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“For God so loved the world that God gave his only Son 
 so that everyone who believes in him  
  may not perish but have eternal life.”  
John 3:16, may be the most famous verse in the New Testament.  
 It shows up on posters waved for the cameras  
  or painted on foreheads at baseball, football, and soccer games.  
   You can spot it as graffiti on roadsides and railroad cars,  
    ink in tattoos and, in some communities,  
     in business advertisements,  
      to signal that the proprietor is a Christian. 
In other words, John 3:16 and the words that follow have become a slogan 
 and slogans can become impossible for us to hear. 
That’s one reason why I read them just now  
 from Eugene Peterson’s The Message  
  instead of from our pew and pulpit bible 
   the NRSV, or New Revised Standard Version.  
Yet for all their promise and familiarity,  
 these verses are frequently misinterpreted and misunderstood.  
 
Martin Luther called John 3:16 “the gospel in miniature,”  
 and as such, this famous sentence  
  pushes us to claim the whole gospel, 
   not just the part about “believing in Jesus,” 
    as if certain notions about him  
     are some kind of make or break test of faith. 
 
Taking a tip from one of the scholar’s I studied this week, 
 to believe in Jesus is an act that includes a commitment to hold  
  God’s love and God’s justice together at all times.  
 It was kind of spine-tingling read for me. 
  Because we women who went to the Winterlude Retreat  
   a few weekends ago 
    discussed God’s Love and justice one afternoon at length. 
  Yes, that’s what happens at Women’s Retreats  
   in case you were wondering. 
 We discussed how God’s love and justice are always united.  
  God doesn’t love some people and judge others, 
   or love some of us some of the time and         
     judge some of us some of the time.  
    God’s love and justice are always one and same thing, 
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     whether we understand it, or like it, or not. 
 
“If we distort this key relationship,” write one biblical commentator, 
 We can turn John 3:16 from Luther’s “gospel in miniature”  
  to “the anti-gospel, a proclamation not of love and invitation  
   but of contempt and exclusion.”i 
  In other words, we run the risk  
   of getting the gospel exactly backwards. 
 

I had an experience this week that alerted me    
 to some things we get backwards sometimes. 
  The denomination, PC(USA), encourages pastors and their spouses 
   to attend Board of Pensions benefits seminars 
    several times in our career. 
  They want to ensure we are saving for a retirement,  
   plus they allow attendees to cut  
    a chunk of money off our medical deductible the year we attend. 
     As a result, the seminars, which are given around the country,  
      are always packed.  
       The one this week at Union PSCE in Richmond  
        was no exception, 
The seminar covered the things you’d expect: 
 savings and health care costs,  
  your sense of identity after you retire, 
   managing relationships, housing, 
    moving or staying put, and tons of financial information 
     on pensions and social security. 
 Throughout the two days, future financial decisions were discussed, 
  the first item on the screen was planning  
   for ongoing tithing and stewardship, the first item, not the last.  
    Yet, how often do we get giving to God backwards? 
 
Not only that but you have reason to be very proud  
 of our connectional church. 
  Some pastors who have spent their lives serving tiny churches 
    or hand-to-mouth nonprofit ministries, 
     will actually have more monthly income in retirement, 
      because our denomination pools resources, using   
       the national median clergy salary as the baseline for every
        pension.   
    I was very moved and proud of the PCUSA this week 
     for getting such an important thing just right. 
 
Perhaps you’ve been to a funeral where John 3:16 
 and the verses that follow were used in an exactly backwards way, 
  as a cudgel to batter people into the thinking  
   that faith is about carrying right ideas,  
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    instead of living in right relationships.  
 Sometimes such a funeral can shift  
  from giving thanks for the deceased’s life to an altar call.  
   Mercifully, I have never been to a funeral that went to such extremes 
    but I know some of you have, because you’ve told me. 
 

Why do we take such a good and graceful promise  
 and turn it inside out and backwards?  
  Partly because so many of us today  
   don’t know the depth and history of our own English language. 
When the King James Bible was being translated from Greek to English, 
 the authors used a standard seventeenth century English word   
  for the Greek word houtos. 
In Greek houtos means “in this way.”  
 In seventeenth-century English, the word “so”  
  could also mean “in this way” 
   as in, “like so,” or “so help me God.”   
That’s why the King James Version of the Bible,  
 used the word “so” in the famous sentence 
   “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son...”       
   Meaning God love the world in this way. 
Today, however, we more often use the word “so”  
 to mean “very” or “to a large extent”  
  as in, “I’m so sad,” or “She’s so smart!”   
Thus John 3:16 is often misunderstood  
 as a statement about the extent or the degree of God’s love, 
  when it’s actually it’s a statement about  
   the way or pattern of God’s love. 
Let me say that again: John 3:16 is often misunderstood  
 as a statement about the extent or degree of God’s love, 
  when it’s actually it’s a statement about  
   the way or pattern of God’s love, as in,  
    “For God loved the world in this way: he gave his only Son…”ii   
Suddenly the words are about a pattern of life 
 a pattern of self-giving, even of following Jesus’ way  
  of dying and rising throughout his life 
   dying to lifeless ways of living, 
    and rising to ways that spread light, wholeness and hope.   
 

Marcus Borg in his book The Heart of Christianity, also insists  
 that our verses from John describe a way or pattern of love,  
  not ideas we’re supposed to hold about Jesus.  
 To help modern readers hear the next verse more fully,  
  Borg would have us use the word “belove” instead of “believe.iii 
   Listen again:  “For God loved the world in this way, 
    God gave God’s only Son, that everyone who beloves him 
     will never perish but discover lasting life.” 
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Again, the words that come next are not about  
 condemnation, but about a pattern of life 
  that loves, gives, thrives, welcomes and reveals  
   the realm of God around us every moment.  
The condemnation that is named  
 is not a judgement for people with wrong ideas, 
  it’s a description of what people often do  
   when we choose dark pathways 
    over God’s invitation to live in ways of grace and light. 
 

In his translation, Eugene Peterson describes  
 this choosing of darkness over light,  
  as “the crisis we are in.” Listen again: 
“This is the crisis we’re in: God-light streamed into the world,  
 but men and women everywhere ran for the darkness.  
  They went for the darkness because they were not really interested  
   in pleasing God.”  
    I confess that is how the world often looks to me. 
 

Presbyterian Outlook editor Jill Duffield wrote in her column that  
 While she was traveling last week, she took a walk around the neighborhood   
 near her hotel: 
  “I walked past a Home Depot where a large group of men were standing,  
  waiting, hoping, to get picked to work for the day.  
  I walked past a person with a cardboard sign  
  asking for help on not one corner, but at every intersection.”  
  Duffield then saw something that deserved the dignity  
  of an accessible bathroom. As she walked, she said out loud, 
  ‘God, we aren't doing such a good job here... 
  how do you love this world?’, she asked aloud. There are days I certainly don't.  
  Days where I witness people who are truly loving the darkness, 
  exploiting the poor, abusing the vulnerable,  
  pushing aside the weak, ridiculing the different,  
  laughing at those who suffer.” 
   That sounds like the crisis we are in to me. 
 

But did you notice the title of this sermon:  “The Crisis We Are Not in.”  
 Why? Because of something else  
  Duffield realized on her walk that day. 
 The first sentence of our scripture is “God so loved the world.” 
  Not the world that walks only in the light. 
   The world. 
  Not the world that gets the reading of this or any scripture just so, 
   The world. 
  Not the world that shapes up after hearing “correct” explanations, 
   The world. 
  Not the world that adheres to your preferred political position 
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   with regard to unemployment, or immigration, or gun control,  
    or voting rights, or the economy. 
The world. The whole world.  
“God loves this world.  
 God chooses not to condemn this world.  
  God desires salvation and eternal life and abundance for this world.  
   And we are called to desire those very things for this world, too.”iv 
 
Paul spells it out even more fully in his letter to the Ephesians: 
 We, the church have already been given  
  the gift of be-loving Jesus and the world he died for. 
 We may be-love weakly or poorly at times.  
  Once we were dark and dead, it’s true, but  
   God, the God who loves the whole world, even us, 
    chooses to make us alive in Christ. 
 Through grace we have been saved through faith.  
  Faith, not right thinking.  
   We are beloved now 
    and we can be-love right back, instead of scrambling to believe. 
 

If this sermon sounds like a mess, at least it’s a holy mess 
  because God chooses to love both me  
   and the pastor down the way 
    who this very day may be preaching the same scripture 
     as a list of ideas you’ve got to subscribe to in order to be saved. 
He or she would probably tell you I am going to hell. 
 And if you caught me in a bad moment  
  I might tell you he or she is wrong-headed, ill-educated and sad.  
   But the crisis is over. 
Because we are both loved by God  
 who sent the world a man to pattern our lives after,  
  and he is much more interested  
   in what we do than in anything we think or say.  
    Thanks be to God for the immeasurable riches of God’s grace! Amen.  
 
 

i Love and Mercy: SALT Lectionary Commentary for Lent 4B, found online at saltproject.org/progressive-
christian-blog/lectionary-commentary-lent-4 
ii This marvelous explanation also comes from the article cited above. 
iii Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity, p. 40.  
iv Jill Duffield, Lectionary blog for Lent 5B 
 

                                            


