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How many of us remember the day when we were born?  Chances are none of us do.  We may not remember the exact moment of our birthday but at least we remember where our roots were during our early childhood years.  We can look back into our photographs (if we have them) or stories that we were passed down to us through our parents.  

As many of you know that I was born and grew up in Hong Kong.  Surprisingly I still remember vividly what it was like when I was a child as far back as maybe when I was 4.   I remember growing up in this tiny apartment with my parents and my sister, attending the kindergarten with my mom being my teacher, going onto elementary school, putting on the uniform, playing ping-pong with my friends, playing hide-and-seek in the church, attending the Sunday School and the church where I was baptized and grew up in.  These were all fond memories have been etched in my heart that I hope will never forget.  


I’m sure many things have changed over the past 30 years since we left Hong Kong.  Even though I may still be the same person, my experience, my lifestyle and the world around me have changed.  We may reflect upon the past but we must realize that we can never go back to our past.  Society has changed, our lives have changed and we must move forward.  

Our past experiences have shaped us into who we are today and our actions and decisions made today will surely impact our future.  We can only trust that God will be leading us through each and every step of the way. 
As the LORD revealed to the prophet Jeremiah that even "before we were formed in our mother’s womb, God knew us already.  Before we were born, God consecrated us and appointed us as prophets to the nations."
  Only by the grace of God that we are able to fulfill what God has intended us to be.  Our outward physical appearance might have changed but deep inside we are still the same person.  Physically we can never be re-born again but spiritually we can. 

In the New Testament passage that we read earlier from the Gospel of John, we read about a Pharisee named Nicodemus, who was a member of the Jewish religious council – the Sanhedrin.  Being well-versed in the Scripture and highly respected within the community, however, many of these Pharisees were highly skeptical about who this Jesus was because they felt that their religious authority and power were being challenged.  It was blasphemous that this guy was calling himself as the Son of God and the long-expected Messiah.

But Nicodemus saw something in Jesus that others didn’t.  He was curious and wanted to search for more.  He was on a quest for his spiritual belonging.    He actually gave Jesus the benefit of the doubt and believed in Him…although he was a bit hesitant about publically disclosing his faith with the rest of the world.  He kept his faith in secret, in private but separated from his everyday life….much like many believers today.

Interestingly Nicodemus was only mentioned in two other places in the entire Gospel and all of them are recorded in John.  Besides this encounter, we see Nicodemus again after Jesus had been arrested.  It was Nicodemus who stood up and petitioned on Jesus’s behalf that he should be granted a fair trial and a hearing under the Jewish law.
  

Well, we know how that all turned out and Nicodemus was clearly out-numbered and out-voiced by the rest.  Do give him credit though for standing up for what he believed in while putting himself at greater risk in the eyes of the popular opinion.  How many of us would sit there in silence and watching everything developed before our eyes?  Even Jesus’s closest disciples denied even knowing him, fearing their own personal safety.  Eventually when Jesus was crucified, it was also Nicodemus, along with Joseph of Arimathea who brought expensive myrrh to anoint and prepare Jesus’s body for the burial.
  Perhaps that’s the very least that he could do. 

Based on what we know of Nicodemus, we can say that his life was transformed by the Spirit and he’s not afraid to take-risks.  He put everything on the line, including his social reputation and personal integrity when he sought out to see Jesus privately in the middle of the night.  Perhaps he didn’t want others to be seen while jeopardizing Jesus’s or his own safety.  Some commentator suggested that this was one of his weaknesses that he had kept his faith private even though he had the power and influence to demonstrate it more in public.  But I would give him the benefit of the doubt of taking the risks of going out and seeking Jesus to satisfy his own curiosity and fulfilling his personal growth.  

Nicodemus was also a seeker in his spiritual life.  He had plenty of questions but with few answers.  He was searching for meaning about his own life as well as his birth root, not only his physical birth root but his spiritual birth root as well.  We are like dust that must drift where the wind blows.  

In his quest for purpose and meaning in life, Nicodemus was told by Jesus that “no one can enter the Kingdom of God unless he is born of water and of the Spirit.  You must be born from above”.  In other translations it was translated as “again” or “from the beginning”.  How can this even be possible?  How can anyone be “born” again out of his or her mother’s womb?  

Obviously Jesus didn’t mean this literally but spiritually – by some form of a spiritual awakening that changes one’s life.  Start from scratch again with a “clean slate” so to speak, with God’s blessing from above.  To be born from above by water and the Spirit, to believe in Jesus, is to leave the world of darkness and to come into the light.


Like Nicodemus, we may not know exactly where we are heading or what we are looking for in life.  We’re on a quest for meaning and purpose in life.  We’ve become overwhelmed by our challenges at hand while neglecting to place our trust in God’s hand.  Nicodemus attempted to defy the odds by confronting the religious establishment and the hierarchy of injustice head-on.

Like Nicodemus, we may sometimes find ourselves having difficulty in motivating ourselves to seek God in a personal way.  We put on a defensive and safeguarding mode by putting up walls and fences around us where we feel safe while disallowing the Holy Spirit to intervene.  We’ve shunned ourselves away from the opportunity to be born again “of the water and the Spirit”.  

Despite his personal challenges and his seeming private faith, Nicodemus attempted to dismantle those fences and sought after Jesus.  He came knocking on Jesus’s door because he was thirsty of that living water.  Out of his world of darkness, Nicodemus came to seek the true light of Christ that will illuminate his path of righteousness.  Jesus offered Nicodemus more than what he was looking for.  Jesus was the light that has come into the world, but the people loved darkness rather than light.
  

In the same way, by inviting the Spirit into our lives, we allow God to speak to us and lead us into uncharted territories, places where we’ve never gone before, out into the wilderness for an adventure.  The Holy Spirit transformed us and equipped us with boldness and courage just as Nicodemus did.

In our Old Testament reading earlier, we read about a famous senior couple – Abraham and Sarah, who had plenty of wisdom, plenty of experiences in life, and plenty of personal wealth and assets also.  They were pretty much well established and had lived a blessed life from God but God challenged them to be quite literally “born again”.  As we know, Abram and Sarai have been barren and had never experienced giving birth of a new life.  They even laughed when God told them that they were going to bear a child in their “young” age of 90.  God made a pledge to them that “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.” 

Like Nicodemus, Abraham and Sarah also took a giant leap of faith by stepping out of their own comfort zone, a step towards the promised future while placing their trust in God’s providence and leading.  They went not knowing where they were going into the uncharted territories.  But God promised that they would not be walking alone.  The Holy Spirit was with them through each and every step of the way, especially when they were faced with adversities and challenges.  Out of their rediscovered faith yielded new life and a renewal sense of hope for the future generation to come.  

There is a Nicodemus, an Abraham or a Sarah in each of us.  We all have our personal doubts when we question our very own existence and even our faith.  We’ve all experienced our moments of doubt and spiritual emptiness, but we must press on even when our gas-tank is running near empty or the “check engine” light comes on.  We must press on!  We may not be quite sure of where we are or where we are going, or how we get from here to there.  But trust in God in God’s faithfulness towards His people in leading us through the desert and into the Promised Land.  

Jesus invited Nicodemus, as he invites each of us today, to come out of the darkness and journey into the light of day.  We must be “born again” not as infants but into maturity in Christ.   Maturity comes from listening and discerning the Holy Spirit and trusting in God’s leading.  As we continue our spiritual journey throughout this season of Lent, may we seek this light of Christ that will shine through eternity.  Just as we saw how God used Nicodemus and Abraham to demonstrate their act of courage and their faith.  Both put their faith on the line.  God’s faithfulness and patience to God’s people prevailed.  God was able to change the lives of those whom many might consider the unreachable.  God has a heart of God’s people, including you and me.  For God so LOVED the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 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.
  

Throughout this season of Lent, may we remember that the source of our greatest hope and our abundant joy is in Christ.  Through God’s amazing and unconditional love, we have received a new life not only through our baptism of water but of the Holy Spirit as well.  Trust in God and abide in God’s love.  Drink from the Holy Spirit who gives us new life through Christ.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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