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Sunday, March 14, 2021 
By acknowledging our human need to be made whole by God, this sermon attempts to save John 3:16 

from being simply written on a small card held up in the football stadium. 

 

Remember the old days when someone in the stadium held up a sign proclaiming “John 3:16” on it? 

Because of covid restrictions, it’s been quite awhile so here’s a photo to refresh your memory! 

According to my research, it was first popular in the 1970’s as a way to spread the gospel. Then, in 

2009, Tim Tebow wrote ‘John 3:16’ in black under his eyes when his team, Florida Gators, won the 

college championship over Oklahoma Sooners. 94 million viewers googled the biblical citation during 

the game: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 

not perish but have eternal life.” One verse plucked from John’s gospel and even condensed down 

further to just ‘John 3:16’ - small enough to fit on a card lifted up at a sporting event or draw under each 

eye. For many Christians, that one verse sums up the Christian message: those who believe in Jesus are 

on the path to be saved.   

While fans aren’t in football stands these days, there are plenty of people looking for ways to be saved. 

A recent opinion piece describes a popular salvation path these days. The writer, Leigh Stein in her 30’s, 

has joined thousands of other women who are turning to merchandise and self-help gurus proclaiming 

the power to save you - from a bad body shape, unexciting relationship, an old-dated kitchen, unresolved 

family wounds. And, like thousands in her generation, she has not been interested in organized religion. 

Now she writes: “I have hardly prayed to God since I was a teenager, but the pandemic has cracked open 

inside me a profound yearning for reverence, humility and awe. I have an overdraft on my outrage 

account. “I want moral authority from someone who isn’t shilling a memoir or calling out her enemies 

on social media for clout..... the women we’ve chosen as our moral leaders aren’t challenging us to ask 

the fundamental questions that leaders of faith have been wrestling with for thousands of years: Why are 

we here? Why do we suffer? What should we believe in beyond the limits of our puny selfhood?” Her 

questions are clues that Leigh is looking for a path to become whole and she is learning that Instagram 

does not offer the source of salvation. 

Rolling back several centuries and life-styles, we arrive in this morning’s gospel. The passage comes in 

the middle of a chat between Jesus and someone else looking for salvation. That someone is Nicodemus 

and he comes to Jesus in the night. As a leader of the Jews, Nicodemus is interested in a path to the holy. 

He’s looking for salvation and wonders if Jesus might point him on a path. Without any seeming 

hesitation, Jesus launches right in: unless you are born anew, you can’t see the path and experience God.  

A birth of the Spirit is needed to experience wholeness. As Jesus says this life journey is not just about 

what we know from our mother’s womb - our education, our possessions and privilege. No, we are 

“children of God; who were born not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of men, but of 

God.”  

“How can this be?”, Nicodemus asks. How do we get beyond the narrowness of our acceptance? How 

do we get beyond our anger and come to forgiveness? How are we healed from past hurts instead of 

living out of them? How do we move “beyond the limits of our puny selfhood” as Leslie Stein wrote.  



 

 

We are made whole and holy as we admit our need to be saved from the tyranny of our small 

worldview, from our ego impulses to criticize differing opinions, from our power urges to diminish 

others, from our inability to forgive ourselves and others, from our illusion of autonomy. It’s not easy 

for us to think about our need to be “saved”.  Most of us aren’t likely to wave a ‘John 3:16’ sign at the 

football game or even feel comfortable with the notion of “being saved” or “salvation”. I know part of 

me is squirming talking about it this morning.  

But, when I see those words of Jesus to Nicodemus with the spirit of my heart, I receive a gracious gift. 

“For God so loved the world...”. With a birth of the Spirit, those words do save me from my “puny 

selfhood.” For you and I stand in God’s love so vast and eternal that it includes the known world and 

beyond. Nothing is left out. Everything belongs. I, and the whole world, are saved from the small, 

narrow limits of our humanity. We are saved by God - not God’s condemnation but God’s Love.  

So while I might squirm at waving my own ‘John 3:16’ sign, I can say that following Jesus has saved 

me - but not without the labor of a birth of the Spirit. I labor to be born in the spirit of Jesus’ promise of 

forgiveness.  

Having gone through the pain and shame of a divorce and the brokenness experienced by my family and 

communities, forgiving myself and accepting others’ forgiveness has been a challenge and a burden. 

Believing that “nothing can separate us from the love of God”, I can find a sense of inner peace and 

personal acceptance.  

And Jesus saves me by inviting me to practice the meditation model of “self-emptying”. The apostle 

Paul used the word “kenosis” to describe how Christ empties to become human in Jesus. This flow 

happens in Centering Prayer and Jesus saves me through Centering Prayer. In each imperfect time of 

self-emptying I experience, I practice being empty of the thoughts and feelings my mind and body so 

easily collect each day.  Jesus saves me, for a time, of those burdens, those compulsions, those 

memories. Wonderfully, over time, in that emptiness, gifts of the Spirit have come to me: peace, 

patience, acceptance and love. “Take on my burden; it is light”, Jesus says. “Be born anew of the Spirit”. 

Perhaps the most precious to gift given to me by following Jesus is the gift of community. Jesus saves 

me with the invitation to belong. Jesus saves me a place at the table. While Jesus does not promise of a 

perfect community (nor did he have one!), Jesus calls me to trust God’s Love is among us. Jesus saves 

me from giving up on people, from refusing to learn from others, from denying my own part in hurting 

others.  Specially, now, I’m laboring to deal with my white privilege. I’m working to name how I am 

knowingly and unknowingly biased and blind to people who were born from a womb quite different 

from mine. Only by being born of the spirit is this labor possible.  

So, as I think of just these few ways Jesus is saving me, I realize that I can wave my own “John 3:16’ 

card. For I, you, and the whole world, live in the eternal life and love of God. Amen. 


