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THE GREATNESS OF GOD IN THE DEATH OF HIS SON 
John 3:16 (No. 18) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
January 15, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

John 3:1-16  
Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. 2 This man came to 
Jesus] by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can 
do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” 3 Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 
unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man 
be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother's womb and be born?” 5 Jesus 
answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God. 6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is 
spirit. 7 Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’8 The wind blows where it wishes, and 
you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who 
is born of the Spirit.” 
9 Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” 10 Jesus answered him, “Are you the teacher of 
Israel and yet you do not understand these things? 11 Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know, 
and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony.12 If I have told you earthly 
things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended 
into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And as Moses lifted up the serpent 
in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal 
life. 
16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish 
but have eternal life. 

 
We’ve come in our study of the Gospel of John to what many consider the greatest verse in all 
the Bible—John 3:16.  It certainly is the most popular.  And for good reason: so much truth is 
packed into one verse.  This is a verse to love and cherish because it contains a summary of the 
greatest news the world has ever heard—the gospel. 

The verse perhaps has even become too popular.  With familiarity of the verse, we can hear its 
precious truths and become dull of hearing.  So we will need to apply ourselves a little more as 
we consider these familiar truths. 

Context 

It’s been several weeks since our last sermon in John, so let’s remember the context.  You’ll 
recall that Jesus was having a conversation with Nicodemus, a prestigious Jewish teacher and 
leader who came to visit Jesus.  Jesus teaches him that the only way to be saved is to be born 
again. And the only way to be born again is for God to make us born again.  As a Pharisee, 
Nicodemus was counting on his law keeping and self-righteousness and his Jewish ethnicity to 
earn him a place in God’s kingdom.  But Jesus says that God must work to make a man 
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spiritually new and that the one who will be saved is the one who believes in the Son of Man, 
who will be lifted up.  That’s an allusion to Jesus’ future death lifted up on the cross. 

Jesus’ teaching was met with incredulity, skepticism, perhaps even a hint of ridicule from 
Nicodemus.  But the message wasn’t just for Nicodemus, since after all the Apostle John 
includes it in his record of Jesus’ life and teachings.  The message is for us as well. 

If we could be saved on the basis of good works and self-righteousness and proper ethnicity, then 
Nicodemus would get into God’s kingdom ahead of us.  But Jesus is clear that Nicodemus was 
not saved and, at this point, he would not enter the kingdom of God because he did not believe. 

So for us as readers of the story, the reason the Apostle John includes this story is to convey the 
truth that the only faith that saves is the faith that comes from the new life that God gives.  God 
must first change us so that we can believe in Jesus.  Only by believing in the one who was lifted 
up on the cross can we be saved.   

So the one act of a man’s soul that God requires in order for anyone to be saved is to look to him 
in faith.  This offer of salvation is available to anyone who believes.  Verse 15, again, says, 
“whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”  How can that be? How is it that the offer can 
be universal?  Verse 16 provides us the answer.  John 3:16 tells of the greatness of God’s 
salvation. We’ll see three ways that’s true. 

Three ways God’s salvation is great from verse 16. 

I. THE GREATNESS OF GOD’S LOVE 

Verse 16: opens: “For God so loved the world. . .”  The subject of this great statement is God.  
God is the greatest Lover in the universe and he has chosen to love us.  He was perfectly glorious 
before we were formed and would have been no less glorious if he never made a creature.  

But God has made us.  He has taken an interest in us.  He has made us the object of his 
affections.  He has chosen to love us.  And he has loved us perfectly.  Why? Why would God 
love us?  Search the Scriptures and you won’t find any reason in man for him to love us.  God 
has set his love on us not because of our loveliness.   

In the Old Testament, we read that God loved Israel. Why?  This was a people who turned their 
back on him and worshipped false images and other gods.  Nevertheless, God loved Israel and 
we learn why in Deuteronomy 7:7-8, which helps us understand why he loves us too. 

God said through Moses to the assembled people of Israel: “It was not because you were more in 
number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you were the 
fewest of all peoples, but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore 
to your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from 
the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt."  

God loved Israel. Why? Not because they were more in number. Not because they were more 
lovely than the rest.  The Lord set his love on Israel because (v. 8) “the Lord loves you.”  He 
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loved Israel because he loved Israel.  Which is to say, he loves because that’s who he is.  It is his 
nature to love. He loves because that is his character.   

The Apostle John writes in 1 John 4:8: “God is love” and again in 1 John 4:16, “God is love.” 

In his sovereignty he set a particular love on Israel, but here we learn that God loves the world.  
And that brings us to the object of his love: “the world.”  We’ve studied this word before in John 
1:10.  There, we said that in the Gospel of John the term “world” has shades of meaning.  
Sometimes it refers to the physical earth.  Sometimes it refers to the whole created order that is 
in rebellion against God.  Here, it seems to refer to humanity in general—the people who make 
up the world. 

But we also said that when John uses the word ‘world’, the emphasis is not its bigness, but on its 
badness as a system opposed to Christ.  In other words, what’s stunning about God loving the 
world is not that he loves so many people, but that he loves us despite how bad we are. 

R.C. Sproul writes this: 

“Suppose there actually is a God in heaven, and suppose this God created the world and 
everything in it. Suppose that, in the process of making myriad species of birds, fish, and 
animals, He formed human beings in His image and gave them the most exalted position 
in all of creation. Suppose He said, "You will be holy, even as I am holy," and gave them 
only one command to obey but fifteen minutes after He made them, these human beings 
revolted against Him by doing the very thing he had commanded them not to do. Suppose 
God then said, "I'm going to provide a way for you to escape My judgment," and He then 
called Abraham out of paganism, brought him to Himself, and said, "I'm going to make 
you the father of a great nation." Suppose that He blessed all the descendants of 
Abraham, expanded them into a whole nation, and said, "Through this nation I'm going to 
bless the whole world" but this nation repeatedly turned against Him. Suppose God sent 
prophets to these people to tell them to come back to Him, just as an unfaithful spouse 
returns to his or her partner but the people killed the prophets. Suppose God finally said, 
"I love you so much, even though you are a stiff-necked people, that I'm going to send 
My eternal, only begotten Son to you" but the people rose up against His Son and 
crucified Him. Suppose that God loved the people enough in all of this that while they 
were in the very act of killing His Son, He transferred the sins of His people to His Son 
and said: "If you'll put your trust in Him, if you'll confess your sins and believe in Him, if 
you'll turn your gaze upon Jesus, you will not experience death. I'm going to give you 
eternal life with no pain, no tears, no evil, and no darkness." If God were to do all that, 
would you have the insolence to say to Him, "God, You haven't done enough for this 
world that hates You"?” 

It is stunning that God would love us considering who we are.  The Apostle Paul expresses this 
truth: 

Romans 5:7–8: " one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person 
one would dare even to die— but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us."  
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We all come into this world as rebels against our Maker and desirous of sin.  We could look 
around to the world to see how wicked it is. But we don’t need to look that far—we can look 
within our hearts.  Yet he loves us.   

We can’t play gymnastics with this word ‘world’ and somehow define it as only the elect.   

The word chosen is intentionally all-encompassing.  He loves those he made. That’s not the only 
emotion he feels. But it is truly an emotion he feels towards man.  The greatness of God’s love is 
seen in who he is (God is love) and in the object of his love (he loves us despite us). And thirdly 
the greatness of God’s love is seen in the extent of his love (“for God so loved the world”) 

Now there’s been some debate about this little adverb translated ‘so.’ What does it mean?  The 
Greek word (houtos) has two possible meanings in this context.  It can mean, as most people 
understand it, the degree to which God loves the world.  That is, he loves the world to such an 
extent that he gave his own Son.  Or it could mean, the manner in which God loved the world.  
That is, he loved the world in this way, he gave his own Son.  The marginal note in the ESV 
hints at this with an alternative translation: “For this is how God loved the world.” 

The ambiguity exists because the adverb could go either way, depending on the context.  I don’t 
think that’s by accident.  The Apostle John is fond of recording sayings of Jesus with double 
meanings.  We saw this in 2:19 when Jesus said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will 
raise it up.”  The Jews thought he was talking about the physical temple, after all, Jesus just 
cleansed the temple by driving out the money-changers.  But he was actually speaking about his 
own body.  I think this is another instance where the double-meaning of the adverb enhances the 
truth communicated. 

The greatness of God’s love for the world is seen both in the intensity of his love (he so loved the 
world) as well as the way he loved the world (he gave his Son to be killed on the cross).  
However it is translated, the point is the same—look at the magnitude of God’s love for the 
world!  This is no small love. God is a lavish Lover.  What scale could we use to measure the 
love of God?  What rod would cover the height and depth and breadth of God’s love. 

The hymn writer in, The Love of God, one of the most beautiful hymns ever written, attempts to 
convey the limitless love of God when he writes: 

Could we with ink the ocean fill, 
And were the skies of parchment made; 
Were every stalk on earth a quill, 
And every man a scribe by trade; 
To write the love of God above 
Would drain the ocean dry; 
Nor could the scroll contain the whole, 
Though stretched from sky to sky. 

The only way to measure the immeasurable, to calculate the incalculable is to state what God 
gave as a demonstration of his love. 

And that leads us to the second way we see the greatness of God in salvation. . . 
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II. THE GREATNESS OF GOD’S GIFT 

v. 16: “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son. . .” 

The greatest Lover is also the greatest giver.  He gave his Son. 

Gave means that God sent his Son into the world, just as the next verse says, "For God did not 
send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved 
through him."  He sent his Son to save.  And gave means that God gave his Son to be delivered 
up on the cross.  Just as verse 14 tells us, “so must the Son of Man be lifted up.” 

The gift of his Son for sinful humanity was freely given. “By grace you have been saved” 
(Ephesians 2:8).  No one pried his Son out of his hand.  He didn’t give Jesus like a desperate 
lover trying to make us like him.  He didn’t give us his Son resentfully or reluctantly.  He gave 
his Son out of the overflow of his delight and mercy. 

Ephesians 2:4–5: "But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved 
us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ” 

No one asked God to give his Son. No man would have ever thought to ask. It would have 
crossed no one’s mind. And even if it had, no one would dare ask that God would crucify his 
holy Son on behalf of the unrighteous.  But this is the greatness of God’s gift—it was freely 
given.  Not only was it freely given, but God gave the best he had.  He gave his “only Son.” 

As we learned in 1:14, “only Son” means something better than ‘only child.’  It means that he 
gave his one-of-a-kind Son.  His unique Son.  All who believe in Christ are adopted into God’s 
family and become children of God, but only Jesus is the Son of God.  There is none like him.  
Jesus is co-equal with the Father and the Spirit. He is equally as glorious, equally deserving of 
praise, equal in majesty.  He is co-eternal with them as well. He has always been. There never 
was a time when he was not.  He is fully God. No part of him is not God at any time. He is and 
always has been every bit God as the other two Persons of the Trinity. 

Giving his Son is the most costly gift that has ever been given.  As God, Jesus is infinitely 
valuable.  The slaughter of Jesus on the cross is infinitely horrible.  How bad must sin be if only 
the blood of the infinitely glorious Son of God would suffice?  A lesser gift, God could not give 
because it would not atone for our sin.  Only the majestic Christ could be sacrificed in order to 
satisfy the wrath we deserved.  Bulls and goats could not atone for our sin.  A sacrifice of 10,000 
angels would have no benefit.  The Savior of the world could only be the Lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world.  A greater gift, God could not give.  No, he gave his best on our 
behalf. 

John reminds of the love of God in his epistle: 1 John 4:9–10: "In this the love of God was made 
manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. 
In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins."  
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Giving his Son to redeem us was not a bargain.  The collective worth of all the redeemed does 
not compare to the worth of Jesus.  What a gift God has given!  The greatness of the gift is seen 
in that he gave freely and he gave the best he had. 

And finally, the greatness of God in salvation is shown another way in this verse. 

III. THE GREATNESS OF GOD’S OFFER 

v. 16: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life.” 

Here is the purpose of God giving his Son, that whosoever believes in his Son would not perish 
but have eternal life.  Never was a creature so undeserving of grace as man.  It would be one 
thing to save us from perishing. But God goes the next step too and gives eternal life.  He takes 
us as we are and makes us as we could never be on our own.  He makes us into the likeness of 
his Son so that one day we will see him and instantly be like him.  We become partakers of his 
glory. He crowns our heads. He treats us as if we were never his enemies, never strangers, never 
without hope—but always his children, always his people, always a people with a destiny.  And 
we rest in that comfortable state forevermore with no threat of being cast out of his presence. 

There are only two options: to perish or receive eternal life.  You must be granted eternal life by 
God—by grace.  You receive perishing on merit—fully deserving.  We aren’t presented with a 
third option. There is no third way.  All will either die into Jesus’ arms or die into the eternal 
flames of hell.   

Perishing doesn’t mean annihilation.  There would be no justice in spending a lifetime scorning 
the Son of God and rebelling against our maker only to be snuffed out.  Our punishment must fit 
the crime. Because we have sinned against an infinite God, our punishment must be infinite. 

Jesus calls hell a place: 

• With weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt 8:12, 13:42, 22:13, 24:51, 25:30) 
• Where their worm shall not die (Mk 9:48) 
• Of unquenchable fire (Matt 3:12; Mk 9:43) 
• Of eternal fire (Matt 25:41; also Matt 18:19)) 
• Of eternal punishment (Matt 25:46) 
• Where they anguish in the flame (Lk 16:24) 

Those who do refuse to believe in Christ will perish. Those who do believe in Christ will receive 
eternal life.  So what separates our eternal destiny is simply believing on Jesus.  Trusting solely 
in Jesus to save us and present us to God.  We have sinned. We need a Savior. Only Jesus could 
pay the judgment against us. 

Paraphrasing Charles Simeon, suppose God made you an offer that he will wipe away all your 
sins of the past and you need only to sin no more the rest of your life and he would save you.  
This would be a gracious act of God. But we would not benefit from it because we could not 
keep the terms. 
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Suppose, instead, God made you an offer that he will give you salvation, you need only to show 
yourself worthy of it.  This would be a gracious act of God. But once again we would not benefit 
from it because we could not keep the terms. 

Simeon writes, “This was well known to God; and therefore he proposed none of these things: he 
requires only that we should believe in his Son, and accept freely what he so freely offers.”  

  What an offer: simply believe and he will give you eternal life. 

CONCLUSION 

What a God we have in salvation seen through the lens of John 3:16—the greatness of his love, 
the greatness of his gift, and the greatness of his offer.  How should we respond to such a God? 
What would honor him? 

Once again: to believe in his Son. 

And for those who have believed in his Son, to go on believing in his Son. To go on trusting in 
God and to worship him and to give ourselves fully to him. 
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