The Greatest Love Story Ever Told

John 3:16

“THE GREATEST LOVE STORY EVER TOLD”

(John 3:16)

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

Let your eyes return again and again to the words of the text as you read this message.  It is hard to imagine such an important announcement being so simple.  The verse has 25 words in it, and 19 of them are monosyllables, or single-syllable words.  There are five matching pairs of words or terms in the verse:  “God” and “Son”; “loved” and “gave”; “world” and “whosoever”; “believe” and “have”; and “perish” and “everlasting life.”


Let me show you a “happy coincidence” in this verse.

                                             “ For God so loved the world, that He gave His

                                                      Only begotten

                                                      Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not 

                                                      Perish, but have 

                                                      Everlasting 

                                                      Life”


In this manner, you can clearly see the word “Gospel” in John 3:16.  The word “Gospel” is a contraction of the two words, “God’s Spell.”  In this verse, we have a beautiful declaration of the “spell” which God casts over the hearts of men through the great story of His love.  The word “Gospel” actually means “Good News,” and this verse contains the good news of God’s great love for sinful men and the outcome that is produced by that love.   


If the remainder of the Bible was lost, and only this verse preserved, it contains enough Gospel to save the whole human race!  And yet, probably fewer sermons are preached from this text than from any other of the more familiar verses of the Bible.  The reason for this is that this verse is the despair of many preachers.  When you read it or quote it, you’ve said it all!  Explain it you may, but enlarge upon it you can’t!  When you’ve read it, you’ve said it.  John 3:16 is the Gospel in superlatives.


L. G. Curtis called John 3:16 “the golden text of the Bible.”  Martin Luther referred to it as the “parvum Biblia,” or “little Bible.”  A. T. Robinson labeled it “the Gospel in miniature.”  R. A. Torrey called it “the greatest sentence ever written.”  Angel Martinez spoke of it as “the sweetest music this side of heaven.”  Francis W. Dixon called it “a synopsis of the Gospel,” and referred to it as “the greatest verse in the Bible.”  F. W. Boreham referred to it as “everybody’s text.”  J. Sidlow Baxter, the great Bible teacher, said, “John 3:16 could be regarded as the hub of the Bible.  It is the vital center of Divine revelation.  All the great truths of the Old Testament converge toward it, and all the great doctrines of the New Testament emerge from it.”  Wallace Alston said, “If I had only one sermon to preach, and the whole world to preach it to, I would preach on John 3:16.”  I simply call it “the greatest love story ever told,” and I want to use that title as the means for exploring its riches.

I.  A SUBLIME PERSON


Note, first, that the greatest love story ever told is the story of a sublime person.  “For God so loved the world.”  The first key word in the verse is the biggest word in the universal languages of men, the word “God.”  John 3:16 treats the word “God” exactly as the rest of the Bible treats it.  It makes an assumption and gives an assurance.  


Like the rest of the Bible, John 3:16 assumes the existence of God.  Everywhere the Bible assumes the existence of God, but never does it try to prove that God exists.  However, it does say that a man is a “fool” who says “there is no God” (Psalm 14:1).  Yet it is evident that all atheists think they are intellectually superior.   George MacDonald was correct when he said, “A negative (such as the denial of God) can only be stated by the acknowledgment of its opposite (the existence of God).” 


Atheism should never be allowed to stand as a mere confession.  It can be tested by its invariable long-range practical outcome.  It can be evaluated by its results and consequences.  Hitler’s Mein Kampf must be tested by its result, and everyone knows of the hell that was ushered in by the Third Reich.  Malcolm Muggeridge, the British journalist, said, “If God is dead, somebody is going to have to take his place.  It will be either megalomania or erotomania, the drive for power or the drive for pleasure, Hitler or Hugh Hefner.”  Society today has proved his assessment to be accurate.  The real tragedy of our time in western culture is that the connection between atheism as a philosophy and hedonism and violence and a thousand other plagues as inevitable results is deliberately ignored. 


This culture should know that it is taking steady steps toward its own collapse, and that collapse will not be a mild one.  The Peterson translation of the New Testament says in Galatians 6:7, “Don’t be misled: No one makes a fool of God.  What a person plants, he will harvest.”  When an entire national community is planting seeds of selfishness and sin, no consensus of opinions will change the harvest!  G. K. Chesterton remarked, “When God is dismissed, man in a generic sense never takes charge, only self-obsessed, self-appointed super-men do.”  And what incredibly tragic social consequences always follow!  But back to our main point.  In the Bible, the existence of God is regarded as so self-evident that “proof” will not prove anything to the person who stubbornly will not believe.  Jesus never tried to “prove” God.  In this verse, He takes the existence of God for granted.


Then, the verse gives us an assurance of the kind of God He is.  His existence is assumed in the word “God,” then the remainder of the verse tells us what kind of God He is.  Whatever else God is, He is at least a God of love.  I John 4:8 tells us definitively that “God is love.”  Our conception of love must be greatly corrected if we are to understand God’s love.  God’s ideals for us are usually quite different from our ambitions for ourselves.  His love is bent on far more than our “happiness” and comfort and contentment.  We must carefully think through the Biblical concept of love to see the correction that is needed.  


In the Bible, love is something more stern and splendid than mere sentimental kindness.  C. S. Lewis wrote, “As Scripture points out, it is bastards who are spoiled: the legitimate sons, who are to carry on the family tradition, are chastised and punished.  It is for people whom we care nothing about that we demand happiness on any terms.  If God is love, He is, by definition, something more than mere kindness.  The God of the Bible has never regarded us with contempt.  He has paid us the intolerable compliment of loving us, in the deepest, most tragic, most inexorable sense.  It may be natural for us to wish that God had designed for us a less glorious and less arduous destiny; but then we are wishing not for more love but for less.”  The love of John 3:16 is that kind of love.  I once saw it described as “the stubborn, patient, persistent, never-give-up, no-matter-what love of God.”  

            Note that the love of God in John 3:16 is not at idle sentiment.  It is a vigorously active love.  Because of it, God gave and God saves.  


A family came to the breakfast table one morning.  The father reached for the Bible to read a verse before they had prayer.  The little four-year-old girl said, “Daddy, let me read the verse today!”  Her older brother retorted, “Hush!  You can’t even read!”  “I can so,” the girl replied defiantly.  After they had argued a minute, the father decided he would settle the argument quickly.  He opened the Bible to the first page, put his finger on Genesis 1:1, turned the Bible to his little daughter, and said, “Honey, read this verse.”  She put her finger beside his on the verse, looked intently at it as if she were reading, and quoted a verse she had learned in Sunday School: “God is love.”  “See,” said her brother, “I told you you can’t read!”  “I can so!” the little girl replied.  The father turned in the Bible to a spot near the middle, put his finger indiscriminately on a verse, and said, “Honey, read this one.”  Again, the little girl looked at the verse and said, “God is love.”  This time, her brother said, “You didn’t read it!  You can’t read!”  “I can so!” retorted the girl.  The father then turned to the very end of the Bible, put his finger on the very last verse, and said, “Read this verse.”  The little girl looked at the verse and quoted again, “God is love.”  Her brother was very indignant.  “See, I told you so.  She’s not reading; she’s just saying the same thing from memory.  If you could read, she would have read it right!”  The father raised his hand and beckoned for silence.  “I really think,” he said, “that she’s the only one who does read it right.  When a person reads the Bible correctly, every line of it says that ‘God is love’!”

Harriett Beecher Stowe was on target when she said, “My theology is, once penetrate any human soul with the full belief that God loves him, and you can save him.”  Her preacher father, Henry Ward Beecher, said, “Compassion will always cure more sins than condemnation.”


One of the names on my “Most Admired” list is that of the Japanese Christian, Toyohiko Kagawa.  He fondly told the story of something that happened during the days when he was sick and alone as a student.  A missionary knocked at his door one day.  He called out with a warning, “Don’t come in; I have a contagious disease!”  The missionary called back, “I have something more contagious than your disease.  I have come with the love of God.”  Kagawa testified that he would never forget this happy and fearless testimony of the love of God.  .    


So our verse introduces God and then identifies Him.  “The high and lofty One, who inhabits eternity, whose very name is Holy” (Isaiah 57), is a God of love.  It is the story of a sublime Person.

II.  A SUPREME PASSION

Second, the greatest love story ever told is the story of a supreme passion.  “God so loved.”  The word “so” is a measurement word.  It might be translated “so very much,” or “to such a very great degree.”  


The word “loved” is a word that is warm and wide and wonderful, but it is also stern and severe.  In the Greek language, there are three well-known words which translate into our English word “love.”  The first is “eros,” from which we get our word “erotic.”  This love is basically sensual and selfish, and is often sexual.  This kind of love is set upon a desirable object.  If the lover must find the object of his love attractive and desirable before he loves, his love is likely erotic love.  


The second word is “philia,” from which we get the word “Philadelphia,” the “city of brotherly love.”  This love is natural affection between persons such as brothers, sisters, brothers and sisters, or parents and children.  This love is basically social, shared loved.  It may be very self-giving and sacrificial, but it depends upon a response and a mutual relationship. 


The third word (the word used in John 3:16) is the word “agape,” which is a unique, Divine kind of love.  This love is basically spiritual and sacrificial.  It depends only upon a determined subject.  God’s love is of this kind—it depends upon nothing but God.  In agape, the subject loves because it is his nature and desire to love, not because of the desirability of the object.  So eros is an “if” kind of love, philia is a “because” kind of love, and agape is an “in spite of” kind of love.    


The difference between the three kinds of love is simply this: eros is all take; it says, “I love me, and I want you.”  Philia is give and take, and will continue as long as there is a mutual contribution of love.  Agape is all give.  It does not demand a response from the beloved, but it does desire a response.  Agape will go on loving even if there is no response; indeed, even if there is a response of hostility and hatred.  This word indicates that there isn’t anything you can do to make God stop loving you!  You may make your parents stop loving you.  You may make your children stop loving you.  You may make your husband or wife stop loving you.  But you cannot make God stop loving you.  His love doesn’t depend upon your character or conduct or commitment.  It doesn’t depend upon you at all!  He loves you, not because you are loveable, but because He is love, and He cannot violate His own nature! 


You may go on your way unconcerned, undisturbed, unmoved, unconvicted, unrepentant, unsaved, unreached, but you will never go on your way unloved, because God loves you!  You may reject Him, you may wound Him, you may rebel against Him, you may curse Him, but you are absolutely powerless to kill His love.  “Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should not have compassion on the son of her womb?  Yea, they may forget, yet will I not forget thee.  Behold, I have graven thee upon the palms of my hands” (Isaiah 49:15-16).  God has you “on His hands,” and in His heart, and His love is indestructible.  Ponder this carefully: there is nothing you can do to change God’s love into non-love, because there is nothing you can do to God that was not done to Him when His Son was nailed to the Cross.  God says, “I have loved you with an everlasting love, therefore with loving kindness have I drawn you” (Jeremiah 31:3).  John 3:16 is the story of a supreme passion.

III.  A SINFUL PEOPLE

Third, the greatest love story ever told is the story of God’s involvement with a sinful people.  “For God so loved the world,” the verse says.  The word “world” is used in three ways in the Bible.  First, it is used for the created world, the vast world of our visible and physical surroundings.  Then, it is used for the corrupt world, the evil social system of this moral world that is separated from God because of sin.  It is from this meaning that we get our concept of “worldliness.”  Finally, the word “world” is used for the entire human community that makes up the population of this earth.  It is in the last-named sense that the word “world” is used in John 3:16.  “God so loved the world”—this very world, as it is, not as it ought to be, not as it once was, or as it will be in God’s time, but this as-it-is world.  God loves the whole world of people.  


God’s love, then, is universal.  He loves every one in the world.  He loves all of us.  There is not a man in this world God doesn’t love, not a woman in this world God doesn’t love, not a boy or girl in it God doesn’t love.  Without exception, without exemption, without exclusion, God loves every person on earth.  But God not only loves every one, He loves each one.  Augustine said, “He loves each person as if there were only one person to love.”  F. B. Meyer described the love of God as being like “the mighty Amazon River flowing down to water just one little daisy.”  And that “little daisy” is you; that “little daisy” is me!


God’s love is unconditional.  The world may be wild, and wayward, and wretched, and wicked—but God loves it.  The people of the world may be hostile, and helpless, and hopeless, and homeless, and hapless—but God loves each one.  It is not only the good people God loves; not only the people who love Him; it is the world.  At birth, every human being joined a group which we might call, Sinners Unanimous, but God still loves each member of the group! He loves the unloved, the unloving, the unlovely, and the unlovable.  He loves men of all conditions, regardless of their circumstances.  He loves the prodigal son who is wasting his opportunities, the rebel who defies authority, the ingrate who despises His goodness, and the skeptic who denies His existence.  God does not ask for a character reference before He sets His love upon you.  “I have loved you, saith the Lord” (Malachi 1:2).  


A young man had just gotten married.  He recognized his new wife as a prized possession, but he also had a second “prized possession”—an antique automobile which he had owned for some time—his pride and joy.  He finally let his bride drive it—but with constant cautions about taking care of it and driving it carefully.  However, one day she was involved in a wreck that tore up the car and her nervous system as well.  She opened the glove compartment to find papers on the car—and she saw an envelope with her name on it.  When she tremblingly opened it, she found a letter from her husband.  The letter said, “My darling, if you open this, it could mean that you have been involved in an accident.  If so, I want you to know that the car doesn’t make any difference to me.  I love you, and I hope that you are O. K.”


Dear friend, your life may be engulfed in wreckage.  You may have indulged and engaged in things that have wrecked your life, but God wants you to know that He loves you.

In one of her greatest poems, Dora Greenwell put these words into the lips of one character:

         “I’ve got a word like a sword in my heart, That has pierced me through and through;  

          This message came from God to me, And you needn’t ask if it’s true.

          There’s none on earth would frame such a tale, As strange as the tale may be,

          Jesus my Savior has died, For love of a man like me.  

          It was for me that Jesus died, For me and a world of men,

          Just as sinful and just as slow, To give back His love again.

          He didn’t wait ‘til I came to Him, But loved me at my worst;

          He needn’t ever have died for me, If I could have loved Him first.”


A sinful people!

IV.  A STRIKING PROVISION


Fourth, the world’s greatest love story is the story of a striking provision.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.”  That Son, of course, is Jesus.  Jesus is God’s “love offering” to the world.  


Note the progression of the two verbs, “loved” and “gave.”  In Scripture there is a locked-arms connection between loving and giving.  You may give without love, but you cannot love without giving.  To love is to give.  God loved, and God gave.  And He gave concretely.  He did not give platitudes or abstract hope.   God’s personal love led Him to give a Person as His greatest gift.  Think of the pain in the word “gave.”  D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, said, “Before I became a father myself, I preached a great deal on the sacrifice of Jesus the Son, but after I became a father, I preached a great deal more on the sacrifice of God the Father.”  The word “gave” includes the possibility of pain.  Galatians 4:4 says, “When the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son.”  The sending forth of the Son entails sacrifice and pain on God’s part.  Romans 8:32 echoes this when it tells us that “God spared not His own Son.”  He spared Him not the shame and the spitting, the pain and the agony, the dying and the death, of the Cross.  Charles Kraft wrote, “Love is that quality that seeks the best for the recipient at whatever expense to the source.”  “At whatever expense to the source.”  Here we see the extravagance expense of God’s love for man.


Note the Person who was given in God’s striking provision.  “His only begotten Son.”  Here, we meet a difficulty of translation and interpretation.  The word translated “only begotten” is the Greek word monogene (mah-no-gin-a), and the problem is that this word does not mean “the only begotten.”  This is the same word that is used in Hebrews 11:17, which says, “By faith Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the promises offered up his only begotten son.”  Again, the problem surfaces.  You see, Isaac was clearly not Abraham’s “only begotten son.”  Thirteen years before the birth of Isaac, Abraham had sired an illegitimate son to Hagar, the boy named Ishmael.  Then what does this mean?  The key is in the word itself.  “Monogene.”  The word “mono” means “one” or “only.”  The word “gene” is the word we get our biological word “genes” from (as in “genes and chromosomes”).  So the word does not mean “only begotten,” it means “the only gene-type son,” or the “one-of-a-kind son,” or the “unique son.”  That’s it!  Isaac was Abraham’s unique son, his “only-one-of-a-kind son.”  Isaac was Abraham’s only son of promise.  

I might add almost as an aside that, while James Watson and Francis Crick, winners of the 1962 Nobel prize in science for discovering the DNA molecular structure, discovered that every person ever born has two sets of genes, one for each parent, this word used in describing Jesus, monogenes, suggests that once in all history, a child was born with just one set of genes!  Now we see the meaning of John 3:16.  Jesus was not God’s only begotten Son.  Why, I myself am a begotten son of God!  James 1:18 says, “Of His own will God begat us with the word of truth.”  Every Christian is begotten of God, or He could not have been born again!  But no other son of God is a Son like Jesus.  Jesus is the unique Son of God.  God has many sons, but He has no other Son like Jesus!   And Jesus is God’s Love Gift for man’s salvation.  He is God’s Love Offering to the world.  


Just before Christmas, the Sunday edition of the local newspaper in my home city carried a syndicated “Ziggy” cartoon which did a take-off on the Hallmark greeting card slogan.  Ziggy is standing on top of a hill looking up into the sky.  The sky is filled with falling snowflakes.  One star is shining through the falling snow.  Ziggy says, “It’s that time of year again when we thank You for caring enough to send us Your very best.”  When God gave, He gave His best.  He gave Himself!  There is a difference between wanting a person to have some good thing and being willing to give up something yourself—or to give yourself— in order that He may have.  In John 3:16 the emphasis is on the astounding greatness of the gift.  The gift of His Son is the climax of God’s love.  And He gave Him to the death of a Cross!  In John 3:16, the word “gave” is an aorist tense verb, which views the incarnation of Jesus as one act.  This means that this verb includes the death and the resurrection of Jesus, revealing the mighty magnitude of both the love which gave and the gift that was given.  “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.”


A striking provision! 

V.  A SIMPLE PLAN


Fifth, the world’s greatest love story is the story of a simple plan.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him.... ” It is the nature of love to want to possess its object.  Love is a combination of two impulses: to give itself for the other, and to have the other for itself.  Perfect love is the proper balance between those two impulses: to give and to share for the other, and to have and hold for itself.  The Cross of Calvary stands forever as our proof that God was willing to go the full length in giving Himself.  Yet that willingness to give Himself is also coupled with the desire to possess.  The Son of Man came to seek, and the purpose of that seeking is that He might find, and bring back His people to God—for it is the nature of love to desire and to possess its object.  Thus, if God is to possess the object of His love, He must provide some formula, some process, some means, by which man can give himself to be possessed by God just as God has given Himself to be possessed by man.  What is that means?


The Bible answers, “That whosoever believeth in Him.”  Note that this plan goes to the depth of humanity.  “Whosoever,” it says.  Many have tried to reduce the word “whosoever” to make it refer only to a select group of individuals, but the word itself means whosoever.  Who is the “who” in “whosoever?”  One little boy said, “It means you, or me, or anybody else.”  


I stayed in a hotel recently which had a “whosoever” entrance.  The entrance door was electronically operated by a beam of light.  The door opened when the beam was broken by someone approaching the door.  It occurred to me that the person approaching could have been tall or short, thin or fat, male or female, smart or stupid, etc.—and the door would still have admitted any such individual without discrimination.  The door to salvation is a “whosoever” door.  Ruth Paxson said, “When I find the word ‘whosoever’ in the Bible, I climb up inside, settle down, and make myself at home there, because it belongs to me.”  When the two words, “world” and “whosoever” are coupled as in John 3:16, I feel confident in calling our message the world-wide Gospel.  


In the Bible, there are two categories of “whosoevers.”  The first category includes those who gladly come to Jesus.  Romans 10:13 says, “For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.”  And the Bible closes with this categorical invitation, “Whosoever will, let him come.”   Richard Baxter, the early-day English preacher, wrote, “I conceive that there could be no word so strong as the ‘whosoever’ in the Gospel offer.  If God had put my name in His word, and made it an express revelation that Richard Baxter might be saved, it would not have been half so strong, because there might have been many Richard Baxters, and how could I be certified that it was for me especially the word was meant?  But when He has said ‘whosoever will,’ then I can have no doubt.  The word is so inclusive, that none need fear exclusion; so gracious that none need fear rejection.”


The other “whosoever” category in the Bible includes those who sadly come to judgment.  Revelation 20:15 says, “And whosoever was not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the Lake of Fire.”  These two categories include all the “whosoevers” who have ever lived.  Are you one of those who have gladly come to Jesus, or will you yet be one of those who will sadly come to judgment?  Remember, there are only two categories!


Note also that the plan specified in John 3:16 goes to the depth of simplicity.  “That whosoever believeth in Him .... ” Look at the word “believeth.”  It does not say, “That whosoever works, or has good intentions, or admires Jesus.”  Faith brings nothing to Jesus but poverty, want, and emptiness.  Other graces bring something.  Love brings passion; repentance brings tears; obedience brings works; but poor faith brings nothing but a bare hand, and an empty vessel.  And the text does not say, “That whosoever believeth in himself, or his service, or the sacraments,” but “whosoever believeth—in Him.”  The preposition “in” is the Greek word “eis,” which may also be translated “into.”  So the faith of this verse is directional and locational.  It takes us to Christ, and enters us into Him.  In fact, the Greek word for “believe” is “pistis,” which is closely associated with our word “pith,” which means “to become one with.”  So if any sinner is to be saved, he must trust Jesus Christ to save him.  When he does, the Holy Spirit brings him into union with Christ.


Did you know, dear friend, that God commands you to believe in Jesus Christ for salvation and eternal life? I John 3:23 says, “This is His commandment, that we believe in the Name of His Son, Jesus Christ.”  But!  If you will not believe, it will be for you as if Christ had not come.  “That whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”


A simple plan!

VI.  A SIGNIFICANT PREVENTION

Sixth, the world’s greatest love story is the story of a significant prevention.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”  “Should not perish.”  No prevention could be as important as this one.  What does it mean?  


Note carefully that the possibility of perishing is presented as the normal, expected, inevitable end of mankind—our certain and rightful fate unless something, or Someone, intervenes.  The assumption is that we are all headed for certain eternal ruin unless it can somehow be averted.  The verdict that, left to our own devices, we will eventually self-destruct is harsh but realistic.  In fact, it is modeled before our very eyes in one way or another, to one degree or another, every day that we live.  Just leave a baby alone, and what happens to it?  Or let the growing child reject all helpful administrations from others, and what happens to it?


We must squarely face this truth—and it is the truth: to run away from love is to perish.  To rebel against God is to perish.  To reject Jesus Christ is to perish.  To refuse all the free offers of heaven is to perish.  And it is to prevent this dreadful outcome that God loved and gave.  


Take another look at this awful word, “perish.”  According to the Bible, it is the present fate of every person on earth without Christ.  The Bible presents perishing as a present process.  In I Corinthians 1:18, it says, “The preaching of the cross is to them that are perishing foolishness.”  John 3:18 says, “He that believeth not (on Jesus) is condemned already.”  Perishing is a matter of direction and momentum, and when a person leaves this world, he maintains the direction and the momentum he established in this life.  If he did not walk with God, his direction and momentum will continue away from God forever.    So perishing is both a present process and a prospective peril.  Yes, there is a hell, though I find no satisfaction in saying it.  G. K. Chesterton said, “If you sow the refusal of God, you reap the absence of God.  The short word for this state of affairs is hell.”  Hell is the state of total self-centeredness to which a man is eternally released after living a life of experimenting with self-centeredness here.  The “self-made” man will finally sees the horrors of unskilled labor!


When I was in college (back before the Dead Sea got sick!), the Baptist Student Union conducted a special series of vespers services in which John 3:16 provided the theme for discussion for a week.  On Monday, the speaker spoke on the phrase, “For God so loved the world.”  On Tuesday, the phrase was, “that He gave His only begotten Son.”  On Wednesday, “that whosoever believeth on Him” was discussed.  On Thursday, “should not perish,” was the theme.  Then the series closed on Friday with a message on, “but have everlasting life.”  I was the only ministerial student on the agenda, so they assigned to me the tough topic.  I got Thursday’s assignment, “should not perish.”  I preached about hell.  This is what “perish” ultimately means.  


I was talking with a young man recently, and in the course of our conversation, he said, “I don’t have to worry about hell.  I don’t believe in it.”  How naive and dangerous!  Most people know almost nothing about the real issues that are involved in heaven, hell, and eternity.  Yet, they attribute to their weak, ignorant, and untaught minds the ability to decide that they could never go to hell.  They assume that if there is a God, He wouldn’t send them to hell (if there is a hell).  So Satan sets them up for hell with a deceit that perfectly convinces them that hell is no threat to them.  But multitudes are still perishing because they give no attention to the gracious provision God has made for their salvation.  It was to prevent their going to hell that God loved and gave His Son.


A significant prevention!

VII.  A SURE POSSESSION


Finally, the world’s greatest love story is the story of a sure possession.  “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”  Notice the words “believe” and “have.”  They are both present-tense verbs.  This means that the moment a lost sinner believes in (adheres to, trusts in, enters into union with) Jesus Christ, he has eternal life.  “Have” doesn’t mean want, or hope, or suppose.  It means to possess.  In John 5:24, Jesus said, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He who hears My word, and believes on Him who sent Me, has everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation, but has already passed out of death into life.”  The verbs, “hear,” “believe,” and “have” are all present-tense verbs.  So having everlasting life occurs simultaneously with hearing the word of Christ and believing on Him.  


What is everlasting life?  Everlasting life is the very life of God implanted in a human heart.  The very moment a person truly receives Jesus Christ (John 1:12), his inner life is quickened (infused throughout with God’s own life) by the Holy Spirit. This is the clear and unmistakable testimony of the New Testament, and the testimony of every born-again Christian echoes that testimony. In quality, everlasting life is the very life that is native to the nature of God.  It is God’s own life!  So when I have eternal life as my own possession, I have a life that is linked with God now, and a life that will be lived out in God’s Presence in Heaven forever.  In quantity or duration, everlasting life lasts forever.  It endures through death and throughout the after-life.  You simply can’t outlast the everlasting!


A sure possession!


There are four simple phrases in John 3:16 which tell most of the story.  God loved, God gave, I believe, and I have.  Have you believed the word of the Gospel so that you know what God has done to save you?  Have you trusted Jesus Christ fully for salvation?  If you have, the Holy Spirit has quickened your “inner man” with eternal life.    

In the King James Bible, John 3:16 has 25 words in it.  Any sentence that has an odd number of words necessarily has a middle word.  The middle word of John 3:16 is the word, “Son.”  What a happy coincidence!  And another truth, an even greater truth, arises out of that coincidence.  In the 12 words before the word “Son,” we find out what God has done to reach and save sinful man.  And in the 12 words following the word “Son,” we find out what man must do to receive this salvation.  The pivotal word in the text is the word, “Son.”  The pivotal reality in life is the reality of Jesus.  The pivotal question in life is, “What have you done with Jesus Christ?”  When you trust Him and receive Him into your life, John 3:16 becomes meaningful and personal.  


In his book entitled Prayer, Richard Foster wrote about a father who was walking through a shopping mall with his two-year-old son.  The child was cranky; he kept whining and wriggling and complaining.  The father struggled to remain patient.  Then the father impulsively adopted a course that revealed his father’s heart.  He scooped up his little two-year-old grumbler, held him against his chest, and began to sing a made-up love song to him.  None of the words rhymed.  He sang it off-key, but as best he could, he expressed his heart to his son: “I love you.  I’m so glad you’re my boy.  You make me laugh.”  


From store to store the father kept going, words not rhyming, notes off-key.  His son slowly relaxed, completely captivated by this strange and wonderful song.


Finally, the dad took the boy back to the car in the parking lot, buckling him in the car seat.  Suddenly his son raised his arms and said happily, “Sing it to me again, Daddy!  Sing it to me again!”


How many times have I succumbed to the spirit and contamination and defeat of the world, only to have the Holy Spirit prompt words such as those in my spirit again: “Sing it to me again, Daddy (the Aramaic word, ‘Abba,’ is exactly this word, the word that is used several times in the New Testament for God), sing it to me again!  God, tell me again that You love me.”  


When Martin Luther lay down to die in the year 1546, he began to mutter over and over words that could barely be heard.  The family members were near, and they all bent down to hear his muttered words.  What would be the last words of this theological giant whose writings fill more than a hundred volumes and whose ideas had changed the world?  What final profundity would he speak?  As his friends and family strained to hear Luther’s dying thoughts, each soon recognized the words that came from his pale lips: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, that whosoever believes in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”  There is no greater truth.  Use this key, and it will unlock the treasures of God, of heaven, of everlasting life. 


Let me help you to trust Jesus Christ if you are aware just now of a need of Him and would like to be saved.  Being saved is really as simple as ABC.  We will let the “A” stand for “acknowledge” or “admit”—admit your sins and your lost condition directly to Jesus, remembering that your sin has been committed against Him.  “B” is for “believe.”  To believe means to accept God’s Word at face value, and respond to Him on His terms.  John 1:12 says, “To as many as received Christ, to them He gave the authority to become sons of God, even to those that believe on His Name.”  So we may say that to “receive Christ” and to “believe on His Name” are the same.  Believing in Christ means receiving Christ, and receiving Christ means believing in Him.  Then the “C” will represent “commitment.”  The word “commit” in the New Testament means to “entrust.”  It means to make a deposit of your life into Christ’s hands and release it into His care and His use.  As you do this, you take the next step of your life with a new Person living within you, a new Pardon of your sins, a new Purpose for living, a new Peace within, and a new Power with which to face life.  I urge you to trust Jesus today.  
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