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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
I wonder sometimes about the words we repeat each week in our worship and if they ever start to lose their 
meaning. There's a real danger in that happening when the Church has a liturgy like ours. If I'm honest, there's 
only so many times one can say the Nicene Creed without it becoming a bit repetitive. Or if not repetitive, then 
almost the opposite, that we don't even notice the words of certain prayers anymore. I think this sometimes about 
the Collect for Purity that we hear at the beginning of most of our services -- "Almighty God, to you all hearts are 
open, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid." Those are powerful attributes of God that become less 
important to us if we aren't careful when we hear them -- but think about what does words really mean -- that 
God is mighty in a way that nothing else is; that before God, who knows the hopes of our hearts better than we 
even do, we are open, vulnerable; that those desires that reach down to our very souls and the depth of our being 
are known always and eternally by God; and that those things we hope that no one will ever know are always 
known to God. 
 
The Collect continues: "Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may 
perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy name, through Christ our Lord. Amen." As we come to 
worship, it is God who creates in us hearts that are ready to worship, ready to love God more perfectly, ready to 
magnify and glorify God, all by the power of the Holy Spirit that inspires and emboldens us to worship in the first 
place. And we pray all these things in the name of Jesus Christ, in the name of the Lord of our salvation, he who is 
the mediator of all our prayers, he who intercesses and prays for us before our Father in heaven. 
 
So that's what we pray when we gather here. There is so much more in those brief phrases than meets the eye, and 
certainly much more considering how often we hear them. Even if the words themselves are simple, there is a 
beautiful complexity in what happens around them and because of them that we often lose if we do not hear them 
fresh each time. 
 
Sometimes the same thing happens with scripture, that we often recall certain phrases very easily but may not 
remember all that they contain or could mean. Yet when it comes to the Bible, I think many people approach it 
with a "the simpler the better" approach. Or maybe that's how we'd like our knowledge and understanding of God 
to be, that if we can sort of some up all of the teachings of the Bible and just remember a few key phrases here and 
there, that just might be enough to keep us on God's good side. I remember a time when I was a curate in 
Manassas, Virginia and a man came into our office looking for financial aid. To "prove" to me that he was a 
Christian and maybe to convince me to help him, he said "oh Pastor I love God. Me and God are like this! You 
know, John 3:16 and all that." He was very kind and we helped him, but part of me was very tempted to say "and 
what does John 3:16 mean to you?" 
 
What a phenomenon today's reading has become. There aren't that many verses that are so well known 
throughout the Bible that you know what the words say as soon as someone mentions it. But that might also be 
the challenge -- just as we might do with the Collect for Purity, it's easy to forget or take for granted the verses we 
think we know the best. So with "John 3:16", just saying the chapter and verse out loud might evoke memories of 
people holding signs of it at sporting events, or driving past billboards on highways plastered with it -- so much so 
that the actual words of the verse can become an afterthought. But this seemingly ever-present passage of scripture 
may well be one of Jesus' most simple and straightforward messages that has meant the world to so many who have 
heard it: "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 
perish but have eternal life."  
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And even if it does a decent job of summing up something important about what Christians believe, we must 
remember that John 3:16 does not simply exist all by itself, either. Even if it has become the most famous phrase in 
the Bible without any other context, we who read scripture seriously and we who read scripture to understand the 
larger picture must remember what else comes after these well-known words. Because unfortunately, many have 
used this hopeful phrase to condemn others or claim that it is God who condemns those who don't believe. Many 
will say that if all we have to do is believe in Jesus for eternal life, all those other folks who aren't like us and don't 
believe in him must not have eternal life. And were that all John had to say on the matter, they might be right. But 
this is often what people would like to believe, that for those who believe, God loves them and they're good; for 
those who don't believe, God doesn't love them, and they're not as fortunate. 
 
Thankfully, John's words continue: "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." Instead, John describes judgment much more so than 
condemnation, and when he does, it's because people's actions judge themselves: "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." It may be 
hard to hear that it is we by our actions who end up judging ourselves. We do believe that Christ will come again 
to judge the living and the dead, but that doesn't mean our own actions and responses to him, the light which 
came into the world, are irrelevant. We are people of light, and we believe in Jesus who is the light of the world, 
but it's easier to dwell in darkness than we might imagine -- after all, we wouldn't pray every week for God the 
cleanse the thoughts of our hearts if they didn't need cleansing in the first place.  
 
But of course, this passage is not cause for despair -- it's cause for hope, and I believe we hear it in the middle of 
Lent to give us strength for the journey to come. It's cause for hope because it's impossible to read John 3:16 
without the rest of what we've heard today -- it's impossible to talk about the love of God without remembering 
that the Son of God does not condemn the world. The God of love who loves the whole world and all of creation 
does not condemn but hopes to save. It's also cause for hope because it is up to God who is saved and who is not -- 
and if people use John 3:16 to condemn others for the sake of assuring themselves of their own salvation, they may 
as well be in the darkness themselves. 
 
So we must be attentive in our life of prayer, making sure the words we pray mean something to us. And we must 
be equally attentive in hearing the holy scripture of God. We are making our way through this Lenten season and 
approaching Christ's Passion, our faith's greatest way of using scripture to tell the familiar story of who we are and 
what Christ has done for us -- Christ the Son of God who was given for the life of the world. All through Holy 
Week, we will hear even more familiar passages, verses we read every single year again and again. Regardless of 
what words and phrases we know really well, it's worth remembering that God is always speaking to us through 
our prayers and Holy Scripture. I'd invite us this week and in the weeks to come to take with us the words and 
phrases that are really familiar and to start all over with them. Take both the Collect for Purity and this passage 
from John with you throughout the week. Let these familiar words inform your prayers. Say them over and over. 
Write them down and put it on your desk at work. Tape a post-it note on the mirror so you can read it while 
brushing your teeth! Admittedly, this takes much more work and focus than simply showing up to church and 
hearing them once as we just have, but by actively reading and hearing these sacred words, we invite God more 
fully into our lives and into our hearts. By this invitation, may the God who knows our hearts and gave his Son for 
the life of the world enter into your heart anew this day. 
 
Amen. 


