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Introduction: 

 

I. John 3:16 has for centuries been perhaps the best known and most loved verse 

of the New Testament. 

a. There are several reasons for that.  It discusses God’s love for mankind, 

Jesus’ sacrifice of his life, and mankind’s hope for eternity—it is a good 

summary of the gospel. 

b. However, like every summary, it cannot contain all of the information that 

one would need to know to be saved.  The Bible as a whole must be loved, 

studied, and imitated before one can truly know what is necessary for 

salvation. 

c. This is the problem with a prevalent interpretation of John 3:16.  Many 

people, unaware of the other things that the Bible says about salvation, 

misunderstand John to say that all one has to do is to believe, and they will 

be saved. 

i. Brothers and sisters, we must know the Bible better than this.  If 

salvation could be comprehended from one passage of Scripture, 

why would God waste time with the rest of the Bible? 

ii. No.  We must know the Scriptures “from Genesis to the maps.” 

1. Also, we must study the Bible contextually, rather than 

picking verses here and there. 

2. “The Bible is its best commentary.”  We must use the 

contexts of the passages we study in order to completely 

understand what the biblical author is trying to tell us.  

Today we will do this with John 3:16 and its context. 

II. Context 

a. Nicodemus, a Jewish teacher, came to Jesus at night (why?) and admitted, 

“We know that thou art a teacher come from God.”  He has come to ask 

this God-given teacher about salvation. 

 

Discussion: 

 

I. One of the biggest keys to understanding biblical context is the use of 

conjunctions.  If you do not understand a conjunction, look it up in a 

dictionary or concordance. 

a. The importance here cannot be stressed.  These conjunctions (for, 

therefore, because, and, but, so, etc.) are used to express how each verse 

relates to the verses around it.  Is that not the most important thing to 

know when trying to understand context?  How does this verse relate to 

the rest of the passage?  We must understand these conjunctions. 

b. In John 3:16, he begins with “For.”  This word shows us the reason for the 

previous three verses. 



i. “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the 

Son of Man be lifted up: that whosoever believeth in him should 

not perish but have everlasting life…” 

1. Why is it the case that the Son of man must be lifted up?  

Because “God loved the world!” 

II. The next word in John 3:16 that is most often overlooked is “so.”  If it is not 

overlooked, it is usually misunderstood.  John is not saying, “God loved the 

world SO MUCH.” 

a. Look at verse 14 – “Even so….”  This means “in the same way,” or “just 

like this.”  Verse 16 is to be understood like verse 14: “God loved the 

world, and this is how….” “God loved the world in this way….” 

b. Notice the importance on knowing these things: Jesus says to Nicodemus, 

“Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not know these things?” 

i. He has just told Nicodemus that “except a man be born 

again…except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot 

enter into the kingdom of God.”  To what does this refer? 

1. Mt. 28:18-20 – baptizing them in the name…of the Holy 

Ghost. 

2. Acts 2:38 – and be baptized…you shall receive the gift of 

the Holy Ghost. 

ii. Jesus says, “Unless you are baptized, you cannot go to heaven.”  If 

we, like the apostles did on several occasions, refer this to the 

current kingdom, the church, it means that “Unless you are 

baptized, you cannot be a member of God’s church.” 

1. Does this sound like, “all you must do is believe and accept 

Christ as your savior?”  No! 

III. We must look even deeper in this case than the current passage, in order to 

find out specifically what Jesus was saying to Nicodemus.  What does he 

mean when he talks about Moses and the serpent in the wilderness? 

a. In Numbers 21:4-9, the people of Israel have continued to test God’s 

patience.  He has once before threatened to destroy them and make a new 

nation out of Moses, and Moses was able to dissuade him from it.  Now 

the people continue: “why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in 

the wilderness?” 

i. God had spared their lives at the Red Sea.  He had given them 

manna, and when they complained, he gave them quail.  He gave 

them water from a rock.  Yet, they forgot his goodness and 

rebelled. 

ii. God sent fiery serpents among the people, and these snakes bit the 

people and killed many of the Israelites.  When the people 

repented, Moses prayed for them.  God’s answer was for Moses to 

make a bronze (brazen) serpent and set it on a pole.  If anyone was 

bitten by a serpent, he could look to the bronze serpent and live. 

b. Jesus uses this to teach the gospel to Nicodemus.  When we rebel, we sin, 

and that same snake that tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden bites us. 



i. If we repent**, and if we look to our “Bronze Serpent” (Christ), 

we too will be spared—only it is spiritual death that we are 

avoiding. 

1. In order to look at that serpent, the Israelites had to have 

faith (belief), repent, and confess their fault (otherwise 

there would be no fiery serpents biting them).  Then they 

could look to the bronze serpent. 

a. I Corinthians 10:2 – they had been baptized! 

2. We must believe (be faithful), repent, and confess our sin 

before we can look to Christ, and until we are baptized, we 

are not part of his kingdom.  Jesus himself has already said 

that! 

a. Once we have been baptized, these others are the 

only things we have to do to be restored to 

salvation.  Baptism is only necessary once—the first 

time—if and only if it was done to wash away your 

sins in a likeness of Christ’s death on the Cross. 

IV. Let us continue our study of John 3 with the verses that follow 16: 

a. God gave his son so that we might be saved.  He did not send his son to 

condemn the world. 

i. That bronze serpent was not to condemn the Israelites, either.  It 

represented God’s patience and love with that rebellious nation.  

He sent that bronze serpent to save them.  However, we must 

remember that they were the ones responsible for doing what was 

necessary to receive forgiveness.  They had to repent.  They had to 

believe.  They had to look upon the serpent.  God’s grace, his end 

of the deal, was giving them the way out to begin with—when they 

deserved it the least.  By grace they were saved, through their faith 

(Eph 2:8). 

b. God sent Jesus to give us a WAY OUT.  When we have fallen short, when 

we have sinned, Jesus is our only hope.  He does not just magically 

forgive everyone.  He requires us to repent, believe, and come to him in 

baptism.  God’s grace was sending him in the first place. 

i. When the Israelites were bitten, what would happen if they refused 

to look at the bronze serpent?  They would die!  They would 

perish!  “Whosoever believeth in him should not perish…” 

1. “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever 

does not believe is condemned already, because he has not 

believed in the name of the only son of God.”  Sound 

familiar? 

 

Conclusion: 

 

I. Verses 19-21 tell us a lot about our spiritual situation.  You fit into one of two 

categories today: those who fear Judgment, and those who cannot wait until 

Judgment. 



a. 19 – This is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men 

loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. 

i. This is the condemnation that a bronze serpent was set up in the 

wilderness, and Israelites would rather be bitten and die than look 

upon it, because they are rebellious against God. 

1. Do you see how foolish it is to reject salvation? 

b. 20 – Everyone that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, 

lest his deeds should be reproved. 

c. 21 – He that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made 

manifest, that they are wrought in God. 

i. Either you fear judgment because it will expose your hidden lack 

of spirituality, or you cannot hold in your excitement, because you 

are saving everything for your treasure in heaven.  That is what 

John 3:16 means. 

1. God has given you a way out of eternal punishment.  He 

requires you to believe in him, be faithful to him, turn away 

from your sins, and be baptized into Christ.  Then you can 

see the kingdom. 

2. However, just like the Israelites were rejected by God even 

after their “baptism” in the Red Sea, we too can be rejected.  

If we fall away from God after we have been baptized, we 

must still turn away from our sins and look upon him for 

forgiveness. 

d. If I were to know the time for Judgment to be right as we sing this 

invitation song, would your first thought be, “No, not yet,” or “Yes, 

finally?” 

i. If you are not ready, how can we help you get ready today?  If we 

can, please come while we sing. 


