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JOHN 3:16-21—THE TOUCHSTONE OF LIFE AND DEATH  
 
PRAYER   +   READ PASSAGE 
 
INTRO:  John 3:16, at least until recently, was probably the most quoted or recognized verse in the Bible. Most 
of you who have been around awhile will remember the “Rainbow Man” (the John 3:16 guy) who showed up at 
football games and other sports events with his John 3:16 sign. [Tragic end to that story—google “rainbow man” 
or “john 3:16 guy” to learn the rest of the story] 
 Today, my guess is that the most quoted verse is not John 3:16 but Matt 7:1—“Judge not that you be 
not judged.” Most people probably don’t know where “Judge not that you be not judged” is found, but they can 
quote the words—because Matt 7:1 really expresses the spirit of modern American culture. But John 3:16 and 
Matt 7:1 really tie together, as we will see. 
  
CONTEXT OF TODAY’S PASSAGE:  

·  Vv.16-21 is the end of a lengthy discourse that Jesus had with a man named Nicodemus. It began with 
Nicodemus coming to Jesus, and Jesus telling him “Unless one is born again he can’t even see the 
KOG.”  So, the general context is about how to enter the KOG or, to put it another way, what it means to be 
Born Again or, to put it another way, believing in Jesus. Because all these ways of saying it: entering the 
KOG; being Born Again; believing in Jesus—are just dif. ways of saying the same thing. 
·  When the Bible was written, they did not use quotation marks—so some scholars think that these verses 
are the concluding words of Jesus to Nicodemus, while others think that Jesus’ own discourse ended at 
v.15, and v.16 begins the Apostle John’s commentary on what Jesus just said. It really doesn’t matter—the 
words are the same, and the thoughts expressed here are clearly consistent with what Jesus said elsewhere 
on multiple occasions. So, whether they are John’s words or Jesus’, they give us Jesus’ thought. 
·  Specific context is John 3:12-15 which says [READ 3:12-15]. When v.14 talks about the SOM being 
“lifted up,” Jesus is talking about his own being nailed and lifted up on the cross and dying which he would 
do. So, what Jesus is saying is: “I’m not like you; I came from heaven; I’m going to die on the cross; and 
you need to believe in me if you want to have eternal life or enter the KOG.” So, vv.15, 16, and 18 all talk 
about “believing in Jesus.” Why? 

 
WHY DO I HAVE TO “BELIEVE IN JESUS” TO BE “SAVED”? AND WHAT IS THIS “BEING 
SAVED” ANYWAY?  

·  Most of those people think like this: “I don’t need to be saved b/c I’m not lost or endangered. “I’m OK; 
you’re OK.” And after all, God is love—it says so right in John 3:16. And judge not, so you won’t be 
judged. And I am not judgmental. And it really doesn’t make any difference anyway what you believe so 
long as you’re a decent, nonjudgmental person—which I am—UNLIKE most so-called “Christians.”  
·  But God is serious. He’s more serious about us than we are about him. He’s not particularly impressed 
by a superficial “I’m OK; you’re OK” idea. B/c he knows it’s not true. He knows more than we do. He 
knows what we are really like. He knows us from the inside out—better than we know each other, and better 
even than we know ourselves. This passage is telling us what we are really like—and what God has done 
about it.  

 
O/S: Let us look at this passage in 3 ways: (1) consider the contrasts that run throughout the passage; (2) 
summarize Jesus’ perspective on people that the passage reveals; (3) see why believing in Jesus is essential and 
what it means. 
 
I. CONTRASTS: First thing that jumps out at us is that this entire passage is a series of very clear 
contrasts—note especially what God is like and what he does vs. what people are like and what they do: 
 v.16:  death (perishing) vs.  life  

·  Note: The contrast here suggests that the “perishing” referred to is some type of eternal death, because 
everybody dies, and the 2nd half of the contrast refers to “eternal life.”  

 vv.17-18: judged   vs.  saved 
·  Note: v.17: God sends his Son NOT to judge the world, but to save the world. God is not a vengeful 
being, but knows what our real situation is and has acted to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves—
because he loves us. 
·  Note also: The contrast is not just between being “saved” and “lost” (although elsewhere the Bible 



 2 

makes that contrast), but between being saved and being “judged”  or “condemned” (the Greek word 
signifies both concepts). v.18 is telling us that everyone who does not believe in Jesus is already 
condemned—judgment is not just something that will happen later: it is the ongoing, present condition of 
everyone (incl. perhaps some people in this very room) who do NOT believe in Jesus. 
 v.19:   darkness  vs.  light 
 vv.19-20:  love  vs.  hate 
·  Note: what is being loved and hated, and who is doing the loving and hating—v.16: God “loved the 
world,” in fact, so much that “he gave his only begotten Son.” But now, vv.19-20: it is people who “love 
darkness” and “hate the Light”—but the Light here is Jesus himself who has “come into the world.”  
·  What is this telling us? God sacrifices himself for people who don’t even like him—in fact, even hate 
him—whereas people only live for themselves. In other words, according to this passage: God loves people, 
but people hate God and God’s Son.  
·  IS THAT SO? Most people—certainly everyone that I know—would NOT say, “I love darkness” and “I 
hate God” or “I hate Jesus”—yet that is exactly what this passage is saying is the real condition of people—
whether they acknowledge it or not.  

 vv.20-21:  doing evil vs.  practicing the truth 
·  Note: It doesn’t contrast “doing evil”  and “doing good,” but “doing evil”  and “practicing the truth.” 
That suggests that, at some level, everyone who “loves darkness rather than the Light” is living a lie—they 
are not living consistent with Truth/True Reality.  
·  That is further suggested in the final 2 contrasts of vv.20-21 which talk about people: 

  not coming to the Light   vs.  coming to the Light 
  fear that his deeds will be exposed  vs. so that his deeds may be manifested 

·  Note: v.20: If a person is NOT connected with the Light, with Jesus Christ—he is alone in the universe. 
He will be judged, and everything you think, say, and do will be exposed for what it really is: self-centered, 
evil, and worthless. There is reason to fear.  
·  But v.21: If we are connected with Jesus Christ, we are NOT ALONE in the universe. He is working in 
us. (v.21 talks about the deeds being “wrought [or carried out] in God.”) So we can look forward to seeing 
him face-to-face in hope and anticipation [READ v.21—“so that”] . Even if we don’t see it now, 
everything he has been doing in us and through us will be MANIFESTED to the world for the good it really 
is. We have nothing to fear. 

 
II. How can we summarize what this passage is telling us is Jesus’ perspective on people? According to this 
passage, there is a very stark contrast between people, and it is all based on our relationship with Jesus. There 
are lots of different people in the world—different genders; ages; races; tribes; socio-economic status; 
education, etc.—but AT ROOT there are only 2 kinds of people in the world that have any abiding significance 
to God: those who believe in Jesus or “come to the Light,” and those who don’t. According to this passage: 
 
PROP: Jesus is the touchstone between those who live and those who die.   

   Or, to put it in a slightly different way: 
People in their natural condition are already living in a state of judgment or condemnation although they 
don’t realize it, b/c the sentence has not yet been executed.  
 A. Again: the judgment relates to one’s response to Jesus—our response to Jesus (i.e., believing or not 
believing in Him [v.18], or coming or not coming to the Light [vv.20-21] simply demonstrates what is 
already inside of us—the true condition of our heart.  
 B. So, if you want to know what you are really like inside—it is your response to Jesus that reveals it. 
 

III. But Why? Why is believing in Jesus the essential thing?—The answer is based on—and flows from—
Jesus’ perspective on people: that everyone already stands condemned because we naturally love darkness 
rather than the Light, and do evil rather than practice the truth.  

·  But the answer is NOT a simple “Christians are good and everyone else is bad” pat answer—instead the 
answer cuts across all people everywhere and forces us all to examine ourselves. What do I mean? 

 
A. When the Bible says that all people love darkness rather than the Light, and do evil rather than practice 
the truth, it does NOT mean that everyone is outwardly bad—the issue is our heart: what we are REALLY 
like inside. There are MANY WAYS to be in darkness. Let me identify 3 types of people—all of whom are in 
darkness. 
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·  SOME people, of course, live lives obviously filled with evil and darkness: terrorists; murderers; pimps; 
bigots; drug-pushers, etc. They are in darkness. However, people like that are a relatively small minority. 
·  MOST people—and certainly most of the non-religious people I know—are educated, reasonably well-
off, witty, fairly sophisticated people who live reasonably decent lives. They are “nice people” or “good 
pagans.” Many say that they are “spiritual, but not religious.” They are as opposed to terrorists, bigots, and 
other evil as anybody else. And yet, according to today’s passage, they are following the way of darkness, 
and stand judged—Why? Think about it: 

o It’s like a parent who gives birth to a child, loves it, raises it, gives it everything—but whenever 
the mother gives the child something he looks contemptuously at her and throws the gift down. He 
mocks her, and says “I have no need of you; I have done this all myself.” Is that a good kid? If he 
gets good grades in school or gets a good job, does that make him a good kid? NO—and neither 
does the self-justification of the nice person or good pagan—b/c he is like that child: his inner self, 
his heart, is corrupt, unthankful, self-centered. 

·  Then there is a 3rd group: the RELIGIOUS people—including lots of people who call themselves 
Christians—BUT THEY ARE NOT REALLY CHRISTIANS AT ALL—they too are in darkness. Who are 
they? They are the moralists. The prigs. The stuck-up. The self-righteous. The condemnatory. The 
judgmental. The sticklers for rules. Those whose natural predisposition is to say “no, we don’t do that—it’s 
against our religion.” Those who are, as one person said, “haunted by the fear that someone, somewhere, 
might be having fun.” 

o In fact, today’s passage is particularly directed to the “Religious people,” the moralists. 
Remember the context of John 3: Who is Jesus talking with? A: NICODEMUS. Who was 
Nicodemus? A: A Pharisee; one of the leaders of the Jews. He knew the Bible backwards and 
forwards. He took it seriously. Yet Jesus said to him: “Nicodemus, you must be born again or you 
can’t even see the KOG.” 
o Conversation with Bill: Grew up in the church. Asked me about preaching. He said: “preaching 
is basically trying to get people to follow a bunch of rules.” He looks at people who claim to be 
Christians, and sees fairly narrow, cramped, judgmental people—who exhibit basically nothing in 
their lives as a reason why anyone would want to b/c a Christian—i.e., “religious people” who are 
Christians in name only. 
o Many people may name the name of Christ—they may call themselves Christians and go to 
church regularly—and yet their hearts are far from Jesus. Becauswe even though such people may 
say “I am a Christian” they are really Pharisees at heart. 
o Unfortunately, the vast majority of people who reject Christianity do not reject real Christianity. 
Instead they reject—and RIGHTLY REJECT—the false and shameful MISREPRESENTATION of 
Christianity that is perpetrated by those whom I have called the “Religious people.” 
o What both my friend—and the “religious people” themselves—don’t realize is that the 
“religious people” themselves are just as much in darkness—just as much doing evil—and just as 
condemned—as Osama bin Laden, the pimps, and the drug-pushers. THAT IS A STRONG 
STTEMENT—but it is true, as I will show you. Remember: Jesus told Nicodemus—who was 
himself a “good man” and a “religious person” “Nicodemus, you must be born again or you can’t 
even see the KOG.” 

 
B. Let me summarize the situation: 

·  To be a moralistic prig is just as much the way of darkness as is a pimp. To be a nice person or good 
pagan is just as much the way of darkness as is a bigot. And all are in the same boat with the Osama bin 
Ladens of the world.  
·  It is true that a decent pagan or even a moralistic prig has not committed the kind of overt evil of a 
pimp, a bigot, or Osama bin Laden. But that is only b/c the seeds of such evil have not had the proper 
circumstances in which to germinate and flourish. But do not think that they are not present in every one of 
us. Remember: it was good, decent, well-educated, often church-going Germans who stood by while Hitler 
rose, and then carried out his program of mass murder. As Alexander Solzhenitsyn said:  “If only there 
were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds and it were necessary only to separate 
them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart 
of every human being.” 

 
C. The root problem for the overtly evil person, the nice person-the good pagan, and the religious person is 
the same—the problem is this: Our problem is a problem of the heart—a problem of our very nature WHICH 
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WE CAN’T CHANGE ON OUR OWN. 
·  God is perfect. He is the source of all virtue and all virtues. He is perfectly wise; just; good; loving; 
patient; kind; faithful; w/o fault or flaw, sin or wrong. 
·  Since that is true—then anything that does not find its source or ultimate aim in God is flawed—misses 
the mark—is defective, if not outright bad or evil. In fact, “missing the mark” is one of the biblical 
definitions of “sin.” 
·  God created the world and everything in it. We did not create ourselves. God is the source of life, truth, 
the good. God not only created us but holds us and the entire universe together every second. Therefore, if 
we cut ourselves off from God, we cut ourselves off from life, from truth, from the good. 
·  By nature, we all live for something. God created us to worship him and be in a loving relationship with 
him—b/c only in him will we find life, and all good, and all virtue, all fulfillment, peace, happiness, and joy.  
·  But God does not force himself on us. Instead, he lets his people choose. And he told us the 
consequences of our choices: He said the soul that is in right relationship with me will live, but the soul that 
sins, it will die. 
·  B/g with our 1st parents, we all chose to turn away from God in rebellion, sin, and self-centeredness, 
creating little gods of our own to worship instead of him. And we do this b/c the problem is inside of us—in 
our very hearts. As the Apostle Paul says in Rom 1:21: “Even though people know God, they do not honor 
him as God or give thanks [therefore] their foolish hearts are darkened.” You see, Paul is using the same 
type of language that John is using in our passage: mankind’s problem of darkness arises from within him, 
from his very nature, from his heart. 
·  So what little gods do we worship? What do we live for? For some it is the god of $; for others pleasure; 
or power; or security; or love; or family; or a relationship; or self. And these things can change. But it is 
always something. For the “religious person” their god is their own self-effort: keeping the rules; their own 
pride of being “right”—so that, in their minds, the real God owes them good things and a decent life—“b/c 
I’ve worked hard—I’ve earned it.” 
·  But one way or another the overtly evil person, the nice person or good pagan, and the religious person 
all are choosing the same path that Adam and Eve chose—the path of MORAL AUTONOMY—separation 
from God: “I will decide what is right and wrong for myself”—“I am the master of my fate; I am the 
captain of my soul,” I will do it “my way.” In essence, all of them are saying, “I am God.” The overtly bad 
person does it in socially unacceptable ways. The nice person or good pagan and religious person do it in 
more socially acceptable ways. But all of them are following a path that the Bible calls the “way of 
darkness” and “evil.” That’s why they are all in the same boat. 
·  The “way of darkness” is not just certain acts, but an entire mindset or premise of life: that life can be 
lived on its own—separate from God. When v.21 says that “their deeds were evil” they are “evil” not 
necessarily b/c they are overtly evil like rape or murder, but b/c they spring from a heart of darkness—they 
glorify the self, rather than glorifying God  
·  But the whole premise of such lives is false and fraudulent. To see how fraudulent any life is apart from 
God, consider the fact that we can’t even keep our own standards, let alone God’s. If you doubt that, just 
think of this: pretend that there was a tape recorder recording everything you said or demanded of other 
people—such as: “Why don’t you learn to signal, moron” or “You ought to forgive him” or “You shouldn’t 
talk about people behind their back”—and then see if you could perfectly keep your own standards that you 
think others should do. GOOD LUCK. 
 

C. This gets us back to why believing in Jesus is essential. 
·  God could have just said: “I told you the consequences of divorcing yourself from me. You made your 
bed, now lie in it.” But he didn’t do that. Instead, he has given us a new way, a better way—the Gospel way. 
·  The overtly evil person doesn’t want it; the decent pagan doesn’t think he needs it; the religious person 
thinks he can earn it—but they’re all wrong. They are all in darkness. 
·  But God said, “Even though you’re all turning away from me and following the way of darkness, 
bringing misery on yourselves and others, I will give you myself in the person of my Son, Jesus Christ, to 
restore you to wholeness and life, and to restore our relationship. Why did he do this? B/c he loves us.  
·  Jesus lived the life we should have lived—he perfectly obeyed God and met all of God’s standards. He 
also died the death we should have died—he took upon himself our sins, failures, pride, our darkness, our 
evil—and paid the price of death and hell that God’s law otherwise requires that we should have paid.  
·  God made finding light, and life, and restoration easy, not hard. You don’t have to do anything. In fact, 
you CAN’T do anything—b/c, as we have seen, we have a heart problem that we can’t fix on our own. All 
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we have to do is believe, and it’s ours. Why—because Jesus did it all for us. 
·  That is why believing in Jesus is essential. Because we can’t do that ourselves. We can’t pay that price. 
BUT GOD DID. We can’t change our hearts of darkness. Or, to use another biblical phrase, we can’t change 
our hearts of stone and turn them into hearts of flesh. BUT GOD CAN. You see, it’s not what we do—but 
what Jesus did. All we have to do is believe in him, and he will do for us what we couldn’t do for ourselves: 
forgive us; give us the hearts of flesh in place of our hearts of stone; restore us to wholeness; change our 
direction and put us on the path of life, and light, and truth rather than death, and darkness, and evil. 
·  Why is believing in Jesus essential? B/c it is God’s remedy for our heart problem. We look at ourselves 
and deny the depth of the problem. We say “we’re OK; we’re not that bad.” But God’s remedy reveals the 
true nature and real depth of our problem. John Piper puts it this way: “Most people do not know what is 
really wrong with them. If you have a sore on your ankle and after the doctor does his test, he comes 
in and says, ‘I have hard news: We have to take your leg off just below the knee,’ then the remedy 
tells you more about the sore than many erudite medical words. So it is with the remedy ‘You must be 
born again.’” (or, as vv.16 and 18 put it, you must “believe in Jesus”). 

 
D. Do you believe that?  

·  If you don’t, why not? The issue is not so much an intellectual one as a moral one. There are satisfying 
answers to the scientific and intellectual questions that people may have concerning Jesus, Christianity, and 
the Bible. But the reason most people reject following Jesus is a moral one: they prefer to continue on the 
“way of darkness”—the path of moral autonomy. They’ve made their own bed, and they choose to lie in it. 
If that’s the way you want to go, God will not force you to change, even though he is warning you that you 
already stand condemned, and your end will be death. 
·  If you do believe, then this passage challenges us to self-examination. So, what is “believing in Jesus?”  

o Believing in Jesus is NOT simply saying magic words like “I accept Jesus into my heart” –or 
saying like Natalie Wood did in “Miracle on 34th Street”: “I believe; I believe; I know it’s silly but I 
believe.”  
o Instead, just as rejecting Jesus is a moral choice, so believing in Jesus is not simply a mental or 
intellectual decision—but it likewise is a moral choice. That is why v.16 begins the passage by 
talking about “believing in Jesus” and v.21 ends the passage by talking about “practicing the 
truth.” Our life will show what we really believe. Our life will show whether we really have a 
changed heart—a heart of compassion, of love, of generosity, of forgiveness—or our life will show 
that we are just “religious people” who use the name of Jesus but really have hearts full of self, 
hearts of stone, hearts of darkness, that are far from the heart of Jesus.  
o That’s where Matt 7:1 (“Judge not, that you be not judged”) also comes into play: That verse 
is, in fact, directed to “religious people”—to expose the true condition of their judgmental heart of 
stone, so that they will turn into true followers of the Gospel way, through faith in Jesus rather than 
through faith in their own self-righteousness. 

·  Let me encourage you. If you truly turn to Jesus, give your life to him, and live in close relationship 
with him, as v.21 promises, HE will be working in you. You won’t be alone. He WANTS us to have life 
forever—a good, abundant, fulfilled life. He WANTS to help us because the kind of good, loving, fulfilled 
people he created us to be. Why? Because he loves us. Let him love you. Trust him in all things. 
·  Let today be the b/g of a new, deep relationship with Jesus: the way of life, not death; the way of light, 
not darkness; the way of truth, not evil. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 


