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There are times in our lives when it almost feels like we are in a wilderness – sometime of our 
own making; other times, because that is where the Spirit has led us. Either way, it is a lonely 
place and one through which we must walk by ourselves. 

We have started our Lenten journey, and the 40 days of Lent remind us of Jesus’ 40 days in the 
wilderness. During our time in the wilderness, we can feel disoriented and abandoned by God. We can 
think that no one has ever gone through this and that we are the only ones to experience what we are 
facing. The wilderness can be a place of spiritual drought. In times like these, we have to rely solely on 
the Word of God to carry us through and bring us back to a place of wholeness and the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit. 

Time spent in the wilderness can also be transformative. Jesus spent 40 days in preparation for the 
ministry and work he was to do. It prepared him to face the adversary and to overcome the temptations 
placed before him. Time in the wilderness gives three essential things to prepare us for the work ahead. 
It helps us to discern and hear what God is saying to us. It provides the space to think deeply and to 
listen more carefully. Second, it gives time for purification. It’s a time to move away from the things that 
can so easily entangle us and to help us to move into a freer space in which we can truly serve and do 
God’s work. Finally, the wilderness can be a time of total surrender. It becomes a place in which we give 
over to God all illusions, our ego, and sin. In the wilderness, we must give everything to God: regrets, 
hurts, doubts, fears, hopes, and dreams. It’s in the desert that we realize that there is no burden that God 
cannot carry or is too heavy for him. The wilderness can be a place of rebirth. In our story today, we see 
this in Nicodemus, so let’s look at this story and see what the Spirit would say to us. 

This passage opens with a man named Nicodemus coming to Jesus. We learn that he is both a Pharisee 
and a member of the ruling council called the Sanhedrin. Generally, this means that he is a man of 
means and power and influence. He has heard of Jesus and seen some of the signs and miracles that 
Jesus has done. He comes at night, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that he was trying to be discreet. 
It could be that he went from the council to inquire; to obtain more information so that they could have 
more information about Jesus. The night, or darkness, is used in the Bible to signify the unknown. It 
can also mean confusion, doubt, unbelief. Nicodemus could have been all of these. He was a man who 
certainly had conservative religious beliefs and who was very aware of the doctrinal and theological 
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trends of his day. Onto this stage, steps someone who doesn’t quite fit “the norm,” and so he comes to 
obtain an interview and discover what is going on. 

Here is the wilderness of Nicodemus. He thought he had everything figured out. He was a man of 
intelligence, and through his religion, God was understandable. He had the Law given by Moses and 
followed it to the letter, or as best he could. All he had to do was perform the necessary rituals at their 
appointed times, live by the rules and precepts set out in this document, and he and God would be okay. 
Jesus has given him a moment of pause. Jesus seems to be showing that God is different from what 
Nicodemus thought. Nicodemus is confused. He is in the dark. So, he comes to Jesus. 

He opens the conversation with a polite comment, not wanting to offend, probably thinking that he is 
offering a compliment. His initial comment shows that Nicodemus wants it known that he can recognize 
God when he sees him and is saying that he and Jesus are on the same page. We’re children of the 
same king. In typical fashion, Jesus brings the conversation to the central point. Jesus tells him that 
maybe you can recognize God, but to truly “see the kingdom,” that is, to “enter the kingdom,” you must 
be born again. [Literally: born from above.] Imagine Nicodemus’ thoughts and feelings. You think that you 
have found the way out of the wilderness are told that you still have not found the right path.  

How much like Nicodemus we are. We want to sound like we understand, and then someone or 
something shoot us down. Like Nicodemus, we want to discuss God or talk about him, but the real issue 
is that we don’t spend time with God to know him. During these days of Lent, do we take time to read 
and study the scriptures, perhaps like we have not done before? Do we take time to pray and spend it in 
God’s presence, maybe to hear him speak as we have not heard him do in a while? Perhaps, just to be 
there and find a sense of calm, we have not known. 

Nicodemus knew about God, and he thought that was enough. He had substituted knowing the 
rules and requirements for knowing God. He thought that was enough to get into the kingdom. But, 
when Jesus confronts him, Jesus shows him that it is not the right path. This is not the way out of the 
wilderness. To enter the kingdom, one must be born from God, that is, to be born again. Nicodemus 
didn’t know this. So, the conversation continues. 

Nicodemus states the obvious. No one can go back into the womb to be born a second time. 
Nicodemus takes Jesus’ statement literally, just as he has done with all of the Law. He misses the point 
of what Jesus is saying. Of course, no one can be born that way. It’s a once in a lifetime experience. It 
could also be that Nicodemus’ statement is asking, “How can a person who has been influenced by 
religion and society and age, be expected to change radically?”  

Jesus continues and goes on to explain it a little further. You must be born of water and the Spirit. The 
word “water” does not mean baptism, that would have been a foreign concept to Nicodemus. It does 
not mean the amniotic fluids associated with childbirth. This statement, which Nicodemus should have 
recognized, refers to Ezekiel 36:25-27. What Jesus is telling Nicodemus is that this is a work of God. The 
water refers to the cleansing, the purification that must take place in a person’s heart. Then, God puts 
His Spirit within each one so that we can follow Him. This is the water and Spirit birth, of which Jesus is 
speaking. The new birth is dependent upon the repentance of the individual in response to the call of 
God and the transformation of life given by the Holy Spirit. This is a birth that is only done by God. Just 
as Jesus came from the Father, so must we be born of the Father. It is when we are born again that we 
can enter into, or “see,” the kingdom of God.  
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From here, Jesus explains to Nicodemus the difference between flesh and Spirit. As we know, the flesh 
comes from the flesh, but the Spirit comes from God. The word in Greek and Hebrew for “spirit” is the 
same as the word for wind or breath. So, Jesus continues to say that when the wind blows, you don’t 
know from where it came, nor can you see where it’s going. It just is. This is the same as those born of 
the Spirit. Jesus is saying that entrance into the Kingdom of God is not a result of legalism or outward 
conformity. It is a fundamental change given only by a direct act of God. You can’t explain the origin 
or destination of the wind, and you cannot tell the new life of someone born by the Spirit. It can’t be 
explained, its outcome is not known, but it is an actuality. 

In his wilderness, Nicodemus is amazed at what Jesus is saying. He is living in the darkness and 
has come to the Light, but still cannot comprehend what Jesus is saying. The wilderness can be 
overwhelming, and Nicodemus is perplexed. Jesus scolds him a little that he is a teacher, and yet he 
cannot understand what has just been said. Imagine someone telling your elementary math teacher 
about algebra or geometry, and the teacher not comprehend what was being said. You would probably 
lose confidence in that teacher and wonder if he or she understands math. Here is a religious teacher 
whose job is to instruct people in the ways of God and ultimately help them come into a relationship 
with God, but he cannot understand the basic things Jesus is saying. His statement, “How can this be?” 
should not be taken as unbelief; instead, it is a cry for help. Nicodemus is asking for direction. 

He is lost in a wilderness of religiosity and legalism. Nicodemus’ whole life was built around this system, 
which has led him nowhere. The Light has shined in his darkness, and Nicodemus wants to know the 
way out. 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that the Son of Man is like the brass serpent that Moses held up, as the Israelites 
wandered in their wilderness. Plague had struck, and the serpent was held high so that anyone who 
looked on it would be healed and saved. In the same manner, the Son of Man was to be “lifted,” and 
anyone who looked upon him, that is believed in him, would also be saved. Jesus then tells Nicodemus 
that this is how God loved the world – he gave his only Son. If you believe in him, you will have eternal 
life. 

Often when we are in the wilderness, we feel as if we have done something wrong and that we are 
being punished for it. John’s statement here is putting that thought away because Jesus did not come 
to punish or condemn anyone. He came for one reason, to give us abundant life. If we choose not 
to believe, then we stand condemned already. God does not force us to accept. If we do accept and 
believe, then we have walked into the Light. 

Nicodemus leaves, and we have no idea how he responded except later we read of him almost 
defending Jesus. Then finally, he is said to help Joseph of Arimathea with the burial. Something seems 
to have happened after this dialogue with Jesus. 

One of the lessons that we can learn from Nicodemus is that when we are in a wilderness experience, 
we need to come to Jesus and find the way out. It’s okay to go to God and ask questions, but we must 
realize that we may be shown the real crux of our problem. It may be something that cuts right across 
the grain of all that we believe. In the wilderness, we must be ready to lay everything down at the feet of 
Jesus and trust him.  

Nicodemus was in the wilderness. He may not have known it, or may not have wanted to admit it, but 
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when confronted with the Light of God, he had to look inside and accept the truth or turn away and 
remain in the wilderness. We, too, must be willing to look inside of ourselves and be ready to face the 
real problem, or we will stay in the wilderness forever lost in our darkness. 

The other thing that we can learn from Nicodemus is to be willing to accept change. It’s easy to know 
you are lost and need direction, but it’s another thing to be ready to make radical changes, sometimes 
giving up all that you have held dear and believed. Nicodemus had studied the scriptures his whole life. 
He knew the Law as well as, if not better than most, yet he missed the entire idea of the need to be born 
from above and that God planned to give his Son to accomplish the salvation for which people longed.  

When you have walked your whole life believing one thing, it’s scary to realize that you must give that 
up. We become used to how things have been. We adjust and work with it and accept it. It’s scary to be 
asked to change all of that because we don’t know what is on the other side. It causes us to have to step 
out of our comfort zone and walk a new path.  

The wilderness can be a scary place, a place of darkness, and confusion. It can also be a place of 
pilgrimage. A place where we come to terms with who we are. It can be a place to throw off the things 
that trap us and prohibit us from being all that we can be. It can be a place of change and gaining a new 
understanding of God and ourselves. The wilderness can be a place of rebirth.  

 

Amen.


