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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to study John 3:16 (one more time).

1. What does it mean to “believe” in the one and only unique Son?

2. Describe misguided faith.

3. If God’s invitation is to “whoever,” why isn’t everyone saved?

4. How do we know that the perishing that is promised for not
believing is everlasting?

5. Describe everlasting life.

Faith Results in Eternal Life
John 3:16

There is a world of difference between religion and the new birth.
The world has never seen a shortage of religion and devoutly religious
people. People whom God has miraculously regenerated are  not quite
so common. 

The Pharisees were religious people, but they insisted that the
Roman authorities torture and execute the only perfect man who ever
lived. The Crusaders of the 10  century were very public about theirth

religion as they overthrew whole nations, often robbing, pillaging and
raping innocent people. Vile as they were, the “church” granted them
remission from hell for joining the army. The leaders of the Spanish and
English inquisitions were very religious people. But never allowed their
religion to get in the way of executing hundreds of sincere Christians
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who loved Jesus. Hitler was baptized into the Catholic church as an
infant and confirmed at age fifteen. But he never disavowed his
membership—even while he committed the atrocities of his war. While
that religious man ordered the deaths of millions of innocent Jews, he
also spoke of his belief in the “almighty Creator.”

We could go on with many more examples of how religious people
act, including icons like Saddam Hussein, Osama Bin Laden, and the
Ayatollah Khomeini. No one would deny that such people have religion,
indeed many of them were devoutly religion. But mere religion is useless
at best and deadly at worst.

Jesus conversed with a religious man named Nicodemus. He was
a dedicated follower of the Pharisee clan in Israel. Jesus told him quite
directly that he needed to be born again. The challenge stumped this very
educated fellow. The challenge stumps most people. Most people are
content to work diligently to force God to be kind to them and allow
them into heaven. All the while they are knocking themselves out, Jesus
is offering them the free gift of eternal life, if they would just believe
Him. Most don’t. We do (and I hope you can be included in the “we”).
Let’s consider the last clause of this most wonderful offer from Jesus.

Faith is the Great Need

Jesus pointed out to the teacher of Israel that eternal life was
promised for whoever believes in Him. The offer is universal because
whoever must include . . . “whoever.” God’s invitation to eternal life is
as broad as the human race. He promises that everyone who calls in faith
believing on the name of the Lord will be saved (Romans 10:13). In that
same context of good news to the Christians at Rome, Paul also wrote
that everyone who confesses with his or her mouth that Jesus is the Lord
will be saved (Rom. 10:9). True also is the fact that everyone who
believes in his heart that God raised Jesus from the dead will make this
confession (Rom. 10:9b).  Therefore, everyone who believes in Him will
not be put to shame (Rom. 10:11).

The universality of the promise rests in the fact that there is no
distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all,
bestowing his riches on all who call on him. For “everyone who calls on
the name of the Lord will be saved” (Romans 10:12-13).



3

Peter’s Pentecost sermon established this same wonderful promise
when he preached, And it shall come to pass that everyone who calls
upon the name of the Lord shall be saved (Acts 2:21). This was a
quotation from the prophet Joel who preached in 835 B.C. Joel, and
subsequently Peter, promised that when God poured out salvation
through the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit in the last days, people
will call on God and people will be saved. This promise was fulfilled
partially in the amazing events of the founding of the Church on
Pentecost. On that one day, God saved 3,000 souls. This promise will be
fulfilled completely in the Day of the Lord when the Millennial kingdom
is introduced.

The promise is founded on the fact that the blood that Christ shed
on the cross is sufficient to cover all sin. His blood is held up in contrast
to the many sacrifices of the past. All the blood of millions of lambs,
bulls and goats could not cover sin once for all (Hebrews 10:1-4). Those
sacrifices only pointed forward to the sacrifice of the only unique Son of
God that is sufficient to cover all sin for all time.

The offer is universal because the need is universal. Because Adam
is the father of the entire human race, his sin passed down to all of us.
That was Paul’s argument. Therefore, just as sin came into the world
through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men
because all sinned (Romans 5:12). Therefore, all people have Adam’s
sin nature which means that all people have sinned. Paul also argued that
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). “All”
is a universal term. We are all guilty of missing the mark. Simply being
born is sufficient for us to miss God’s standard of glory. Sin is falling
short of God’s standard of perfection. No one comes close to that
standard which means that we all fail, and, therefore, we are all in need.

It is not difficult to prove this argument. The evidence of universal
sin is abundant. Listen to Paul’s assessment in Romans three. As it is
written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one
seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become
worthless; no one does good, not even one” (Romans 3:10-12). 

The need is mammoth indeed. But the need cannot possibly exceed
God’s provision for forgiveness through Jesus Christ. God laid the
iniquity of us all on the only unique Son of God. Isaiah prophesied about
this amazing work of atonement, of Christ taking the penalty for all sin,
seven hundred years before Christ came to earth. All we like sheep have
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gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD
has laid on him the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:6). Jesus Christ’s
sacrifice is perfect and so immense that it is sufficient to satisfy the
demand for all sin. He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours
only but also for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2).

The need for the payment to cover the offense of sin was universal
because every single person is born a sinner. Christ’s sacrifice is
sufficient to cover the universal need. But not everyone’s sins will be
forgiven. Indeed, Jesus warned that only a few will be saved while the
many will travel the broad, popular, easy road to destruction. Why? How
can this happen when the payment for sin has been given through the
Son and the invitation to have it applied has been announced?

The need for help is universal and the universally required action
is faith. The sinner must believe God in order to receive eternal life.
Each individual is responsible to believe. Sin is universal, effecting
every person, but salvation is not universal. While the blood of Jesus
Christ is sufficient to cover all the sin of all humans in all of history, it
is efficient to cover only the sins of those who believe. The Bible clearly
reveals that not everyone will believe God. Therefore, it must be plain
that not everyone’s sins will be forgiven through the blood of Christ. 

What is this required belief that is the only way to gain salvation?
The Old Testament concept of faith might be expressed as actively
leaning on or resting on the object of faith. For example, if a person has
faith in a chair, he does not hesitate to place his entire weight on the
chair. If the person has faith in a writing, he does not hesitate to order his
life according to the writing. If a person has faith in another person, he
assumes that he can depend on that person. Therefore, faith, as it is
expressed in the Old Testament, is seen as the individual leaning wholly
on the power and faithfulness of God.

The New Testament concept of faith is built on the same
foundation, but is a bit broader. In the New Testament, faith requires the
person to believe what someone else has said and to put trust in the
object of faith. Jesus illustrated the exercise of this faith when He told
the lame man to take up his bed and go home. If the man didn’t move,
it was because he didn’t have faith. If he got up and went home, it
proved that he believed what Jesus told him.

Believing what Jesus said seems easy enough to do. Yes, but the
New Testament makes a very clear distinction between genuine trust and
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mere assent. Many people in Jesus’ day assented to the fact that He was
distinct, that He was a good teacher, and that He exercised special
powers, but they did not entrust themselves to Him.

Okay, faith is trusting what God says about Jesus Christ, the one
and only Son of God. But how can a sinner who has no desire to seek
God, no desire to be right with God, and no ability to comprehend God
exercise faith? Since we are spiritually dead, we cannot respond to God
in faith; and since we are spiritually blind, we cannot see the spiritual
truth we should believe. Does that mean that each human is utterly
helpless and hopeless to gain eternal life?

There is hope because God gives the gift of faith. Remember that
in the earlier part of this verse we learned that God loves His creation so
much that He gave. Along with giving the one and only Son, God gives
reasons to believe through common grace. God has revealed His
character in the things He has created. A person can believe that these
are evidences of God and pursue a greater understanding. Or a person
can deny these evidences and suppress the truth with the result that they
will never believe (Rom. 1:18).

Furthermore, God has revealed His law in our consciences. Paul
argued that when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what
the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not
have the law. They show that the work of the law is written on their
hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or even excuse them (Romans 2:14-15). As a result,
many of our national laws are rooted in God’s law. The sinner who
ponders this truth will receive greater understanding from God and
reason to believe.

Ultimately, God gives the gift of saving faith. That is the great
promise of the well-known passage in Ephesians 2:8-9. For by grace you
have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the
gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast (Ephesians
2:8-9). The sinner is saved by God’s grace as He gives us the gift of
saving faith. At the moment of salvation, God opens our spiritual eyes
so that we can believe Him. Unless God opens our understanding, all
faith and all talk about faith will be misguided.

Instead of floundering in misguided faith, the object of faith is the
one and only unique Son. There are many objects of faith. Many people
in Jesus’ day believed that He was their concept of the Messiah. Sadly,
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their concept was not even close to God’s idea. Therefore, they rejected
Jesus who they at first believed. The religious leaders mocked the
crucified Jesus claiming that if He came down from the cross they would
believe in Him (Mt. 27:42). They couldn’t believe a suffering Messiah.
Of course, we are also quite sure that even if they believed something
about Jesus they would not have saving faith. 

Jesus told about the people who, being like rocky soil, receive the
gospel and believe for awhile (Luke 8:13). But in the time of testing,
they fall away. Multitudes were impressed with Jesus’ teaching,
concluding that He taught with authority (Mt. 7:28-29). Thousands of
people believed that Jesus could provide free food for them (John 6:25-
34). But many (if not most) of those people forsook Jesus. In that setting
Jesus taught, “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is of no avail. The
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.  But there are some
of you who do not believe.” (For Jesus knew from the beginning who
those were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.)
(John 6:63-64). Those people all acted like they believed and talked like
they believed, but they did not believe.

The story has not changed much. Sincere people in our day place
“saving” faith in many different objects. They believe in the teaching or
work of their church. Or they place firm trust in their chosen creed.
Often the real object of their faith is their own opinions or gut feelings
or even their good works. Most of that kind of faith trickles down to the
reality that the real object of their faith is their own  “belief.” People like
that continually fear that they do not believe “enough.” Or they desire
“stronger” faith. But ultimately they have misplaced their faith by
trusting in their ability to believe. 

Instead of all that, the sinner must believe what God says about the
work of the Son. Faith in the only unique Son rests securely in who He
is and what he accomplished. If we rest securely in the work of Christ on
the cross, we do not try to force God to approve of us enough to save us.
People who rest in Christ do not pre-plan their argument for why God
should allow them into heaven. We simply rest in this great fact:

My faith has found a resting place,
Not in device nor creed.
I trust the ever living One,
His wounds for me shall plead.
I need no other argument.
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I need no other plea.
It is enough that Jesus died,
And that He died for me. (Lidie Edmunds) 

True faith rests solely on the facts of God’s Word. The writer to the
Hebrew Christians stated, Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for,
the conviction of things not seen (Hebrews 11:1). Assurance and
conviction that constitute faith are based on God’s Word. Either we
believe what God says in His Word or we do not. When God does the
miracle of regeneration in our hearts, He opens the truth of His Word to
our understanding. Therefore, we know that the invitation to believe in
Christ is given to whoever. Sadly we also know that most of the
“whoever” will not believe.

Eternal Life is the Reward.

This simple text states the promise of eternal life negatively, and
then positively. Negatively stated, the promise is that everyone who
believes in Jesus has no fear of perishing. To perish is to suffer for
eternity. The reality is that unrepentant sinners will suffer real, unending
agony. Jesus pictured this punishment as outer darkness where there will
be continual weeping, wailing, and gnashing of teeth (Mt. 8:12; 13:42).
He pictured it is as a furnace of fire (Mt. 13:42) or a lake of fire (Rev.
20:15). At the same time, it will be a place of oppressive darkness and
loneliness (Mt. 22:13). Obviously, it will be a place of unceasing
torment (Lk. 16:24). 

The worst part of the eternal suffering will be separation from God.
In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, the sinner was separated from
the presence of God by a gulf that cannot be traversed (Lk. 16:26). Paul
warned that this punishment will be “eternal destruction, away from the
presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might” (2 Thes. 1:9). No
doubt the idea of being separated from God hardly affects most sinners.
However, it is impossible for human wisdom to imagine what God’s
absence is like because we have never experienced it.

Eternal perishing sounds quite painful and without hope.
Nevertheless, to perish is the justifiable end for all people. This
punishment for sin seems so extreme that human wisdom denies it. Bible
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scholars conclude that it is all figurative language. Some have turned to
the concept of annihilationism that concludes that at death the soul is
destroyed as surely as the body decomposes. Some of the people in this
camp argue that God will not allow a sinner to have eternal life of any
kind—even if it is suffering. Maybe that is why the Bible refers to the
perishing as “eternal death” (contempt) (Dan. 12:2). Many people
conclude, wholly apart from any biblical argument, that humans like
animals just cease to exist.

It seems like people tend to resort to such denial of eternal
punishment because they cannot reconcile such action with God. How
can a good and loving God punish real people? Well, let’s not forget that
God created humans in perfection. God warned them of the
consequences of distrusting Him. They distrusted God and brought the
consequences of sin on every person born thereafter (yea, on all
creation). God provided His law to show all people exactly how we have
offended Him with our sins. God provided the sacrifice that is acceptable
to cover over our sins. God provided the invitation to confess our sins to
Him and accept His free gift of salvation. If sinners refuse to trust God
after all He has provided, they deserve whatever consequences the holy
and just God determines to be fitting. Paul was exactly right to conclude,
“Therefore you have no excuse!” (Romans 2:1).

Positively stated, the reward for believing in Jesus Christ, the one
and only unique Son, is eternal life. Eternal life is a quality of life as well
as endurance of life. We generally think of eternity as a long time. It is
long, but it is not time. Eternity is the absence of time—there is no
beginning and no ending. Since God is eternal by nature, life in His
presence will be characterized like that.

But more important is that God’s reward for sinners who wholly
believe in the finished work of Christ is a life of eternal quality. The
born again person begins to experience the blessings and joys of eternity
at the moment of salvation. We look forward to being glorified just like
Jesus our Savior is forever. While it is difficult for us to try to
comprehend the quality of eternity, we can be satisfied that we will be
forever what God intended for us to be at creation. 

Eternal life is God’s gift. No human has the right to demand or
even receive eternal blessing. We are all guilty of breaching God’s trust.
We are powerless to force any requests or demands. As offenders, we are
at God’s mercy. Not to worry! God the great and perfect Creator grants
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the blessing of eternal life out of our heart of love for His creation. He
longs for us (and all creation) to be what He created us to be. He has
provided the means to achieve that end. He grants that promise to all
who trust Him—which is where our first parents failed.

Nicodemus, the teacher in Israel, heard the greatest story ever told
—capsulized in one sentence.  If this was the only “gospel” we ever
heard, it would be sufficient to show us how to gain eternal life. But the
most important matter is not how God packed such a wonderful truth
into such a short statement. The important question is, “Have you trusted
God about this gift?”
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