
WHAT IS JOHN 3:16? 
The game is on the line.  Our ace kicker just kicked the 
game winning field goal!  The home crowd goes wild!  
But what is that “3:16” sign? This same message is 
often seen in the stands at pro football games.  What 
does it mean? 

Many will recognize this as a quote from John 3:16. It 
is called “The Gospel in a Nutshell,” since it is such a 
great summary. What makes this the favorite bible 
verse for many?  What is the clear message of  this part 
of  Scripture? 

Long before the days of  football, Nicodemus, a leader 
and teacher, came to Jesus after dark to investigate all 
the miraculous signs and wonders that Jesus had been 
doing.  Nicodemus knew that these things could only be 
done with God’s presence.  

Jesus told him, “No one can see the kingdom of  God 
without being born from above."  John 3:3 NRSV 

(Note: Many translations have “born again.” The Greek word can mean either, and both may 
have been intended.) Nicodemus, however, assumed that Jesus referred to physical birth, which at 
his age would have been impossible.   

Jesus continued, "I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of  God without being born of  water 
and Spirit.  What is born of  the flesh is flesh, and what is born of  the Spirit is spirit. Do not be 
astonished that I said to you, 'You must be born from above.’” John 3:5-7 NRSV (Or "Born 
again.”)   Nicodemus again responded in amazement as to how this could be.  Jesus was clearly 
speaking on a level different than what was understood by even one of  the spiritual leaders of  
that day.  Nicodemus was familiar with the promise of  a savior, the Messiah, who was described 
in Scripture, but he, like many in his day, was probably looking for a great military leader to 
deliver the people from the Roman rule.   

Jesus knew that man’s greatest need was spiritual renewal and forgiveness of  sins 
in order to be right with God.  Because of  this, he pointed Nicodemus to a 
section in the Book of  Numbers (21:6-9) which had been written about 1500 
years earlier.  This reading described a real event in the wilderness that also 
prophetically pointed forward to Jesus’ death on the cross and ultimately to us. 
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In the wilderness, the people turned against the Lord and against his leader, Moses.  The Lord 
sent poisonous snakes and many died.  The people confessed their sin and begged Moses to pray 
to the Lord that He would take away the snakes. 

And the LORD said to Moses, "Take a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who 
is bitten shall look at it and live."  So Moses made a serpent of  bronze, and put it 
upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the 
serpent of  bronze and live.    Numbers 21:8-9   NRSV 

Notice that the people in the wilderness were receiving judgment for their rebellion 
against the Lord God. Mercifully, God did not immediately wipe them all out, but 
made it very clear by sending the serpents that there were serious consequences for 
their rebellion against the God of  the universe. The result would be death unless 
they did this amazing thing.  They needed both a change of  heart and a belief  in 
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God’s promise of  healing and restoration.  This event might be 
just a detail in history except for what Jesus then predicted to 
Nicodemus about the ultimate fulfillment.   

Jesus continued:  And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of  Man be lifted up, that whoever 
believes in him may have eternal life.   John 3:14-15 NRSV 

The bronze snake in the wilderness looked backward in time to 
the fall into sin and forward to the true "sin offering" of  the Son 
of  God, who took our sin upon himself  on the cross. 

Then follows John 3:16 which so clearly states the depths of  
God’s love and the eternal benefit.  

"For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him may not perish but 
may have eternal life.  John 3:16 NRSV 

Notice how much greater the fulfillment is in Jesus, the Son of  Man, being lifted up on the cross, 
than with the bronze serpent on the pole.  The bronze serpent provided temporal life, and 
offered a glimpse of  what was to come.  Jesus’ description looked forward to the perfect "sin 
offering" of  himself  on the cross that yields eternal life and friendship with God to those who 
believe.  Today we look back almost 2000 years to the fulfillment of  his words, when, on the 
cross, he paid for our sins. 

If  you choose to ignore this, there are eternal consequences. However, everything has been 
completed for you to accept it.  Turn to Jesus, believe in him, and be led by the Holy Spirit.  

"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.  Those who believe in him are not 
condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have 
not believed in the name of  the only Son of  God.   John 3:17-18 NRSV 

Think back, Jesus told Nicodemus that he needed to be born from above (or 
born again), i.e., a spiritual birth. He then pointed him to the cross, the 

promised salvation, and eternal life for those who believe.  

This was demonstrated in a dramatic way shortly after Jesus was crucified, rose, and 
ascended into Heaven.  A huge crowd was in Jerusalem for the Festival of  Pentecost.  The 
Holy Spirit was miraculously poured out on the disciples.  Bystanders were amazed as they 
watched.  Peter spoke powerfully and convinced them that they had crucified the Messiah, Jesus.  
Realizing that, they frantically asked Peter what they should do. 
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Peter said to them, "Repent, and be baptized every one of  you in the name of  Jesus Christ so that 
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of  the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for 
you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to 
him. Save yourselves from this corrupt generation." So those who welcomed his message were 
baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added.  Acts 2:38-39, 40b-41 NRSV 

The Lord wants you to welcome that same message.  Repent, be baptized in the name of  Jesus 
Christ, and receive the promised forgiveness and the gift of  the Holy Spirit.  Today, in our 
corrupt generation, Jesus might say, "Recognize your need and turn to me.  Look at what I 
did for you in my life and on the cross. Believe in me. Walk with me.  It's that simple."   
Think a moment about the football game on Sunday afternoon that lasts for about 3 hours. Each 
year there is only one ultimate winner.  It is reported that a team has a yearly player payroll of  
over $100,000,000.00. This buys the very best.  Still, while it is so exciting to watch the game, 
when it is over, it's over.  Each team has a win/loss record filled with great jubilation and dashed 
expectations.  Compare this to Jesus' rock solid promise of  a new life here on earth and life that 
lasts forever in heaven for everyone who believes.      

Hear and believe today!  

I still really like football, but what we should be cheering for in life is the message of  John 3:16!!!  
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