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EXCURSUS ON JOHN 3:16 
 
The violence by which God destroyed the entire world during Noah’s day should 

make us reconsider a current favorite doctrine of the modern Church: “God so loved the 
world …” 

The Twentieth Century Church has seen fit to change the message of the Gospel to 
accommodate the demands of modern consumers.  Gone are the days when most 
preachers at least gave a nod to the doctrine of the wrath of God against the wicked.  
Many cultural changes have brought this about: diluting our faith with doctrines of 
universalism; individualism and unrestrained emotionalism ruling in our culture; the 
academic community essentially throwing away the Old Testament and reducing our 
faith to a superficial understanding of the New Testament; and so on.  What all this has 
left us is a new Gospel formed after the image of modern man: “God loves you.”  The 
requirements for our “faith” are so low now that a person doesn’t need to exert any effort, 
nor does he/she have to attain to any standards, to be considered a Christian.  Instead, the 
Church has been burdened with the task of making everyone feel welcomed, loved, 
appreciated, accepted, and part of the scene with whatever they may want to contribute 
whether it’s useful to the Church’s Mission or not.  So our modern version of Christianity 
has hit the bottom rung.  

One of the ways it has achieved this low level is by reducing the message of the 
Gospel to a few trite expressions based on a very wrong interpretation of several Bible 
verses.  And perhaps the best-known verse in today’s Church is John 3:16.  Everyone – 
and I mean everyone – goes there first to preach the Gospel.  It’s just assumed by all that 
we start with that idea: that God loves all of us, he doesn’t want any of us to die, and he 
has provided a way of escape because of his love for us – just vaguely believe in Jesus.   

The crux of the modern interpretation of John 3:16 is the use of the word “world.”  
The assumption is that it means “all humanity everywhere and through all time.”  
Therefore this justifies telling everybody that God loves them and that the Gospel 
message is specially designed for their particular needs in life.  This puts the appeal on an 
emotional level right away: who wouldn’t respond positively to the news that God, the 
one who made them and has all power to help them, loves them deeply?  Another thing it 
does is to put the person hearing this message in the seat of power: it essentially gives 
them the key to decide the outcome of this encounter and treats God like a suitor down on 
his knees in front of them, begging their hand in marriage.  But as a matter of fact, that is 
not the meaning of the word “world” here, nor is this the appropriate way to treat God.  
“World” (Greek kosmoς) is larger than humanity; it includes all that God has made, the 
entire universe, the fullness of the works of his hands.  The proof for this is the way John 
distinguishes between “world” and “people” in a later verse: “The light has come into the 
world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil.” 
(John 3:19)   

The only proper way to approach God is as before the King and Judge over all the 
earth.  Eyewitnesses who saw the glory of God fell on their faces in terror, pleading for 
his mercy.  “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the 
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midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” 
(Isaiah 6:5)  “When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead.” (Revelation 1:17) 

If man had left the world as God made it, there would be no problem.  But man in his 
sin and rebellion has been busy changing God’s perfect creation to suit his ambitions, 
lusts and immorality; in his hands, the world has become a source of death and misery, 
not a place of blessing and peace.  Our world has replaced God’s Genesis world: there are 
now new laws, new standards, new morals, new goals, with a new “king” ruling it to his 
own ends, all invented by sinful man. 

The “world” that we have created has become a huge problem.  There are numerous 
passages (including in the Gospel of John) that tell us to avoid and back away from the 
world because it’s an enemy to God and his Kingdom.   

• Gaining the world means losing the soul. (Matthew 16:25-26) 
• The world’s friendship means hatred toward God. (James 4:4) 

• The world does not know Christ. (John 1:10; 17:25) 
• The world hates Christ. (John 7:7; 15:8) 

• The Holy Spirit has forbidden us to love the world. (1 John 2:15) 
• Christ refused to pray for the world. (John 17:9) 

• Christ’s people do not belong to the world. (John 17:16) 
• The world’s prince is Satan. (John 13:31; 16:11) 

• Christ’s Kingdom is not of this world. (John 18:36) 
• The world’s wisdom is foolishness. (1 Corinthians 1:20) 
• Christ doesn’t belong to the world. (John 8:23) 

• This world is condemned. (1 Corinthians 11:32) 
• This world is passing away. (1 Corinthians 11:32) 

• The world killed Christ. (James 5:6; Matthew 21:39) 
• The world is crucified to us. (Galatians 6:14) 

• We are crucified to the world. (Galatians 6:14) 
• The world is the seat of wickedness. (2 Peter 1:4; 1 John 5:19) 

• This world’s god is the evil one. (2 Corinthians 4:4) 
So if John 3:16 tells us that God loves the world, and these 23 passages tell us to hate 

and avoid the world, it’s obvious that we have to go back to John 3:16 and reassess our 
meaning of that word “world.”  And that means preachers and teachers are telling people 
the wrong message when they use this verse as the beginning point of their “Gospel of 
love.”   

There’s a fundamental problem with using John 3:16 as the beginning point of the 
Gospel: the Apostles never started there when they preached the Gospel.  We have to 
realize that this is a modern approach, not a Biblical one; consumers have demanded that 
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the Church change its message to please them.  But if you study the Gospel message of 
the Apostles (there are seven Gospel sermons recorded in the book of Acts), you will find 
them going back to key Old Testament concepts first; they never said “God loves you” in 
any of their Gospel messages.   Here’s a comparison of the two Gospels.  

 
As you can see, there’s no resemblance between the two.  They are obviously two 

different Gospels.  Our modern preaching has turned aside from the Apostolic model.  
There’s one more item that we modern Gentiles tend to forget: John was talking to 

Jews, who had a profound understanding of the Old Testament stories and concepts.  
Whatever words and phrases that John used were in light of that background.  When we 
read his words, however (since we’ve basically thrown the OT away), we don’t have that 
essential background knowledge to help us interpret his words correctly, so we apply our 
own definitions to the words corresponding to our own historical context – which twists 
the text entirely out of context.   

So what is John 3:16 really saying?  

 
For God so loved the world …  

God loves the world that he made, the perfect Creation that he said was “very good.”  
It perfectly displayed his glory because he designed it with ten spiritual Categories that 
open up the world of God to the soul of man.  And man was created to take advantage 
of those doorways between Heaven and earth: his relationship with God (as a son to a 
Father) would ensure that he would have the wisdom and resources of Heaven to 
conform God’s Creation to the divine will.  Man’s special character and skills (the 
seven marks of a son pleasing to the Father that are outlined later in Israel’s history 
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and eternally in the Son of God) matched the demands of the responsibilities involved.  
The entire system (the world and man) was ideally made to fulfill God’s requirements.   

When man ruined the whole thing, God didn’t change systems.  The world that he 
made was perfect.  So he is bringing back that ideal system, only this time putting it on 
a spiritual level – something that man can’t ruin.  It was a perfect concept in the 
beginning; now, however, God has to make man himself equal to that level of 
perfection. 

 

That he gave his only Son …  
That is, the eternal Son who was the original Pattern behind man’s unique 

relationship with God.  The relationship between God and Adam was a shadow of the 
original Trinity relationship between the Father and the Son.  The eternal Son, 
however, is pleasing to his Father; this Son will do everything that God wants of him.  
This is the image that God wants us to conform to. 

So the Son became a man and now he is re-creating the world on a spiritual level, 
where he will have total dominion and rule over it according to God’s will – the 
original requirement of man.  He is God’s Heir now, and it works perfectly in his 
hands.  The world was first designed for man; so now the Perfect Son himself has 
become a Man to fulfill God’s requirements – and he will do what Adam could not do.  
In this way man will finally conform to God’s image.  But the result will be an eternal 
union between Heaven and earth that cannot be destroyed.  

 

That whoever believes in him … 
God’s promise of life applies to whoever believes that Jesus is the only Son who is 

pleasing to the Father, that he’s the great Heir of the Covenant Promises, the 
fulfillment of the Old Testament system, the King and Judge and Creator of the new 
Creation.  He’s the Man that we were created to be, the Man who has come to make 
things right and restore fellowship between God and man as God intended at the 
beginning.  This Son is the second Adam, the beginning of a new race of men.  
Anybody who is one with this Son will finally be reconciled to God and brought back 
into that unique relationship of Father/Son that God intended for man originally, only 
now to rule over the new Heavens and earth.   

“Whoever” means that any sinner, no matter how far away they are from God’s 
standard, if they come to Jesus and believe in who he is and what he has come to do, 
will find the door open to God.  They’re seeing the only way back to God.  They have 
to see that this is what they failed to achieve, and they have to want to come back to 
this image.  Here is the perfect Son; do they want to be perfect themselves like he is?  
This is the Son who pleases his Father in the new Creation, according to its spiritual 
design; are they willing to focus on the Mission like Jesus did?  

The death and resurrection of Christ destroyed the “old man” (that’s us) and created 
the “new man” which fully restores us from whatever sin has done to us.  Restoring 
the image of God in us depends not on our own abilities, but on the power of God.  
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Jesus’ authority extends to all of Creation, even to its darkest depths.  The worst sinner 
can be brought into the light and be made new. The entire new world that the Father is 
making will be given to the Son, and all will rest upon Christ alone.  All he wants is 
people who want to be part of this new world in the same way that Jesus Christ is.   

 
Should not perish …  

… with the rest of the world.  Keep in mind that the last verse (vs. 36) of this chapter 
in John says that the “wrath of God” is now, at this time, abiding on the wicked; it 
always has been.  We keep forgetting our theology: in Genesis 3 we read that God 
cursed mankind to die, and all of Adam’s race now bears that curse from the womb.  
We are not naturally alive to God; we are “dead in our trespasses and sins.” (Ephesians 
2:1)  If nothing is done to us, we are destined for eternal Hell.  Union with the Son 
rescues us and lifts us out of that state of condemnation.  While the new believer heads 
toward his new destiny, the rest of the world keeps flowing like a river into eternal 
darkness.  

So the “love” of verse 16 refers to God’s love and works toward his new Creation; it 
does not extend to the wicked who are now, and were from birth, earmarked for 
destruction because of what they’ve done to his world.  The Bible never says that God 
loves the wicked; it plainly says the opposite, from Genesis to Revelation.  

But those who are “appointed to eternal life” (Acts 13:48) become one with the Son 
and thereby are “pleasing to the Father” and “beloved by the Father,” because they are 
now one with the Son whom the Father loves.  They become God’s new Creation.  
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come. All this is from God.” (2 Corinthians 5:17-18)  The Father 
will never leave his Son, nor those who are one with him, in sin and death: “For you 
will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see corruption.” (Acts 2:27)  
We don’t know, however, who those children of God are until the Spirit of the Son 
reveals them by their coming to life under the preaching of the true Gospel.  And the 
new Creation doesn’t happen apart from the act of revelation (according to God’s 
Creation process), which is the preaching of the Word of God.  

 
But have eternal life. 

That is, life with the Father.  It’s the life that the Eternal Son has had with the Father 
from before time.  It’s the unique kind of life that served as the original pattern for 
God’s relationship with Israel, his “Firstborn son”: life in the Promised Land, the 
fulfillment of the Covenant inheritance of the Son, the holiness of a God-centered life, 
the House of God where Father and Son came together to live with each other, the 
Kingdom over which Father and Son shared the throne, the wisdom that the Father 
taught his Son, and the revelation of the Father’s glory that the Son declared to the 
world.  Israel’s history displays the fullness and richness of life with God and reveals 
what that relationship between God and Christ really consists of – and what we as 
believers look forward to by being united to Christ. 
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So John 3:16 is focusing on God’s Creation, and his love for it, and his intention to 
rescue the idea and lift it up to a new level where it can’t be destroyed again.  The 
centerpiece of this new Creation is going to be his own Son (who was the Pattern for the 
old Creation, which gives us the reason for God’s love for it then).  God is now offering 
man the chance to reconnect with his original destiny – but this time not on his own 
merits, but only by union with the eternal Son.  In Christ we can regain our relationship 
with the Father and share Christ’s experience of the fullness of the Father.   

This is huge.  It takes in the whole of the Bible, from Creation to the new Creation.  It 
shows where God’s heart is – it’s on something bigger than we are.  And we miss the 
point that John is trying to make if we dilute the passage down to a kindergarten-level 
“God loves you and if you believe in Jesus you can have eternal life.”   

 
_____________________ 

 
Preachers in the past understood (or maybe it never occurred to them that the 

passage could be read in the wrong way that we have taken it!) that the idea of 
“God loved the world” doesn’t mean that God loves everyone.  For example, C. H. 
Spurgeon, the great Baptist preacher of the nineteenth century, didn’t preach on 
this verse until after 30 years of preaching.  To him, preaching the Gospel doesn’t 
mean we automatically go to John 3:16.  This is what he said about the “love of 
God” in that verse.  

“Here is the compass of the love: while every unbeliever is excluded, 
every believer is included.”  

He knew that much of the Bible speaks very clearly about God’s hatred for the 
wicked.  The Father’s love is exclusive for his own children.  

_____________________ 

 
Ralph Venning was a Puritan preacher in the 17th century.  In those days, 

preachers weren’t afraid to preach the Bible’s truth to sinners.  If we don’t get this 
matter straightened out, there can be no salvation for sinners, and everyone will 
have a false hope of getting into Heaven.  It makes God look like a fool as he 
tolerates and even condones the sins that we are so desperate to keep.  

So Venning faithfully told his hearers what God thinks of the wicked.  

The wicked and the one who loves violence – His soul hates! (Psalm 11:5) 
God hates man for sin! It is not only sin, but sinners that God hates – and 

that for sin! It is said of God, that He hates the workers of iniquity (Psalm 
5:5); not only the works of iniquity – but the workers of it. 

It is because of sin, that the merciful God says, “Their Maker has no 
compassion on them, and their Creator shows them no favor!” (Isaiah 
27:11)  



 8 

This is the worst that can be spoken of the venom of sin, that in a sense, 
and to speak after the manner of men – it has put hatred into God Himself!  
Sin has made the LORD hate and destroy His own workmanship!  

 
(Ralph Venning, The Plague of Plagues! 

1669) 

_____________________ 
 

It is not my goal to cause any confusion.  My only intent is to bring out the truth in 
light of two plain statements in Scripture: “God so loved the world …” and “Whoever 
wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”  I’m afraid that a 
wrong emphasis that was introduced into the Gospel message a hundred years ago has 
drastically changed the landscape to the point that we now can’t escape the indoctrination 
that has been imposed on us.  We look at the entire Bible in light of “God is love”; we 
now consider it sacrilegious to doubt the “God is love” Gospel that is being preached.  
What we don’t realize is that most of the Bible has been set aside by the leaders of the 
Church to enable this distorted emphasis.  Rather, what people need to hear are the 
sermons in Acts. “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 
2:38) 

All this is to say that, on the surface, the destruction of the wicked in the Flood, and 
the phrase “God so loved the world …”, don’t seem to fit together.  But if we reconsider 
the meaning of the word “world” in John 3:16, we just may understand the reason behind 
the Flood: it’s because God so loved his world that he destroyed the wicked. 
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