
anyone else with the exception of his fellow Pharisees. He knew what he was doing. And he
knew what would happen to him if he did. And he did it anyway.

As followers of Jesus sometimes we find ourselves in uncomfortable and difficult situations as
well. As I have said in messages before, God does not call us to the comfortable places.

It’s hard for us to remember that, though. We live in such a quid pro quo world that we are
programmed to expect a return for our efforts. “If I’m going to do something, then I want
something in return. And it better be good.”
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And that attitude carries over with our relationship with God. “Okay, God. I’ve been to church
twice this month and I even gave some money one of those times. So here’s what I want you to
do for me…”

We want a ROI (Return On Investment) with God, and we really prefer to have some strong
assurances or guarantees before we are willing to take any action. We will be religious and
follow Jesus, but only if we get some things in return, like good health, great parking places, and
a bunch of money in the bank.

But Nicodemus didn’t do that. Just the opposite. In choosing not only to listen to Jesus and stand
up for him, but to make himself unclean by helping prepare and bury Jesus’ body, Nicodemus
knew that he would be ostracized by his fellow Pharisees. He would no longer have access to the
best food in the area, or live in one of the nicest houses in the city. And he probably wouldn’t get
to wear the fancy robes and funny-looking hat of a Pharisee, either.

Making a decision to help Jesus meant that his career was pretty much over. The other Pharisees
wouldn’t trust him. They would consider him a traitor. He wouldn’t be picked to lead any
committees or move up the pecking order of the organization. He would never get to be the
grand poobah of the Pharisees. They would probably try to kick him out of the Pharisees club.
He would be persona non grata to his fellow Pharisees as well as his friends and probably family
as well.

But I believe that whatever Nicodemus lost in his earthly life was probably granted to him 10 or
100 times over in heaven.

So what can we learn from Nicodemus? I think the main thing is that when we become like
Nicodemus and follow Jesus we will often find ourselves in uncomfortable and difficult
situations.

When we become like Nicodemus and follow Jesus, the Holy Spirit will give us that gut feeling
to walk up to a total stranger and start talking to her/him. And I’m not talking about giving them
what I call a “Jesus-as-fire-insurance” speech (“If you died tonight, would you go to heaven or
hell, smoking or non-smoking?”), but actually getting to know them, finding out about them,
about their dreams and their struggles.

When we become like Nicodemus and follow Jesus we will be willing to get our hands dirty,
humbling ourselves and willing to work hard to reach the least and the lost in our society,
showing them through our words and our actions that Jesus loves them. We will look at others as
equal-to or even better than ourselves, seeing them the way that Jesus sees them.
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When we become like Nicodemus and follow Jesus we will be willing to leave the things of this
world behind, focusing our eyes and our hearts on heavenly things, not on earthly treasures that
will pass away.

So my challenge to you is to be like Nicodemus. Be willing to have a new beginning following
Jesus Christ into the challenging and difficult places. Follow those gut feelings of the Holy
Spirit, be willing to get your hands dirty, and focus on the things of heaven, not things of this
earth.

And if you do that, I’m sure Jesus will smile down on you from heaven. And I’m pretty sure
“Nicky” will, too.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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