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"Witness: Nicodemus"

       Tonight we continue our Midweek Lenten Sermon Series entitled:  “Christ 
on Trial!”  These sermons are based on the manuscripts from a little known trial concerning a man named Jesus, also called “The Christ” and “The Son of God.”  The transcripts from this trial deal with Jesus’ arrest and eventual execution.  The central  issue of this trial is this:   Was Jesus guilty OR was Jesus innocent?  People throughout history have debated that issue.  The transcripts of this trial will research the facts and allow you to draw your own conclusion.  

       Three weeks ago you heard the opening statement from the Prosecutor.  Two weeks ago you heard the first witness for the defense:  The Apostle Matthew.  Last week you heard the second witness for the defense:   a healed woman.  The transcript I will read for you this evening will allow you to hear the witness of a man named Nicodemus – who used to be a Pharisee and a member of the Jewish ruling council.  Most of Nicodemus’ fellow Pharisees hated Jesus and despised His teaching.  But as you will hear from his testimony, Nicodemus ends up trusting in Jesus as His Lord and Savior.  So, please listen carefully as I read this transcript which records for us the witness of Nicodemus.
My name is Nicodemus.  Many people may be surprised that I am a witness for the defense.  You see, I used to be a Pharisee.  In fact, I was even a member of the Jewish ruling council – also called “the Sanhedrin,” which was the Jew’s highest governing body.  The Sanhedrin was made up of seventy priests, scribes, Pharisees and distinguished laymen. Their president was the high priest. They decided matters of religious law as well as civil disputes that fell under religious law. However, I am no longer a member of the Sanhedrin nor am I a Pharisee.  As you hear my testimony, you’ll understand why this is the case. 

                      The details of the testimony I’m about to share with you can be found in the book written by the Apostle John.  In fact, you’ll be hearing John’s testimony in the future.  For now, allow me to give you the details in my own words.



I first heard about the man named Jesus when many of my fellow Jews were going out into the wilderness of Judea to hear a man called John whom many believed to be a prophet.  In fact, some even thought that John might be the promised Messiah.  But John cleared that up.  In fact, some of my fellow Pharisees were sent to question John and find out who He was.  John insisted that he was not the Messiah, or the “Christ” – as we say in Greek.  Instead, John quoted the words of the prophet Isaiah and applied them to himself.  John said:  “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, “Make straight the way for the Lord.’”



This confused my fellow Pharisees.  John had been preaching that people should repent of their sins and receive God’s forgiveness in the waters of baptism, which John was administering in God’s name.  We were wondering why John would do this if he were not the Messiah.  John then explained that he was preaching and baptizing to prepare people to meet the Lord.  In other words, John was claiming that he was getting us ready to meet God Himself!  “How could that be?” we wondered.  Well, the next day John did something very shocking.

                       The next day a man named Jesus started walking up to John.  John then pointed the crowds to Jesus and said:  “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.”  After that John said, “I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel.”  Then John gave this testimony.  John said:  “I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him.  I would not have known him, except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.’  I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.” 

                       Now, let me tell you, we Pharisees couldn’t believe our ears.  John was not only saying that this Jesus was the promised Messiah.  Even more, John was saying that this Jesus was the very Son of God – God in human flesh! Some people were present when John baptized Jesus and they claim that they saw the Spirit descend upon Jesus in the form of a dove and they also claim that they heard God speak from heaven and say:  “This is my beloved Son.”  Well, we Pharisees didn’t know what to make of all this.  If Jesus were actually the Messiah, we would have been excited.  You see, we Pharisees thought we had kept God’s Law perfectly.  If Jesus were the Messiah, we expected Him to be impressed with us and reward us accordingly.  But both John and Jesus said some things we didn’t like.  

                       First, John expected us Pharisees to repent of our sins and be baptized like everyone else.  I, for one, was not about to do that!  It made sense for sinners to repent and be baptized, but why should a righteous man like me need to repent?  At least that’s how I was thinking at that time in my life.  That’s why I did not submit to baptism at first.  I was a respectable Pharisee.  I refused to receive a baptism for common sinners! 

                       Second, another thing John did was teach things about Jesus that we simply couldn’t accept.  John was calling Jesus the Messiah. But even more than that, He was calling Jesus the Son of God – thereby claiming that Jesus was God Himself!  In addition, John also called Jesus “The Lamb of God.”  We did not understand why John gave Jesus that title.  You see, God instructed us Jews sacrifice lambs and other animals in the Temple to remind us that without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.  And then there were the lambs whose blood we shed during the Passover festival.  But if Jesus really were the Son of God, why would His blood be shed?  If Jesus really were the Son of God, why would He let anyone hurt Him in any way?  We just couldn’t understand.  It all seemed like nonsense, and some of us were greatly offended.

                       Well, as time passed we started hearing amazing reports about this Jesus who claimed to be the Christ and also the very Son of God.  Some people told us that He had changed water into wine.  Then there was that incident in the Temple at Jerusalem.  Allow me to explain.  You see, we Jewish rulers allowed merchants to sell sacrificial animals in the outer courts of the Temple.  Some complained that this space was to be reserved for prayer and prayer alone.  But we Jewish rulers allowed this market because we thought that it was a convenient way to provide sacrificial animals to people at a fair price.  Besides, this practice brought some money into the Temple treasury.

                       Well, one day Jesus showed up at the Temple.  When He saw the outer court of the Temple filled with stores and money changers He flew into a rage.  He made a wip out of cords and drove the merchants from the outer court.  That was bad enough, we thought.  But then Jesus spoke these words:  “How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market.”  Not only did Jesus challenge a practice that the Jewish council had permitted.  But, once again, Jesus claimed to be God Himself when He referred to God as His Father.



After Jesus did and said such things, we Pharisees and others on the council said to Him:  “What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?”  Jesus then spoke these strange words:  “Destroy this Temple, and I will raise it again in three days.”  


We thought Jesus was insane!  Was He claiming that He could rebuild a Temple that took us over 46 years to build?  I guess we thought anyone who claimed to be God was crazy enough to make such claims.  But what we didn’t realize – What I didn’t realize – was that Jesus was talking about Himself and His own resurrection from the dead.  In the book written by the Apostle John he explains this.  John writes that when Jesus said “this Temple” He was actually speaking of His own body and how He would raise it again in 3 days.  We didn’t know what Jesus meant at the time.  However, as you know, our council later arranged for Jesus’ crucifixion and death.  You could say we “destroyed” His body.  But then His Body rose from the grave 3 days later.  We couldn’t refute it, either, because the very Roman guards we posted at the tomb were witnesses of His resurrection.



Now, at this point you might wonder why the whole Jewish council did not eventually believe.  Well, it’s hard to believe in Jesus if you refuse to admit that you are a lost sinner.  You see, Jesus performed many other miraculous signs for us before His resurrection.  Many people were amazed by His miracles.  In fact, I was amazed at Jesus’ miracles.  Even though I didn’t like the fact that Jesus told me to repent nor was I comfortable with Jesus’ claim to be God, I still had to admit that His miracles were very convincing.  I thought His miracles proved that He was at least a prophet sent from God.  However, only a few other Pharisees thought the way I did about Jesus.  In contrast, most of my fellow Pharisees were upset with us for giving Jesus the benefit of the doubt.  



As a result, I had to be careful what I said about Jesus.  Most of my fellow Pharisees thought I should reject Jesus altogether.  But something told me I had to give Jesus a chance.  So, one night I went to Jesus in secret and I said to Him:  “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God.  For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.”  You see, I was willing to admit that Jesus was a prophet.  I just wasn’t ready to believe that He was the Son of God who could take away my sins.  After all, I was a Pharisee who kept God’s Law.  What sin did I have?  I was already in God’s Kingdom – or at least that’s what I thought.



But what Jesus said next totally shocked me.  Jesus said that no one could be in God’s Kingdom unless he was born again.  At first I was confused.  I thought Jesus was saying I had to go back into my mother’s womb.  “Maybe the other Pharisees are right,” I thought to myself.  Maybe Jesus was nuts.  But then Jesus explained things more carefully.  Jesus said:  “…no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.”  Then I knew what Jesus was trying to say.  He was rebuking me for not confessing my sins and not being baptized by John along with the other sinners.  


I couldn’t believe what Jesus was saying.  Here I was, willing to give Him the benefit of the doubt and admit that He was a prophet, and Jesus rewards my support by telling me that I was NOT in God’s Kingdom.  I said to Him:  “How can this be?”  You see, I expected Jesus to be impressed with my godly life as a Pharisee.  Instead, He told me I was a sinner who needed to repent and receive forgiveness and the Holy Spirit in Baptism.  How could Jesus say such things to me?



But then Jesus went on to say other things that totally changed my life.  Jesus said:  “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  I thought it strange that Jesus compared Himself to the snake Moses lifted up in the desert.  You see, God had sent snakes to punish my ancestors after they had rejected God in the desert.  But then some of them confessed their sin and cried to God for mercy.  God then had Moses hang a snake on a pole and told the people to look at the snake and believe that their sins were forgiven.  You see, the same snake that should have punished them was hung on a pole and became a sign of God’s mercy.  So, was Jesus saying that He would be hung on a pole and become a sign of God’s mercy?  I didn’t understand.


But then Jesus went on to speak these words:  “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.  Whoever believes in Him in not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he had not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.”  The Holy Spirit began to convict me through Jesus’ words.  I began to understand why John called Jesus “The Lamb of God.”  Jesus was telling me that He had come to give His life and shed His blood in the place of sinners.  So, as long as I denied my sin and refused to trust in Jesus as my Savior, I was condemned and outside of God’s Kingdom.  I began to realize that all my works as a Pharisee meant nothing.  I needed to repent of my sin also.  I needed to be “born again” in Holy Baptism.  



Well, I didn’t tell my fellow Pharisees about my encounter with Jesus.  Even though I now believed in Him, I didn’t have the courage to confess my faith in Jesus.  However, I did try to defend Jesus during the meetings of the Jewish ruling council.  In fact, they accused Jesus of breaking God’s Law even though they could never prove it.  One time I told them that they were breaking God’s Law by assuming the worst of Jesus and not giving Him a fair hearing.  They then accused me of believing in Jesus.

                        I also remember them asking me how Jesus could be the Messiah since He came from Galilee.  They reminded me that Scripture teaches that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  Well, if they would only have talked to Jesus about this they would have found out that He had indeed been born in Bethlehem and then moved to Galilee after that.  But they didn’t bother to get the facts straight.  They were still so offended that Jesus called them to repent of their sins and trust in Him as their Lord and Savior.  No matter how many miraculous signs Jesus performed, most of the council members were not willing to believe in Him.  I remember saying prayers for them, because I knew that I would have been just like them if Jesus had not changed my heart.

                       Well, as you know, the Jewish council eventually arranged for Jesus’ trial and crucifixion.  What they didn’t understand was that Jesus was in control the entire time.  No one was forcing Jesus to go to the cross.  Jesus willingly endured such a horrible death because He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  I can’t thank God enough for giving me the faith to believe this Truth.
                       After Jesus’ died, my friend Joseph and I asked for Jesus’ body so that we could prepare it for burial and place His body in Joseph’s tomb.  You see, my friend Joseph also believed in Jesus.  Joseph had bought an expensive tomb to use for himself one day, but he decided to donate it to Jesus.  Little did we know that Joseph would get to use his own tomb after all.  As you know, Jesus didn’t stay in that tomb very long!

                       On the third day after His death Jesus rose from the dead.  Even though He allowed us to destroy His Temple, that is, His Body, He raised it again in 3 days – just as He said He would.  You know, Jesus had already given us many miraculous signs proving that He was who He claimed to be.  But now His own resurrection from the dead was the ultimate sign that He was and still is the Son of God.



However, here’s the amazing thing.  Even though Jesus was the Son of God and had the power to save Himself from His enemies, He allowed His enemies to put Him on a cross so that He could die in their place of damnation and save them from their sins.  You see, even though I was not one of the people who nailed Jesus to the cross, I was still guilty of putting Him there – and so are you.  We need to face the fact that our sins nailed Jesus to the cross.  But He did that for us so that through faith in Him we might be “born again” and have eternal life in God’s love.

                       Let me tell you, I’m so glad Jesus’ loved me enough to tell me what I needed to hear.  I thank God every day that the Spirit worked through Jesus’ words to convict me of my sin and bring me to faith in Jesus as my Lord and Savior.

                       My prayer is that you will also repent of your sins and believe in Jesus – who is the very Son of God and also the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  Once again, you can read about the details of my testimony in the book written by the Apostle John.  In fact, in that very book John writes some awesome words I’d like to share with you now.  Here they are:  “…these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name.”  This ends my testimony.  The Lord Jesus be with you all!   
     Well, you’ve heard the witness of Nicodemas, the former Pharisee.  Next week you will get to hear the witness of a woman who had a reputation for being an adulteress.  Until next time, feel free to discuss Nicodemas’ testimony among yourselves.
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