 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1GOD GAVE HIS ONE AND ONLY SON

John 3:1-36

Key Verse: 3:16

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,

that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

Today we are going to study John’s gospel chapter 3 as one piece. Those who grew up under the influence of the Bible in their childhood remember this chapter in reference to the story of Jesus’ interview with Nicodemus. 3:16 is known even to those who have never learned the Bible. The statement of John the Baptist in the second half of this chapter that Jesus must become greater and that he must become less is often quoted as the exemplar of reverent humility. All those fragmentary teachings and understandings have their own merits and usefulness. But if we remain in the fragmentary understanding, we may fail to hear the message which the author of John’s gospel expresses in this chapter.

It is also reasonable to see the whole chapter as one piece because first of all the main character is Jesus, not Nicodemus or John the Baptist. After all, the author of John’s gospel quotes the stories of all the Biblical characters so that we may know that Jesus is the Christ, that we may believe in his name and that we may have life (20:31). We should also take note of the flow of the consistent and repeated theme in this chapter that Jesus is the one and only who is from heaven (3:1-21) and that he is from above (3:22-36). John 3:16 pieces together the consistent teaching in the first and second half of this chapter and testifies to the essence of the gospel most excellently that the appearance of Jesus himself is our salvation for he is the one and only from above, the Son. By studying the whole chapter as one piece, we will meet the challenging message of the gospel face to face. 

Many are moved with 3:16 because of the sacrificial love of God and the grace of the Son. But that understanding is based on Romans 5:6-8 which is also somewhat misguided based on what Apostle Paul speaks of in my opinion. John’s gospel portrays Jesus rather divine, majestic and triumphant than sacrificial. Grammatically speaking, there is no object of the verse “give” in 3:16. That observation alone should help us with the common misunderstanding of this verse. Many quote this verse as if God gave up his Son for us or gave away his Son for us. The underlying idea is that God loves us more than his Son. That appeals to our jealousy and makes us happy. But God’s love is not like ours. God loves us 100 % and God loves his Son as himself. God proudly presented his Son whom he loves that people may honor him and believe in his name. That was God’s love for us and the grace of Jesus, God the Son, who has come into our midst. Man rejected God and the Son as we know. God did not fail in his presentation of his Son as we also know. John’s gospel speaks the truth: Man rejects God’s love and God’s love prevails. I pray with hope that God may raise 120 people who know that Jesus is the sufficient grace for us. For them, Christmas will be a merry Christmas and everyday will be a very happy and joyful Christmas day. 

I.  Jesus speaks with Nicodemus (1-21)

We will learn of Jesus first in his interview with Nicodemus in 3:1-15. Most of the content in 3:1-15 is the conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus. Who was Nicodemus? Look at verse 1. He was “a man of the Pharisees” who was also “a member of the Jewish ruling council.” The Pharisees was kind of a fraternity of a religious order consisted of about 6,000 members nationwide in Jesus’ days. They were the remnants of the group called the Hasidim, meaning God’s loyal ones, who sprang up during the time of the Babylonian exile of the Jews. They attempted to maintain the Jewish faith and heritage in the time of their exile among the Gentiles by keeping the law according to the teachings of Ezra. As time passed, some realized that they could not keep purity in the group movement and they withdrew from public completely into the desert. They were the Essenes who lived in the caves of the Qumran desert. The famous Dead Sea Scroll is what they left for us. But the Pharisees were very positive and wanted to control the religion of the state of Israel. They succeeded in their efforts by being strict about all matters pertaining to the keeping of the law. They kept the ordinances of the law with deadly seriousness, such as the Sabbath, tithing, circumcision, ceremonial cleansing, eating only certain foods, fasting, and observing holidays. They inevitably became religious exclusives, separatists by belief and practice. But they actively participated in the religious matters of the state of Israel along with the Sadducees, who together made the Jewish ruling council, and the Herodians in the theocratic society of the Jewish nation. The Jewish ruling council was made of 70 outstanding people of the nation of Israel and it was something like a presidential advisory committee in our times. In the description of his status from verse 1, therefore, we can summarize that Nicodemus was one of the prominent leaders of the nation. He was the cream of the crop even of the Pharisees.

Look at verse 2. Nicodemus came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.” By reading his words, we have no clue as to why Nicodemus visited Jesus though we can say he is speaking of what he believed about Jesus. Considering his status, the already brewing hostility, and his visit of Jesus at night (which has a strong symbolic meaning in John’s gospel), we can say Nicodemus did not just drop by. He was desperate. Still, we can not point out what he is searching or asking. All we can say is that he wanted to have a so-called “God talk” with Jesus out of desperation.

What did Jesus reply? Jesus declared the truth in his reponse in verse 3. “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” The truth was that Nicodemus couldn’t see the kingdom of God. He could see the miracles or assumed that Jesus was from God and that made him to believe in Jesus. But that was his limit. He was just one of those miracle-based believers (ref. 2:24, 25; 3:3). What he was sure about Jesus or believed in Jesus meant nothing to him. He remained in himself. Jesus was there and he was here. The kingdom of God seems to be there but he was still in his prison. His frustrating experience can be clear in our minds if we contrast him with the first disciples in chapter 1. They left their lives and joined Jesus. Nicodemus couldn’t and didn’t. We share the same experience with Nicodemus. We envy those who join Jesus. What was wrong with Nicodemus? Perhaps Nicodemus didn’t know what he wanted and what he meant to say Jesus is from God. But he had to remember that Jesus did not leave him alone. The truth is that Nicodemus was prompted by Jesus. That is why he came to Jesus. Jesus’ appearance meant that the time of liberation of Nicodemus was near. He was the fetus who reached full-term by Jesus’ appearance, yet didn’t know how to get out of his mother’s womb. Jesus spoke the truth to deliver this baby out of his prison. We are grateful for Jesus who spoke the truth in verse 3. Nicodemus’ experience is shared by the intellectuals of our times. What Jesus said to Nicodemus in his interview was, therefore, the answer to the dilemma of the Pharisaic belief of the many intellectuals. We should pray that Jesus may be the challenge to them for their salvation. We should pray that they may face the truth that they can not see the kingdom of God. Praise Jesus who speaks the truth to us who live in a lie. He makes us to lie down in green pastures. He leads us beside quiet waters.

Jesus not only spoke of the truth of the man, he invited the man to the hope to see the kingdom of God. He could have said to Nicodemus to leave the Pharisees and follow him. After all, Nicodemus was interested in him and Jesus came to call people to him. But he didn’t lure the man for the personal attachment to him. Considering what he did with Nicodemus, we realize that his calling of the first disciples to follow him meant the same thing. He meant to invite them to God, not to a personal attachment. No others would or could offer such a hope. How wonderful it is that Jesus guided Nicodemus to the hope of seeing the kingdom of God. He offered this hope to the man who could only think about the kingdom of God. He even offered the man the hope to be born again. Nicodemus never knew until this time that there is life other than this one. He would therefore be a slave of this one time chance. For him, living this life meant living on only savings. Nicodemus was eating up his own life. So the man even used his faith in God to supplement the shortage of supply to live this life. Jesus offered the man the hope to be born again.  Jesus said to Nicodemus, “I tell you the truth, unless a man is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

“How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!” On what point of Jesus’ words did Nicodemus respond? He skipped the teaching of seeing the kingdom of God and asked about how to be born again. He was not even asking about how. He was ridiculing Jesus’ teaching though we may say he was honest. We should pray for the young people in our times. They are very honest. Honesty is not the best policy as far as seeing the kingdom of God or to be born again. We should pray with what Jesus said to Nicodemus in verse 5. Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.” In his answer from verse 5, we see that Jesus is patient with the rebellious. He leads Nicodemus’ attention back to the hope of entering the kingdom of God. 

According to Jesus, what did Nicodemus need in order to see and enter the kingdom of God? He must be born of water and the Spirit. What does it mean to be “born of water and the Spirit”? Jesus was referring to the baptism of John the Baptist and what he will give to those who were baptized by John the Baptist. People came to John the Baptist with repentance of all they did and he baptized them with water so that they could be prepared to meet Jesus who would baptize them with the Spirit (ref. Titus 3:5; Rom 2:29: Jn 1:12, 13). Jesus meant that Nicodemus needed to denounce all which had made him what he was and welcome God. Then he would see and enter the kingdom of God.

What could it be to “see” or to “enter” the kingdom of God? Later, Philip, who was one of the Twelve, asked Jesus to show him God the Father. Then he wouldn’t be confused or perplexed with the teaching about God or about his kingdom. Jesus answered the man, “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (14:9). To those who have been born after the witnesses, that means trusting the gospel witnesses, entrusting their lives to the truth of the gospel, that is the New Testament, and paying attention to the word of the prophets, that is the Old Testament. In 2Peter 1:19 is the promise, “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.” The plain example of seeing the kingdom of God comes to us through Luke’s gospel 2:1-7, the Christmas message. The story is about Caesar Augustus, Quirinius, the unfortunate who were oppressed by the Roman authority, the suffering of the full term pregnant Mary, the humiliation which Joseph had to bear to take care of his fiancée and wife Mary when he was helpless to do anything, the suffering of the baby born in a manger, and the indifference of people in the times. But when we read the whole story, it becomes a Nativity scene, a beautiful Christmas card in our minds. We see that Jesus is there and we see that he brings the change into the otherwise miserable picture. Most people see the glimpse of the kingdom of God only once a year in Christmas. The believers abide in the truth all through the year. Why did Nicodemus fail to see the beautiful things of God when he was meeting Jesus?

We learn from Jesus’ words in verses 6-8. “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell here it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” Nicodemus was trying to blend the flesh and the Spirit. He tried to understand the things of the Spirit in his flesh. He had to know that he was just flesh and that Jesus was speaking the truth of the Sprit. He could have asked Jesus for the Spirit. His surprise or frustration was more than foolish. Nicodemus understood now that there is a difference between the flesh and the Spirit, between the man born of the Spirit and the man born of flesh (ref. Jn 14:26; 16:8-14). Yet, he disguised his rebellion with his surprise. What was Nicodemus’ question at this point? “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked in verse 9. He was really rebellious.

Jesus now rebuked the man. Look at 3:10-12. “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?”  For what did Jesus rebuke Nicodemus in verses 10-12? He rebuked Nicodemus for the lack of understanding, for not accepting Jesus’ testimony and for not believing the obvious truth such as life, birth, the wind, and the work of the Spirit. Jesus rebuked him because Nicodemus himself had admitted in his greeting that he recognized the work of God in Jesus’ miracles, yet here, he rejected all what Jesus spoke to him in the interview.

What could Jesus do with the rebellious? He gave the gospel message to the man. Look at verse 13-15. “No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven-the Son of Man. Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” Why was Jesus uniquely qualified to testify to the heavenly things? He was the one and only who came from heaven. Why must he, the only person who can testify to the heavenly things, be lifted up? The sweet answer is in verse 15. But in verse 14 we find the more solemn reasons. The first reason is because he is the Son of Man. He reveals the truth of our God that he is God and he is Man, that he is the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us. On the cross is he declared to be God, and he certainly is the One and Only. No one is like him. The cross is the emblem of his glory. The second reason is expressed in the word “must” which means the cross is God’s design, as is testified in the story of the bronze snake which Moses lifted up for the salvation of people in his times (ref. Num 21:4-9). How can Nicodemus believe in Jesus in light of verses 13-15? Jesus’ name will be his salvation on the day of his crucifixion. In chapter 3, Nicodemus did not believe. He was rather rebellious. But on the day when Jesus died on the cross, he let go all his life, welcomed the crucified one and identified himself with Jesus the condemned. On that day, he died with Christ in his flesh. On that day, he saw that he was just flesh and Jesus is the Son of Man. Jesus became everything for Nicodemus that day. On that day, the gospel message which Jesus spoke today would become the salvation to the man.  We should pray that Jesus’ name may be declared in the hearts of young people like Justin Spencer.

We are not sure if 3:16-21 is what the author says or what Jesus says. But one thing is clear. They are the narratives which followed the story of Jesus’ meeting with Nicodemus. We get out of Nicodemus and the earthly things and get into the truth of the heavenly things. The word “for” at the beginning of verse 16 indicates that this verse follows the teaching that the Son of Man must be lifted up. Why must he be lifted up? “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Why and for what purpose did God give his Son? He wanted everyone to believe in his Son and honor him. What does verse 16 testify about God’s love for the world? He so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son. What does verse 16 testify about God’s love for the Son? He loves his Son as himself. How about his love for the believers? He wants them to be with him. 

How can we be sure of the interpretation? Look at verse 17. “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” What was in God’s mind when he sent his Son? Salvation was in his mind and the expression of his mind is Jesus. Thus Jesus is declared to be the salvation. Anyone who believes in the Name will be saved for he is united with God in his faith. He crossed the chasm. That is expressed well in verse 18. Notice the present tense in verse 18. “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.” What is to believe in Jesus’ name? It is believing and trusting what his name represents just as we buy according to brand names (ref. 1:12). What does it mean that the one who believes in Jesus’ name is not condemned and the one who does not stands condemned already? We thought about that already of how the story of Jesus’ birth in the manger appears differently. But we are not just talking about a changed perception. The Biblical figures beginning with Jesus himself testify to us the reality of God and his kingdom and that they lived in the reality. You know that the water bug doesn’t sink even when the water is turbulent. Like the water bug, you will glide over this life, too. He who believes in Jesus will live, even though he dies, and whoever lives and believes in Jesus will never die. Do you know why? That becomes true when the believers moved into Jesus. As we think about that, Nicodemus would receive the blessing on the day when he repented all of himself and welcomed the crucified as everything.

What is the significance of Jesus’ name? His name stands for salvation. But verses 19-21 express the other side of the truth of God giving (sending) his Son. His name stands for the verdict.  What is the verdict? Look at verse 19. “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” Why did men love darkness and not the Light? We read in verse 19b that it is because their deeds were evil. It is further answered in verse 20. “Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.” If the hatred of the Light is man’s truth, how can some men come into the light? Verse 21 says, “But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.” What does their labor to come into the light reveal? Their labor reveals that their labor is God’s work. It is clear now that by the Spirit, Nicodemus came to Jesus and that by the Spirit, the man would believe and welcome Jesus at the cost of his security.

II. SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1  John the Baptist testifies to Jesus (22-36)

The content in verses 22-36 is something like an epilogue. We can learn three things of Jesus. The first one is in verse 22. What did Jesus do after his meeting with Nicodemus? “After this, Jesus and his disciples went out into the Judean countryside, where he spent some time with them, and baptized.” What do you learn of Jesus here? Jesus had quiet time with his disciples in the Judean countryside. His retreat was switching from the general care of the public to a discipleship-focused ministry. We learn from Jesus that he rested in the fellowship with his disciples. He did not get away from them. We learn from Jesus how to rest and where the rest is. The Sabbath rest is in the fellowship of God, the Son and the Spirit with those who are in Jesus Christ.

We learn of Jesus secondly through John the Baptist in verse 23-30.  That testimony came through the conflict of John’s disciples. At that time when Jesus was spending time with his disciples, John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim because there was plenty of water and people were constantly coming to be baptized. This was before John was put in prison. An argument developed between some of John’s disciples and a certain Jew over the matter of ceremonial washing. They were arguing whether the Jewish ceremonial washing was enough for a man to be cleansed before God or was John’s baptism necessary. Obviously, this argument resolved one way or another as most arguments do. But John’s disciples revealed their resentment of Jesus after the argument. We have no idea what their argument with the Jews has to do with Jesus’ work. But anyhow, they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, that man who was with you on the other side of the Jordan-the one you testified about-well, he is baptizing, and everyone is going to him.” John was in an awkward situation because his own disciples resented Jesus for whom he was baptizing.

John testified of Jesus in his reply to the concerned disciples. Look at verse 27-30.  To this John replied, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. You yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him.’ The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. He must become greater; I must become less.” What does John testify by saying, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven? He was saying God’s grace is sufficient to him. Why was he joyful when Jesus received much more than he did? He was joyful because he received God’s blessing which is absolute. He was joyful because as a man he was the bride to whom the bridegroom Jesus came to marry. He was joyful because as a servant of God he was the friend of the bridegroom. A friend does not envy his friend. What does he mean by saying that “The bride belongs to the bridegroom”? He meant that the world belongs to Jesus, not to him. He has been a steward of the household of his friend. He was free from the covetous desire which hampers us from growing, which actually destroy many. It took a long time for me to be freed from my competitive jealousy with my wife, my friends and my own children. How could John be freed from the temptation? We find the secret in his word in verse 30. “He must become greater; I must become less.” What did John mean? He means let Jesus be my God. The greater Jesus becomes the more he would be saved. We can certainly interpret John’s word as humility, and submission to Jesus. But in light of the tone of these verses it’s better to interpret his words in terms of his acceptance of the love of Jesus. What is the point of John’s testimony of Jesus in verses 27-30? He is testifying that Jesus is the Bridegroom.

Finally in verse 31-36 we learn from John that Jesus is from above and that he is above all. “The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all.” Why is Jesus’ testimony valid?  “He testifies to what he has seen and heard, but no one accepts his testimony.” What is man’s response to his testimony? No one accepts his testimony. Why not? It is because Jesus speaks a kind of foreign language. Man who speaks the earthly language doesn’t get it. What is testified, therefore, by the man who has accepted Jesus’ testimony? Verse 33 says, “The man who has accepted it has certified that God is truthful.” What does it mean that the believer certifies that God is truthful? The believer is the certificate of God’s truthfulness which God issues for others to see and trust him. How is it certified that God is true by the man who has accepted Jesus’ testimony? “For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit” and the believer understands the language of the Spirit. As we think about it, the gospel of Jesus’ death on the cross becomes the gate into heaven and the presence of God to the man. Look at verses 35-36. “The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands.”  What does it mean that the Father “has placed everything in (the Son’s) hands”? That means Jesus is everything. Therefore, how does our response to the Son affect us? “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.” 

