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Sermon Lent 2 Carlisle Cathedral 1 March 2026 Michael Everitt 

John 3:1-17 

I am not a fan of ice breaker activities. Others will say either generously it is because I over 
think them, more critically because I am a contrarian, or as my father would say “Bolshie.” 
This week I have been asked to name “my favourite book, my favourite biblical character 
excluding Jesus, and my most obscure hobby.” Even repeating the request to you now 
causes me disquiet.  

For fear of doing the same, “If you were to identify with an insect, ‘Are you a cockroach or a 
moth?’” You will not be surprised from my initial words that I am not happy to accept either 
designation, and I am wanting to move on as quickly to avoid our singing the primary school 
song “If I were a butterfly.” 

My clearest memory of cockroaches is going into a basement as a child to collect caving 
equipment. Turning the light on, the floor was black, I was then distracted and switched the 
light off and then back on again and the floor was stone coloured. I realised what had 
happened and walked gingerly into the basement and picked up the equipment with 
trepidation conscious that the cockroaches had secreted themselves into dark crevices.  

Moths, on the other hand are attracted to the flame, to the light. There might be other 
reasons you don’t want to be associated with moths, and of course you are a human being, 
created by God in God’s image and likeness, and so far more than something viewed as 
being distracted by the immediately attractive. 

But what is the God like, in whose image and likeness you are created? The commitment 
shown to the world by God is total. “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 
son.” Thus, God demonstrates a generosity beyond all reckoning. The gift of the son is an 
enabling action “That whosoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting 
life.”  

Having faith in the son, being able to totally rely on, trust in, and depend upon is more than 
a simple statement of “I believe.” There is both a depth and accessibility that goes beyond, 
just as a glance can say “I love you” beyond any articulated word. This is why Nicodemus is 
told that we need to be born again. Our relationship with the Son of God is not simply that 
of recipients of a gracious gift, we are redefined as adopted sisters and brothers of the one, 
through whom, we received everlasting life. 

Following the style of Hebraic poetry this statement is repeated but in a new way. “God sent 
not his son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through him might be 
saved.” 

This is said to Nicodemus, who has asked difficult and probing questions under the cover 
of darkness. If the first half reveals the beauty of the divine, “God so loved the world that he 
gave his only begotten son” the mirror image speaks of a darker more via negative dynamic 
“God sent not his son into the world to condemn the world.”  



2 
 

Condemnation is a term that human beings regularly reach towards. The judgment to 
punishment of others and situations is almost a preset response. It is all too easy to reject 
the tenet of British justice, “innocent until proven guilty” and reach for the simplistic “there 
is no smoke without fire.” The latter can create a mob culture with a failure to espy the 
humanity in another person, let alone the possibility that they are made in the image and 
likeness of God. 

We learn in the darkness between Jesus and Nicodemus that this is not the purpose of the 
gift of the son. Any condemnation is because of a rejection, a scuttling away from what has 
been raised up in the wilderness rather than turning to it for healing and salvation. Hence 
my icebreaker question. It is not a condemnation desired by God; indeed, God’s motivation 
is clear, namely love. 

The challenge that then arises from this is over what motivates us, and how do we then live 
out that motivation? Are we motivated by base or negative emotions such as 
condemnation and negative judgement of others, and a de facto raising up of ourselves as 
being superior to those whom we have denigrated? This does not lead to healing, but to 
isolation and indeed the very dynamics which we have inhabited. 

Thus, if we see that God is love, and acts in love and gives totally of himself so that others 
may have everlasting life. And we recognise that we are created in the image and likeness 
of God, then through who Jesus is, and who we are in relation to him, we are called to do 
likewise.  

We are to be primarily motivated by love; we are to be totally self-giving. As this is so 
different from what is viewed as normal human behaviour, no wonder we need to be born 
again. It is obvious that we need to be redefined in terms of who we are, not simply our 
physical ancestry and location. We are not just of nature and nurture, we are ones, born of 
the very spirit of God and placed in a new context of the kingdom of heaven. Not because 
we have earnt it, but because of the generosity of God and his intervention in the world to 
enable us to “not perish but have everlasting life.”  

This is a higher calling certainly than insect identification. It is a radical new identity for 
each of us which then should affect how we are both personally and collectively. To revert 
to previous definitions of who we are is to risk denying God’s love for the world and what he 
has given both in his son, and what we receive by his son. This we need to turn away from, 
repent of. We are more than base creatures, may we receive the spirit of God to live as he 
desires of us, let us move from condemnation to love, from perishing to everlasting life, 
from darkness to light. Let us turn to the one lifted up in the wilderness and receive the 
salvation that he brings. Amen. 

 


