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14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of 
Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal 
life in him.” 
16 For 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. 17 For 
God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to 
save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not 
condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already 
because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only 
Son. 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people 
loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 
20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the 
light for fear that their deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by 
the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what 
they have done has been done in the sight of God. 

 
Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 
 
John 3:16. The most quoted bible passage of all time. The Gospel in a 
Nutshell. It’s not just commented on by theologians, but by actors, and 
artists, and athletes. So much in it. This morning, I have asked the ushers 
to hand out peppermint candies for the sermon. If you haven’t done so 
already, pop it in your mouth and savor the sweetness of that candy; as you 
do, I want you to savor the sweetness of this verse. Don’t just chomp it 
down, but enjoy and cherish every aspect of these words: For 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.  We’re not 
necessarily going to savor the flavor of every word. Rather let’s hone in one 
word, “Whoever.”  

English teachers label that word an indefinite pronoun. It’s not precise. 
Similar to whenever, whatever, and wherever. It’s not defined (thus the 
label “indefinite”). Sometimes indefinite can be frustrating. If Grandpa and 
Grandma say they’re coming over today and you ask, “What time?” and 
they say, “Whenever?” It’s like, “No… give me a time.” You want to know if 
you have time to take the overflowing bathroom garbage out or do you 



have to stick it in the bathtub and hide it behind the curtain? Or if somebody 
wants to take you out for dinner and they say, “Wherever you want to go.” 
That’s uncomfortable. Is “wherever” really “wherever”? What if they’re 
thinking Culver’s, McDonald’s or Burger King and you’re thinking The 
Northside Pub, Lefty & Romo’s, or The Hearthstone Bistro? Indefinite can 
lead to awkward and uncomfortable situations.  

But there’s nothing more beautiful, nothing more assuring, nothing that 
provides more definite confidence than God’s indefinite “whoever” in this 
passage. How so? Let’s review the context of these famous words. This is 
the Bible’s version of Nic at Night. Nicodemus has been watching Jesus. 
Particularly the miracles clued Nic in that Jesus was not your ordinary 
teacher. And so Nic comes to Jesus at night to investigate him just a little 
bit more. Before we eavesdrop on the conversation, let’s learn a bit more 
about Nicodemus. This section starts, “Now there was a Pharisee.” 
Pharisees were the religious leaders… which sounds positive. But their 
religion was just that… based on how religious are you. Their confidence, 
their salvation depended on their performance and on their pedigree.  

Now before we jump all over Nicodemus, let’s admit there is a little bit, if 
not a lot of bit, of Pharisee inside all of us. When we think that Grandma is 
in heaven because she was the nicest grandma in all of Grandmaland, 
that’s my little Pharisee talking, “Grandma’s in heaven because of her 
performance.” I’m not saying Grandma’s not in heaven, but the Bible clearly 
says that she’s not there because she was a nice grandma. Or we see 
pictures or look at people on the street. Who’s going to heaven? This guy, 
this guy or you? Why? Is your pedigree better because he’s poor and he’s 
pierced? Which family do you think is going to heaven? This family from the 
Congo or this family from Fremont? Our eternity has nothing to do with our 
position – whether that’s our position in society or in church.  

To drive that point home – that our rescue from sin and our relationship with 
God has nothing to do with our person or our performance– Jesus points 
Nicodemus back to a story that Nic knew well. Our first lesson for today. 
“Nicodemus, why did those people survive the lethal bites of those 
venomous snakes in the desert? Was it because they were Jews? No, 



some Jews died. Was it because they figured out how to exterminate the 
snakes? No… snakes kept biting them even after they complained. They 
were saved because of the promise that God attached to the bronze 
serpent that was lifted up on a pole. God said anyone who was bitten could 
look to it and live. Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, 
so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes may 
have eternal life in him. For 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. Do you get it, Nicodemus? You are saved because of the 
promise attached to me. Anyone who looks to me will live.  

Indefinite words like “everyone” and “world” and “whoever” attacks my 
pride, my inner Pharisee and says, “It’s not because of you.” It’s not only 
my pride that needs to hear that, so does the emotion on the other side of 
the ditch -- my despair, my despondency. Satan, God’s enemy, likes to 
employ a two-ditch tactic. On the one hand you have this pride that says, “I 
deserve heaven because of who I am and what I’ve done.” As soon as 
Jesus shoots that theory down, then Satan lures us to the other ditch. Our 
hopeless despair kicks in, “I’ll never be in heaven because of who I am or 
because of what I’ve done.”  

Look again at our key word. Jesus doesn’t just use “whoever” for spiritually-
neutral categories. “Whoever is democrat or whoever is republican, 
whoever is a woman or whoever is a man, whoever is rich or whoever is 
poor.” He also doesn’t say, “Whoever lived a squeaky clean life, whoever 
was raised Lutheran, whoever didn’t cheat on their spouse, whoever didn’t 
have a run-in with the law.” It simply says, “Whoever.” God so loved the 
world. The world is not just the third orb from the sun. John uses the term 
78 times in his gospel, and most of the time it’s not in a positive light. The 
world refused to recognize Jesus (John 1:10). The world hates Jesus’ 
followers (John 17:13). Yet, God loved the world. God loved the sin-filled 
world. God loved the sinner-filled world. God loves you. No matter how 
many times you failed to recognize Jesus. No matter how many times 
you’ve shown hate for others. Whoever believes. Whoever trusts the Son 



who was raised up on the pole, has eternal life. You can have definite 
confidence in God’s indefinite “whoever.”  

But how do we know that trusting in Jesus will yield what God promises? 
How do we know that trusting in the lifted up Christ is the ticket to eternal 
life? If you had the opportunity to worship with us before, perhaps you have 
heard me talk about head knowledge versus heart knowledge. I can’t 
necessarily answer this question based on reason. I haven’t experienced 
eternal life to tell you, “Yes, it was through Jesus.” But John, the one who 
penned these words, was at the foot of the cross. He saw Jesus raised up 
on a pole. And three days later, he saw Jesus walk into a room where he 
stood. Peter wasn’t there to see Jesus hanging on the cross, but he ran 
with John to the tomb where this Nicodemus laid Jesus. What did he find? 
An empty tomb. Women came to mourn their dead Savior, the next 
moment, they’re clinging to his upright feet. One account after another of a 
living Savior. Does any of that prove we’ll have eternal life by trusting in 
Jesus? No. But it tells me Jesus knows the way out of the grave. And I 
don’t know anyone else who can say that. Jesus isn’t just an anyone, he’s 
the only one. He’s the one and only death conqueror. He’s the one and only 
grave-walk-awayer. He’s the “one and only” Son of God.  

Sometimes I think we fail to grasp the full extent of those adjectives. I know 
I do. We maybe think of Abraham and Isaac. How heart-wrenching it must 
have been for Abraham to sacrifice his only son. And we link that emotion 
with the Father. Jesus was his one and only Son, and yet out of love he 
was willing to give him up. How heart-wrenching! Yes, that does add to the 
picture of God’s love for us. Jesus wasn’t one of five sons. He was the only 
son. But play that out… if you have children, would it be easier to give up 
one of five versus one of one. I have three kids, does that mean two are 
dispensable? We’re not talking about baseball or Pokémon cards here… 
here I got doubles, you can have one.  

What makes it so special that Jesus was the “one and only Son?” It’s not 
so much that he’s the one and only Son, it’s that he’s the one and only. 
There’s nobody else like him. He’s the only one who shares genes with the 
Father. He’s the only one who’s the Son of God and the Son of Man. He’s 



the only one who had to be lifted up. He’s the only one through whom we 
can have eternal life. In other words, he’s the definite Savior. And when the 
definite Savior says whoever believes in him will have eternal life, you can 
have definite confidence that you are one of those indefinite people. By 
God’s grace, you are John 3:16’s “whoever.” AMEN. 


