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The Lens of Lent—Oversight 
John 3:1-9 (10-17) 
February 29, March 1, 2020 
Beargrass Christian Church 
 
I. INTRODUCTION.  

A. The theme for the upcoming messages is “The Lens of Lent.”  
1. What comes to your mind when you hear the word “Lent?”  
2. We often think about “giving something up”—like an unhealthy habit.  

B. One man was overweight and wanted to lose some of it for Lent. 
1. He went to his doctor and she put him on a diet.  
2. She said: “I want you to eat regularly for two days, then skip a day.” 
3. “Come back in a month—you’ll lose at least five pounds.” 
4. Later he shocked the doctor—he lost nearly 60 pounds! 
5. She said, “This is amazing! Did you follow my instructions?”  
6. He said, “Yes, but I thought I would die on that third day.” 
7. She asked, “Do you mean from the hunger?”  
8. He said, “No…from the skipping.” 

C. Lent can be a time to let go and embrace better things. 
1. We can also “take something on”—daily devotional time, a study, a renewed 

commitment to prayer, or new outreach efforts.  
2. When we look at our lives through the lens of Lent it gives us the opportunity for 

introspection and self-reflection.  
3. With that in mind, I will share a four-sermon series: “Oversight,” “Insight,” “Hindsight,” 

and “Foresight.”  
II. LET’S TAKE A LOOK AT TODAY’S STORY.  

A. Have you ever had trouble sleeping at night?  
1. Maybe something has been on your mind?  
2. Perhaps you were thinking about a problem at work or school or home?  
3. Maybe you started a new project or had a new idea and the creative juices were flowing 

and you just couldn’t relax?  
4. I would guess that most of us have had nights like that.  

B. I wonder if Nicodemus is having one of those nights?  
1. Why does he come in the darkness to see Jesus? 
2. Something about Jesus motivates Nick to want to talk privately and personally with 

him—which is actually shocking!  
3. He is a respected religious leader of his day, a high-ranking Pharisee, a member of the 

Sanhedrin, probably very wealthy.  
4. Nick seems to have it made—power, prestige, respect, abilities, wealth, high social 

standing, religious authority. 
5. But apparently something more important is missing in his life.  

C. He is genuinely searching—there is no antagonism toward Jesus.  
1. In fact, Nick recognizes him as a teacher from God.  
2. He says: “No one can do what you do without God.”  
3. He is on a spiritual quest and this radical rabbi causes him to reevaluate everything he 

thought he knew about God.  
D. He reminds me of the way one little girl recited John 3:16.  
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1. She made a very slight error when she spoke.  
2. “God so loved the world that God gave Jesus, so that everyone who believes in him may 

not perish, but have internal life.”  
E. For Nicodemus, that translation probably works.  

1. He is looking for the eternal, internal life Jesus talks about.  
2. So, he comes to ask some very serious questions about God.  

F. But Nick doesn’t get any straight answers to his questions.  
1. Jesus confounds him and he asks: “How can these things be?”  
2. Jesus says, “The wind blows where it chooses, but you don’t know where it comes 

from—it’s the same with the Spirit.”  
3. “You must be born again—and you must be born from above.”  
4. Nick is stuck in literal land—Jesus speaks of the realm of God.  

G. It’s like the word game some of us learned as children.  
1. We ask: “What word is always pronounced wrong?”  
2. And obviously, the correct answer is…“wrong”…right? 
3. And every time Nick offers an answer, Jesus says, “Wrong!” (Right?!) 
4. They are on different wavelengths in this conversation. 

H. A little girl was asked to write an essay on “birth.”  
1. She went home and asked her mother how she had been born.  
2. Her mother said, “Darling, a stork left you on the doorstep.”  
3. Her father deflected the delicate question too and said: “We found you in the garden—

the fairies brought you.”  
4. Grandma said, “We picked you from a gooseberry bush.”  
5. With this information the little girl wrote her essay.  
6. Later, she read it to her class and said, “There has not been a natural birth in our family 

for three generations….”  
I. Nick is thinking natural birth—Jesus describes spiritual birth. 

1. The Greek word that causes the oversight for Nick is “anothen.”   
2. It appears three times in this confusing conversation.   
3. “Anothen” can mean from above, from the beginning, or again.  
4. Nick is confounded by the multiple meanings for the word.  
5. Jesus is talking about an invisible birth from above that creates a visibly changed life—

but Nick can’t see it…can we?  
III. WE MAY REALLY BE ABLE TO IDENTIFY WITH NICK. 

A. Have you ever experienced spiritual hunger or thirst?  
1. Have you had a longing for spiritual direction in your life?  
2. Have you tried to fill the hole in your heart in other ways?  
3. Are there “dead” parts within you that need to come alive?  

B. Someone wrote this letter to an advice columnist.  
1. “I read your column, but I never thought I would write to you.  

a. “But I’m stuck and I have a question that might surprise you.  
b. “I’m a successful professional on my way up—and unhappy.  
c. “With my hectic work hours, I feel that I’m always running.  
d. “My personal life has been a series of exploding relationships.  
e. “Do any of your readers express similar problems?”  

2. The columnist offered some insightful words.  
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a. “Most readers write to ask how to climb the rungs of success, but there are a large 
number of achievers just like you.  

b. “In fact, discontent across the nation is likely to grow.  
3. “For boomers it’s not OK—they top out in their careers and then begin to look elsewhere 

for satisfaction.”  
4. “One person expressed it this way: ‘About the time one learns how to make the most of 

life—the most of it is gone.’” 
C. Sometimes we live with the illusion that if we work hard enough… 

1. If we get enough money and power and prestige and status and education and stuff—
THEN, we’ll be happy…  

2. THEN we will have gained all that life has to offer.  
D. Life in the fast lane, whether it’s in the secular or religious world, is no guarantee that we 

will find the new birth our souls long for.  
1. We may spend a great deal of time trying to clarify our lives.  
2. We try to put them into a coherent pattern, to make sense of our place in the whole of 

things—to find meaning in it all.  
3. We turn to the Bible or other spiritual disciplines for clarification, expecting to find some 

easy step-by-step formula.  
4. Sometimes we find a great deal of help, but at other times we, like Nicodemus, don’t get 

a step-by-step strategy—but a vision.  
E. Some of you have read Phillips’ classic, “Your God is Too Small.”  

1. He says: “We can never have too big a conception of God.”  
2. “And the more scientific knowledge advances, the greater becomes our idea of God’s 

vast and complicated wisdom.”  
3. Nicodemus’s God was too small—it can happen to us as well.  

F. This “born again” topic has come up a lot at our house recently.  
1. Ellen is binge-watching the drama series “Call the Midwife.”  
2. Adapted from the memoirs of Jennifer Worth, the episodes offer a look at midwifery 

and family life in 1950s East End London.  
a. Newly qualified midwife, Jenny, joins an eccentric, lovable convent community of 

nuns who are nurses and midwives. 
b. I thought to myself, “That’s going to get old in a hurry.” 
c. And it did for me—every time I walked through the room some poor woman was 

screaming, giving birth to a baby. 
d. Babies were being born again and again and again! 

3. But Ellen loves it and I finally started to watch some of the episodes—and began to get 
to know the characters and get caught up in the stories.  

4. They are moving—and a number of the people are born again.  
G. Marcus Borg says: “Being born again is the work of the Spirit.  

1. “We can’t make it happen, either by strong desire and determination or by learning and 
believing the right beliefs.  

2. “But we can be intentional about being born again.  
3. “Though we can’t make it happen, we can midwife the process.  
4. “This is the purpose of spirituality—to help birth the new self and nourish the new life—

spirituality is midwifery.” 
H. And what would that look like if we lived our lives that way?  
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1. Perhaps we would have fewer preconceptions about what God can and can’t 
accomplish—and be more open to surprises?  

2. Maybe we would be willing to let the Spirit of God blow where it chooses, and let it roam 
beyond our knowledge and control?  

3. Maybe we would trust that being born again brings us into the unending presence of 
God, an eternal life that never ends? 

I. We’re not sure about the rest of the story for Nicodemus, but it seems that the Spirit 
eventually helped him figure it out.  
1. Nicodemus was changed by his relationship with Jesus.  
2. In John 7 he defends Jesus’ right to be heard.   
3. In John 19 he anoints and buries Jesus in the full light of day.  
4. And the word “oversight” also has multiple meanings. 
5. It can also mean supervision or management or control.  
6. Nick overcame his initial oversights and turned over his life to the supervision, 

management, and oversight of the Spirit.  
7. Something about Jesus motivated a skeptic on the sidelines to become a mourner of 

his death and a devoted disciple.  
J. A church member sent me “A Prayer of Nicodemus.”  

1. I invite you to become quiet and listen…let us pray…  
2. “God of second chances, who is patient with our confusion and who leads us into 

greater understanding… 
3. “When we become legalistic, teach us forgiveness.  
4. “When we become concrete and closed in our thinking and stuck in our religious ruts, lift 

us into the ways of your Spirit.  
5. “Give us eyes to see, ears to hear, and souls willing to search… 
6. “Grant that we may be born anew each day into hope…born anew each day into 

joy…born anew into your realm.  
7.  “God, may your grace and love become the context of our days.  
8. “Amen and Amen.” 


