Lenten Series: Who Is This Jesus?

#4 – “The Savior of the World”

John 3: 14-21

Throughout this season of Lent we have been dealing with the question of "Who is this Jesus?" Thus far we have noted three answers from our gospel lessons recommended for our study this year:

· Jesus is the Beloved Son of God – at his baptism, the Lord declares Jesus that. As the beloved son, he identifies with sinners like you and me. As the beloved Son, he did battle with the devil in the wilderness at his temptation. And as the beloved son he shared the good news of God.

· Jesus is the Rejected Son of Man – in the middle of Mark’s gospel we noted how as Jesus is declared by Peter and the disciples to be the Messiah, Jesus interprets his messiahship to be one of suffering and rejection for the redemption of all humankind.

· Jesus is the one who comes to clean house – In the 2nd chapter of John, we read the story of Jesus “cleansing the temple” and we noted how Jesus is the one who comes to set right all that is wrong in the household of God.

 Today, as we continue posing the question “who is this Jesus?” we
turn to one of the most beloved chapters in the Bible – John 3. And the answered proffered to our Lenten question from the text today, constitutes one of the central affirmations of our Christian faith. Yet it is an affirmation that strikes so many in our time as laughable. 

Who is this Jesus? Our text today dares to assert the ludicrous answer, “Jesus is the savior of the world?”

 Christians believe that. To those in the modern era, who do not fully understand why we believe it, it’s thought to be a quaint affirmation at best and a delusion at worst. 

Everyone in this room today has grown up in the nuclear era. We have all lived with the reality of humankind’s capacity for self-annihilation. We have all lived with the reality that given the number of nuclear bombs held by nations on this earth; there is the capacity for what was referred to in the seventies as “mutually assured destruction.” And that reality, which is new in the grand sweep of history, has led us to hedge our bets with other “saviors.” If this world is going to make it, we think, it will require new pathways to salvation.

 And so, new political alliances were forged – the United Nations and NATO to name just a couple. We placed our bets of politics to save our world. And we continue that path today.

 However, just to make sure we’re not putting all of our eggs in one basket, we maintain a strong military defense. If politics fails, military might will save us.

 But let’s not forget science and technology either. We will continue to turn to that as a savior. If we can just find the right cures, the new energy sources, we can save the world.

 And don’t neglect the economy. That’s what will ultimately save us, right? If everybody just had enough money, there would be no problems, right? The world would be okay if everyone had a job and everyone had their needs met.

 With all of these wonderful modern answers to how to save the world, the notion that Jesus is the savior of the world, sounds so ludicrous. But was that affirmation any better received in the first century than it is today? Of course not!

 The apostle Paul said that the good news of Jesus is “a scandal to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” It was in his time and it is in our time today. But I would challenge us to hold our ground on this central affirmation of faith – that Jesus in the savior of the world – and to do so for two reasons. First of all, because as Christians, we believe in…

…A God Who Loves This World (v.16)

The Gospel of John is particularly interested in this thing we call “the world.” In fact, the word “world” occurs in the New Testament 185 times. Of those times, 78 of them are in the gospel of John. And so, the world is of some importance to John. (see Leon Morris, The Gospel of John: New International Commentary on the New Testament, p. 126)

The word in the Greek is cosmos. When you hear that word what do you think of? Perhaps, like me you think of the universe. The cosmos has in many ways become a euphemism for all that exists. And of course in John’s pre-scientific era, the earth was the known universe. But we know differently now don’t we? Our world is contained in the cosmos, but it is not all of it. But I digress – this is another sermon for another Sunday.

But notice what John says in verse 16 about God’s relationship to this cosmos:

“For God so loved the world…”

God loves this world! And God doesn’t just sort of  love it; God doesn’t just kind of  love it. God loves it (and here’s a very important two-letter world) SO! How much does God love it? He loved it so much that he…

“…gave his only Son…”

 This is the same Son we have heard about in the first three sermons of this series – the beloved Son of God; the rejected Son of Man; the Son who comes to set right all that is wrong in his Father’s house. 

And here’s a truly amazing thing: God loves this world, despite the fact that the world doesn’t love God or his Son in return! Read through the gospel of John and take note of those 78 times the word “world” appears and you will see how negatively the world responds to God and God’s Son. Yet, the most remembered of all verses in the Bible tells us that God nevertheless SO loves the world. Amazing! Absolutely amazing!

 No matter how ludicrous it may sound, Christians affirm that Jesus is the savior of the world, first of all, because he’s the Son of God who is God’s gift to the world that God loves; which God loves in spite of the fact that his love is not reciprocated. And there is power in that message. It is the power of suffering and unconditional love!

 You see the world, with all of its problems and shortcomings; with all of its evil and sin; with all of it’s dilemmas and dramas; is the object of divine love. As Christians, we believe that the world is not left to its own devices. It is not fated for destruction, but is cherished by the One who gave it shape and who gave his Son to walk upon it. And as God’s cherished cosmos, the world is in the plans of God. Which leads us the second reason we Christians affirm that Jesus in the savior of the world, because…

… God Wants the World to be Saved (v.17)

 The great biblical commentator, William Barclay, once wrote,

 “There is only one thing certain about the cosmos, the world – the cosmos is not what it was meant to be. Something has gone wrong.” (in Morris.p.127)

The whole story of the Bible leading up to Jesus is an account of what has gone wrong in this world that God continues to love. Disobedience, murder and shame enter the Garden of Eden. Alienation results as Cain is driven from the garden. The peoples of the earth form into clans and tribes that cannot trust each other. Wars ensue and oppression and slavery abound. Neighbor cannot accept neighbor; nation cannot abide nation. Yes, something is wrong.

 But yet, God SO loves this world, bent on its own condemnation and destruction, that he acts. He gives the great gift of his only Son to be with them. And he gives this gift not to point a finger at them and say “You are doing it all wrong,” Not to shame them and say “You’re awful!” Rather God gives the gift of his Son because he loved the world and wants it to be saved.

As John says in v. 17

‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.

And the way we Christians believe that God has saved the world is through the death of his Son on the cross.

Now you may not have even thought the cross was mentioned in this scripture today. If you were looking for the word “cross”, then you’d be right. The word cross does not appear. But the concept of Jesus death on the cross for our salvation is mentioned in a very unusual way in verse 14 and 15:

“14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”*
 To understand these verses you have to go back to a rather odd story in the Old Testament that is found in Numbers 21. It happens while the children of Israel are wandering in the wilderness. As you may recall, the Israelites weren’t exactly pleased with either Moses or God while they were out there in the desert roaming around looking for the so-called Promised Land. Food provisions were scarce and water was rationed. On more than one occasion, these freed slaves complained to both Moses and God about their plight. They whined and moaned and even at some points said they were better off in slavery.

 As the story goes, God got fed up with their complaining and sent fiery serpents among them, which bit them. Many people got sick; some died. And so they cried out to Moses for relief, begging him to ask God to forgive them for their whining and deliver them from the snakes. Moses prays to God and God tells Moses to fashion a serpent of bronze and place it atop a tall rod and set it in a visible place among the people. When they were bitten by one of the serpents they were supposed to go and look up at the pole and they would be healed and saved. And so they did. And so they were.

 And very interestingly, John uses this story to allude to what God – who loves his world and wants it to be saved - has done through his Son:

 “14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”*
 This is John’s allusion to the cross. Now you may ask, what does a bronze snake on a pole and the cross of Christ have in common? And the answer is they both are meant to save the people when they look up to it!  Both of them are “lifted up” for the salvation and healing of the people.

 Emory New Testament scholar, James Kay meshes these two images together in such a beautiful way when he writes:

“When the gospel of God’s love is lifted up among us, it draws out all of our venom and all that poisons the world. The glory of God’s eternal love for you, for me, and for the world only touches the earth through a cross – amid the vipers and the venom.” (James F. Kay, Seasons of Grace: Reflections from the Christian Year, pp.49-50)

 Old William Barclay was right, there is something not right in the cosmos – the vipers and the venom seem everywhere! But God loves this cosmos that he created and he wants it to be saved, not destroyed. And he has given us his Son to be our salvation. He came and encamped among us in this serpent-filled world.

 As ludicrous as it sounds, to the modern ear, Jesus is the Savior of the world. The world will not be saved by power or might – be it political, military, technological or economic. It will only be saved by the overwhelming and awesome love of God. And that love has been given to us in his only Son Jesus. To quote James Kay once more and with this I leave you:

“God is already here, where God loves to be, with the poisoned and the perishing.”

Who is this Jesus? He is the savior of the world, who came down here among us for our healing and salvation through his cross. To Him be all glory and honor. Amen.
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