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We think of the Bible as a collection of inspired and inspiring books filled with stirring  

poetry and stories about the faithfulness of God and God’s people.  But it’s also a source of some 

very colorful epithets against your enemies – if you ever want to give someone an impressive 

tongue-lashing.  Some of the world’s best name-calling can be found in the Bible. 

 

For example: If we have friends who keeps a messy house, we could call them Philistines 

as in “Were you raised by Philistines?!”   The Philistines of the Old Testament were dreadful 

boors – uncircumcised,
1
 unrefined, uncultured.   

 

Or we could quote Jesus who called the religious leaders of his day “Sons of Hell”
2
 and 

“Blind Fools.
3
  He regularly called the religious leaders “hypocrites!”

4
  He also liked the epithet 

“Brood of Vipers” as in “You snakes!  You brood of vipers!  How can you escape being 

sentenced to hell?
5
 

 

Actually, Jesus reserved all those epithets, all his best name-calling for a certain group 

whose very name means “set apart.”
6
  They believed they were separated from common people 

because they lived a life of holiness.  Depending on the year, they were considered to be a 

political party or a social movement or a school of thought.  They were The Pharisees and Jesus 

often had very harsh words for them. 

 

The Pharisees were not as elitist as the Sadducees.  They were not as revolutionary as the 

Zealots.  They were not as monastic as the Essenes.  In fact, their theology was much like Jesus’ 

theology.  But the problem was that they were hypocrites.  They spoke of a holy way of life, but 

they rarely lived by their own rules.
7
   

 

Or maybe they indeed lived by the rules but they missed the point of the rules.  Life is 

about pleasing God, following Jesus not about following rules for the rules’ sake. 

 

                                                
1 Judges 14:3, 1 Samuel 17:26 
2 Matthew 23:15 
3 Matthew 23:17 
4 Matthew 23:15, 23, 25, 27, 29 
5 Matthew 23:33 
6 The word “Pharisees” comes from the Hebrew םישורפ (prushim) from שורפ (parush) meaning 
"separated" according to Ernest Klein in The Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew 
Language. 
7 Much of what we know about the Pharisees and the other schools of thought are from Flavius Josephus, 
the first century Roman-Jewish historian who was himself a Pharisee later in his life. He wrote The 
Jewish War (ca. A.D. 75), The Antiquities of the Jews (ca. A.D. 94), and Life (ca. A.D. 101). 
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Today, we might call someone a Pharisee if he does not practice what he preaches, if she 

does the very thing she tells others not to do.  By that definition – all of us are Pharisees from 

time to time. 

 

But in Jesus’ time, the Pharisees were influential leaders who followed both the written 

Torah (the first five books of Hebrew scripture) and an oral Torah (words passed down from 

Moses that never made it into the written scrolls.)  Like Jesus, the Pharisees believed that 

everyone was called to serve (not just the rabbis).  They believed in social justice and community 

and the restoration of the Jewish nation.  And they believed all this would happen because they 

clearly followed the rules.  They could control their destiny. 

 

The Pharisees were proud Jewish people who believed that they were God’s gift to 

Judaism.  That was the problem. 

 

While the Pharisees considered themselves to be set apart as particularly faithful 

followers of the law, Nicodemus was one of their leaders and so he probably had the reputation 

of being a particularly faithful Pharisee. 

 

Maybe this is why he came to Jesus in the night.  He didn’t want anyone to see him meet 

this strange teacher who had the power to perform miracles.  Clearly God was with Jesus.  

Nicodemus saw that.  But Nicodemus was a proud man.  He didn’t want to be seen going to 

Jesus for theological clarification. 

 

Nicodemus did not come with an immediate question for Jesus.  He simply presented 

himself, and Jesus jumped right into a theological lesson about what it takes to see the kingdom 

of God.  (Maybe Jesus was remembering the day he called the Pharisees “blind fools.”) 

 

Jesus:  Very truly I tell you: no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from 

above. 

 

Nicodemus:  How can anyone be born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second 

time into the mother’s womb and be born?  (Mr. Literalist here.) 

 

Jesus:  Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of 

water and Spirit.  What is born of the flesh is flesh and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.  Do not 

be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from above.’ The wind blows where it 

chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.  

So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit. 

 

Nicodemus:  How can these things be? 

 

Jesus (who could have called Nicodemus an epithet here – something like “Ignoramus” – 

bur in Hebrew.
8
)  But instead he said:   

 

                                                
8 I tried to find the Aramaic word for “ignoramus” to no avail.  (Jesus spoke Aramaic, not Hebrew.) 
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Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?  Very truly I tell 

you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen, yet you do not receive our 

testimony.  If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if 

I tell you about heavenly things?  No one has ascended into heaven except the one who 

descended from heaven, the Son of Man.  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. 

 

And then Jesus spells out – as clearly as possible – what God has done: 

 

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.  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to 

condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.   

 

 

Here is a learned man – Nicodemus – who has spent a good part of his life following the 

jots and tittles of written law and the voices of oral law, and this young teacher – Jesus – is 

telling him that eternal life comes not from the proud adherence to rules but from something 

beyond all measure – God’s love – and something mysterious – a new birth of water and Spirit. 

 

Here was a man – I’ll venture to say a good man – who was banking on the fact that he 

had Jewish credentials.  He had studied.  He had risen in the ranks.  But Jesus said that we must 

personally experience the Living God and that’s something we cannot control. 

 

We must receive new life, a second birth -  and it only comes to us through the mysteries 

of faith.  It’s not something we can control.  And it’s not something we can earn or achieve 

ourselves. 

 

The point is this:  following rules and procedures will not save us.  Scholarship will not 

save us.  Running the world will not save us.   

 

In fact – our pride in these achievements will be our demise. 

 

 The Pharisees were a proud people.   

 

/// 

 

 Pride is one of the historical “Seven Deadly Sins” that some do not consider much of a 

sin at all.  What’s so terrible about having pride in oneself?  Pride in one’s family?  Pride in 

one’s country?  What’s so sinful about that? 

 

 I am the mother of three teenagers, and while many believe that teenagers bring more 

heartache than not, it is actually one of my favorite seasons of parenting.  We’ve had one child 

graduate from high school.  Another will graduate this spring.  Another will graduate in two 

years.  With all three, there have been times when I have been filled with maternal pride - at 

honor’s assemblies and sports banquets and playing fields.  Is that so wrong? 
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 Yes - it is - if my security, my hope, my salvation, my personal value is tied up in the 

achievements of my children.  I might be proud of my home, my husband, or my collection of 

antique milk bottles --  but if I believe that any of those things will somehow save me, I am a 

fool.   

 

 I might be proud of my perfect attendance, my spotless record, my sterling reputation (if I 

actually had any of those things).  But they will not save me.   

 

 

 I was telling friends last Sunday in our Holy Grounds worship service that I’ve received 

several emails lately about a college reunion to be held next fall that old friends are trying to 

organize.  But it’s not just any college reunion:  it’s a reunion of several classes of my college 

sorority.  (Yes, I was a sorority girl long, long ago.)   

 

Upon getting those emails, I could already feel my stomach tighten and my head hurt 

because this is a group of people who judge each other and the world according to worldly 

accomplishments and worldly things.   

 

Our sorority was filled with scores of attractive, accomplished coeds – many of whom 

came from prominent families and/or married into prominent families.  

 

Just imagine a regular high school or college reunion – on crack – and you get the idea.  

 

It was always a competitive atmosphere.  We were friends, but we were also highly 

aware of each other’s accomplishments and boyfriends and possessions.  There was great value 

placed on all those things.  And now – some 30 years later – there will be further assessments on 

how those accomplishments and boyfriends and possessions have blossomed and grown. 

 

My hunch is that some of my friends will have kept up the perfect resume and some will 

not.  Some will have the look and credentials of perfect success.  And some will look a bit 

battered and worn.   

 

But my greatest hope is that most of us – or all of us? – would now know that while we 

might be very proud of our vacation home in the islands or our penthouse office in the family 

business, that none of those things matter at all compared to what we believe spiritually and how 

we live out those beliefs. 

 

My hope is that serving heavenly powers is valued more than ruling our own proud 

realms.  But sometimes our proud realms enslave us. 

 

 

 

You might remember that in Paradise Lost, Satan says to his friend Beelzebub: 
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 Better to reign in hell than serve in heav’n.
9
   

 

In other words, Satan preferred to reign in his own proud realm than be under the authority of a 

loving, saving God.   Now that is pride.  And it’s ultimately deadly. 

 

/// 

 

We who try to be faithful, we who try to lead a good life . . . 

 We who want to do the right thing and follow the right path . . . 

we sometimes forget that  

- God is not a police officer wielding a big stick – tediously watching for the moment 

when we break a rule,  

 

- God is not an angry tyrant who rules with a cruel fist, 

 

- God is not a resume checker, impressed with our achievements and status 

 

God is the One who wants us to have a fresh new life, a rebirth. 

 

God is the One who wants to save us, free us from the prisons we create for ourselves. 

 

God is the One willing to give his Son to show the extent of his love. 

 

If we are proud of anything in this life, if we boast about anyone – none of it 

compares to what God has done for us.   

 

 We don’t know exactly what happened to Nicodemus after that night – whether he left 

Jesus still pondering what he’d been told, or whether he immediately saw Jesus in a different 

light and believed. 

 

 But soon after this late night conversation, Nicodemus would defend Jesus before the 

other Pharisees. 
10
  And after his crucifixion, Nicodemus would prepare Jesus’ body for burial 

with Joseph of Arimathea.
11
  And while the Bible never clearly states that Nicodemus eventually  

experienced what it’s like – not only to know about faith but also – to have faith, there is the 

strong sense that he had heard the sound of the wind, that he had finally understood. 

 

 We are a proud people.  We have accomplishments and degrees and possessions.  We 

have prominence perhaps.  Maybe all our women are strong, all our men are good-looking, and 

all our children are all above average
12
 in the words of Garrison Keillor.  

 

                                                
9 Book 1, line 263 in Paradise Lost by John Milton. 
10 John 7:50 
11 John 19:39 
12 From Garrison Keillor’s A Prairie Home Companion. 
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But if we are so proud of these things that we think they are all we need, we will find 

ourselves perishing and wandering in darkness.  Compared to God, we rule nothing.  We have no 

resume.   

 

Lent is the season when we recognize that no matter what we have done, no matter where 

we were born and to whom, the most important thing about our lives involves what God has 

done and whether or not we can see it. 

 

  

  

 

 


