
Lent 2 
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Andrew Guernsey on Sunday 5 March 2023  

Readings: Genesis 12 vv 1-4a and John 3 vv 1-17 

‘Well Bishop,’ said the elderly churchwarden in the tiny village, ‘I’ve churchwarden here for 
fifty years. ‘My goodness’ replied the bishop, ‘you must have seen lots of changes in that 
time.’ ‘Yes,’ said the churchwarden, ‘and I have resisted every one.’  

Many people are uneasy about change, whether in church life or in a thousand and one 
other aspects of everyday life. Change isn’t necessarily decay, despite the line in the hymn 
Abide with me, ‘change and decay in all around I see’. But there is a natural human tendency 
to think that change and decay are the two sides of the same coin. 

Change is fundamental to our Christian faith. I don’t mean trivial or arbitrary change, but a 
deep and fundamental change – which we call conversion; literally, turning around to face in 
a different direction. A complete change of perspective.  

We see in today’s readings two people who are challenged to change: Abram, whom we 
know better as Abraham, the name that God gives him, and Nicodemus. 

Abraham embraced change gladly when God called him. He set out on an adventurous 
journey of faith that changed the world. Later Jews, living in the light of the law that God 
gave them through Moses, praised Abraham because he was obedient to God – because 
obedience was a key to the Jews’ relationship with God.  

Later on, when Abraham did indeed become ‘the father of many nations’, this wasn’t a 
reward for his obedience. Rather, God had promised that this would happen, even before 
Abraham set out from Haran. Abraham simply responded in faith and set out into the 
unknown – a complete change in his settled and comfortable life, knowing that he would 
not, himself, see the complete outworking of God’s promises. 

Nicodemus too faced the challenge of change. Nicodemus was a highly respected Jewish 
teacher and leader, who met a compelling and unconventional teacher called Jesus. He 
recognised that Jesus’ teaching was authentically from God: ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a 
teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the 
presence of God.’  Nicodemus then heard Jesus telling him that he must be ‘born again’. He 
must enter a wholly new experience of God through the Holy Spirit, allowing the Holy Spirit 
to blow upon him and raise him to new life. Nicodemus may be a learned man, but he must 
change. Nicodemus must take the risk of entering ‘new birth’, committing himself to 
following Jesus and, presumably, giving up his precious status as ‘the teacher of Israel’. 

What was Nicodemus’s reaction to this encounter, this challenge to change? We don’t know 
how to interpret Nicodemus’ immediate reaction: ‘How can these things be?’ Is he scornful, 
sceptical, puzzled, or wistful? The challenge of the change that Jesus lays before him is so 
great that, at this point, he can say no more. But later in St John’s Gospel, Nicodemus 
reappears, and his response is a little clearer. When the Pharisees are starting to plot 
against Jesus, Nicodemus speaks out in favour of Jesus. He is ridiculed by his fellow-
Pharisees for his pains. Later still, Nicodemus bravely demonstrates his respect for Jesus, 
and perhaps even more: he takes the considerable risk of bringing the spices to wrap 



around Jesus’ body when Joseph of Arimathea takes Jesus’ body from the cross. Together, 
Joseph and Nicodemus prepare Jesus’ body for burial. Nicodemus has clearly changed. 

Lent is a time to deepen and redirect our response to Jesus: to listen again to him, to study 
his word, to pray for his Spirit and to be ready for new faith. And whether we like it or not, 
this will change us. Time after time, when we meet Jesus, we will be changed. This is one of 
the consequences every time we say the prayer of confession, or the Lord’s Prayer. 

We must be open year after year to facing up to the fact that Jesus may be calling us to 
embrace change or a new start. Change is a scary prospect, and we can well empathise with 
Abraham when God called him to leave everything and go to a new country. 

Our conversion may have been a gradual growth into the life of the Christian community 
since our birth; or it may have been a more sudden event – the result of an encounter with 
Jesus. But our conversion is a life-long process. Change is an inevitable outcome of our 
meeting Jesus. As we meet Jesus, we become more aware of our true identity. We become 
more aware that we are precious to him; and at the same time, more aware of our 
sinfulness and our need for repentance. And that isn’t just a form of words but a lifestyle – a 
constant, careful, and critical questioning of ourselves and our lives in the light of our 
growing awareness of Jesus, and of the wonderful truth that he loves us, and wants to draw 
us closer to himself. 


