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Life before Death
John 3:14‑21 

The introduction to a modern Reformed Confession of Faith begins with these words: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  “This is,” that Confession tells us, “the gospel in miniature.”  Or, as some have called it in light of a cultural phenomenon, John 3:16 is a gospel sound-byte, or “salvation for dummies.”

All of us have seen John 3:16 on stadium placards; many of us memorized the verse as a child.  It’s the essence of the gospel, and its mere sounding sends us on a sentimental journey into the land of God’s love and comforts us to know that we have everlasting life waiting for us when we die.  And so, we take this verse and use it to comfort others.  Or we take this verse and use it to threaten others—if you don’t believe, you will perish.  No doubt about it, John 3:16 is a familiar verse that conjures up all sorts of sentimental feelings about the love of God and our salvation.

It was just this familiarity and sentimental loftiness of John 3:16 that compelled Karen Sapio to key “John 3:16" into the search engine at E-bay.  E-bay is the largest and best known online auction site.  If you’re looking for something, you can most likely find it on E-bay.

Here’s how Sapio described what happened: “Key in John 3:16 into the search engine at E-bay and you will be rewarded with a display of over thirty items upon which you may be lucky enough to enter the winning bid.  There’s a John 3:16 T-Shirt, minimum bid $5.95; a watch, minimum bid $7.97; a monitor cover, $3.99; a cross stitch pattern, $2.99; a leather embossed check book, $25.00; a night light, $7.49; and (she adds), my personal favorite—a John 3:16—accept no substitutes!—belt buckle, $15.50.”

Obviously, John 3:16 is familiar enough to be commercialized and marketed on all sorts of items.  But familiarity with something like John 3:16 doesn’t mean you buy it.  Or understand it.
Sapio reflects on this:  “...if I walked the five blocks between Trinity and the nearest Starbucks with the intent to spend the morning offering free lattes to everyone who could recite John 3:16 for me, I could confidently leave my office with no more than $20.00 in my pocket.  Granted, I live in Oregon, the least churched state in the nation.  But even those of you who dwell in the last remaining outposts of Christendom cannot deny that we live at once in two worlds: one in which John 3:16 is ubiquitous and another in which it is, at best, unknown and more often dismissed as irrelevant or offensive.”
You and I live in a world in which John 3:16 is both easily quoted and easily dismissed, often by the same folks.  We are caught in that tension between the sentiment of God’s love and the promise of everlasting life (or the threat of eternal punishment) and the dismissal of the gospel because people don’t see that it really makes any difference in the world.  In other words, what difference does it really make in someone’s life for them to believe in Jesus?  And why do so many of us who do believe it live our lives with no noticeable difference?  Why are so many of us just passing through these days on earth, just waiting until our real life—the everlasting life—begins after we die?  Why do too many of our lives fail to show that we have found life in the God revealed to us through the person of Jesus Christ?

Those who show up for worship on the fourth Sunday of Lent are feeling this tension.  We Presbyterians proudly inhabit mainstream culture and cannot help being keenly aware that many of our friends, co-workers, fellow-preschool parents, and neighbors can go months or years without giving Jesus more than a passing thought.  We are looking for ways to understand and communicate this text that go beyond the easily dismissed sound bite.  We are looking for the depth and nuance that surely must under gird the pure poetry of this passage.  We are looking for the opposite of the $15.00 belt-buckle—a sign that this verse is not a tacky souvenir of a narrow-minded religious bigotry but the Word of the Living God.
This is what Nicodemus was searching for when he came to see Jesus in the darkness of night.  He was a leader in the religious community, and for him to come to Jesus was a risky thing.  But he came seeking to hear more about who Jesus is and about what he was teaching.

In his gospel, John often includes what we call recognition stories.  Someone encounters Jesus, and we wait for them to discover who he is.  The story of Nicodemus coming to Jesus in the dark of night is the first such story in John.  We readers have been told who Jesus is from the beginning, and we watch to see if Nicodemus will discover that truth.

There is that wonderful exchange about being born again (statement—misunderstanding—deeper explanation) and then the beautiful sound bite of the gospel.  But Jesus goes on: “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.”

In his classic commentary on John’s Gospel, Rudolf Bultmann says that the Gospel of John is about decision, which means crisis.  When God sends the light into the world, it is a moment of crisis—of decision—of judgment for us.  Will we walk in the light or not?  It’s our decision.

So, when Jesus says, “I did not come to condemn (or judge),” he’s right.  We judge ourselves by our response to the light.

What we discover, then, is the punishment is not that we are condemned to hell—no, it’s that we fail to choose life.

In fact, in John’s Gospel you won’t find any support for using this familiar verse as a threat of hell.  There is no mention of hell or eternal punishment in his gospel, because he’s working from a different perspective.  For John, the worst thing about not choosing life is not what happens to you after you die.  No, for John, the worst thing that can happen to you is not death, but a failure to live the abundant life the gospel calls us to.  Missing out on life—in all its fullness and abundance—that’s what John is concerned about.

And John tells us that everlasting life begins not after we die, but right now.  It’s what the scholars call realized eschatology—that the kingdom of God whose fullness we await is at work in our world today, and we who believe–who respond to the light–can choose to live by its rules now.

In other words, our actions in this world change because we’re living in light of how we understand the realm of God.  We’re not removing ourselves from daily living; we’re not just sitting around waiting for the end to come; no, our lives are changed.  And we’re out in the world that God loves showing it a different way of life.

One of the great ends of the church is to be a visible sign of the kingdom of God.  We are those who have seen the kingdom draw near in Jesus Christ and who are choosing to live, in the words of the hymn we’ll sing in just a moment—we are those who choose to live tomorrow’s life today.

Some of you will remember the story I once told of the harpist who played in worship at the church where I was pastor in Nashville.  When she was practicing before the service, I took Rachel, who was about 15 months old at the time, in to see the harp and listen to the music.  It was the first time Rachel had seen or heard a harp, and it made quite an impression on her.  For weeks after, as soon as she was freed from the nursery, Rachel would come find me among the crowd, look up and greet me with one word: “Harp?”  “No, not today, Rachel.  Maybe next week.”

But still she dances.  Sometimes, even in the silence, Rachel breaks out in dance.  I have no way of knowing for sure, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s dancing to the remembered music of the harp.  She heard it, you see, and she’s listening and waiting for the day when she’ll hear it again.  Sometimes I think she dances so that she doesn’t forget the song.

That’s sort of what the church is called to do—to dance to the music no one else seems to hear.  We dance to the music of peace and justice.  We dance to the music of forgiveness and embrace.  We dance with the prodigals who come home and we dance with the sinners and outcasts.  At times we’ll wonder if we’re dancing to the right music; at times we won’t hear the music at all but we’ll still dance.  We’ll dance because we’ve seen the world that God intends, and we’ve chosen to live in it now.  In other words, we dance to the music of life—and not just after we die—but life now, before death.
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� The reflections by Karen Sapio found throughout the sermon are taken from an unpublished paper prepared for The Moveable Feast preaching group in 2000 or 2003.





