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A Pharisee Named Nicodemus 

2nd Sunday in Lent, Year A, 3/5/23 

 

Quick – how many other Pharisees can you name? How many Jewish leaders of any 

kind from Jesus’s time can you name? Annas and Caiaphas come to mind. They were 

the High Priests who helped get Jesus killed. The various Kings Herod? Two of them 

tried to kill Jesus; one of them succeeded, or at least helped Pontius Pilate and the 

HPs do so. What else did they do? No-one remembers.  

Well, Josephus remembered a little. Remember him? The Ishmael to Second Temple 

Israel’s Moby Dick, one of the few to survive to tell the tale of those times. He tells 

us that Caiaphas stayed afloat in these rough political seas for eighteen years, most of 

them before Jesus showed up and showed him up. He also reminds us about Pilate, 

one in a long series of incompetent bureaucrats sent to enforce the will of the Senatus 

Populusque Romanum over people for whom neither Rome’s senate nor its people 

had much use. The Eternal City’s A-team, when sent down east, tended to draw 

Syria or Egypt to go get rich in. 

If you’re keen on your New Testament, you might also remember Gamaliel and his 

erstwhile pupil Saul of Tarsus – Pharisees both, though there the similarity ends. Saul 

is the one who wanted to stone Stephen, our first martyr. Gamaliel is the chief of 

those who didn’t, though I doubt Nicodemus was too keen on it, either. The rest of 

the Sanhedrin, or at least a sizeable majority, were fine with watching that young 

man get beaten to death with rocks because of how much he loved God and would 

make Them known. Many even threw some. Saul held their cloaks while they did 

it, so much did he want to watch die anyone who had seen Christ revealed at God’s 

right hand, a light to the nations and the glory of God’s people. He felt real bad about 
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it later, though, once God blinded him on the Damascus road and remade him into 

the Apostle Paul. What further reaction Nicodemus and Gamaliel had to all this, I do 

not know. 

So, at best, seven Jewish leaders from back then whose names the Bible gives us – 

and of those, two good, four not-so-good, and one who started bad but got better. 

The not-so-good ones had power. The good ones – Gamaliel and Nicodemus, and 

Paul once he’s fully Paul – did not. Worse, the names of the first two come down to 

us damned by the faint praise of being called good scholars and beloved of the people. 

Oh, dear. Gamaliel gave the Sanhedrin, and through them the world, the famous test 

that goes by his name. Don’t rush to judgment on new things, he told the High 

Council. If it is of God, it will succeed, and you cannot prevent that. If it is not of 

God, it will fail and you cannot prevent that, either. Wait and see. Wait and see. 

The High Council, as I said, did not wait and see.  

It’s always worse when you do it for God. 

Gamaliel, like Nicodemus, was a Pharisee, as I said. So was Paul, when he was still 

called Saul. So, some say, was Jesus, though the Gospels tell us that they had their 

disagreements, and he did call them a “brood of vipers.” But that’s only human, 

spewing vitriol on one’s theological or political kin. Socialists on communists, and 

vice versa; liberals on progressives (& v.v.); fascists and neocons (& v.v.), and members 

of a faith community, sometimes over matters that matter, but often over hurt 

feelings, misunderstandings, scuttlebutt, gossip, or nothing at all. It is to weep. 

It's always worse when you to it for God. 

Whether Gamaliel ever had much to say to Jesus, we do not know. Nicodemus – 

this is a sermon about Nicodemus – did, and that we know. However many 

Pharisees, members of the Sanhedrin, or both wanted to know about the man from 
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Galilee, Nicodemus is the one they sent – “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher…” 

– to find out if there was anything to him. Oh, yes. You’re not gonna believe this, 

fellas. This guy actually thinks he’s the Son of God, but what makes him really 

interesting is that he’s not crazy, delusional, suicidal, or trying to start a war. He’s 

trying to…well, it’s not easy to explain. I think he’s trying to get us all to understand 

that we have to…start over, start anew, be born a second time, this time when we’re 

fully grown. He says he’s come to save the world and give us a kind of life that does 

not end. He calls this the Kingdom of God. 

Delusional, replied some of the Pharisees to this. Worse than the locust-eater. 

A dreamer, replied others, and with a weird understanding of human reproduction. 

Messiahs, replied yet others, rolling their eyes. Messiahs just get people killed.  

No, wait, said the last group, Nicodemus’s. I don’t quite know why, guys, but it 

actually makes some sense. He gets what we’re trying to do – live the spiritual essence 

of the law through its particulars – but takes it two steps further: subordinate 

everything to the two great commandments – love, and more love – and start your 

life as a grown-up in a new way. It goes beyond repenting and into rethinking your 

whole life, who you are, what you’re here for, and what it’s all about. Ha-Shem – 

that is, ‘the Name’, a way that many Jews speak of God without using the word 

‘God’, ‘the Lord’ or the like – came into this world to save sinners, not condemn 

them, though They will still condemn them if They have to. I don’t know if I agree 

with it, but it does make you think. 

He might move too fast, he might’ve added, but he means well. We can work with 

him. He understands that we’re trying to make the world holy through the law, 

through seeing everything we do as a chance to find the sacred and honor the one 

who made us all.  
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But he thinks he can fulfill the law, another might have objected. He thinks he can 

save the world. 

Ha-Shem can save the world. Why not one who speaks for him? 

Who can know Ha-Shem without the law? How could you say you know someone 

if you have not listened to all they had to say? 

Rabbi Hillel said it best, might come the response. The law can be summed up as 

this: “What is hateful to your neighbor, do not do. The rest is commentary. Now go 

study.” 

If it were that easy, why would we have to study? 

We would have to study our neighbors, at least, know what they find hateful, so that 

we would know what not to do. 

And what harm would there be in that? 

Indeed, indeed. Actually, Rabbi Hillel had not been dead long when Nicodemus 

went to Jesus at night to question and to learn. One of the brightest lights in the 

history of Judaism, Hillel was the Jews’ spiritual leader from 30 BCE to 10 CE. Boy 

Jesus might’ve even seen him in Jerusalem, though he probably would not have 

remembered him. But his teachings resonate with those of Jesus quite deeply. Among 

them are the following pearls of wisdom: 

• "Don't trust yourself until the day you die". 

• "Do not judge your fellow until you are in his place." 

• "Whosoever destroys one soul, it is as though he had destroyed the entire 

world. And whosoever saves a life, it is as though he had saved the entire 

world." 

• "Where there are no grown-ups, strive to be one!" 
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• "My humiliation is my exaltation; my exaltation is my humiliation." 

• "If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And being for myself, what am I? 

And if not now, when?"1 

Tikkun olam, in Hebrew, means to save or repair the world, and what Hillel set as 

our highest calling. What Jesus added is that we must also save ourselves – and Paul 

added that we can’t do this alone. We can hear how these start to meld in John 3:17, 

and also how they resonate with God’s goal in John 3:16. To save one life is to save 

the world, and God loves the world, and by extension each life in it, including yours 

and mine. All these people differed over was the means of salvation, not its end, or 

its ultimate source in God. 

By the time John’s gospel was written, however, the communities of Jews and 

Christians were more on spitting than on speaking terms. The mindsets of those who 

stoned Stephen and crucified Jesus had won out over that of those who wanted to 

listen to them. The Caiaphases and Pilates of the world, and the Herods, get their 

way far more often that the likes of Gamaliel, Jesus, and Nicodemus. Likewise, in 

our day it’s too often the likes of Putin and Lukashenko on thrones backed by 

sycophants, corruption, and blood, and the Navalnys and Bialiatskis, who would 

reform their countries and make a better world, who rot in their prisons.  

Paul, who had once been Saul, understood this, because he knew in his bones the 

fathomless depths of evil into which human beings can jump or be pushed. He also 

knew that the wisest and kindest of our spiritual leaders never quite get their minds 

around this. They never quite accept that wisdom, kindness, self-discipline and love 

can’t beat evil on their own, and that to do that takes blood, tears, sweat, and the 

shattering of the minds and lives of those doing evil until they stop and pay attention. 

 
1 Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hillel_the_Elder#Other_maxims; see the footnotes to that article. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hillel_the_Elder#Other_maxims
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As Rousseau said in a different context, some people have to be forced to be free. 

All this, in turn, requires the willing death on a cross of the God who made us this 

way and let us become who we are, then became one of us, and then let us destroy 

him. That way, God could finally reconcile Themself to us, and Themself to 

Themself.  

A Pharisee named Nicodemus tried to understand all this, and to help others 

understand it. I’m not sure that he ever did. I’m not sure that he didn’t. What I do 

know is that he came to Jesus asking questions, listened to the answers, did his best 

to help those who wanted to do likewise, never hurt anybody, and grew wise. He 

also got what very few people get, and certainly very few Pharisees: two thousand 

years after his death we all still know his story and his name, which means that he 

hasn’t fully died, and has not been forgotten. We should all be so lucky with our 

questions and the answers they bring us. Amen. 

 


