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February 17, 2008 

Genesis 12:1-4a; John 3:1-17 

Sermon: “Christians Working the „Night Shift‟”    Rev. Bob Jack 

Text: “Nicodemus…came to Jesus by night…” 

 

I used to think the world came to an absolute standstill after 

dark. Did you, when you were just a little kid? I thought that 

everybody and everything went to bed after a certain hour, and I 

couldn‟t imagine that anybody would still be moving about in the 

middle of the night. It didn‟t make any sense – not to a little kid. 

When I got to college and had to work the night shift 

(because it seemed that those were the only jobs available to 

college kids in those days – working the night shift), well, my eyes 

were opened to the fact that “a whole, „nother world” existed after 

dark. I worked the graveyard shift at a local 7-11 convenience 

store. I drove taxi through the streets of Boston. And I made 

deliveries through the night, driving a van for a small company that 

operated out of Boston‟s Logan International Airport.  

To say that my eyes were opened would be an 

understatement. In a flash, I was introduced to the denizens of the 
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night with whom I shared the highways and byways of a city that 

never sleeps: the pimps and the prostitutes, the boozers and 

insomniacs, the police officers and paramedics, and so on. I was 

amazed at how many people came to work at night.  

One night, long ago, a bumbling, stumbling figure comes to 

Jesus in the middle of the night. His name is Nicodemus and we‟re 

told that he‟s “a leader of the Jews,” presumably a well-informed 

man, a theologically well-educated man. But he comes to Jesus “by 

night.”  

And I wonder: Am I justified in making a large matter out of 

so small a detail? That he came “by night?” I think I am, because 

in the rest of John‟s Gospel, much is made of the contrast between 

light and darkness, day and night. 

Let‟s look at this for a moment. 

John‟s Gospel opens in a stirring account of how everything 

in the universe came to be: Jesus is light, it says; the light of the 

world. But you and I tend to love darkness, instead. That‟s what it 

says. 
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Still, the light of the world shines in darkness and the 

darkness cannot overcome it. The darkness, however great and 

formidable it appears, cannot ultimately quench the flame and kill 

the light. That‟s a word of hope to us all.  

If you remember, in Genesis darkness is what God pushed 

back when he created light. And in Job we read that God sets a 

“boundary between light and darkness.” 

In the New Testament, darkness has spiritual significance. 

Jesus speaks of “the power of darkness.” God is light, “and in him 

there is no darkness.” Christ is the light who shines in the darkness. 

They looked at the baby Jesus and exclaimed “the people who sat 

in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the 

region of the shadow of death, on them the light has dawned.” And 

you and I, as Christians, are referred to as “a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, God‟s own people, called out of 

darkness into his marvelous light.” 



 4 

So, this man Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night, “in the 

darkness.” Here is a learned man, an intelligent man, a teacher of 

Israel, who is, as we sometimes say, “in the dark” about Jesus. 

The Bible says that Jesus is the light of the world. You and I, 

as Christians, are called “children of light” and we are told to 

“walk in the light” even as he (Jesus) is the light. There are so 

many unpleasant associations in the Bible regarding darkness for 

the simple reason that light is considered to be such a good thing. 

Through light we have warmth, we can see where we‟re going, life 

can be sustained. 

Darkness, on the other hand, is the absence of light. It makes 

things cold, renders us blind. In darkness things become invisible, 

and it get‟s harder to identify and to separate objects in the dark. 

As the old saying goes, “At midnight, all cats are black.”  

That‟s why, in the Bible, light is associated with 

understanding, en-light-enment. We say, “Oh, I see; now I get it.” 

We say, “It was like a light bulb came on in my head.” 
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But it‟s also possible to see better in the darkness. You know 

what I mean? Sometimes the light can be so bright, when all things 

stand out with such clarity, that we‟re unable to see the really 

important things. We get blinded by the light. I was on an 

antibiotic prescription recently, a high powered antibiotic, and on 

the bottle it clearly warned “stay out of bright sunlight.” In this 

particular situation, the light was not my friend.  

The Bible tells us that when Jesus was crucified, the world 

was in complete darkness for about three hours. And when Jesus 

was transfigured, on top of a bright mountain, it says that there was 

a dazzling light and his garments glowed brightly as he was 

glorified. And yet, it was in those darkest three hours, when Jesus 

died on the cross, that you and I believe we have seen our 

salvation. 

Some of you got involved with Room in the Inn, our ministry 

to the homeless during the winter months. Some of you have 

cooked meals for them, washed clothes and bed sheets for them, 

maybe even spent the night at the shelter. That‟s what I did three 
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weeks ago. I spent the night at the shelter, along with Fred 

Webber, taking care of the needs of eighteen homeless men who 

slept in the church gymnasium rather than out on the cold and 

hostile city streets of Charlotte.  

Somewhere around 2 or 3 o‟clock in the morning, Fred and I 

got to talking just to pass the time away. And the question came 

up, “Why are we here?” What motivated us to give up a night and 

spend it with a group of men we‟ll probably never see again, and 

who were probably (most of them) blissfully unaware of our being 

there, or certainly they could care less about our being there. 

And I tried to be honest with Fred in answering the question, 

“why was I there?” I was there, I said, not because I wanted to be 

there. It was three in the morning – I‟d much rather be home in 

bed, sleeping soundly. And I wasn‟t there out of some inchoate 

sense of feeling at one with my fellow man. I didn‟t feel close to 

any of them – truth be told, they were repulsive to me. We had 

little in common, they smelled terrible (some of them), and some 
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of them were not in the least bit grateful for all our efforts – and 

they pretty much told me that.  

No, I was working the homeless shelter that night for one 

reason, and one reason only: because Jesus commands me to do it. 

He says, “When I was hungry you gave me food…thirsty and you 

gave me…drink…a stranger and you welcomed me…naked and 

you gave me clothing…sick and you took care of me…in prison 

and you visited me…Just as you did it to one of the least of these 

who are members of my family, you did it to me.”     

Jesus makes it clear that whenever we reach out to others 

who are in need, as Christians, we are really reaching out to Jesus, 

our suffering brother. You don‟t have to wait, my friend, until you 

feel some compelling sense of compassion for others before you do 

good in Jesus‟ name. You may never get that feeling, hence, you‟ll 

never reach out – ever. Just do it, knowing that you are really 

ministering to Jesus, and you‟ll be blessed for doing it.  

 And suddenly, I was grateful for the darkness of that church 

gymnasium, where I didn‟t have to look upon those 18 homeless 
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men – coughing, snoring, flatulating men. In the darkness, I could 

see Jesus, only Jesus, and I knew why I was there.  

In the Old Testament we‟re told that Almighty God dwells in 

mysterious, unapproachable “thick darkness.” And I take that to 

mean that the glory of God is so great, that only darkness enables 

us to approach him, because the naked light of his glory would 

utterly obliterate us. 

Some Christians come to Jesus in the daytime. That‟s the 

only time they can imagine for worship – in the bright, full light of 

day. And there are some churches that seem to be able to worship 

only in the bright lights, in the happy days, with nothing but 

upbeat, contemporary music. 

And yet Nicodemus comes to Jesus at night. He found Jesus 

at night. Maybe he didn‟t want to be seen by anybody else, any of 

his respectable religious friends. Or, maybe he was a man whose 

life was best described as “dwelling in darkness.” In his 

conversation with Jesus, he seems to be confused. He has trouble 

understanding some of the things Jesus is saying. Maybe 
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Nicodemus, even though he was a religious leader, was really “in 

the dark” about the real truth. So he comes to Jesus “by night” so 

to speak.  

There are some churches, I hope not this one, that seem to be 

able to be with Jesus only in the light, never in the night. I tell you, 

sometimes there‟s nothing worse than that bright, “happy church.” 

You know what I‟m talking about? Some churches are just so 

happy all the time, so full of praise and celebration and good cheer, 

that they make you feel guilty if you happen to come in feeling low 

or blue or dark. 

If you‟re going through a rough spot – maybe a serious 

illness, or a death or major family issues – and you enter one of 

these “happy churches” (you know what I mean) where the 

preacher‟s always wearing that plastic smile, and the ushers are 

always grinnin‟ at you like Cheshire cats, and everybody‟s talking 

about happy-this and glorious-that – well, it can be terribly 

depressing. Like you‟re worshipping in Stepford or something! 
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So, maybe this story about Nicodemus is telling us that it‟s 

OK to come to Jesus in the dark. If you‟re feeling low, or blue, or 

out of sorts – it‟s OK to have these feelings. Don‟t feel guilty. 

If you‟ve ever been to San Diego, CA, you know what a 

beautiful place it is. The weather is gorgeous, and it‟s almost 

always consistently warm, dry and sunny. But even in those 

vacation resorts where everybody goes to feel good, a little rain 

must fall, and a little darkness must descend. Even there. 

And I‟ve got nothing against meeting Jesus on some bright, 

beautiful, exquisite day, when everything seems to come together 

and it‟s all just so right!  

Maybe this describes the way you came to Jesus. 

But there‟s also those people who come to Jesus by night, 

stumbling, bumbling, groping their way in the darkness, only to 

come face to face with his love and embrace. In the dark, they 

thought they were lost; but it was in the darkness that they were 

found. So, it‟s not bad to be like Nicodemus and come to Jesus “by 

night.” 
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I don‟t know if the sun is shining for you right now. I hope it 

is. I hope that you‟re happy, that things are going your way, that 

you‟re in good health, that your family and friends are fine. But I‟ll 

tell you this: if this day, this second Sunday of Lent, happens to 

find you not well, not well-off, not happy, in the dark, at twilight 

or toward midnight – if you know what I mean – then rejoice. 

Rejoice that our God works the night shift! By night is a great time 

to come to Jesus and let him talk with you, sit with you, teach you, 

reveal his will and his way to you. When it‟s dark at night, that‟s a 

good time to call on Jesus.   

   

 

   


