EMBRACED BY DIVINE GRACIOUSNESS
John 3:1-21; 7:45-53; 19:38-42
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Like a newborn baby, I feel like I have fallen in the arms and embraced by Divine Graciousness. My life ever since is my attempt to say “thank-you” to Jesus and the God who sent him.


Oh, let me introduce myself. My name is Nicodemus. I live in Jerusalem. Word traveled fast about this rabbi from Galilee. Many in Jerusalem believed in him because they saw the signs he was doing. Signs are important, you know.


So I met Jesus at night. We Pharisees (who have day jobs other than Bible study) discuss scripture and theology at night, anyway. Plus, darkness minimized the risk of anyone seeing me with this overzealous rabbi from Nazareth. Being many years his senior, I tried to welcome him with a compliment: “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.” (3:2). I thought that was a generous and courteous way to address this thirty-year-old from the north. It’s a great way to begin a theological discussion about the end times, the coming of the Messiah, the existence of angels, the resurrection of the dead, or some other topic of religious interest.


This Jesus of Nazareth, however, would have none of it! “Amen! Amen!” Jesus said to me. That’s a sign, you know, that truth is being spoken. I hear you translate it as “Truly, truly” or “Very truly.” “Amen. Amen. I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above and anew.” 


Here I am trying to have a nice theological discussion with this young man and he talks about some sort of new birth. I missed it. I didn’t get it. “How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter into his mother’s womb and be born again?” I missed his point. Jesus used a word translated from Aramaic into Greek as anothen. It means both “anew” and “from above.” One refers to time and one refers to place: anew/again or from above. Which is the right translation? Both. Jesus says I must be born anew or born from above, and I heard him say only that I was to be born again. 


I imagine that you also think that Jesus told me that I must be born again. I (not Jesus) talked about being born again. Do you find it interesting that so many Christians in your day call themselves “born again” when that term comes from my misunderstanding of Jesus and not from Jesus?



Then Jesus used that “Amen! Amen!” again. “Amen, Amen, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. . . . You must be born from above.” (3:5-7). I’m still thinking about the time factor of being born again from my mother, and Jesus again stresses that he is not talking so much about time as about the source—from the flesh or from the spirit. He offers spiritual birth from above—from God. “It comes from God,” Jesus was trying to tell me, but I didn’t get it. 

We often had theological discussions at night up on a roof, and suddenly a light breeze blew across our faces. “It’s like the wind,” Jesus said. “Do you know where it comes from or where it is going?” I could hear the rustle of the leaves in the branches and feel the soft kiss of the breath of the wind on my cheek. Yes, I knew of the wind, but I couldn’t see it but could only could see the effects of it. I did not know where it comes from or where it was going. 


All of this was strange to me. Jesus knew and I knew that the word for wind (ruah in Hebrew and pneuma in Greek) means not only “wind” but also “breath” or “spirit.” Was Jesus talking only of the wind blowing through the trees or the spirit of God (the breath of God) blowing through our hair? It just didn’t make sense. “How can these things be?” I asked him. 


“Are you a teacher of Israel,” he asked me, “and yet you do not understand these things?”

I am a teacher of Israel--a respected teacher of Israel I’ll have you know! Don’t you see these academic bars on my robe? I have studied with the best teachers of my time and am trying to do what every good teacher does--pass on the knowledge to the next generation. We teachers have a saying that our task is to hold every bit of teaching like a good well holds every drop of water so that it will be passed on to the next generation. I am a teacher of Israel.  

Then he said for the third time, “Amen, amen!”: “Amen, amen, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony.”

He began to tell that old Moses story from the Torah of the time in the wilderness wandering when the snakes bit so many of our people that they were dying from sickness. Moses, however, made a bronze snake and lifted it up on a stick for all to see. Those who looked on the stick and believed in the power of the Lord to save them were healed. It wasn’t the bronze snake that healed them. The snake did not have any powers of its own and did not die as a substitute for anyone.  The saving power was the realization that even there in the wilderness they were not far from Divine Graciousness. When all of our efforts to save ourselves didn’t work there in the wilderness, Yahweh provided life and healing for us. The spirit of the Lord had blown across the wilderness and they received healing then and there. “Yet you do not receive!” he said.

I began to see what Jesus meant. My whole life has been about learning the rules and then living by the rules. I always thought that life was a big multiple-choice test with little boxes to fill in when you know the right answer. Those of us who made the best score would be most loved by God, of course. When I brought my multiple-choice test to Jesus, however, he didn’t want anything to do with my questions and my little boxes. 


“Fine,” I thought. “I’ll just start again with some bigger questions and some bigger boxes.” But Jesus talked about a wind that blows away the test papers and all of the neatly arranged boxes. “We’re not on the same page!” Jesus was saying. “There aren’t any boxes; just breezes--just the breath of God. You must be born from above.”

I was beginning to understand what he was saying, but I didn’t like it. I’ve spent my whole life coloring inside the lines, filling in the right answers in the little boxes, attending religious meetings, and this young rabbi talks of breezes that blow where they will. I don’t like it. I’m scared. I know about the past and about how we have tried to organize religion and even organize how God will act. But this Jesus talks of a mysterious power that blows on its own schedule and breathes freshness and new birth and new beginnings.


I don’t like change. I want some change, of course, but on my schedule and on my own terms. I like boxes but don’t trust breezes. “No one has ascended into heaven,” he said. He knew why I studied so hard, why I worked so faithfully to obey all of the Mosaic law. I’m a Pharisee, for God’s sake. If we don’t follow the law completely, God will not bring in the new age to free us from Rome and all other earthly powers! “It’s up to us if our world is to change!”

Jesus said it wasn’t up to us. God is not as concerned with our boxes as much as seeing the effects of the wind in the trees and feeling the breath of God on our face. “You can’t make yourself good enough to ascend to God!” Jesus was saying. “It is God’s action, not yours. You don’t ascend up. God comes down and lives among you and shows you love.” 


Jesus knew that I was looking for a sign; for that is how I started the whole conversation. Jesus was telling me that the sign of God’s work is not in the miracles of changing water to wine or of healing sick people. God’s sign is self-giving love. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (3:16). Eternal life is more than the quantity of life in heaven. Eternal life is a quality which is a meaningful life which begins right now. Like those suffering from serpents in the wilderness, I needed a deep, meaningful relationship with God. 

One Passover Jesus returned to Jerusalem in triumph to the praise of the common people, but this only served to crystallize the religious authorities’ opposition to him. They didn’t trust this rabbi who stepped out of their religious boxes and followed breezes. The Sanhedrin council (I am a member) met in the early morning hours and condemned Jesus to death. I asked the council, “Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to find out what they are doing, does it?” They replied, “Surely you are not also from Galilee, are you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to arise from Galilee.” (7:50-52). I didn’t say another word. 

Shortly before noon, I went outside the city wall to the place of execution. As I watched him hanging there, I remembered something he had said to me years before. “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” 


Suddenly I understood. I was doing all of this starting over so that God would love me. Now I realized: it’s not up to me!  A breeze began to blow through my hair. And then the truth hit me: There is nothing we can do to make God love us any more than God already loves us; and there is nothing we can do to make God love us any less than God already loves us. “For God so loved the world that God gave . . . and gave . . . and gave.”

How do we respond to such love? What do we do for a God who gives and gives love to us? I believe we open our hands and give in response to such love. Another member of the Sanhedrin, Joseph of Arimathea and I asked for the body of Jesus to bury it in a new tomb in a garden. 

This time with Jesus I had no words to say, no issues to discuss, no teachings to question. I brought about one hundred pounds of myrrh and aloes to embalm the body. (19:38-42). One hundred pounds of spices to put on a dead body! Now that’s an extravagant, generous gift.  Why would anyone exhibit such extravagant generosity?  

It’s simple, really. “For God so loved the world that God gave . . . and gave . . . and gave.” Why give so much of my riches to embalm a dead body or to support a church such as Vienna Baptist Church? “For God so loved the world that God gave . . . and gave . . . and gave.” I give my time, my talents and my treasures because I have been embraced by Divine Graciousness. I gave one hundred pounds of spices to say “Thank You” to such a generous and giving God. 

I remembered his words, “Nicodemus, it comes anew because it comes from above. God does it. You can’t do it yourself. It’s like beginning all over again. It’s like the Spirit/wind. You can start again, but only by the grace of God. You don’t do it; the Lord does.”

That word “anothen” was used today when I heard the veil in the temple was torn anothen—from top to bottom (Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45).  In other words, the veil that divided us from God was torn “from above.” I realized Jesus did not want me to be a better person but a new person born from above. 


When I heard Sunday morning that some of the disciples had seen Jesus alive again, I felt a gentle wind blow through my hair, and I cried like a newborn baby. I have been embraced by Divine Graciousness. 
HYMN 542: Jesus Lover of My Soul
