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One could argue that John 3:16 is the most iconic verse in 
all of Holy Scripture. Sunday school children learn it as “the 
gospel in a nutshell.” It’s inscribed on jewelry and 

keychains and drinkware. It has been the inspiration for hundreds of hymns; when I searched using 
this scripture reference in our body of song alone, I got 31 pages of hits.  
 
Even still, how did it become a fixture in American culture to the point of being inscribed on the 
faces of some of our most famous athletes? 
 
One could also argue that it goes back to this guy. Who remembers him from the 1980s? He was 
known as the “John 3:16 Sports Guy” or more simply as “Rainbow Man.” His real name is Rollen 
Stewart, and during the ‘80s he traveled more than 60,000 miles, taking advantage of the power of 
TV sports broadcasting, by turning up during football, baseball, and basketball games, and even 
during golf matches, in similar attire, to display a message that many found curious or even cryptic.  
 
Stewart always positioned himself exactly where the cameras were most likely to be pointing. He 
carried a portable battery powered TV to alert him to what the broadcast crew was doing. He drove 
the crews nuts because they felt his antics were distracting viewers at big moments in the game. 
He even managed to make it into a Simpsons episode.  
 
Ultimately his erratic behavior got the better of him. In 1993 he was arrested in an LA motel room 
for trying to kidnap a maid because he claimed the Rapture was coming. He was convicted of eight 
felonies and is still serving three consecutive life sentences.  

But Stewart did manage to plant the seed of John 3:16 in the minds of many who may not have 
come across it otherwise. Those who took the time to look it up found a message for the ages.  

We know the backstory: Nicodemus, a Jewish Pharisee, is curious about who Jesus is. In the cover 
of night, fearing condemnation from his peers if they had seen him, he steals away to find Jesus to 
ask him some burning questions. Jesus explains the reality of new life in God’s kingdom as one is 
reborn the Spirit.  

As today’s reading begins, Jesus explains his resurrection in veiled terms, drawing on Numbers 21. 
As with the snake on the pole, all those who look in faith on the Son, lifted up on the cross, receive 
the gift of eternal life. This is how much God loved the world, the very world that turned away from 
him and rejected his Son – that much. Enough to give us the greatest gift imaginable.  

We hear the phrase “eternal life” so often that it’s lost its impact. Isn’t eternal life just something to 
do with heaven, that happens we die? No. Having eternal life affects every moment of this life and 



how we live it. Why do people do bad things to each other? Because they are terrified of death and 
the nothingness that they imagine it to be.  

A person’s thirst for power is in direct proportion to their fear of death and the control they allow 
this fear to wield over them. The grander their towers, the higher their pulpits, the louder their 
microphones, the bigger their illusion that they have defied death, because to them death is their 
greatest enemy. They think that raising themselves above others gives their life meaning, whereas 
actually all they’re really doing is trying to keep death away.  

Eternal life for us means that those who look on the cross and believe receive the assurance that 
death has no power over us -- because it had no power over Jesus. The life God gave him is ours 
also, through him. And this frees us to live fully and to love fully, now, every moment, with the 
same extravagance of love toward others that God lavished on us in the gift of his Son.  
 
This is the effect on the individual of John 3:16. But we must not leave it at that, it is the next verse 
that turns us out toward the world where this gift of love becomes known. Why do we not see this 
inscribed on jewelry and keychains and Instagram posts and, well, maybe even on a crazy sports 
guy’s t-shirt or athletes’ faces? 

Somewhere I saw this verse referred to as a “peaceful footnote to John 3:16.” I could not disagree 
more, because it is here and in what follows that we find the truth that enables us to move 
vigorously out into the world as Christ’s hands and feet, through the love God gave us in his Son.  

What this verse tells us is that Jesus did not come to reveal our faults and show us how our selfish 
approach to life is only sending us further toward the deep end. God did not send his Son in human 
form to be held up as an example of perfection that we can never reach, so that we look at our 
string of sins which just keep coming and say, “Why even bother?”  

Yes, we always could do better. What about all those things that we wish we hadn’t done – an 
angry word we wish we hadn’t spoken, an angry email we wish we hadn’t sent (and by the way, if 
you use Gmail, make sure your “Undo Send” is set to the maximum of 30 seconds – it has served 
me well). Things we should have done but didn’t, because we got too busy. Things done and left 
undone, endless strings of them.  

This is why we desperately need the grace-filled news of verse 17 about why God sent his Son – to 
rescue us from our own condemnation -- because that truth frees us to serve joyfully.  We live in a 
world where people thrive by judging others, but this verse tells us that those who do betray them 
as servants of darkness and death. Because the only judgment necessary has already been 
rendered by the light of Christ which has come into the world. Those who live fully, and serve 
joyfully, walk in the light of Christ.  

Even so, there may be times when the swirling forces of the world tempt you to wall yourself in 
behind self-made modules of despair. Especially then, follow the example of Nicodemus. Seek out 
Jesus, under the cover of darkness if you must, and approach him with an open heart just as 
Nicodemus did. For that path will lead you to the foot of the cross, just as it did for Nicodemus, 
where you too will look upon him – and live.  


