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‘In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’ 

  

The painter Rembrandt is regarded as "the master of light and shadow." He earned 

this title by his skilful use of the technique called chiaroscuro, which means, literally 

"light dark ". This technique was pioneered by Leonardo da Vinci and Caravaggio, 

but perfected by Rembrandt. Chiaroscuro refers to the contrasting effect of light and 

shade as a visual effect in art. It lends a dramatic intensity and psychological depth 

to Rembrandt's paintings.  

John the Evangelist was a master of chiaroscuro long before Rembrandt. In his 

gospel, light and dark convey both Jesus' identity and saving mission and the 

world's opposition to it.  

I wish Rembrandt had painted the scene between Nicodemus and Jesus in John 

chapter 3. He would have had a heyday with the light and darkness in that scene! In 

our scripture reading today we meet Nicodemus who came to Jesus by the 

darkness of night. That begs the questions, what was he looking for, what was he 

seeking? 
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An image of the painting ‘Jesus and Nicodemus’ by Henry Ossawa Tanner. 

 

Here was a powerful man. He was a member of the supreme Jewish council, a 

group of 70 people, and they ruled the people with absolute power. He was a 

Pharisee. Pharisees who were interested in keeping the law and seeking to serve 

God. They were close knit and sought to rule by the law. They were seekers, but 

they were seekers after perfection.  

We have people like that in this imperfect world – who seek perfection. People who 

want perfect lives, perfect families and dare I say it perfect churches. It is something 

to strive for, but to attain it, is quite different. I’ve never found a perfect family, 

although people say they’ve got them. I’ve never found a perfect life and believe 

there has only been one who had a perfect life! I’ve never known a perfect church, 

but to attain perfection – that is quite a different thing. We want to make it better, 

and we can try to find it, but it is not very easy.  

  

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/25/Henry_Ossawa_Tanner_-_Jesus_and_nicodemus.jpg
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Nicodemus was a seeker, but he was a seeker in private, Did you notice what the 

scripture said? He came to Jesus by night. WHY? 

Perhaps he needed to find out for himself what this faith Jesus was proclaiming was 

about. But this man Nicodemus was in-tombed in the faith and liturgy of the Jewish 

people. BUT he was a thinker, he didn’t preclude other ways of spirituality, rather he 

sought the truth.  

Perhaps he couldn’t sleep that night as he struggled for the truth, perhaps he sought 

spiritual enlightenment. Or was he afraid to be seen by his fellow Pharisees in case 

they mocked him. Maybe he was afraid of speaking to Jesus during the day or 

perhaps he wanted a private word. No one knows the reason why he, Nicodemus,  

went at night. 

But we all have moments like that when we call a friend at night in an attempt to 

seek help, because we cannot settle. In the darkness of night, when the dark night 

of the soul, the darkness of soul, that great expression, keeps us awake at night and 

we toss and turn. For me it’s always around the 3am mark when I look at the clock – 

that dark night of the soul.  
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Perhaps that’s what was happening to Nicodemus. He was wrestling with thoughts, 

struggling and he got up because he couldn’t get clear in his mind what he wanted 

to know. And we have all had that dark night of the soul when we seek that question 

over a relationship or other issue or problem. And so Nicodemus goes to Jesus. 

Why is he doing this? You see Nicodemus knew Jesus was a teacher sent by God. 

He said ‘no-one could perform these signs unless God were with you’. 

A lot of progress is made by this one statement. Jesus is acknowledged by 

Nicodemus as Rabbi. You are a great teacher. And what did they do in the 

synagogues? They sat at the feet of the Rabbi and heard from great teaching.   

But for Nicodemus a great man of the church, to acknowledge Jesus, was going 

against his great faith and gives him the title Rabbi. In other words Nicodemus has 

found a teacher and he acknowledges it.  
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Secondly he acknowledges this man Jesus is from God. ‘We know you are a great 

teacher sent by God otherwise we would not have seen the signs’. And now for 

Nicodemus the questions begin – you see this is the job of a seeker. How is it 

possible for a man to be born again when he is old - And here Jesus is talking about 

renewal, about a new way of living your life, about a change in direction. And that’s 

the problem about seeking the truth because sometimes in seeking the truth we 

have to take a new look at something with our eyes.  

And sometimes when we look at it again we have to change direction, we have to 

take a fresh look at what we believed before or what we thought about a person.  

The Bible calls it ‘Metanoia’, it means turn around, right the way round, a complete 

turn-around. A complete change - changing direction, and it equates specifically to a 

new way of life. So what’s Jesus saying? He is saying you have to change and 

Nicodemus realises there is a charge to being a follower of Jesus. It means a new 

way of living, a life of following, a life of obedience. And it is perhaps then that 

Nicodemus had to ask the question – ‘what am I doing this for?’ You see his way of 

life was good, he was one of the 70, a leader in the Jewish council and here is a 

man telling him you need to turn your life around.  
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Nicodemus’ soul was yearning for something more than the religious rituals and 

practices of Jewish rules of faith - And encountered life-changing experiences, rich 

with insight and self-discovery in the most surprising of ways.   Whether or not we 

allow the light into our lives and follow it, in John's gospel, is a matter of choice. 

Nicodemus seems to be a figure who represents those who waver between 

darkness and light, not hostile to Jesus' mission and message.  

 

Today we take light for granted. Hard as it to believe, there was time when there 

was no electricity and immediate light at the touch of a button was unheard of. This 

made dispelling the darkness difficult, if not impossible. The poor could not afford 

candles or oil lamps or even wood for the fire. They went to bed with sundown and 

darkness. Even for those who could afford candles or an oil lamp, the light they gave 

off was poor and limited. This was the world in which Jesus lived.  
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In the gospel reading this Sunday, Jesus uses light, a very common thing to 

describe the quality needed to be his follower and disciple. The words he uses are 

as equally challenging as they encouraging. In the Gospel of John there is a 

constant battle between light and darkness. Yet it is into this darkness that Jesus 

comes with the good news.  

Human light sources are unreliable. But Jesus the light of the world is the true 

master of light and shadow. And the Gospel of John is a glorious example 

of chiaroscuro. It focuses light on the person of Jesus, displacing the claims of other 

sources of illumination. It focuses our faith on the depiction of Jesus as the light, the 

true light, whose radiance must be seen in and through the cross. 

 

I have a lot of sympathy with Nicodemus and let us all be encouraged by him to ask 

questions and explore in the freedom that we have for in the end he “got it”. He 

found out who Jesus is and he truly came out of the night into the new daylight. As 

we read the Word, spend time in prayer and listen to God, the darkness of our 

limited imagination begins to be illuminated with the wisdom that comes from a 

deeper relationship with Christ.   
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Nicodemus knew how to be a religious leader before Jesus came along and cast 

doubts on his way of living.  He was brave and went looking for answers.  He heard 

radical things that most likely felt contradictory to what he might have always 

believed.  Nicodemus found God. What do you and I want, what are we seeking 

when we come to here, to this place, week by week? What do you want it to be? 

What are we trying to find? This reading doesn’t share what Nicodemus did with this 

new-found knowledge and command for living; But we Christians have access to 

Jesus’ teaching.  We have to keep learning about and practicing our faith to stay out 

of darkness.   

Glory be to God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. 

 


