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John 3:16-21

Jesus has been having a conversation with Nicodemus about rebirth.  Jesus has to explain to him, and to us, that our sinful spirits are dead to God due to sin and that they must be reborn.  This is also referred to as regeneration.  Regeneration is our being cleansed of guilt and the effects of sin.  We are actually adopted as sons and daughters of the Living God of the Bible.  Think about the all-powerful God of the universe happily calling you His child.

And one of the main points of this section is that God truly loves you.  More than you can comprehend.  And He proves it in the way He makes it possible for you and I to be born again: by the death of His only begotten Son.

There is some question about the section we are studying today and that question is “Who said it?”  Some Bible translations indicate that Jesus is continuing to talk in His conversation with Nicodemus; others indicate that it is information written by the apostle John.  The problem is that the Greek language didn’t use quotation marks or anything similar.  Here’s the good news for us: it doesn’t matter.  Regardless of whether Jesus said it or John offered commentary, it is under the direction of the Holy Spirit; and so it is true.

John 3:16 is probably one of the best known and most quoted verses of the Bible; and rightly so.  It is the Gospel in a nutshell; it is the whole basis for Christ coming to earth and the only means of our salvation.  The rest of the verses expound God’s love for humanity and the foundation for how judgement and condemnation work.

The verses begin with “God”.  This is the creator God of Genesis and the God of all the Old Testament.  From the Old Testament we learn that God is holy and that He is one.  As we go through the New Testament we learn of God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  Because the Bible is so clear that God is one, we come to understand the concept of the Trinity: God is one God, yet He exists in three Persons.  How that can be is beyond us, but He is God and we would expect that He is beyond us.

God loves this world; He created it.  He wants His special creation to live forever with Him.  We as human-beings are His special creation because we are made in His image.  Now, John warns us in 1 John 2:15-17 not to love the world or anything in it.  He makes the point that anybody who loves the world doesn’t love the Father.  So we as Christians can’t be tied to anything in this world, mainly because this world is evil and it is passing away.  That’s important; this world is temporary and so is everything in it.  Only those who are in Christ will have eternal life.

So why can God love the world?  Because He loves it for the purpose of redemption.  He has paid a tremendous price in the blood of His only begotten Son in order to save the people from sin and death.  But that love is not permissive love; God will not overlook sin.  To do so would go against His character in which case He would no longer be the God He is.  This is love, from the One who is love, that offers us a chance to live forever with Him.



So what did God do?  He made a way for us to have eternal life.  God the Son came to this world as Jesus Christ.  If you want to give your brain a workout and tired of trying to figure out the Trinity, consider that Jesus is 100% God and 100% human.  God the Son manifested as Jesus who suffered separation from His Father on the cross.  At the same time, God is indivisible; there can be no separation between the persons.  Again, He is God and we are not.  

That also shows the tremendous difference between our true God and all the false gods who have been made up in the world.  The false gods have human faults and failings; they can be figured out and manipulated.  They are really just creations in the image of man.  But our God of the Bible reigns supreme and cannot be manipulated or fooled or even comprehended.

So God did the impossible by making a way for us to come into His presence in peace and love and be with Him forever.  And I firmly believe that it will be even better than if we had stayed in the Garden of Eden.  That was just part of God’s plan to prove how much we need Him and to find those who truly want to spend the rest of eternity with Him.  I’m sure there’s more to God’s plans, but we at least know that much.

Now, your translation might say His “only begotten Son” or “one and only Son” or “only son”; regardless, it is getting to the same point.  Jesus was miraculously born of God through Mary.  That was prophesied by Isaiah in chapter 7 verse 14: Behold, a virgin will be with child and bear a son, and she will call His name Immanuel.  So Jesus got half of His DNA from Mary and the other half implanted by the Holy Spirit who is the giver of life.  

As an aside, there are some who teach that Jesus only had half of the DNA of a human-being, the half He got from Mary.  This is an untrue teaching.  The Holy Spirit provided the male half.  If Jesus only had half the DNA, He would not be fully human.

The virgin birth of Christ is one of the non-negotiables of Christian doctrine.  If Jesus is not the Son of God, then He had a human father.  A human-being can be a good moral teacher but they cannot be a redeemer; to truly redeem humanity from its guilt requires God.  If Jesus was only a mere man, we are all lost.  

There is an ancient teaching that Jesus had a human father, but the Spirit of God came upon Him and remained in Him throughout His life and that is why He could do the miracles.  That Spirit then abandon Him when He was on the cross.  Here is satan planting an idea so that we can explain things in human terms.  Beware of any explanation of God that can be neatly packaged in human terms.

Jesus, the only begotten Son of God, had to come to this earth as both man and God and die a horrible death in order for us to receive salvation.  Was this the only way?  Yes.  When Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane, suffering in anguish at the ordeal He faced, He asked: “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me.”  The cup did not pass from Jesus; it was the only way.  

We often make the casual statement that God can do anything.  Indeed, in Luke 1:37. Jesus says: “For nothing will be impossible with God.”  But as usual, we must take that in the context of the whole Bible.  There are some things that would go against God’s holy character, so, in a sense, He can’t do them because He is unchanging God.  


One of His characteristics is that all sin must be punished; in other words, God is absolutely just.  He is love, but He is also just, and justice must be carried out.   For us, that means that we must suffer the consequences of offending a perfectly holy and infinite God.  It takes forever to pay the price owed to the infinite God.  Unless, of course, someone bears the full weight of God’s wrath in our place.  Only God can do that; and He did in Jesus.

Notice that “God gave”; when someone gives you something you have a choice; you can accept it or reject it.  God gave His Son to offer the world redemption because He loves the world.  But He has also bestowed us with free will.  We can accept the offer of Christ or reject it.  There is no universalism; to reject God’s gracious offer of salvation is to accept an eternity of God’s wrath.  God gave up His Son to a horrible death to save us; to reject that offer is a metaphorical slap in God’s face.  How can one escape eternal judgement for not accepting such a precious gift bought with the blood of Christ.

So, what does someone have to do to be saved?  Believe.  And that is believe in Christ.  That is called faith.  The idea of faith can be a little tricky.  Faith is defined in Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Now we can have faith in others, but they will sometimes let us down.  We can have faith in ourselves and even faith in faith; but both of those are very misplaced.  This is faith in Jesus Christ.  

Neither is this a blind faith.  As we read the Bible we see the word of God proved over and over again.  He never lies and He never fails.  But even more, the faith needed for salvation in Christ is a gift of the Holy Spirit.  Ephesians 2:8-9 says: “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  Again, it is a gift, you can reject it.  But when you accept that faith offered by the Holy Spirit, your eyes are opened and you can believe the word of God.  You are born again.

It is truly amazing that God continues to offer this gift to the world.  Things seem to be getting worse all the time; and in a sense they are.  But the heart of man has not changed.  Clear back in Genesis 8:21 God said to Himself: [T]he intent of man’s heart is evil from his youth.  It is amazing that God can love a world this big; it is even more amazing that He can love a world this bad.  If we will just turn to Jesus in faith, faith that He is able and willing to save us from our sins, He will do so.  Jesus tells us in John 6:37, “[T]he one who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out.”  

The way to salvation is very narrow, in fact, there is only one way, the Bible is very clear on that.  But the good news is that the way is open to anyone who will take it.  Any who come to Christ as their Lord and Saviour will be accepted by Him.  What a beautiful promise; we “shall not perish, but have eternal life.”  Simply by accepting Jesus as our Saviour.

Some questions come up.  In 1 John we are told to confess our sins so that we will be forgiven.  What happens if we die with an unconfessed sin?  Jesus died for all our sins: past, present, and future.  If we have truly turned to Christ, we are in His hand, and no one can snatch us from it; even ourselves.  Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was sufficient; we can’t add anything to it.  But we do want to confess sin and repent as quickly as possible because we have offended our Lord.  To carry a sin will affect our relationship with God.  It will affect our prayers and fellowship; also, sin breeds more sin.  We must get rid of it so that we don’t fall further into sin.  Another consideration is that our forgiveness doesn’t give us license to sin; why would we want to rebel against the One who has given us eternal life?


Another question is concerning babies and young children.  The Bible says you must believe on Jesus which babies can’t do.  In 2 Samuel 11 and 12 we learn of king David’s affair with Bathsheba in which she became pregnant.  Instead of owning up to his sin, he had her husband Uriah killed and then married her.  Because sin has consequences, the baby became very sick and died.  In chapter 12:23 David said of the child: “I will go to him, but he will not return to me.”  Young children, and those mentally incapable since they are childlike, go to heaven.  Not because they are innocent, but because Jesus died for their sin nature.

How about the Old Testament saints?  Again, faith was the key.  Abraham and many others were lifted up as being righteous in the Bible.  Not because they were sinless, but because they believed God.  They too are saved by the work of Christ.  His work on the cross not only covers the sins that were to come, but those that had already taken place.  Revelation 13:8 refers to “[T]he Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world.”   Jesus’ work on the cross is retroactive.

Lastly, what about those who have never heard of Jesus?  There are three things that are very clear for us to do.  In John 21 Jesus makes it very clear to Peter that he isn’t to worry about God’s plans for others; Peter is to follow Jesus.  In Matthew 28 Jesus gives the great commission. We are to tell others about Jesus when we get the chance.  And then, throughout the Bible, it is made clear that we are to trust God.  

We are to make sure we are following Christ, tell others of Him, and leave the rest of the world up to God.  He is loving, just, and merciful. He will do the right thing.

Pray

Almighty God, how merciful You are that You would give Your only begotten Son for our salvation.  Your love for us is beyond our comprehension.  We have come to understand that our hearts are always inclined to evil; there is no part of us that is untainted by sin.  And yet, You made a way for us where none existed; You have done the impossible.

Lord Jesus, give us the strength to follow You and not to be enticed by the shiny world.  It is a false shine, one that will fade away.  Give us courage to tell others of the wonderful gift You offer; may we never pass an opportunity to share Your love.  And Lord, please help us to trust You.  You will always do what is absolutely perfect.

Thank You for the tremendous sacrifice You made on our behalf.  You have given us a sure hope where none existed.  We praise You and worship You for You are infinitely worthy.

Lord Jesus we pray in Your blessed name
Amen
