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“Living Values: Love” 

Text: John 3:14-21 
 
There was a man living in a small town who seemed to know all the dirt about everyone in town.  
One Sunday he was sitting in church when the pastor was preaching on the topic of the 10 
Commandments.  Throughout the sermon, the man would raise an eyebrow knowingly, look at 
folks in the pews and say, “Amen to that.”  When the pastor talked about honoring the Sabbath 
and keeping it holy, the man looked at a family that rarely attended church and shouted, “Amen 
to that!”  When the pastor said, “thou shalt honor thy mother and father,” the man looked directly 
at some of the youth in the church and said, “Can I get a witness to that?”  When the pastor said, 
“thou shalt not commit adultery,” the man leered at his neighbor and said, “Preach it.”  Finally 
the pastor said, “Thou shalt not bear false witness against your neighbor, meaning we should 
avoid all forms of gossip.”  The man grabbed his things to walk out shouting as he left, “Now 
you’ve gone from preaching to meddling” 
 
We find it appealing to talk about the sins of others.  But we prefer that those discussions focus 
on the sins of others, rather upon our own imperfections.  When it hits too close to home, we 
become uncomfortable. 
 
While we may walk away from church feeling good about ourselves when the topic is the sins of 
others, the ability to look within is important.  But, before you pick up your things and head for 
the doors this morning, let me assure you that this is not the purpose of today’s sermon.  It is not 
about adding more condemnation or shame to our lives.  In fact, I believe that most folks have 
more than enough of that in their lives. 
 
I recall a sermon from Mark Trotter, who was pastor at First UMC in San Diego.  He told about a 
letter he received from a visitor to the church.  The letter read, “I visited your church and I felt 
compelled to write to you and let you know that you do not preach the gospel.  I didn’t hear one 
mention of sin or hell or the devil in your sermon.” 
 
Rev. Trotter noted that he doesn’t typically respond to anonymous letters, but he does talk about 
them in sermons.  He responded by recommending that the writer not just pick at their Bible, but 
digest it.  “And,” he added, “while you’re at it, go and look up the word gospel.  Gospel means 
good news.  The good news is not that we are sinners.  We knew that already.  Nor is it that we 
are going to hell.  The good news is that ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 
Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” 
 
I believe that many of those who want to hear condemning sermons on Sunday morning want 
them because they want to hear the condemnation of others.  And the net result is that they leave 



feeling better about themselves because at least they are not as bad as those who were singled out 
in the sermon. 
 
It is like the prayer that Jesus described in Luke’s gospel.  Two people went to the Temple to 
pray.  The first man, a very righteous and faithful individual prayed, “God, I thank you that I am 
not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers….”  I presume that as he spoke these words, he 
was praying with his eyes open.  He was looking around at the folks around him and noting their 
sins.  And then he looked around and added, “I am thankful that I am not like this tax collector.  I 
fast twice a week; I give a tenth of my income.”  The man was good at condemning the sins of 
others. He made a convincing argument for his own righteousness.  He likely walked out the 
Temple feeling better about himself, but at the expense of those around him.  Such folks are 
difficult to be around, not only in the Temple, but throughout the week. 
 
It is an easy thing to do.  We see someone get angry in public and become critical of their 
behavior, failing to take into account the times when we have become angry.  We read about 
public figures who have fallen from grace and are quick to condemn, while being more merciful 
toward ourselves and those around us.  Sadly, I believe that our society takes delight in watching 
the fallibility of other humans.  It makes us feel better about ourselves.  Sin becomes a means by 
which we make others feel worse about themselves while making the self-righteous to feel better 
about themselves. 
 
We have been together long enough that you know that is not my style of theology or preaching.  
Several years ago I received a letter from a young man who had been attending church.  He came 
because his girlfriend kept encouraging him to come.  He had had some bad experiences at 
church making him reluctant to attend.  Eventually, he gave in and came with her.  In the letter 
he told me how unexpectedly refreshing he found the services.  Instead of walking out the doors 
feeling worse about himself, as had been his previous experience, he walked out feeling hopeful 
for the week ahead.  He found the worship service to be an affirming and loving experience.  He 
wanted to express his appreciation for this.  I believe this is the good news people are seeking. 
 
In the gospel lesson this morning, we read about a late night conversation between Jesus and 
Nicodemus.  Much has been made about the fact that this is a private conversation that happened 
in the middle of the night.  Nicodemus was a leader among the Pharisees.  Some theologians 
have speculated that Nicodemus might have been criticized by his peers if he had been seen 
associating with Jesus.  And so he came in the middle of the night when no one would notice.  
He seemed to have an honest, questioning mind.  He was willing to refrain from judging in order 
to speak openly and honestly with Jesus. 
 
Nicodemus will appear three times in John’s gospels.  This is the first.  He will appear again on 
Good Friday when he takes a more public stance stating his opposition to the crucifixion of 
Jesus.  And he will make his final appearance after the death when he asked to remove Jesus’ 
body from the cross that it may be properly buried.  One could view these three appearances as a 
movement from honest questioning to a public profession as a follower of Jesus. 
 
As a leader among the Pharisees, Nicodemus has probably heard lots of rumors and 
condemnations of Jesus.  He wants to make up his own mind.  Under the cover of the night, the 



two begin a significant spiritual conversation.  It culminates in what may be the most well-
known verse in the Bible. 
 
Jesus will explain his purpose to Nicodemus.  It is a personal statement about who he is and what 
his mission is.  He says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  Those words have become the 
most frequently quote and beloved verses of the Bible.  But, as familiar as it is, it is open to easy 
misunderstanding. 
 
First, it begins by saying that God loved the world.  It does not say that God loved the church or 
that God loved Christians or that God loved the people who live a good life.  It says that God 
loved the world.  No distinctions.  No exceptions.  And that is just as it should be.  God’s 
purpose was motivated by a deep love for us all.  Not just some; not just those who are lovable.  
Not just those who love God in return.  God loves us all.  That should always be our starting 
point.  Jesus came into the world because of love.  That was his reason for living among us. 
 
Secondly, the notion that God gave his only begotten Son is often equated with the death of 
Jesus.  But the reference point is not his death, but the birth of Jesus.  God loved us so much that 
God wanted to be among us.  It is about incarnation.  It is that dependable friend who says, “I 
love you so much, I will always be there with you.”  That is God’s motivation.  God wanted to 
be with us, to convey that love directly. 
 
We often stop at John 3:16, but it is important to include the verse that follows as well.  Jesus is 
talking with a Pharisee, a member of a group that could be quick to condemn and sure to find 
fault in others.  Jesus says that his purpose is much different.  God didn’t send him into the world 
to condemn it, but that the world might be healed. 
 
What Jesus is stating here is a personal mission statement.  Thais is what he was put on this earth 
to do.  He is not here to remind us of our sins and faults, but to remind us that we are loved and 
to bring healing and wholeness to our lives.  Jesus came to embody that love. 
 
And in that statement, we can find purpose for our lives as well.  We have been put on this earth 
to be recipients of that love and to share it with those around us.  There are plenty of folks we 
meet on a daily basis…in our homes, at the store, at work, in our community…who are searching 
for something.  They are longing to know that they are worthy of love. 
 
Martha Conant boarded an airplane to Denver on July 19, 1989.  The flight was progressing as 
one might expect.  The flight attendants brought food and drinks to the fliers and people were 
enjoying a quiet, uneventful flight.  But there was a loud thud and the plan lurched heavily.   
 
The pilot explained, in a very calm voice, that they had lost one of their engines.  They were 
going to land in Sioux City, Iowa where the passengers would be rerouted to other flights.  In 
spite of the dire announcement, everyone seemed calm and relaxed. 
 
As they were nearing the airport, the pilot reminded them that this would be a very rough 
landing.  He instructed everyone to assume the brace position. 



You may recall the details of what happened next.  The plane crashed upon landing.  It is 
generally believed that the pilot’s efforts saved many lives in spite of the harsh landing.  111 
people died in the crash.  Many more were wounded.  But Martha Conant was among those who 
survived the accident. 
 
She recalls afterwards that survivors were fed and cared for.  There were pastors, priests and 
social workers to provide counseling and comfort.  In one such conversation, a social worker 
said to Martha, “God must have had a reason for saving you.  You haven’t finished your life’s 
work yet.”  Rather than hearing that as a source of comfort, Martha found it to be a burden.  How 
does one make sense of walking away from something that others did not survive? 
 
Martha eventually rejected the idea that she has survived because there was something she 
needed to accomplish.  But, reflecting upon this incident, she wrote, “one of the things that has 
accompanied me, followed me, surrounded me, wrapped me is the feeling of gratitude for 
whatever happens.”  She believes that each day is a reminder that this is her only life and she 
should make the most of it. 
 
I agree with Martha that the kind of theology that would spare some and take others seems 
arbitrary.  And the lesson may not be specific to her.  It may be a universal lesson to us all.  Just 
as Jesus’ purpose was to share the love of God with each of us, I believe that our purpose each 
day is to share that love with the people around us.  That is what we are called to do; that is who 
we are called to be.  To love one another.  Although I believe our choices about what we do with 
each day, where we work, how we spend our free time is important, I believe that the more 
essential matter is that we do the things we do with love. 
 
A story similar to Martha Conant is recorded by Paula D’Arcy in her book, “The Gift of the Red 
Bird.”  Paula’s husband and young child were killed in a car accident by a drunk driver.  Paula 
was pregnant at the time.  She survived, giving birth to her daughter a few months later.  
Understandably, she struggled for a very long time with loss and grief. 
 
But through it all, she wanted to find some meaning and purpose to enable her to keep loving.  
She went on a silent retreat seeking answers in her life.  At one point, in the solitude of the 
wilderness, she asked who she was supposed to live.  She heard a soft voice that answered, 
“Love the beauty of my creation.”  She wanted to argue with that answer.  There must be more to 
it than that.  Life must be more complicated.  But again she heard the voice say, “Love the 
beauty of my creation.”  It was that simple.  Love the world around you.  Love the people around 
you.  Love yourself.  Care for those around you.  Appreciate the beauty that daily surrounds you.   
 
Nicodemus came to see Jesus in the middle of the night.  The two talked about meaning and 
purpose in life.  They talked about God’s love.  And while we don’t know what happened 
immediately following that night, we know that somehow Nicodemus’ heart was changed.  Love 
has a way of doing that.  The experience of being loved and accepted makes a difference in how 
we treat those around us.  Perhaps that is true for us this morning.  We receive a message of love, 
not judgement or condemnation.  And that reality informs how we treat those around us.  It truly 
is good news.  And that is worth sharing. 


