26 August 2007 : John 3 : 1-8  
Last time we found Jesus confronting Nicodemus with that famous challenge to be born again so that he could see the Kingdom of God. We noted that this was not, as it is so often misrepresented, essentially a turn-or-burn text, but rather an invitation to take a step of faith and experience a whole new quality of life. To see the kingdom of God is about receiving a revelation of God’s best purpose for your life.

The foundational principle of this is found in John 3.16 where Jesus states : 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. Like the verse we looked at last time, this is a text we have all heard time and time again. At Olympics and World Cups, you can always see in the grandstands someone holding up a flag advertising John 3.16.
The question I want to throw up in the air today is – do we truly believe this text, not just as head knowledge, but as the driving force in our life? Do we have this assurance of the love of God firmly and deeply rooted within us, so that it bears the fruit of new and redeemed life? Do we understand that that God’s love for you and me is complete and it is unconditional ; that it is not something we must, or can, deserve or earn.
Do we know, and rejoice, that the love of God for us is nothing whatsoever to do with how good we are, but all to do with how good he is? It is just so easy for the devil to beguile us into believing that the love of God is performance-related, like everything else in this fallen world ; that God in his supreme holiness loves us only when we’re good, but when we’re bad, expect the bolts of lightning to follow shortly.

Today’s message about the love of God is one I’ve come under myself lately from three great Bible teachers – Andrew Wommack, Joyce Meyer, and, best of them all, the Holy Spirit. Knowing me as I do, I have to tell you how grateful and relieved I am that God loves me when I’m NOT good ; when I’m having one of these days when in my flesh I feel like chewing someone up and spitting out the bones – and I don’t care who it is, just come ahead and make my day anyway! Anyone else have days like that?

Or days when I just can’t be bothered opening my Bible, praying or listening to my praise albums – for whatever reason I’d rather watch Flog It, look up obscure football websites on the internet, read murder stories, listen to head-banging dance music, play with my trains – anything rather than spend time with God, and then I wonder why I don’t seem to get anywhere, and that makes me even more fed up. Anyone relate?

Those are the days when I tell you I’m so glad of God’s unconditional, unlimited love, that love that will not let us go, that love that reaches out through all the bad attitudes, selfish acts and harsh words to forgive, to reconcile, to restore, to embrace. What do we have to do to receive this love Jesus speaks of, and indeed embodies in himself? The Bible says that God so loved THE WORLD. Are you and I part of this world? 

Tasty domestic argument one night as a wife expressed dissatisfaction with her hubby My mother was right when she warned me against marrying you. She told me to go for a man of the world. Indignant reply : But I AM a man of the world! Disdainful shake of the head : Aye, but I meant THIS world, not Planet Zog! 
Would you agree, by plain logic, that if we live in THIS world, this text applies to us? That being so, you can quite reasonably read vs. 16-17 putting your name, or the first personal pronoun, anywhere you see the world or whoever. Let’s try it together, as I’ve printed it out for you. God so loved ME that he gave his one and only Son, so that I, believing in him, shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son to ME to condemn ME, but to save ME through him.
Do you accept that God’s Word plainly teaches that God’s desire is not to condemn you for whatever sins you have committed but, in love, to save you in spite of them? Do you accept that this is what these verses mean? Because once you have a revelation of that great godly purpose and plan, isn’t it a huge weight off your mind? Isn’t it just tremendous to know that God’s love for you is steadfast and sure, irrespective of what you might have done, how you might be feeling, just because he is Your Father?

And when do you think you were saved? Was it when you made a decision to follow Jesus? No. When you joined the church? No. When you were baptised? No. Or was it the best part of 2,000 years ago, when Jesus died on the cross in your place? Maybe – but Revelation 13.8 speaks of the Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world. 

Beth Moore pictured it like this – when the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit made the decision to create mankind in their own likeness, the Father asked the Son : Are you sure you want to go through with this, because the instant that human beings appear on planet earth, it will be a death sentence for you? And in a decision that would be echoed one night in a garden on the Mount of Olives, the Son said Yes!

From before time began, God knew we would sin, and God had set in place a plan for our forgiveness, our reconciliation, our salvation, a plan that would bring the agony of the cross to His own flesh and blood, the only One who was ever without sin. In order to benefit from God’s saving love, we have to be in the world – that’s not hard – but we also have to believe – and that shouldn’t be hard either, but so many people make such a song and dance over it. What is so difficult about believing the good news?  
Why is it so many people tie themselves in knots trying to invent a philosophy for life that avoids this unconditional, unlimited, free gift of God’s love through Jesus Christ crucified and risen? God has provided one way, and one way only, to know the fullness of his love, to receive forgiveness, reconciliation, healing, freedom in every imaginable way – and that is to believe in Jesus. Believe and receive. It’s nothing to do with how good we are, or think we are. Nothing, indeed, to do with how religious we are either. Just believe and receive. It truly is so easy, so straightforward. 
Maybe that’s why so many people gag at it, can’t just accept it. Ask someone to climb the highest mountain, swim the deepest sea, jump through flaming hoops, eat worms, or whatever, and they’d find that more palatable. Then they’d feel they were contributing something toward their salvation, paying their way, taking some of the pain, but receiving it as a free gift, unmerited, yuk! That sticks in the throat!

The technical term for that attitude is “pride” and I think men in particular struggle with that. Us guys like to think we’re pulling our weight! But the glorious truth is that what Jesus did is complete in itself. There is nothing we can add to his full atonement. Failure to understand that basic gospel truth has been behind some of the po-faced, thou-shalt-not, cheerless legalism that has given church a bad name for too long.

God loves each and every one of us so very much that in Jesus, he has done everything we need to experience release from the grip of sin and death, to enjoy life forever in all its rich, beautiful, overflowing abundance. Please – let’s not complicate something so wonderfully simple by adding rules and regulations, or false solemnity. The gospel is so good it’s almost a sin not to jump up and down and get excited. 

Our team wins on a Saturday and we dance on the coffee table with delight, till they get hammered next Saturday. Sunday comes, we hear about this overwhelming love of God, this breathtaking sacrifice of Christ, and the power of the Spirit he released in his church at Pentecost to spread the gospel, heal the sick and raise the dead, and yet some people are afraid even to smile. You and I are sent out into this world to witness to the great love of God in Christ, so let’s uncork the bottle and let real joy flow through us.

Too many people out there have never seen nor heard the good news properly, and as a result they’re guddling about in darkness, from one crisis to another, from one fix of fleshly pleasure to another, from one abusive or broken relationship to another, from emotional high to emotional low. They are afraid of death, but in truth they’re even more afraid of life. They do not know what is meant by true love, true joy, true peace, and it is our responsibility to show them that we have, through Jesus, works better.

Yes, there are some people – not, I suspect, many – who, for whatever bizarre reason, see the fullness of the gospel of Jesus Christ in action and reject it. I personally find it hard to believe that anyone who has had a genuine revelation of the greatness of God’s love would turn their back on him but, if they do, v.18 says that they bring judgement on themselves. God is not judging anyone now. He has already set the rules – believe in Jesus and receive his blessing, reject Jesus and take the consequences.  
And make no mistake – 1 Timothy 2.4 teaches as plain as can be that God’s will is that every single person should receive his saving grace. God’s love is universal – his best plan and purpose encompasses everyone, without exception. When Jesus died on a cross, he died to wipe out the sins of everyone, without exception. 

If anyone is not saved, it is because he or she has looked Jesus in the eye as he hung on the cross and said : No thanks. You might have died there for me, but I don’t care. I don’t need you. I’m good enough without you. I have my own beliefs, and they’re good enough for me. Stupid or what?! God condemns no-one, but sadly there will be some who are so conceited, so arrogant, that they wilfully condemn themselves.

But, for every person who has deliberately made the wrong choice to reject Jesus and to embrace instead some other wrong belief, there are 100 who are living way below the level God intends for their lives because they have never heard the true gospel. Perhaps worse than that, they’ve heard something packaged as Christianity that is anything but, and have rejected the gospel on the basis of a false witness.

Let me explain. Maybe disease struck and they didn’t get healed. Maybe they were betrayed by someone they loved and trusted. Maybe some misfortune befell them. And then some crazy religious type came along and made a daft remark about it must be God’s will – and the person decides that if that’s what God’s like, keep him! Great! Satan’s double whammy. Kick someone in the teeth through tragedy, then send some religious freak to add insult to injury by bleating about God’s will. Give me a break!

If you were to do a survey of 50 people who say they don’t believe in God, then ask them to describe the God they don’t believe in, or explain why they don’t believe, I bet that we would end up agreeing with 49 out of 50 that we don’t believe in the God they don’t believe in either! You still with me? Then we can tell them the truth about the God we DO believe in, the God of the New Testament, the God we see so fully and perfectly revealed in Jesus, and the truth will set them free.

The one true God, who gave his son for us, radiates such overwhelming loveliness that when we do encounter him, having faith in him is supernaturally natural. I hope these verses in John 3 will help us all to point people in the direction of the one true God our Father, who loves us and will settle for nothing but the best for his precious children.
