“God So Loved”

John 3:1-21
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Read John 3:1-21. 

We are getting close now, aren’t we? Schools are out, the advertisements more grand, the chores are getting marked off and we can see the end: Christmas. I can hear the spiritual sigh coming up from some of you at the notion of getting to the place where no more can be done.

We really misunderstand Christmas. And by that, I am not talking about the commercialization and traditions that have become attached to the celebration of Christ’s birth. That would be accurate, but it is beside the point today. No, today I am talking about how we misunderstand the event itself. 

Oh, we understand the baby, the nostalgic and wonderful picture of the young family in a stable, the “babe wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger,” with gentle animals all around. We think of starlit nights and a gentle cool crisp air all about. It all seems so nice and lovely. And, in one sense, it is a snapshot of all that is nice and lovely. 

In another, that picture totally misrepresents the point. And that’s what I mean when I say we really misunderstand Christmas. When we look at the snapshot of the moment of Jesus’ birth, it is every bit as lovely as all the cards, lights, presents, and stories that surround the celebration. But if we take a few steps back, it is startling how different is the perspective of what was actually going on. It was an event with radical and unsettling implications. The manger scene is the one “ahhh” moment in a life of “uh-oh…” 

Our sermon text is not a standard Advent text. It takes place years after Jesus’ birth, but it is among the clearest explanations of what is the meaning of his birth. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son…”; yes, we know that part. But the next verse is equally powerful, “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.” It is only when we understand why God would condemn the world that we begin to understand what Jesus meant when he said, “For God so loved the world…”

Why would God condemn the world? 

Lost in all the pretty and pleasant Christmas imagery is the stark reality of the human condition. Behind the scenes are a lot of brokenness, bitterness, anguish, loneliness, fear, and sin. It was a harsh and unforgiving world into which Jesus was born. Violence and poverty were two realities that were part of Mary and Joseph’s every day lives. Crime and war, divorce and greed, politics and power grabs, selfishness and unholiness: all were a part of the ancient world. It was a world worthy of God’s condemnation.

The more things change, the more they remain the same. If Joseph and Mary’s world was worthy of God’s condemnation, what can we say about our world today? Has violence disappeared? Has greed been brought into check? Have we improved in our relationships with others – are we closer or do our electronic means of communication actually serve to isolate us even more? As I was dwelling on how things have remained the same, I had the fleeting thought, “But that’s not me. I am different.”

But I should not be too quick about wagging my finger at the world around me; I am a part of it, too. How far does my “Christmas spirit” extend? Not very long. It is a well-known rule in my house that Christmas carols have a three-week window in which they can be played. Beyond that, I am done with Christmas. There is a strategic calculation made about when to start playing Christmas songs in the house to prevent me from burning out on Christmas cheer before Christmas day.

How well do I do in bringing about “peace on earth?” I cringe thinking about this, too. Not talking back to the television does not count as being a peacemaker. Whether it is the news or some reality show, my ability to stay composed on the outside does not mean I am free from the desire to see some people banished and condemned for all time. I am fully capable of judging and condemning other people from my comfortable seat. Peace on earth? Well, how about we begin with peace for me? Yes, I cringe when I think like this.

And even if you are still thinking, “Well, that is him and not me…” – how many of you have been driving around for the last several weeks. How is your attitude towards other drivers? Either the guy in front of you is driving too slow and creating a hazard for everyone else or the other guy is a maniac and is swerving in and out of traffic – it’s always the other guy who is sinning against me. My mistakes? Forgotten before the next light. I can rage for a long period about what someone else has done to me, but I am fully capable of quickly releasing anxiety for something I have done (that wave of the hand surely made everything ok; right?) 

Those are the little things. How about the big things?

How many other ways have I hurt the people around me? Plenty. How many other times have I done what was easy rather than what God required of me? Too often to remember them all. How have I said – directly or indirectly – “no, Lord, I will not follow you. I want to do this (or I want to have that) so I am going to do what I want.” I do not want think about it. 

Why would God condemn the world – and me with it? Because I deserve it. Because in my disobedience and sinfulness, I have rebelled against God, over and over again.

But that’s the miracle of Christmas – instead of condemning the world, God “so loved the world” that he gave his only begotten Son. It is quite a remarkable love that would seek reconciliation and forgiveness rather than justly deserved condemnation.

What does it mean that God “so loved” the world? How do we begin to understand God’s love for us?  When we talk about “Emmanuel”, God with us, how does that reveal God’s love?

A Ferocity to God’s Love.

There is a ferocity to God’s love that is difficult for us to understand. And, yes, ferocious is the correct word. God’s love is active and powerful. It is overwhelming. It is focused. It is unyielding and it is uncompromising. God is faithful and true, and his steadfast love endures forever; but his love is not blind and his love is not to be taken for granted.

“God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”

Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus seems like a fairly straight-forward statement; but let’s unpack it for a few moments. In order to understand what Jesus was saying here, you need to know he was making reference to another “giving of his only son” in the Bible.

In Genesis 22, which we are going to cover more in depth next year as we go through Genesis, we have this odd account in which Abraham is instructed, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” Do you know this story? The Bible says that Abraham was an old man – 100 years old – and his wife was an old woman – the Bible says 90 years old – when Isaac was born: Isaac’s birth was a miracle. His birth was the fulfillment of a promise made by God to Abraham – but it was a promise that took a long time – almost 25 years and a lot of faithfulness – to see fulfilled. 


Then, a couple of years later, Abraham was told to offer the boy – this miraculous boy whom he loved – as a sacrifice? That’s horrible. What kind of a God would do that? Abraham responds to the test with a complete trust in God; but that kind of overlooks the point of why God asked him in the first place. How does a “loving” God say, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, …and offer him as a burnt offering?” 

A burnt offering involves cutting up and burning the whole animal on the altar and was the [most common] type of sacrifice. It seems to have expressed at least two ideas: that the offerer is giving himself entirely to God (for the animal represents the offerer) and that the animal’s death atones for the worshiper’s sin. (Word Biblical Commentary, Genesis 16-50, p. 105).

The wages of sin is death. The burnt offering was made in order to impose the consequences of rebellion against God on the sinless animal. God’s love is expressed in the way he provides to deal with sin – instead of simply condemning the sinner.

Still, Isaac? 

The cost of sin is high and the price of a substitute is profound. Abraham’s desire to be faithful and reconciled to God expressed a deep love. He trusted that God would be able to raise Isaac from the dead.

Well, Abraham ended up not sacrificing his only son, whom he loved. In Abraham’s case, God provided a substitute for the substitute: a ram caught in the thickets took Isaac’s place as the burnt offering. 

Then, generations later, God provided a substitute for all the children of Abraham: Jesus Christ, God’s only son, whom He loves, the Lamb of God, who once for all takes away the sins of the world. Just as Abraham trusted that God would be able to raise Isaac from the dead, so Jesus trusted and was obedient unto death, even death on the cross. 

In other words, when God manifested his love for the world by giving his only begotten Son, it was a ferocious expression of the depth of his love to redeem the very world that had rebelled against him. God did not simply say, “Oh, never mind; sin does not matter. I know you are trying hard enough.” No, God addressed the consequence of our sin – fully, directly, and specifically – by giving his only Son, whom he loves, as a ransom for many. In his body on the cross, Jesus took our sin and sacrificed his own sin life so that we would not be subject to the rightful consequences of our own behavior.


The Atoning Gift of Christmas

That’s the atoning gift of Christmas.

Personal atonement for our sin is troublesome to us. We like the incarnation, this child named “Emmanuel”, “God with us,” but we really do not like the idea that he was sent for the purpose of expressing God’s love by dying in the flesh for our sins, for my sins. All of which brings us right back around to the point of our Scripture today.

The practical application is this: you must be born again. You must die to sin and be born again. Just as Jesus was born in the flesh, so we must be born from above. “Those who believe in [God’s Son] are not condemned.”

Being born again happens because the Holy Spirit has convicted your heart, convinced you of your need for a savior and revealed to you the grace of God in Jesus Christ. If you have committed your life to Jesus Christ, received him as your Lord and Savior, it is because God so loved you.

If you have not committed your life to Christ, if you have not received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, if you do not confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead – friend, then you have not been born again. My prayer for you is that you would pray for that new birth. 


If you are born again from above, does this mean you will never doubt? Not at all. Doubt is a part of a life of faith. Faith often involves obedience in the midst of doubt.

If you are born again from above, does this mean you will never sin again? No, though it would be great if it did. It does mean that you know the one who has begun a good work in you and who will draw you unto himself.

If you are born again from above, does it mean you have to live like John the Baptist, like a wild, tie-dyed hippie out in the wilderness eating only locusts, wearing hair shirts, and shouting at people to repent? Not unless God specifically calls you to that ministry – and very few are.

So what does it mean to be born again? 

It means that the Holy Spirit has convicted your heart, brought you to a place of repentance, and caused you cling to Jesus as your Savior.

It means that Jesus is Lord of all aspects of your life. It means you desire and strive to live in a way that obeys his command and you seek to please him. It means you love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; and you love your neighbor as yourself.

Being born again means a new life – starting now – and eternal life in the kingdom of God. It means experiencing the love of God and acting to share that love with others. It means recognizing the hopelessness of living without God and the joy of realizing God’s love expressed in grace. It means become part of God’s family.


Conclusion

So, as we celebrate the baptism of Oliver Farmer today, we remember God’s ferocious love for us. God does not leave us alone. God does not abandon us to our own ways. God does not condemn us and banish us for our sinfulness. No, God reconciles us to himself. God does not wait for us to understand in order to claim us as his own; God acts first. While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 

God so loves the world with a love that is self-sacrificing. He loves the world with a love that is more powerful than all of creation and overcomes even death. He loves the world in such a way that the manger scene does not ignore the world; instead, it shines a light in the darkness, and the darkness cannot overcome it. 

He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. 

But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. …From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.
For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life.

Merry Christmas. Amen.
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