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John 3:14-21 
“In Christ: In the World God Loves” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 

John 3:16: God so loved the world in gift of Jesus Christ. This is the good news announcement. 
This is what God gives us faith to believe. God really loves this world, and that’s why God saves it in Jesus 
Christ. 
 

Sometimes the world is so easy to love. Just looking upon it makes our hearts feel two times larger. 
Like early last week, standing water from snowmelt in the parking lot had frozen into a dappled, textured 
sheet. Cracks within the ice looked frozen spider webs. I loved it and I have to think God did too. 
 

On Friday we were getting ready for school. You know how it is when you’re trying to get out the 
door. You’re just focused on your doing your jobs (and if you’re a parent maybe on how some in the 
house isn’t doing what needs to be done) and Gareth said, “Hey, look at the sunrise!” You know, it just 
doesn’t matter how far behind on the morning schedule you are. When your kid says, “Look at the 
sunrise,” everything stops, and you have to gaze for a moment at the streaks of tangerine across the 
horizon. I thought, “Yes! That is why God so loves the world.”  
 

There’s just so much to love in this world. The bluebirds we saw last week that announced the 
coming of spring. A child who gets up for the dance or piano recital, who steps up to the plate and just 
crushes the ball, who’s dribbling down the court and lays down a move that just fakes the defender out of 
his shorts. And you say, “I just love that!” We’ve seen a piece of why God so loves this world. 
 

But it’s a big entity, this world. A few years back, I went on a mission partnership trip to Central 
America. Our host took us to his farm up in the mountains. He led us down to a ravine that felt like we’d 
stepped into the Garden of Eden. The dry brush turned to lush ferns that were fed by a clear stream 
cascading through moss-covered rocks. That place was so wondrous, the gift of its very being so thick, it 
felt like the earth itself was loving us back. It seemed so obvious why God should love this world. 
 

But on that same trip, in a different place, the pastor of the church we partnered with walked us 
through their neighborhood and showed us a home where one of their church members had just been 
killed. By local drug lords, they thought. It can be hard to love this world. 
 

The town of Ferguson had another hard week. More gunshots on the heels of a report describing 
realities that are difficult to hear. And maybe you had a hard week too. Maybe you came home from work 
one day and just felt defeated. Some days, loving the world as it is can feel an impossible task. Are you like 
me and sometimes don’t even want to hear the news? Because we know the news we hear usually isn’t like 
bluebirds and sunrises. It shows us realities of the world just aren’t very loveable. In this world God loves 
so much, beauty and perplexity, wonder and trouble sit awfully close together. 
 

And so, right after announcing God’s love for the world, Jesus said, “The light came into the 
world, and people loved darkness more than light, for their actions were evil.” Which tells us that God’s 
love for the world isn’t a feel-good kind of love. It isn’t just the world in its light and beauty and wonder 
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and gift that God loves so much, but the world with its darkness and ugliness, the sordid underbelly parts 
that we try not to see or that we try and hide from others––this also is the world that God loves so in 
Christ. 
 

That phrase “the world” comes up a lot in the Gospel of John. When Jesus says the phrase “the 
world” you can often get the impression he isn’t so thrilled with what “the world” is. Like in John 14, 
where he’s beginning to say goodbye to his disciples and he says, “I will no longer talk much with you, for 
the ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over me.” And a bit later, in chapter 15, where he says, 
“If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you. If you belonged to the world, the 
world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of 
the world—therefore the world hates you.” 
 

In the New Testament writings associated with John, pretty much every time the phrase “the 
world” comes up it’s describing all that God has created in love, that entity which God has lived in in the 
Savior Jesus Christ––but which is in staunch opposition to God. For John, “the world” is inclined to hate 
what God loves. It’s like what one of the fourth-century monks who fled the city for the desert said: “The 
world is the place where they make you do stupid things.” He said this knowing that even if you try and 
flee “the world,” once you thought you got away, you realize “the world” is also inside of you. 
 

Which means, to capture the sense of John’s meaning of “the world,” we might render John 3:16, 
“For God so loved the God-hating world that God gave his one and only Son, so that whoever believes in 
him shall not perish but have eternal life.” In Christ, God loves a world that God knows isn’t inclined to 
love God back. That, in a nutshell, is the gospel. God doesn’t wait for the world to become loveable 
before pouring out his life for this world in the Son, in the Savior, Jesus Christ. 
 

The purpose of the church, John tells us, is to live by the truth of God’s great big love for the 
world. John says, “Whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what 
they have done has been done in the sight of God.” Jesus is the image of what God does. And Jesus 
himself tells us that God didn’t send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but so that the world 
might be saved through him. In other words, so people might know and believe that our world and our 
lives really belong to the God who loves us to death. 
 

Which means that John 3:16 is a glorious announcement that God thinks that your life is so worth 
it, that God believes this world is so precious, that God has given everything of himself for you in Christ, 
and has not regretted this for a second. But if this is so, then this light-filled verse is also a challenge. How 
will the church, how will you, how will I, how will we live as a sign of how big God’s heart is for this world. 
 

In March of 1958, a monk named Thomas Merton had a vision of God’s great big heart for the 
world. He wasn’t in a monastery. He was running errands and standing on the corner of Fourth and 
Walnut in Louisville, KY. He said: 
 

In the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization 
that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, and that we could not be 
alien to one another even though we were total strangers. It was like waking from a 
dream of separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special world, the world of 
renunciation and holiness. …This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such 
a relief and such a joy to me that I almost laughed out loud… I have the immense joy of 
being [human], a member of a race in which God Himself became incarnate. As if the 
sorrows and stupidities of the human condition could overwhelm me, now I realize what 
we all are. And if only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is 
no way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun. 
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God has given Christ for the world, and so there is no one on whom the love of God does not 

shine. Which is why we don’t begin to grasp God’s love until it starts to offend us. That the person we 
can’t stand, that those who signify what might be despised––these are not loved by God less than we are. 
 

If we believe the word of John’s gospel, that Jesus is the one through whom all things were made, 
and that Jesus is God’s saving gift for all that God has made, then at the bottom of things, our world is not 
really defined by all the divisions that seem to grip and tear it apart. In that hidden spectrum of light, the 
light of Christ that’s perceived by faith, in the end, the world is defined by a unity: we are all people made 
by God, and we are all people whom God chose to die for in Christ. The moment we choose to consider 
ourselves or anyone else more worthy Christ’s gift than others, we have ceased to make the gift what it 
truly is––a gift given entirely by grace.  
 

This is why God’s love for the world in Christ, the never-ending life that flows from the gift of the 
Savior, is always a scandalous announcement. It’s why Jesus drew near to those whom others passed by, 
and why the church following Jesus does too. It’s why Jesus wasn’t fazed by a world that refused him. I 
wonder if, like Thomas Merton, Jesus saw those who pushed him away still shining like the sun, still held 
in the light in the love that they refused. God’s gift of love for the world in Christ is why the church cares 
about justice, lifting up hands and voices on behalf of those trampled by the world––for the Son of God 
was lifted up because of how the world can knock down. 
 

On the cross, God allowed Jesus to be knocked down into the tomb by the full force of all that 
stands against God’s love. The light of the world absorbed all the world’s darkness. In Jesus’ death, God 
condemned the darkness that defeated the Savior. But precisely in his defeat by the God-rejecting world, 
Jesus became the victory sign of God’s everlasting love. God raised Jesus up as an announcement that 
nothing in creation is stronger than the weakness of the love that dies for the world. 
 

Which means that for those who believe this, for those who live in the death of Christ the light of 
the world, there is always this question: how much are we willing to live by God’s choice for the world? 
German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “Love is not a choice made by human beings but their 
election by God.” In other words, love is not really our choice but God’s choice for us. 
 

Our world gives us ample reason to choose resentment, self-service, and attitudes that hold 
ourselves up over others, but God will never choose such things for us, for they are part of the darkness. 
God always chooses love. The love that’s our worth, our freedom, our life, our peace, the light draped on 
our shoulders everywhere we walk. The more we bask in this gift ourselves, the more deeply we say yes to 
it, the more we see that everyone, even the unlikeliest, apparently unlovable people––everyone is walking 
around shining in God’s love in Christ.  
 

God gives the church to announce, to embody, this good news, that others might believe it too. 


