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The Difference between Understanding  

and Giving Our Hearts to God and the Way of Jesus 
B-Lent 4, John 3:1-21, 3/11/18, 8:00 am Service 

Robert Woody 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence:  Although we can never fully understand the mystery of God or Jesus, we can still 

choose to give our hearts, to give ourselves to the Way of God and Jesus, and which opens us to the 

abundance of eternal life, here and now, and forever. 
 

Adult Sermon: 

John 3:16 was probably the first verse I memorized as a Southern Baptist, probably 

when is was about 6 years old.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

begotten son, so that whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.” 

 And we took it literally.  Everything the Bible says about Jesus’ life and death and 

resurrection is true, factually, literally true.  And if you believe it all, you’re going to 

heaven. 

 

But is that what John really means when he talks about “believing” in Jesus?  

Sometimes we assume, when we read this passage or when we say, “I believe in God or 

Jesus”, that we mean the same thing as “I believe in climate change,” or “I don’t believe 

in climate change.”  Do you believe that climate change is scientifically true?  Or is that 

just “fake news”? 

When we say “we believe in Jesus,” are we simply acknowledging the factual truth, 

that Jesus is really the Son of God and that he really died for our sins so that we can have 

eternal life?  And as long as we “believe” all this is factually true, we are saved, we will go 

to heaven?   

I’m not saying none of this is literally, factually true.  But I’m pondering what it 

really means to “believe” it’s true.   

 

Let’s dig a little deeper into how the Gospel of John explains or illustrates what it 

means to “believe” in Jesus.  After his encounter with Nicodemus, Jesus speaks to the 

larger group.   

"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.  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 
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do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name 

of the only Son of God.”  (John 3:16-18)  

 

Up to this point, it sounds like John is talking about “believing” in an intellectual or factual 

sense, an acknowledgement that Jesus is the Son of God and was sent to “save” us.  But 

then John shifts language and begins to use more metaphorical and mysterious words 

that he used in the introduction to John’s Gospel.   

Remember the introduction to John?   

 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 

was God.  “He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being 

through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  What has come 

into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light 

shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. . . . The true 

light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.”  (John 1:1-5, 9)  

 

That’s from the introduction, at the beginning of chapter 1.  Now listen how John 

incorporates this metaphor of “light” in his continuing discussion of what it means 

to “believe” in Jesus, in the second part of today’s reading. 

 

“And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people 

loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.  “For all who 

do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not 

be exposed.  But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be 

clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God."   (John 3:19-21) 

 

Jesus is the “light” that has come into the world.  Later in chapter 8, Jesus says 

again, “I am the Light of the world.”  And we can choose to either come to the light, “to 

give our hearts to” the light, or we can choose to ignore or avoid or move away from the 

light.  And what does it mean or what determines whether we are moving toward the 

light or away from it?   

According to John, it’s about “our deeds.”  It’s not what we are thinking or literally 

believing, as much as what we are doing, what we are committing our lives to.  If we do 

what is good, or do “deeds . . . in God”, we move towards the light.  If we do what is evil 

or not good, we move away from the light.  We avoid the light, because the light will 

reveal that our deeds are evil.   
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So, John seems to be saying “believing” is not about simply declaring or 

acknowledging what we think is factually true, but rather it is about responding by our 

actions, by our deeds. It is our actions that move us towards the truth, the light of life.  If 

our deeds do not demonstrate that we have “given our heart,” committed ourselves to 

the Light, then we do not really “believe”.  So, it seems to me, if we truly love, and believe 

in and give our hearts to God and Jesus, then we must also follow the Way of Jesus, 

actively love and serve and be kind to our neighbor.  We can’t really “give our hearts” to 

God and to the Way of Jesus, the Way of Radical Love, without actively and intentionally 

loving and serving our neighbors, doing the good deeds that Jesus did, the good deeds 

that draw us towards the Light. 

 

Amen 


