
Sermon for 3.12.17  Faith Lutheran Church 

“For God so Loved...” 

 

“For God so loves the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 

who believes in him may not perish but may have everlasting life.”  That’s 

John 3.16... probably the best known—best loved—verse in the Bible.  It’s 

the one that we see on signs in the end zone of football games and raised 

high in crowds wherever TV cameras are likely to be.  It’s the verse that 

many Christians want everyone to know and take to heart, because, for 

many Christians this verse summarizes their basic take on who God is, 

and what God wants, and what Jesus came to do, and what we are 

therefore supposed to do. 

 But I have to admit, I have a somewhat shaky relationship with this verse... at least when 

it’s used as a summation of our theology—because I think that when it’s pulled out of context 

and used in an attempt to convey the subtleties and complexities of our faith, then it, like any 

other snippet from the Bible, is bound to fall short. 

 The problem for me is that when we throw this verse in the faces of those we fear are 

not “saved”—even if we’re doing it out of love—what’s emphasized is our assumption that God 

is this divine judge who sits waiting to condemn all those who don’t “believe” to everlasting 

torment.   Left on its own, this verse can be misread to say: “The task God has given us is to 

choose either to believe that Jesus is the Son of God, or not; and God will damn those who 

don’t choose wisely, while those who do choose wisely will be saved.” 

“For God so loved the 

world that he gave his one 

and only Son, that 

whoever believes in him 

shall not perish but have 

eternal life”. 

- John 3:16 
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 And I get that this is exactly what some people believe God has set out for us.  I get that 

this is the kind of God some people believe in: a God who loves those who choose rightly and 

condemns those who choose wrongly.  But I don’t.  And part of the reason I don’t can be found 

in this very verse, and part of the reason can be found in the very next verse.  This verse starts 

with the claim that “God loves the world,” and I wonder if we emphasize that part enough, 

particularly right now in our culture when we seem to prefer to 

think that God loves us and only us.   But if we dare to read 

beyond this verse we see that Jesus wasn’t only willing to assert 

that God loves the world... Jesus actually went out into the world 

and loved it... personally.  We see this next week when he goes out to the woman of Samaria—

an outsider, one that his followers would see as unworthy.  We see it when he heals the 

Syrophoenician woman’s daughter, and when he heals the Roman Centurion’s servant. 

 And if we think back far enough we see it when Abraham was blessed so that he could 

bless others, so that he would become the father of a nation that would serve other nations.   

How did we ever get to the point where we stopped believing that God’s love is for the whole 

cosmos—that’s the Greek word by the way, the one that’s translated as “world” here.  Saying 

that God loves the cosmos is certainly saying that God loves all people—not just our little 

regional or racial or culturally identified sub-group—but it’s also saying that God loves the 

entire physical world: the seas, the mountains, the fields and forests and farms and animals.  

And it’s also saying that God loves the entire universe; the suns and the moons and the planets 

and asteroids and the endless space between them.   

 Saying God loves the cosmos is saying that God loves all that God made... not just the 

few people who look like us, the few people who believe like us.  And this is nothing like saying 

Jesus wasn’t only willing to assert 

that God loves the world... Jesus 

actually went out into the world and 

loved it... personally. 
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that God loves only those who believe in God according to our doctrine’s “minimal beliefs 

checklist.”   This is a statement of God’s cosmic love, God’s universal love. 

 “For God so loved the world—the cosmos, the every thing, the every body— that he 

gave his only Son that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have everlasting 

life.”  And even with this it’s tempting to read the ending as an if/then statement; as if God is 

saying, “I love you, but my hands are tied: if you believe in Jesus—the one I sent into the 

world—I’ll save you, if not I’ll have to ‘perish’ you.”  But that’s only if we read it without 

reading the next verse which says emphatically “Indeed God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through him.”  Now that 

sounds more like a loving God. 

 That sounds like a God who gets what it is to live as a human being.  That sounds like a 

God who understands that we humans get how far from perfect we are. We get how often our 

actions hurt others, how often we are selfish and cold and brutal to others and to the cosmos 

that God loves so much.  This sounds like a God who gets that we often live in the hell of our 

own self-condemnation.  This sounds like a God who gets that it’s only when we believe in the 

grace of God that our eyes are opened and we can begin to see the hope of salvation, the hope 

that our lives can be put right, that we won’t be judged in the way we had feared; that we won’t 

be condemned by God for living lives fraught with the sins and failings and shortcomings that 

we were pretty much predetermined to fall into just as a matter of the way we were created. 
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 John 3.16 on its own can lead us to this idea of an exclusive God who loves only the 

righteous few who can force themselves to believe that Jesus is the Son of God... but when we 

place that verse back in its context we hear it say clearly that God is all-loving, and that God’s 

love is far above condemning us—or them—for our sinfulness.  Placing this verse in its context 

reminds us that God’s love is for all, that what God wants is for all to understand this and trust 

God and thus be released from our self-condemnation...  And rise into a life based on the grace 

of God, a life where we can breathe in the never deserved but always freely given love of God. 

 That’s God’s gift to us through Jesus.  It’s the gift of God among us revealing through his 

life, his love, his signs, his teachings, his death, and his 

resurrection exactly who our God is.  Jesus is the one who 

shows us the breadth and expanse of God’s love.  Jesus is 

the one who shows us how eager God is to love even those 

we would never suspect God could love.   Jesus is the one 

who shows us how God loves even those who hate God and torment God and ignore God, 

betray God, abandon God, and put God on a cross.  Jesus 

shows us a God who loves even those who use God for their 

own purposes and worship God in ways that we might say 

are wrong.  Jesus is the one who shows us God loving even 

those who break the ten commandments, even those who 

scripture clearly says are worthy of only God’s wrath...  Yet 

in Jesus we see God sweep that all aside and embrace the 

cosmos in this huge swell of pure love. 

 And we need to recognize that.  We need to get over 

And rise into a life based on 

the grace of God, a life 

where we can breathe in the 

never deserved but always 

freely given love of God. 

 

Jesus is the one who shows us how 

God loves even those who hate God 

and torment God and ignore God, 

betray God, abandon God, and put 

God on a cross. 
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Too many are focusing their 

“Christian” efforts on condemning 

those who they do not believe are 

covered by the love of God. 

the idea that being a Christian means that  we’ve joined the winning team so now we can look 

with pity, or horror, or animosity on all those who we believe are going to be condemned by 

God forever.  Especially today we need to get over the 

idea that God loves the Christians but hates the Jews or 

the Muslims or the Hindus or atheists or Buddhists or 

whatever.  We have to get over the idea that God hates 

or condemns anyone or anything that God has created 

and claimed as beloved... and as best I can figure, that’s everyone, that’s everything.   

 And in simple faith we should be asking God to transform us quickly into people who 

will spread the truth of God’s love for all the cosmos with all the cosmos... especially today 

because today far too many people are sharing hatred in the name of God... too many are 

preaching a message—either through their words or through their lives and actions—that says 

if you’re not like us you’re not welcome, if you’re not like us you’re fair game for our anger, for 

our wrath.  Too many are focusing their “Christian” efforts on condemning those who they do 

not believe are covered by the love of God. 

 And I’m thinking, “How dare we condemn those that God has refrained from 

condemning.  How dare we judge those that the God who so loved the world sent his only Son 

to free from their self-condemnation...”  

 May the love that we’ve never deserved—but been given by God in spite of that—

transform us to the likeness of Christ Jesus the Son who lived out that love among us for all 

people, for all of the cosmos; in his power and to his glory.  Amen. 


