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Sermon – “Missing the Mark” - 3-8-2020 – Second Sunday in Lent 

Grace and Peace…We pause and reflect on what it means for us to be born anew 

each day - we pause and reflect…Amen. 

For years, the opening of "The Wide World of Sports" TV show in the 70’s, 

centered around a theme; “the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat" The opening of 

the show included a very scary ending to an attempted ski jump. The skier appeared to 

be in good form as he headed down the jump, but then, for no apparent reason, he 

tumbled head over heels off the side of the ski jump, down to the snow below. 

https://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=thrill+of+victory+agony+

of+defeat#id=8&vid=514dec172e3736f6e88f54d2566b0bf4&action=click   

What viewers didn't know was that the skier chose to fall rather than finish the 

jump. Why? // The skier explained later, “the jump surface had become too fast, and 

midway down the ramp, he realized that if he completed the jump, he would land on 

the level ground, beyond the safe sloping landing area, which could have been fatal.”  

Nicodemus and Jesus are engaged in a conversation that would change 

Nicodemus’ whole trajectory: "Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come 

https://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=thrill+of+victory+agony+of+defeat#id=8&vid=514dec172e3736f6e88f54d2566b0bf4&action=click
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Page 2 of 5 

 

from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God." 3 

Jesus answered him, "Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without 

being born from above."  

Jesus is telling Nicodemus something which challenges his understanding of life 

and faith but isn’t logical. Nicodemus was an educated man, a man of integrity, but still 

naïve to Jesus teachings.  I like Nicodemus, I like the questions he is asking and the 

courage he shows in his quest for knowledge and understanding, and his commitment of 

growing in faith. Yet, Nicodemus was applying concrete understandings to what Jesus is 

saying. 

Nicodemus is a lot like the ski jumper who missed his “mark” but used his 

wisdom and knowledge to land safely.  Jesus was speaking of a spiritual understanding 

when he says to Nicodemus that one needs to be born from “above,” and not of this 

world. Nicodemus seems to focus on the biological impossibility of being physically born 

“again” and misses Jesus point.  This technicality seems to cause Nicodemus to 

question what Jesus is saying, like the ski jumper Nicodemus misses the mark or the 

point of Jesus message.   

When I was a kid in the 1970’s, there were a number of Billy Graham Movies 

which were being shown throughout the country. Different churches would sponsor 

these movies, and for the life of me I can’t remember the name of any of these movies, 

but my family went to each one.  At the end of the movie Billy Graham would come on 

the screen and challenge each person to dedicate their lives to the work of Christ, and 

invited people to come forward for what seemed to be an “Altar Call.”  
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After each movie my family would walk up front and someone would talk with us 

about the importance of making a commitment to Christ, “once and for all.” Each time 

we went I was uncomfortable with what was being asked of us. Even as a 10 or 11-year-

old I was uncomfortable with this conditional understanding of God’s Grace. I thought; 

“Didn’t we do this the last time we saw one of these movies? Why are we doing it 

again? It felt like a very conditional understanding of the salvation given on the Cross. 

In this text Jesus today is talking about the nature of the kingdom of God and the 

need for each of us to Spiritually participate in God’s kingdom. Unfortunately, 

Nicodemus, just missed the “mark” of Jesus teaching. Jesus is attempting to shift 

images to heavenly things by contrasting them to earthly things.  

Maybe you have experienced something like I did at those Billy Graham movies 

or maybe you have been asked if you have been “saved” or “born again.” These types of 

questions seem to be less about the other person’s interest in one’s “spirituality” and 

more about challenging one’s commitment as a Christian.  To be “born again” literally 

means “born from above”. When one is “born again” there is some level of spiritual 

transformation, a total change of heart. For many being born again has more to do with 

an emotional experience than how God acts in one’s life and the world.  

In the Gospel of John, Jesus is presenting once again the “other worldly” aspect 

of God’s action in this world. Nicodemus seems to struggle with this “other worldly” idea 

Jesus is presenting, which leaves him distressed and confused.  

It was the 1940s, while the Second World War was still raging in Europe. An old 

dairy farmer in England was talking to a new farmhand who had recently come to help 

with the cows as part of his rehabilitation after being wounded on the front lines. The 
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farmhand had been learning how to call the cattle back to the barn, lead them into their 

stalls, give them their food, clean them, milk them, then take the pails full of milk to the 

cooler and then to the churns.  

The farmhand was upset because he had spilt some of the milk from the churn 

and had tried washing it down with water. As the farmer came around the corner, there 

was the inexperienced farmhand, gazing in despair at the huge white puddle he had 

created. “Ah,” said the farmer, “I see your problem. Once the water has mixed with the 

milk, it all looks the same. If you’ve spilt a pint, it’ll look like a gallon. And if you’ve spilt 

a gallon, it looks like . . . well, a bit like that lake you’re standing in. The trick is just to 

deal with the milk you’ve spilt. Let it run off, sweep up what’s left into the drain; and 

when it’s pretty clear, then you can wash it down.”  

And so, it is when we apply a human understandings or constructs to God.  Our 

best attempt to “clear it up” any confusion by applying human criteria makes one’s 

understanding of God and God’s grace very “Milky” looking and confusing. Jesus seems 

to be saying to Nicodemus and us, “When you think you have figured God and God’s 

Grace out, you really haven’t and need to keep seeking out understanding and what 

being ‘born from above’ means for daily living.”  

To be “Born Again” or “Spiritual Rebirth” is about engaging God as God engages 

us, filled with mystery and wonder. John 3:16 & 17 give us the core of how God works in 

this world. These verses complete the story for Nicodemus and us; “For God so loved the 

world that God gave the only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 

but may have eternal life. 17 "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.” 
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Martin Luther called these verses “the Gospel in a nutshell.” Luther’s “Nutshell” 

comparison illustrates well the story of God’s action in this world, especially as we 

journey to the Cross again this Lent. "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.” We may 

miss the “Mark” of the Gospel at times, but we never miss the “Mark” of God’s Grace 

and Love that comes to save the world and not condemn it. Amen!  
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