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“A Gift We Need to Accept”

“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.”

Receiving an invitation is a wonderful occasion; it signifies that someone wants us to join with them in
celebrating an important event.  It may be an invitation to a birthday party, or to share in the joy of a
wedding, or to celebrate an anniversary or a graduation.  But invitations also bring with them a challenge:
what gift should we bring with us to this celebration?  What will be an appropriate offering to the person,
couple, or family that has invited us to their celebration?  What gift can we bring that will express our
appreciation over having been invited as well as our congratulations and best wishes to the ones who
have invited us to share this special moment with them?

Some invitations make this decision easy for us; many people (especially couples who are planning their
wedding) will include in their invitation information on stores where the couple is registered.  Bridal
registries have been a means through which couples can indicate gifts that they would desire to receive,
items that they believe will be useful and appropriate as they begin their new life together as husband
and wife.  It also takes the guesswork out of shopping for a wedding present for their invited guests;
instead of wondering what gift would be most appropriate, givers need only to refer to the couple’s
registry (most of which are now online) in order to purchase a gift they can bring to the event in
confidence that it will be both welcomed and useful.  On the other hand, some invitations include a very
different request: that guests who are invited to this events bring no gifts, or only bring “best wishes
please.”  Such requests for no gifts are often on the occasion of a birthday party for a person who has
lived for many years and believes that he or she has everything they could possibly need or want, or a
couple celebrating a milestone anniversary who also feel that the only gifts they need at this point in their
marriage is the loving presence of friends and family who will gather to celebrate this special day with
them.  Once again, to everything there is a season: there is a time when gifts are welcome and useful,
and a time when such gifts are no longer necessary.

But there are other occasions in which we need to receive and accept gifts that at first we may not
believe will be useful or necessary to us.  We may feel that we can complete a project of a task on our
own, and that when someone offers to give us assistance that it really isn’t necessary; but as the project
unfolds, we discover that we couldn’t have accomplished it on our own and if we had refused this offer
for help we would have gotten into serious trouble.  When someone we love dies, we may believe that
we can handle the grief by ourselves and really don’t need other to help us walk this mourner’s path; but
as we soon discover that this journey of grief would be impossible if others hadn’t given of themselves to
share it with us.  There are many situations in which at first we don’t think we need the gifts that are
being offered to us, but in hindsight it becomes apparent that our lives would be far poorer if we hadn’t
accepted this very generous and very important gifts.

At the heart of the Christian faith is the good news that our salvation is rooted in the gift that God has
given to us in Jesus Christ.  There is no verse in all of the Bible that is more well-known than John 3:16,
the message that “for God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes
in him shall not perish but shall have eternal life.”  The gifts of forgiveness of sins, life and salvation are
free gifts that God bestows on us out of his steadfast, unmerited love; it is the message of amazing grace
that “there is nothing we can do to make God love us more, and there is nothing we can do to make God
love us less.” (Philip Yancey).  The blessings of “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow” are
given to us by God who throughout the generations has been the Lord whose steadfast love “never
ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).



The message that God’s greatest blessings are freely given to us through Jesus Christ is rooted in the
word that is at the heart of the Gospel: the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  In order to fully
understand why John 3:16 is such an important verse, today’s Gospel lesson places it within its context
in John’s Gospel.  During his encounter with Nicodemus, in which the Pharisee is having difficulty
understanding what Jesus means in his statement that “no one can see the kingdom of God without
being born from above” (John 3:3), Jesus draws this Jewish teacher’s attention back to an episode in the
Torah: Moses’ lifting up the serpent in the wilderness, which is our First Lesson for this Sunday.  In this
unusual, even disturbing episode, God responds to the complaints of the people of Israel by sending
poisonous snakes to bite and kill many of them: “Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the
people, and they bit the people, and many Israelites died.” (Numbers 21:6).  But what appears at first to
be harsh punishment that far exceeds the offense that inspired it is soon revealed to be a gift that also
carries with it the potential for healing: the word translated “serpent” is seraphim, who can be both
instruments of punishment as well as means of blessing from God depending on how people relate to
God and receive these emissaries of the Lord. (“The seraph touched my mouth with [the coal] and said
to me, ‘Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.’” – Isaiah
6:7).  Once the people have confessed their sins and requested intercession from Moses, God instructs
Moses to make a seraph and place it on a pole or banner as an antidote to the snake bites: “Make a
poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.” (Numbers
21:8).  It is the manner in which the people of Israel receive the gift of the seraphim that will determine
whether they will be a blessing or a curse, an instrument of healing or a means of destruction:

· “The actions of Israel determine whether the seraphim are agents of death or life.  Trivial and
self-indulgent complaints lead to death.  Faith in the power of the bronze serpent heals.” –
Thomas Dozeman.

In John’s Gospel, the key to understanding the analogy between Moses lifting up the serpent in the
wilderness and the statement that “so must the Son of Man be lifted up” (3:14) is in the verb hypsoo,
which means both “lift up” and “exalt.”  Jesus’ physical act of being lifted up on the Cross is also a
moment of exaltation; in the Crucifixion Jesus is exalted.  This reference to the lifting up of Jesus is one
of three such statement about him in the Fourth Gospel, which are analogous to the three passion
predictions in the synoptic Gospels:

· “So Jesus said, ‘When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I am he, and
that I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father has instructed me.’” – 8:28.

· “’And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.’  He said this to indicate
the kind of death he was to die.” – 12:32-33.

John understands Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension as one continuous event.  For the
author of this Gospel, there is no exaltation apart from crucifixion.  Jesus’ offer of his life through being
lifted up on the Cross makes eternal life possible for those who believe: “… that whoever believes in him
may have eternal life.” (3:15).  To have “eternal life” is to live life no longer defined by what had
previously restricted us; it is the gift of the “power to become children of God, who were born, not of
blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” (1:12-13).  “Eternal” (aion) is a way of
describing life as lived in the unending presence of God.  To have eternal life is to be given life as a child
of God; it exists in the present and in the future.

It is within this setting that we hear the gracious words of John 3:16 that God gave Jesus to the world
because God loves the world.  What makes the grace contained in this verses so “amazing” is that the
world (kosmos) in John’s Gospel refers most often to those human beings that are at odds with God and
Jesus:

· “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him.”
– 1:10



· “The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify against it that its works are evil.” –
7:7

· “If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you.  If you belonged to the
world, the world would love you as its own.  Because you do not belong to the world, but I have
chosen you out of the world – therefore the world hates you.” – 15:18-19.

The fact that God’s love for the world was not dependent on the world’s love for God – as Paul says,
“God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8) – is our
assurance that the gift of salvation and new life that are ours in Jesus Christ are truly gifts and not
something that we have earned or merited.  But as is true with all gifts, the offer of this blessing requires
a decision: whether or not we will receive the gift that God offers us in Jesus Christ.  The gift of eternal
life is offered to all the world, to all peoples and all nations, but its blessings are realized only when we
receive the gift and trust that it is for our benefit: “so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal
life.”  If one believes, one’s present is altered by the gift of eternal life; if one does not believe and does
not accept this gift, then its blessings are ineffectual and one perishes.  The gift must be accepted if it is
to bless us with what God intends when he offers us this free gift in the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ.

· “… a person who believes in these words, ‘given for you’ and ‘shed for you for the forgiveness of
sin,’ is really worthy and well prepared.  However, a person who does not believe these words or
doubts them is unworthy and unprepared, because the words ‘for you’ require truly believing
hearts.” – Martin Luther, Small Catechism.

God’s purpose in sending his only Son was for the purpose of salvation and restoration, not
condemnation: “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.” (3:17).  However, the very presence of Jesus as incarnate Word
of God confronts the world with a decision: to believe or not to believe, to accept or reject God’s gift of
salvation in Jesus Christ.  This moment of decision therefore becomes the moment of judgment, for
“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.” (3:18).  To love darkness more
than light is the same as not believing, and results in judgment.  The way a person acts in the presence
of the “light that shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (1:5) is the defining mark
of a person’s identity, 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.” (3:20-21).  Who people are is determined by their response to
Jesus.

· “When God sent Jesus into the world, God presented the world with a critical moment of decision. 
God sent Jesus to save the world, but each person must decide whether to accept that offer of
salvation.  The world will thereby judge itself in its response to Jesus.” – Gail O’Day

Many of us may believe that we really don’t need this offer of salvation, the gift that God offers in Jesus
Christ.  It’s not that we have anything against our Lord or feel hostile to the Gospel or the Christian faith;
it’s simply that we’re fairly self-sufficient and are in no need of such gifts or assistance.  But as a person
who initially refuses a gift or an offer soon discovers that their circumstances would have been
impossible if they had not accepted what had been offered to them, we will also learn that we cannot live
the fully abundant life that God desires for us apart from the gracious gift of forgiveness of sins, life and
salvation that are given to us in Jesus Christ.  God has given us “all the necessities and nourishment for
this body and life … out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit of mine at
all,” and has blessed us with the gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ “in order that I may belong to
him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness,
just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally.” (Small Catechism).  God gives us what
we cannot provide for ourselves; and God’s graciousness toward us is “so amazing, so divine” that God



even gives us the means to receive this gift: the gift of faith that allows us to believe that this gift is truly
for us and to receive it as God intended:

· “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of
God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.” – Ephesians 2:8-9.

Faith opens our eyes and hearts to see that this gift is truly for us, and to receive it so that we might
become the people God created us to be: “For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” (Ephesians 2:10).

Sometimes, the gifts that are first we rejected or dismissed as unimportant are the gifts that will transform
our lives.  We may not see the need for such a gift at that moment; but as our lives unfold and we find
ourselves in new and often difficult circumstances, that gift that someone knew we would need even
when we couldn’t see it can make all the difference.  There are times when we may feel that we are
strong, independent, self-sufficient people who have no need for a Saviour or for the gift that God offers
us in Jesus Christ; but we will soon discover that “by my own understanding or effort I cannot believe in
Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him,” and then that free gift of salvation and new life that is ours in
Jesus Christ will “charm our fears and bid our sorrows cease.”  Even if we cannot comprehend all that
the gift that is our in Jesus Christ will mean for us, we accept this gift in trust and hope, thanks and praise
that whatever may happen, it is our decision to embrace this blessed gift that will make all the difference
for us.

· “What Jesus as savior offers us is not immunity from despair, any more than it is immunity from
any other form of human doubt, but his companionship in the dark night.  He has been there.  He
knows the way.  He knows that the darkness is not all there is, and that even at its blackest the
darkness itself holds purpose.  For without it we cannot distinguish the light, any more than we
can distinguish true hope without brushing into despair, or true forgiveness without going still
deeper into our guilt, or true, ‘abundant’ life without a close encounter with death in its many
guises.” – Douglas John Hall

When we accept an invitation, it is good to know what gifts the people with whom we will gather will need
or desire.  But even when someone doesn’t request a gift or makes it clear that the want no gifts, there
are times when we bring a gift anyway, knowing that even if they don’t believe they need it then that it
may become useful in the future.  We may not see the urgency in accepting the gift of grace and
salvation that God offers us in Jesus Christ, but knowing that God loves us and always desires what is
best for us, we accept this gift and trust that it will always comfort us, always reassure us, always bless
us – because it is the of eternal life from the God who so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so
that everyone who believes and receives this gift will have life eternal – grace today and bright hope for
tomorrow. Amen.


