
NO CONDEMNATION

Numbers 21:4-9; Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21

The first Bible verse many of us learned as a child is found embedded in this morning’s

Gospel. The verse we memorized was John 3:16. It was likely memorized in the language of the KJV

Bible, “for God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son that whosoever believeth in him

should not perish but have everlasting life.” Now for most third graders, the term “only begotten son”

would be totally incomprehensible, nor would they be that clear on what “whosoever believeth in him”

was supposed to mean.

However, that verse has stuck with me and, I am sure, with many others throughout life. I don’t

remember who taught it to me, but I remember that it was taught to me as part of my Sunday School

experience. Those were the days when they had you memorize Bible verses. Sometimes you could

even win a prize for memorizing a number of them! Those who coached in this memorization also

spoke about the importance of “giving your life to Christ” and “believing in Jesus with all your heart.”

Again, not sure what that meant. There were also hints at some sort of dire consequences if you

failed to follow the directives of this verse. You had better believe the verse, or you could be in

trouble.

Looking back, I am glad that I was made to memorize that verse of scripture. I think that the

memorization of scripture is a good thing for children to do. And, I think John 3:16 is indeed one of

the great verses in all of scripture. However, I do wish that rather than presenting only this verse to us

as a warning—“you better believe in Jesus, or there could be hell to pay”—John 3:16 had been

joined with what Jesus says right after this verse, in John 3:17. I also wish that there had been

greater emphasis on the words, “For God so loved…”

Why did God send the Son? Love.
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It’s as if Jesus, in saying this to Nicodemus in their nocturnal conversation, really means to

stress love. Jesus mentions the love of God twice, reiterating—”for God so loved”…” by adding that

the Son came “not to condemn.”

Sadly, even though Jesus explicitly states here why he has come into the world—not to

condemn—Jesus has often been presented to the world as God’s condemnation of the world.

I remember hearing about a woman who said, in a church meeting, “I spent the first 35 years

of my life thinking God was mad at me. It was not until I was approaching mid-life that I found a

church where I was told about grace. I was 35 years old before I realized that in the past I’ve gotten

some lousy information about God.”

I heard of a pastor who has started a church in the heart of  one of his nation’s great cities.

God has given him gifts for working with people from a wide array of sexual orientations. His church

is attracting new Christians from all over the city. Starting a new congregation isn’t easy. When he

was asked, “What is your greatest challenge with a new church start?”

The young pastor replied, “I spend a huge amount of time listening to some very troublesome

stories of how people have been wounded by the church and Christians in the past. I hear a lot of

stories of trauma. A major part of my ministry is therefore telling people that Jesus does not feel the

same way about them that many Christians do.” (That was reiterated by a news story about a pastor

in Regina who denigrated LGBTQ+ people in a sermon that was broadcast through their Facebook

page last Sunday.)

Maybe some of you listening this morning can relate to these stories. Jesus comes to us

calling us to new life. Jesus’s ways are not the ways of the world. Make no mistake about it, Jesus

has plenty to say against many of the ways that we live our lives. He means to go head to head

against many of the gods we worship. Repeatedly, Jesus calls us to “repent.” The word means to turn
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around, to change our direction. We are not right in the way we are walking.

And particularly during the season of Lent we have had a lot to say about sin, wrongdoing, bad

habits, false gods, and human finitude.

But all of that fits in the frame of this morning’s Gospel: God so loved the world God sent

God’s only son into the world but not to condemn the world. Not to condemn.

Lent is historically a time for repentance and confession of sin. There are at least two ways to

be honest about our sin. One way is for you to feel condemned in your wrongdoing. You are

threatened. You are caught red-handed in your sin. Your error is undeniable. Don’t lie about it, or

there will be consequences. You had better confess your wrong, or you will be punished.

There’s another way, and I think that way is truer to this Sunday’s Gospel. You realize that

God is not your enemy. Something happens in your life whereby your eyes are opened: you sense

how deep and pervasive is God’s love for you. Having that knowledge, being secure in your

relationship with God, you are thereby free to tell the truth about yourself. You are honestly

confessing your sin, not fearing threats but out of love.

Surely many of you who are parents know this. I’m sure that your children do. When a parent

is deeply concerned about the direction a child is taking in life, one way of handling it is to set the

child down and to condemn in the strongest possible words the child’s behavior. Perhaps, through

this harsh talk, the parent can intimidate the child to such a degree that the child will change his or

her ways.

There’s another way. That’s for the parent to sit the child down and to say how much the

parent loves the child, how much the parent believes in the child, and how confident the parent is that

the child has been given the resources to live differently. The parent may stress the child’s

preciousness, the gifts that God has given to the child, the child’s current trajectory as a betrayal of
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those good gifts. And then the parent reassures the child that, no matter what, the child can never do

anything that will stop the parent from loving the child.

I believe the second way, the “no condemnation” way, is probably the more effective. At least I

think it is more closely aligned with the way of God the beloved parent.

No condemnation.

The person who has heard this word can stand up and breathe as if  for the first time. This is

the core of the Gospel, the good news, best of news. When we hear this word it’s like a huge burden

has been lifted from our backs.

No condemnation.

We realize that the trouble between us and God has been ended—by God. God could have

condemned us, but in Jesus Christ God says, “No, condemnation.”

We discover that to be loved by God we don’t have to clean ourselves up, think right, act right,

nor feel right. Things between us and God were set right by God.

No condemnation.

For the first the first time we don’t have to put on the masks, (not the ones that we wear to

protect ourselves but the ones we use to hide behind) and try to be somebody we are not. We don’t

have to act some fake role that’s not us. We just have to be ourselves, namely, those who are loved,

forgiven by God.

No condemnation.

In Ephesians today we read: 

Even when we were dead, Paul writes.

Even when we turned away from the One who had created us.

Even when we lived in the grip of what drew our gaze from God.
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Even when we were oblivious.

Even when we followed a path fashioned of nothing

but our own desires.

Even when we wandered far and willfully away.

Even when we forgot to look past our own feet and to see the wonders not of our making.

Even when we failed to stand in awe, to breathe thanks,

to lean into the love that had waited long for us.

Even when, Paul writes.

Even when,

even then:

grace. (~ written by Jan L. Richardson)

For the first time we are free to tell the truth about ourselves. We’re not the people we wish we

were. We have failed to live up to God’s expectations for us. We have not loved our neighbors as

ourselves. We have not done right even when we know right. We can be so honest (It’s Lent, season

of honesty!) because we’ve heard these marvelous words.

“Not to condemn….but to save.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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