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The ancients called it “The Hour of the Wolf.”  It’s that time, deep within the night, when 

the darkness seems heavy and burdensome, and when the dawn seems as if it will never arrive.  

We all know the Hour of the Wolf; it’s when we are restless and unable to sleep, because our 

minds and hearts are racing with questions in anxious need of answers.  Those questions take up 

residence in our heads like noisy, taunting crows in the rafters of a barn.  They rob us of our 

peace.  Never do we feel more alone and helpless than when we’re tossing and turning at the 

Hour of the Wolf. 

 

Nicodemus was a Pharisee – an influential group of intellectuals who acted as the 

guardians of the faith and interpreters of God’s law.  They were God’s self-appointed watchdogs, 

who rooted out all opposition, heresy, and threats to the institutional faith.  But even a watchdog 

isn’t immune from worries.  Even a watchdog can be haunted by life’s deepest questions at the 

Hour of the Wolf.   

 

And so it was that Nicodemus ventured out in the night to search for Jesus of Nazareth.  

The Pharisees regarded Jesus with deep suspicion, suspicion that threatened to become fear and 

even hatred.  What was an honorable Pharisee like Nicodemus doing, seeking the company and 

counsel of a radical like Jesus?  What could a carpenter’s son from Galilee possibly have to offer 

a prominent and respected religious leader like Nicodemus?  None of it probably made any 

logical sense to Nicodemus.  But then again, in the Hour of the Wolf, logic matters very little.  

Nicodemus had questions, and would have no peace until they were answered. 

 

If we shift to today’s Old Testament lesson, we see a different group of people who, like 

Nicodemus, were struggling with really big questions.  They had entered a sort of spiritual Hour 

of the Wolf.  They had followed Moses out of slavery in Egypt, but now, after many years of 

wandering in the wilderness, they were worn out and fed up.  Hope was slipping away.  The 

Promised Land was beginning to feel like an unattainable myth.  And so they angrily took their 

complaints directly to God.  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 

wilderness?” 

 

Just when it seemed it couldn’t get any worse, it got worse.  Poisonous snakes came 

among them, biting them.  People were dying.  With broken and repentant hearts, they begged 

Moses to intercede with God on their behalf.  He did, and at the LORD’s direction, Moses placed 

a bronze serpent on a pole and lifted it up, so that everyone who was bitten might look at it and 

live.  We have an image of it on our middle stained glass window.  In that Hour of the Wolf, the 

only pathway of survival was for the children of Israel to keep their eyes fixed on that serpent. 
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Jesus used this ancient story from the Book of Numbers to help Nicodemus find a way 

forward during his Hour of the Wolf.  Jesus said to him, “Nicodemus, 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.”  Surely Nicodemus had a sound understanding of scripture and knew the story 

of Moses and the serpent.  But what did it have to do with Jesus?  And why was Jesus speaking 

in such a puzzling way? 

 

The puzzle isn’t readily apparent to us who read these words in English.  But when Jesus 

said that the Son of Man “must be lifted up,” he was using a Greek verb with a double meaning.  

Was Jesus saying that he must be lifted up, in the sense of being exalted and honored?  Or was 

he saying that he must be lifted up, as an expression for being crucified?  The answer of course is 

“yes.”  Both. 

 

This baffled Nicodemus.  It continues to baffle us too.  We who crave power, might, and 

control struggle to accept the truth that Jesus, the Son of Man, achieved the height of his power 

and majesty when he was lifted up as a common criminal, and shamefully executed on a cross.  

He endured it all so that he might win a final and decisive victory over sin, death, and the devil.  

He did it for us, because we are infected with a far worse venom than the poison of a serpent.  

That venom can only kill the body.  We are infected with the venom of sin from the poison of 

self-worship and self-centered living.  Without Jesus, that venom would destroy our soul. 

 

You see, what Jesus was telling Nicodemus that night, in the Hour of the Wolf, was that 

if Nicodemus wanted to get through this life, he needed to look in a different direction.  

“Nicodemus, do not look to the law alone; it will not save you.  Do not look to rules and 

regulations; they will not preserve you.  Do not look to your piety and your works; they will not 

deliver you.  Nicodemus, look only to me!  Only I can save you!”  Jesus wanted Nicodemus to 

know that the only way to real peace and wholeness was to keep his gaze fixed on Jesus, there on 

the cross that would come on a future fateful Friday at a place called Golgotha. 

 

But why the cross?  Why couldn’t Jesus tell us to be ever-mindful of a more pleasant 

image of him, like an image of Jesus feeding 5,000 hungry people, stilling a raging storm, or 

welcoming little children?  All of those mental pictures of Jesus would seem preferable, don’t 

you think?  Why does Jesus keep calling us to stand with him at his cross, to focus on his death 

instead of his resurrection?  I’m sure Nicodemus wondered – just as we wonder. 

 

I used to wonder that too.  But next month will mark the seventh anniversary of an 

incident when everything in our family’s life changed in a split second.  Seven years ago, my 

daughter Annika suffered a devastating brain injury in gym class.  For a time, that injury robbed 

her of her memory and some of her cognitive skills, and made it nearly impossible for her to 

read, see clearly, or even balance herself.  Many hard days followed as we entered a seemingly 

unending Hour of the Wolf.   

 

During the darkest of those days, when I struggled to see a viable path of peace and 

wholeness for my daughter, I found myself drawn to this small crucifix.  I hung it on my desk 

lamp so that it was always in sight.  When I prayed, I needed to see my Jesus hanging there, so 
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vulnerably, because it reassured me that he knew firsthand what it was like to hurt and suffer.  

He understood my daughter’s suffering.  He knew how my heart was aching.  I knew he heard 

my prayers.  Seeing Jesus hanging on that cross also testified of his unending love.  It reminded 

me that Jesus would do anything and endure everything to reclaim us, renew us, bless us, forgive 

us, and save us.  Over time, comforted by this image of humble, sacrificial love, the prayers of 

my family were answered in ways we never could have conceived, and with a boldness we never 

could have dreamed possible. 

 

Friends, you know what it’s like to feel restlessness, loneliness, and fear at the Hour of 

the Wolf.  And you, just like the people of Moses and our friend Nicodemus, are seeking answers 

to the questions that keep you tossing and turning at night.  The world offers many answers.  But 

be wary of anything that turns you from your Savior.  Keep your eyes firmly fixed on Jesus, 

there on the cross.  He loves you.  He understands what you are going through.  And even now 

he is reaching out to you in tender mercy.  Jesus was lifted up, so that we can have the peace and 

wholeness we so desperately crave.  Jesus was lifted up, so that we may have life – here and in 

eternity.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


