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INTRODUCTION

After graduation from seminary, | was called to serve as the associate pastor
at The Presbyterian Church in Bowling Green, Kentucky.

In the 1950’s, the good people of Kentucky were ahead of their time
in realizing that the Civil War (which divided our country and our denomination)
was over. So the two Presbyterian churches in town decided to merge
First church from the former southern branch and the Westminster church from
the former northern branch came together to become The Presbyterian Church

It is a move the two denominations would make some twenty-five years later ... reunion
A move | trust made the Good Lord smile. God likes it when people come together
And not just the Presbyterians, but all God’s people

At The Presbyterian Church, we had Wednesday night suppers
After dinner and before the programs for children, youth and adults
We had a time of prayer. We asked for prayer requests on Wednesdays there
like we do in our Sunday morning services here. People would ask
for prayers for the families, their friends, their neighbors — for people they knew

Each and every week, Joe would ask for prayers for people he did not know,
only read about. Pray for the people of Bosnia. Pray for the people of Somalia.
Pray for the people of Iraqg (That was during the first Gulf war)
Joe helped me see that when the Bible says, “God so loved the world”
that means the world we know and the world beyond our knowing

That means the whole world. Take a look at the image | choose for this week
for the geography nerd portion of the sermon. Imagine a circle centered there
say somewhere in Myanmar (Burma) We have a large Burmese population here
Draw the circle out 500 miles from that center all around including India,
Pakistan, Indonesia, Southeastern China, Vietnam, etc.

Half of the world’s population fits within that circle. Half. So when you hear the good news
that God so loves the world, include yourself, our community, our country
... and then keep going, you're not even halfway there yet in drawing your circle



THE STARTING POINT

One of the questions | think this passage asks of us is ‘how do we see the world?’
| want to spend some time wrestling with that question later in the sermon
But let’s start where we should start, where this beloved verse starts ...
with how God sees the world. How does God see it? God loves it!

That is a statement of fact. That is the foundation of our faith.
| am loved. You are loved. We are loved. They are loved

That fact is our starting point for how we see the world.
In this election year | know that there is already a tension in and around us
I've heard people talk about their anxieties, their legitimate fears
| know one popular approach will be to not talk about those things

Being a contrarian (and more importantly a Christian, a follower of Jesus Christ)
| would suggest an opposite approach of sorts. No, | am not all that interested
in hearing what (or worse, who) you are against. | don’t want to entertain
(because it is not entertaining) or encourage the naming and blaming
But | do sincerely want to hear what you are for, what you believe

| think it would be especially helpful for us to be clear about what we believe and why
What are the basic building blocks of your politics? Of your faith? Of your worldview?
What for you is foundational? What are the Roman numerals in your outline?
Like many people these verses, for me, are the foundation of my faith and politics

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. 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.

| am loved. You are loved. We are loved. They are loved.
That is my starting point. That is how | see the world ... as loved
| want to encourage you, beg you, to make that your starting point too
for how you see the world. That includes how you see yourself
how you see others — people you know and people you do not

You are loved. God loves you. That’s the fact.
| know you may have heard other messages about yourself
“Why can'’t you be like your brother? You'll never make anything of yourself.
You're just a number, a means to an end. You're worthless.”

The voices saying those things, including your own on occasion ...
They are not speaking the truth. You are loved, so loved. That is the gospel truth



SO NOW WHAT?

Let that truth be your starting point, be stubborn about it.
This most well-known of verses states that fact. Foundational that it is.

Please hear John 3:16 that way. Don't fall into seeing this verse as transactional.
God loves me because | believe. No, that is backwards. Self-righteous even
My belief is a response to the foundational fact of God'’s love

God’s love for me, singular uniquely me and you uniquely you
And God'’s love for you plural, y’all and all y’all — all the world

This verse is key for how we see ourselves ... and how we see the world
Foundational fact — we are loved. So then ... about how we see the world?
What do you do when you know you are loved? Look at how God’s love is at work
in these foundational verses. John 3:16 and 17

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. 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.

God sent his only Son to do what. To save
And don’t you love the way John gets around to saying that?
He starts with what God did NOT send Jesus to do — NOT to condemn

Moving then from ‘so loved’ to ‘so what now?’ ... and to how we see the world
What then are we to do as those who follow Jesus, the One who told us
that the greatest commandment is to love God and to love neighbor?

Are we picking up any hints from Jesus about how we are to look at the world,
how we are to look at our neighbors — the ones we pray for
and the ones Joe from The Presbyterian Church reminds us to pray for?

Jesus did NOT come here to condemn
His message was not “We good church folks need to do something
about those people. They are the problem. We are the solution.”
It breaks my heart that that is the message so many people have heard,
that that is the how the Church and church folks are so often perceived

Argue with me if you will. You can say that that is not the message we preach
and teach. Show me that this church is striving to be ‘A Place for Everyone.
Tell me. And | would believe you. That is true. But are we getting through

against a rising tide of voices that spend lots and lots of energy
condemning someone else, lots of someone elses ... in Jesus’ name?



SUMMARY

Are we getting through? I'm a bit on the stubborn side
| think we are. | know we are. Because it is not about us
It is about God'’s love for me and for you, for us and for them

That message of love for the whole world, including people who are
all too easily condemned (how easy is it for you to condemn someone else?),
confronts messages of condemnation. Jesus did NOT come into the world
to condemn it but in order that the world might be saved through him

So how do you see the world, those you know well and those
Joe reminds you to pray for? What are the building blocks of your beliefs,
your worldview (such a great word — your view of the world)

Here are my building blocks.
I’'m happy to share them because they are not my own.
| got them as a gift from Jesus of Nazareth
One — Beloved. God loves me ... and you ... and us ... and them
Two — Be loving. Because God loves the world. | will too

And to break down that second one just a bit more
Because Jesus did NOT come here to condemn the world, but to save it
I’'m not going to condemn it or anyone in it either

| don’t think my job as a follower of Jesus Christ is to use the bible
or the gospel to slap a ‘condemned’ sign on any person or people
Because | am loved, because they are loved
| am going to look for ways to include, not exclude

| think my calling as a follower of Jesus Christ
is to follow Joe’s example and keep expanding my prayer list
and keep enlarging any circles | draw



