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… that the world might be saved through him. 

 

Numbers 21:4–9 

Psalm 107:1–3, 17–22 

Ephesians 2:1–10 

John 3:14–21 

 

Text: John 3:17 

‘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. 

 

Introduction 

Where is God?  I have seen this question in the title line of several articles over the months of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  I resist this question because it seems to imply that God has moved 

somehow; God went away or has been derelict in God’s duty.  When times are good, and life is 

full of activity with others, and we can travel to the planned destinations we want, and being 

infected by a disease is a remote possibility do we conclude that God is present?  Is God doing 

God’s part or does God make an appearance only when things go swimmingly?  And, we must 

admit, that in good times we are prone not to give much thought to God at all.  I wonder about 

our assumptions in asking this question, ‘where is God’, and why the question typically trends in 

online articles amid difficulty. 

 

‘Where is God?’  Is this question a burning question for our culture?  Our postmodern society 

has largely jettisoned faith in God.  Faith once helped us understand our lives and helped 

individuals make sense of the inevitable things beyond our control.  As society has given up 

faith, we have clung more tightly to political life, elevating the ultimate significance of politics. 

Our questions are more about what government is doing or not doing.  And surely the pandemic 

has revealed the limits of politics. 

 

In the Bible, God is simply assumed.  The question ‘where is God’ does not arise.  In the story of 

what we call the fall—the story of Adam and Eve—the human is not wondering where God is, 

rather, they are trying to hide from God.  Humans hiding from God, turning our backs on God—

these are the Biblical pictures depicting the currency of our human existence. 

 

1. Psalm 107, appointed for our worship today, is a song of thanksgiving for deliverance from 

many troubles.  The main part of the psalm is composed of four neat and graphic sections on 

rescues from impending disasters, each with a parallel structure: a succinct and vivid description 

of the disastrous need, the cry for help, the rescue and the thanksgiving.  Each section describes a 

cry for help in a situation for which there is no hope.  The first describes one of the basic 

terrifying biblical experiences; as one commentator put it, “no one who has not been lost in the 

desert can really understand the world of the Bible.”  The second describes the filth, darkness 

and chains of primitive imprisonment.  The third is the suffering of illness that seems without 

remedy.  The fourth confronts the mighty power of the sea, with people tossed around in a boat 

powerless against the raging waters.   
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The assertion of the Psalm is that God hears the cries of people in these desperate situations.  

God is close enough to hear our voice as we cry out in such moments.  Recall a moment when 

you are feeling quite ill, didn’t know what was wrong, and things seemed to get worse.  You 

cried out to God in prayer.  I can recall such moments.  And then after finally securing treatment 

and starting to feel better I am prone to think recovery the result of my own strength to shake 

things off.  The Psalmist reminds us to offer our thanks to God who is present to help. 

 

Please note that the Psalm begins with this claim about God.  “O give thanks to the Lord for he is 

good, for his steadfast love endures forever.”  This theme of the love of God for the world runs 

through each of our passages of scripture for today.  The steadfast love of God, asserts the 

Psalmist, endures today in all that we face now.  God’s enduring love does not change. 

 

2.  When the Apostle John proclaimed that “God did not send the Son into the world to condemn 

the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him,” he does so out of this 

bedrock conviction that “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.”  John is utterly 

certain about God’s love for a wayward world. 

 

There are five books in the New Testament that arise from the pen or preaching of the Apostle 

John: the Gospel of John, First, Second, and Third John, and the Revelation of John.  (Known as 

the Johannine Corpus in biblical scholarship circles.)  These books are written close to the end of 

the first century, some fifty years after the events recorded in John’s gospel.  They are written to 

encourage believers to continue believing in Jesus and to invite people to believe. 

 

I note this with you to remind us that these texts are not written in a vacuum.  They are written 

with people in mind who live in a tumultuous world filled with the pains that contradict the news 

that God loves the world.  When John writes of Jesus that he came so “that the world might be 

saved through him,” John has hearers in mind whose lives are in danger for simply identifying 

with Jesus.  John is aware that people suffer from diseases without remedy.  John knows that 

many in the church are from the indentured/slave class of Roman society.  The entire book of 

Revelation is a pastoral book written to assure believers that Jesus’ victory won at the cross is 

certain and God’s saving purposes are unfolding. 

 

In the face of all that seems otherwise, John will not be deflected from his central claim that in 

Jesus Christ we have the wonderful news that God so loves the world.  This message is 

challenging to hear when much in our world seems to contradict this news.  A world filled with 

deceit has trouble with the idea that God comes to us because God has good in mind for us.  

Those all-to-frequent email and text messages you get, fraudulently posing as coming from some 

institution with which you do business or from someone you know, has made it such that our 

default position is to believe nothing unless you can verify authenticity.   

 

In a recent talk titled How to build (and rebuild) trust, Harvard Business School professor 

Frances Frei said, it was her conviction that "If we can learn to trust one another more, we can 

have unprecedented human progress."  It is not hard to imagine how trust and trustworthiness 

promotes much human flourishing.  But even as I listened to the talk, I am leery of the 

possibility.  Do you ever listen to things like that and agree but will let others go first in 
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implementation?  And surely this reluctance is what campaigns like ‘be the change’ are aimed at 

overcoming.  In such a world the news of God’s steadfast love is perhaps, not readily trusted. 

 

Further, the Apostle John insists that God is love.  (1 John 4:8) In a world that runs on the power 

of some over others, the Apostles’ claim that God is love is contradicted.  We are used to the 

idea that power over others is the power to coerce; the power to insist on one’s own way.  In 

some respects, this is why John says that Jesus did not come to condemn but to save.  Authorities 

then as now, have their own agendas in mind.  No one seems to act solely for the interest of 

another.  

 

When we pray, ‘Almighty God’, we are prone to picture God’s omnipotence as the capacity to 

do anything at all.  Power, undifferentiated power, power for the sake of power is evil.  The 

almightiness of God, rather, is always the almightiness of that love which he is.  Since love is 

God’s nature, God cannot not love.  God’s act is God’s nature asserting itself.  Were God even 

able to act in a way incommensurate with his nature, then God’s action would be sheer 

arbitrariness, and God could never be trusted or loved.  God’s almightiness is the unimpedability 

of ceaseless love.  

 

Power, in scripture, is the ability to achieve purpose.  God’s purpose is to reclaim a people who 

trust, love and obey him; a people who love their neighbour in self-forgetful self-abandonment, 

and all of this “to the praise of his glory”.  God achieves this purpose not through manipulating 

or coercing but through the vulnerability of defenceless self-exposure to suffering and death.  

Jesus, on the cross, is God achieving his purpose to redeem. 

 

3.  And then our ideas of love can deflect us from trusting this news of God’s love.  We are 

prone to think that love never demands anything from us or always affirms us and our agendas; 

that real love would never say ‘no.’  The clear implication of the gospel claim that Jesus came so 

that the world might be saved through him is that the world needs saving; meaning we need 

saving. 

 

A parent who loves their child says ‘no’ to dangers that can lead to harm or to behaviours that 

harm a sibling.  When a newborn arrives in the family older siblings are schooled in the idea that 

we need to be gentle—the newborn brother isn’t able to join in the wrestling just yet.  The 

opposite of love is not hatred but indifference.  The indifference that does not care whether you 

are harmed or not is the opposite of the love God shows to us. 

 

In today’s older testament story, we read of Israel’s wilderness wanderings where the Lord’s 

people began to speak against God and that “the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the 

people.”  In reading this story we need to keep in mind that God is not throwing his people away.  

God journeys with them because they are his people.  The text does not say that God sent 

serpents to punish them.  We often draw such conclusions.  What the story does say is that it was 

the occasion for people to turn back to God.  Apparently the ‘speaking against God’ was 

tantamount to wanting to be rid of God and God knows that godforsaken existence is sorrow 

unimaginable.   True love says ‘no’ to that which destroys. 
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We read this story because of the parallel Jesus draws to himself.  “And just as Moses lifted up 

the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him 

may have eternal life.”  Looking to the serpent on a pole was life; looking to the man upon the 

cross is eternal life.  The scriptures call us to look to the cross of Jesus Christ to know what love 

is.  Love isn’t a measure or entity separate from God as if we can determine if God is being 

loving.  God is love and his actions are love unimpeded.  We are pointed to Jesus’ dying on a 

cross to know what love is; to learn that love is self-forgetful, self-giving. 

 

According to scripture God’s love is most clearly seen precisely where he appears most helpless.  

The biblical word ‘glory’ has this idea of brilliant clarity and John says that it is on the cross that 

Jesus is glorified.  The cross is God’s victory, not his defeat.  As humanly helpless as the 

crucified is, this turn-of-events is the triumph of God’s love; atonement has been wrought for 

sinners, evil engaged and routed; death absorbed and defeated.  Or as John writes, God sent his 

Son in order that the world might be saved through him. 

 

4. As the beginning of the Apostle Paul’s second letter to the Corinthian church he wrote, 

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all 

consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction.” What sort of deity is it who can ‘comfort us in 

all our afflictions?’  (2 Corinthians 1:3-4) The scriptural answer is what we have been probing; it 

is the God who pours himself out without remainder for that sake of the world he loves.  As Paul 

wrote to the Ephesian church, “But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which 

he loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ.” 

(Ephesians 2:4-5) 

 

What I invite you to note is that for each of the apostles’ and psalmists and prophets this in no 

armchair philosophic discussion.  The proclamation is borne of their encounter with the one who 

loves.  The Apostles become convinced of God’s love not solely by reasoned argument grounded 

in their understanding of Jesus’ death on a cross but in the personal encounter of faith with the 

One who is love. 

 

It is this way today.  Believers are not immune to the pandemic virus or any other of the vagaries 

of the love-contradicting power that is death and all death’s errand boys.  Permit me to speak 

personally for a moment.  When I lost my earthly dearest in death before either of us wanted; it 

was our desire to grow even older together, but such was not for us.  The loss did not cause me to 

doubt the love of Jesus; in fact, I appreciated his love more profoundly than ever because he 

sustains me even in this moment too.  It wasn’t that Jesus’ love increased somehow, it was that in 

this moment I experienced something more of height and depth and length and breadth of the 

knowledge-surpassing love of Christ.  And countless believers will testify to this same reality in 

the face of all these love-contradicting things that occur in life. 

 

It isn’t the knowledge alone that Jesus died for me that convinces; it is in the encounter with the 

crucified Jesus in faith who convinces the believer that God is love.  This is why the Apostle 

John underlines believing; so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal 

life. 

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. 


