
First Reading   Exodus 34: 4–6, 8–9 
 

This reading comes from the penultimate chapter of the Book of Exodus, 
the second book of the Old Testament. It is part of the first five books 
called the Pentateuch, which the Jews call the 'Torah'. Exodus tells of 
the rescue of God's chosen people from captivity in Egypt and the 
making of the great covenant, or agreement with God, at Mount Sinai.  

The first time God calls Moses on Mount Sinai, the people of Israel, 
under Aaron’s leadership, make a golden image of a calf as a symbol of 
god (Exodus 32). God shows his wrath and threatens disaster for them. 
Moses then pleads successfully with God for clemency for his people, 
but becomes very angry when he discovers what they have done in his 
absence. On seeing the calf he smashes the tablets on which are written 
the Ten Commandments.   

In time, God forgives the Israelites and asks Moses to come back to 
Mount Sinai, where he gives him the Law a second time.  

While Moses is up the mountain, God speaks to him again. This time, 
the focus is on a God  of tenderness and compassion, slow to anger, rich 
in kindness and faithfulness. This is a God who is very different from the 
gods worshipped by other peoples – this God is very similar to the God 
we find in the New Testament. 

The Lord descends on the mountain in the form of a cloud. For ancient 
people, clouds and thunder were signs of God’s power. Clouds in their 
eyes were a way of making tangible the inaccessibility and the otherness 
of the divine. 

Moses bows to the ground. This is the traditional ancient posture for 
worshipping God.  

Gospel  John 3: 16–18 

‘During the first centuries the Church sought to clarify her Trinitarian faith, 
both to deepen her own understanding of the faith and to defend it against 
the errors that were deforming it.’ (Catechism of the Catholic Church §250)
This clarification was the work of the early Councils, in particular Nicaea and 
Constantinople, in the fourth century AD. 

Jesus speaks to Nicodemus 
Nicodemus, a common name of the time, is only found in St John’s Gospel. 
He is a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin, a council of 23 judges 
appointed in every city.  
Today’s Gospel is part of a longer story where Jesus engages and teaches 
Nicodemus in a dialogue typical of John’s Gospel (compare the woman at 
the well – Third Sunday in Lent, Year A). These dialogues enable Jesus (or St 
John himself at times), to explain a misunderstanding and develop further 
the true spiritual meaning of his words. 
God loved the world so much 
This verse is possibly one of the best known and loved in the Bible. 
In Jesus we have the supreme example of God’s love. We are affected and 
changed by it. We are to love, because God loved us first (1 John 4: 19). 
St John’s audience, towards the end of the first century, lived in fear of the 
Romans and of traditional Jews. They were in danger of developing a ‘them 
and us’ mentality.  St John tells them that God’s love is for the whole world 
and that Jesus is the instrument to bring people back to God. 
Contrasts and symbols  
 Light and darkness 
Nicodemus comes to see Jesus at night. In him we can see all seekers, at 
first in darkness but then emerging into the light (19: 39). This contrast is a 
favourite of St John. People who do not know God’s love are in darkness. In 
Jesus, they find light, faithfulness, love. 
 To condemn and to save 
Salvation is offered to us through Jesus because of God’s love for us. 
Condemnation is not the purpose of the Incarnation. We condemn 
ourselves by turning away from God, choosing to do our own thing, being 
self-reliant – as, for example, Adam did – and by rejecting his Son. 
 To believe or not to believe in the name of Jesus 
Another word for ‘to believe’ might be ‘to place your trust’ in God, present 
to his people through his Son. Our faith is based on a trust relationship with 
Jesus, the Son of God, and the enormous love between Father and Son – 
namely, the Spirit. 
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