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16 ‘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. 

This is, perhaps, one of the best known, and maybe even beloved scriptures of the gospels. For some people it is a summation of the gospel message. /

For other people, it is also one of the most challenging scriptures because it is both popular and professes to sum up the gospel in a way that they fundamentally disagree with. I am closer to the latter camp than the former. 

God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. For many Christians this is a shorthand reference to the Passion story, to Jesus' substitutionary atonement. God is manifest as a human in Jesus and Jesus is given as a sacrifice in order to make amends for human sinfulness. Inherent in this is an understanding that humans are sinful in nature and that God is vengeful and requires a blood sacrifice. Those who believe this find personal salvation.

That is one interpretation of the scripture. But for me it is not an interpretation that sits with my understanding of human nature, God nor the gospel message. So I have tried to look at this text through a different interpretative lens. 

These are the questions I had. What is the nature of God's love for the world and how does Jesus fit into that? What does it mean to believe? And is eternal life really just about me?

“God so loved the world.” God’s love is great, not just in abstract terms, but in concrete terms. This is a “don’t tell me you love me, take out the garbage,” kind of love that is active and relational in real life. God loved so much, that God created the world, the creatures of sea, sky and land, plant life, water and people, woman and man together. God’s creation was intricate. It contained all that every plant and creature would need to survive, but it also relied on every plant and creature to make that happen. 

God calls us to love actively. God’s vision and laws were based on supporting and strengthening community. God understood that “households do not exist in isolation, nor do families; they live in a social, economic and political context and environment.”
 We all live in the context of the society around us and in today’s society that includes the global community. 

And when we kept getting it wrong, and we ignored the prophets who told us so, God sent a role model. God gave God’s only begotten son. God sent Jesus to demonstrate what it means to live in God’s way. 

“Who so ever believes in him….”

What does it mean, to believe something? Marcus Borg noted that:

Today, we look at belief in almost a legalistic way. It's almost prescriptive. But before the 1600, to believe something did not mean believing statements or teachings or doctrines to be true. Rather it’s direct object was always personal; and “believe” meant what we mean by “belove.” To “belove” is to commit yourself to, pledge yourself to. We are changed by what we “belove.”
 So believing is what we put our heart to. And what we put our heart to will transform us.
A powerful and descriptive examples of that is in the Chronicles of Narnia. Do you know that series by C.S. Lewis? I want to read you this from the Silver Chair. 
The premise of the Chronicles of Narnia is that a family of children when playing a game, go through the back of a wardrobe and find a parallel world called Narnia. They meet a lion, Aslan, who is kind of a Christ figure. Here they have been captured by an evil queen who tries to convince them that Narnia and Aslan are not real. 
Witch - "Put away these childish tricks. I have work for you in the real world. There is no Narnia, no Overworld, no sky, no sun, no Aslan."

Puddleglum (one of the creatures who have befriended the children)-

“One word, Ma'am," he said, coming back from the fire; limping, because of the pain. "One word. All you've been saying is quite right, I shouldn't wonder. I'm a chap who always liked to know the worst and then put the best face I can on it. So I won't deny any of what you said. But there's one more thing to be said, even so. Suppose we have only dreamed, or made up, all those things-trees and grass and sun and moon and stars and Aslan himself. Suppose we have. Then all I can say is that, in that case, the made-up things seem a good deal more important than the real ones. Suppose this black pit of a kingdom of yours is the only world. Well, it strikes me as a pretty poor one. And that's a funny thing, when you come to think of it. We're just babies making up a game, if you're right. But four babies playing a game can make a play-world which licks your real world hollow. That's why I'm going to stand by the play world. I'm on Aslan's side even if there isn't any Aslan to lead it. I'm going to live as like a Narnian as I can even if there isn't any Narnia. So, thanking you kindly for our supper, if these two gentlemen and the young lady are ready, we're leaving your court at once and setting out in the dark to spend our lives looking for Overland. Not that our lives will be very long, I should think; but that's a small loss if the world's as dull a place as you say.” 
― C.S. Lewis, The Silver Chair
So to believe in Jesus, whom God brought to the world as a model of how to live the Kingdom into being, is to live into that model. To live as Jesus did. To live as if the Kingdom of God is real. 

God gave Jesus to the world to demonstrate.

And what did Jesus demonstrate? That women were ok by him. In a culture where women had no independent rights and were seen as lesser, he openly travelled with women, he invited women into his inner circle. He defended a woman from stoning and did not recoil when touched by a woman who was considered unclean because of her haemorrhaging. 

Jesus opened himself to people who were ostracized in his society. Who is ostracized in our society, in our churches? People who are poor, addicts, gays and lesbians. Jesus would not have shut them out. And notice he also did not ask people to change who they were before he sat at table with them. Everyone was welcome.

Jesus was radical. He got at the root of the issues that oppressed people and that did not allow them to live out their full potential. 

And what does it mean to not perish? There is some evidence that there is a spiritual existence beyond this world. Yet God's call to the kingdom was not about the afterlife, but about now, about creation as we live in it. To live as Jesus did is to live as if all creation matters. 

And if we do this, we shall not perish. We shall not perish but have everlasting life. Well, we know that our corporeal selves perish. Death is a part of our lives individually. This line is often understood as our spiritual selves will not perish but will rise to heaven. And I wonder if it has another meaning.

Creation is cyclical. Birth and growth always move towards death. But in creation, death is not end. Animals procreate, humans included. Plants seed and new plants grow. Compost creates food for new growth. The food chain nourishes each link.

But what of our lives today? Today environmental issues are coalesced as a major concern. For many plant and animal species, death has become final. Women in many places in the world have lost control of procreation and their own bodies. Companies are creating plants that don’t seed. God’s abundant and everlasting life is in peril.

If we really believed in Jesus, if we beloved Jesus, put our heart to him, we’d try to live more like him. Jesus lived lightly on the earth. One robe, one pair of sandals. Jesus honoured all people. He healed wealthy girls and poor women. He challenged oppression by eating with people who were ostracized by others. 

Will not perish means all of creation will not perish, not just my soul. Will not perish must mean all of creation because we are dependent on all of creation for our lives. We depend on plants to seed and grow more food. We depend on clean air so animals can live. We depend on water. We depend on people in other communities and other countries whose knowledge and work create much of what we depend on in our lives, including food. 

God was so filled with love that God created all that there is. And when humans failed to behave in a way that preserved this creation, God sent a role model. And of we live, if we put our hearts to living as Jesus has taught us, then God's creation will go on being for us and for generations. 

God's love inspires us to love. This is not necessarily an easy path. There were people who did not like what Jesus did. It challenged their power and authority and their profit. But this kind of love is, I believe, what we are called to as Christians. God loved and still loves the world, and God calls us to love it too.
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