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         Seeking, Teaching and Loving
A few years ago, because Tesco was out of one of our staples, we changed to Sainsburys.  The van arrived, we unpacked, and it all felt very good.  It was easy for us to push the boundaries and experience something new, a different supplier at the click of a button.  And, because of the facility of transferring all your favourites on the computer’s shopping list from Tesco to Sainsburys, it was very easy.

A couple of weeks later and we gave Tescos another try.  Well, that sneaky computer transfer obviously meant they had known all along about our disloyalty, so as we got to the bottom of the crate of shopping we discovered a big box of chocolates, a bottle of Prosecco and a hand written card from Tesco saying how pleased they were to have us back!  

Once we got through the chocolates, well, we thought we’d have another go at shopping at Sainsburys online one week and then go back to Tesco the next.  Alas, they’d sussed us out and were aware of our little roose, so no chocolates at the bottom of the crate the second time around!

Not everyone is a fan of trying something new.

If ever we go out for a meal with my younger bother I know that if Steve is on my right and Rachel on my left, my brother will always go for the same dish, which involves meat and two veg, whereas Rachel always views a meal out as an opportunity to try out something new.


For some of us it’s quite a challenge to be in a new shop or  eat a different cuisine.  And that’s true about faith too.  We become settled in the way our church does things, so going to the one down the road for an ecumenical Sunday might even be the cue for a day off!

Imagine then how Nicodemus might have felt as he approaches Jesus one night full of questions.


Nicodemus is one of the good guys, a Seeker after Truth, and he wasn’t just curious about this new teacher on the block, Jesus, he was courageous enough to meet up with him.

Some say the night time would have been a traditional appointment for such a discussion, others suggest it was a time chosen by a man who might have appreciated the cloak of darkness to shield him from the criticisms of his fellow council members.

Nicodemus only appears in John’s gospel, but he does so three times.  On this first occasion he’s introduced to us as a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling Jewish council of the day. 

So, here’s a student of scripture and a practitioner of prayer, and a man of considerable power and influence in his community. 

There is something of a theme developing at the beginning of John’s gospel and, in a way, it’s the problem of success.  We are only at chapter 3 but already we’ve had the miracle of Jesus turning water into wine.  Such miracles, says John, made headlines.  This is what he says at the end of chapter two: …many put their trust in him when they saw the signs that he performed.  But Jesus, for his part would not trust himself to them.

And maybe he viewed Nicodemus the same way, for Nicodemus starts his night time conversation with Jesus by saying: Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher sent by God, for no one could perform these sign of yours unless God was with him.

John is not against miracles, but he often thinks of them as incomplete in themselves.  By calling them signs it’s as if he saying to us, what is most important is what the miracle points to; the deeper reality it asks us to consider.  Miracles direct us to the themes of love, compassion, human dignity and wholeness.  And ultimately miracles point us to a God of love whose blessing knows no social divide.

So, maybe we get the impression that Jesus, called a teacher by Nicodemus, might only have given his pupil that night 5 out of 10!  Here was a seeker, who courageously was breaking out of his comfort zone; a man who refused to be bound by his tradition and someone who was taking the trouble to ask questions.  He obviously had faith, but in this conversation Jesus helps him re-orientate that faith; looking beyond the miraculous to a deeper consideration of what it means to worship and follow a God of love.

And it seems to have worked.  This night-time encounter changed Nicodemus’ life.  So much so that in the further two references to him in John’s gospel we read of him speaking up for Jesus at the Sanhedrin before the crucifixion and helping with the embalming of Jesus’ body after it.

There is a sense of Seeking in today’s reading.  Of someone prepared to try new things, consider a different approach, weigh up a fresh type of thinking.  Nicodemus is on a journey.  Because, so often, faith is much more about travelling hopefully than thinking we’ve arrived.

Now, today’s Gospel is also about Teaching.

Nicodemus knows a thing or two about both teachers and teaching, after all he was a Pharisee.  

It's estimated that around the time of Jesus there were no less than 6,000 Pharisees and they were very popular.  Modern day, Rabbinical Judaism traces its roots back to the Pharisees.  

The Sadducees were considered much more elite, aristocratic and remote.  Pharisees and Sadducees didn’t get on and interpreted the Jewish scriptures differently.  The Sadducees would read a text like An eye for an eye as being justification to literally take out someone’s eye if they had been wronged.  The Pharisees were much more nuanced and said the perpetrator owed the price of an eye to the one he had wronged.


Well, although the Christian gospels have tended to lump all the Pharisees together as the bad guys, it’s evident in Nicodemus that there were many good ones.

Nothing mattered more to him than being guided by the Scriptures and he sees Jesus as a teacher and therefore addresses him as Rabbi.


So, even if initially Nicodemus was drawn in by the miracles, what we have in this night time meeting is a session of precious teaching.  

Jesus says to him You must be born again. At least that’s how we often hear this story, yet linguists tell us it should better be translated You must be born from above.

And this might well fit with John’s view of life, because he was heavily influenced by the Greek idea that was then very prominent of a two storey universe.  Below is the world where there is often conflict, self interest and a loss of purpose, whilst above is a world of goodness, order and integrity.  

So, whereas the likes of Matthew talk of The Kingdom to describe something of God blessing our world, John talks of a goodness that comes from above, and even paints Jesus urging Nicodemus to be Born from Above.


So here we have not a magic Jesus, followed only by the crowds because he’s become a spectacular, but a teaching Jesus who is making the Father known through his teaching.

Well, my old college would be proud of me this morning for having three points that all rhyme – very Baptist way of preaching, because finally, this passage, of course, says something very important about loving.  Seeking, Teaching and Loving.


John 3 16 – I guess more than a few of us in church this morning have known this verse from our Sunday School days:  God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son… That’s the message Nicodemus heard from Jesus that night.


And in a way it’s such a stunning statement to be found in John’s Gospel with his view of this two storey universe.  In that view the good place is above.  Yet this God, the God Jesus shows us, loves the world below, our world.  God loved the world so much, he gave…


I suppose in a way we might say, in relation to God, that love is both a noun and verb.  For the Bible says God is Love – it’s like his name.  And yet that word also describes his actions and the way he reaches out and blesses us.


It's such a small word to be the basis of anyone’s faith.  Yet this word love can define everything about us.  The way we think.  The way we act. The people we are.  The communities we strive to build. The motivation that inspires us and the goal that drives us.

And we love because God first loved us.  It’s integral to faith and as the Apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13, the greatest of these is love.


I’m sure the way faith was codified for a Pharisee could be very complicated.  I’m sure the way faith is dogmatised for a Christian can be very burdensome.  So, perhaps like Nicodemus, all of us need to hear these words of Jesus for they are as relevant in the morning as they were when first uttered that night a long time ago:  God so loves this world, that he gave… The name and character of God is love.

We will spend not just the remainder of Lent, the rest of our lives discovering what that means and may we never tire of being a Seeker of the truths it contains.


So, I think I’m a bit of a fan of Nicodemus because he was a seeker who met with Jesus the teacher and learnt about love.


Last century, whilst at my second church, Hitchin, just over the border from here in Hertfordshire, I did some post-graduate studies at Oxford.  Most of us on the course were young ministers as it was in Applied Theology and we wanted to reflect, a few years into ministry, if we might be doing it right!

But that wasn’t the case with George, a retired Methodist Minister.  Most of us were the younger side of 40 but he was the other side of 80, yet he attended every Residential and completed the course.  

We all loved having George in our discussion groups, why wouldn’t we, he had decades of experience.  Yet it was clear he thought he had so much more to learn, he especially loved the lectures in Feminist and Liberation theology.  George was an inspiration to us all because of his exemplary humility and his wonderful appetite to keep on learning.  To always be a Seeker.


May that be our desire too, in the name of Jesus who teaches us all that God’s name is Love.  Amen.

Ian Green, Amersham, 2nd March 2023
