Lent 2, March 1, 2026

JOHN 3:16. (EHV)
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever
believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”

Pliny the Elder was a Roman military commander, naturalist, and author, who was about
fifteen years younger than the apostle Paul. In Book 7 of Pliny’s famous Natural History, he
records some amazing human accomplishments and abilities, including some examples of
extremely keen eyesight. He says that a scholar named Cicero, who predated him by more than a
century, had told of a copy of Homer’s famous poem, The Iliad, that had been carefully written
in its entirety on a piece of parchment that was able to be enclosed in nutshell.

It was literally The Iliad in a nutshell.

It is from Pliny’s mention of The Illiad in a nutshell that we get that expression. We don’t
use it in quite the same way. We use it to describe when a subject or story that could have taken a
very long time to share or describe, a subject or story that could perhaps have filled one or more
volumes, is summarized skillfully and concisely.

Two kids from rival families fall in love with tragic results. That’s Romeo and Juliet in a
nutshell.

“The unexamined live is not worth living.” That’s the philosophy of Socrates in a
nutshell.

How would you answer someone if they asked you, “What is the gospel of Jesus Christ?”

You could say, “Boy, where do I even start?”” After all, the entire Bible is saturated with
the gospel. A person could lay out the content of the gospel for hours, even days.

Or you could give them the gospel in a nutshell, John 3:16: “For God so loved the world
that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall no perish, but have eternal
life.”

1. The Giver

It seems that Jesus spoke these words to Nicodemus, and if so, it’s no wonder that he
knew how to summarize his own message and ministry so beautifully. He tells Nicodemus, and
us, of a giver, God.

God is the one who created the heavens, the earth, the sea, and all that is in them. God is
the one who commands an army of angels numbering thousands upon thousands and ten
thousand times ten thousand. God is the one who has existed from eternity. He alone is immortal
and lives in unapproachable light. No one on earth has seen him as he really is, or can see him
that way. He is omnipotent, all-powerful, omniscient, all-knowing, and omnipresent, present
everywhere.

As far as giving goes, when I was younger I would get gifts from both sets of my
grandparents for both Christmas and my birthday. One set of grandparents was more well-to-do,
the other less so. So if I’'m being honest, as a selfish little child, I looked forward to the gifts
from the well-to-do grandparents more so than from those who were less well-to-do. God tells us
that the earth is his, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. Every animal of the
forest is his, and the cattle on a thousand hills. Every bird in the mountains and all the creatures
of the open country are his. He has the ability to give the best possible gift.



2. The Manner of Giving

Jesus also tells us that what God gave was truly a gift, and that he gave it out of love.

Let’s start with love. Even though I looked forward more to the gifts given from my
grandparents who were more well-to-do, I loved the gifts from both sets of them, because I knew
that all my grandparents loved me. If I was convinced that my more well-to-do grandparents
didn’t love me at all, their gifts would have meant very little, no matter how nice they were. And
on the other hand, the two quarters taped to my birthday card from the other grandparents were
the most precious and meaningful fifty cents I received every year.

God says that he is love. He is the fountain, source, and wellspring of love. Even when
unbelievers and criminals love their own, they can only do so because they were made by God.
God also does nothing halfway or haltheartedly. When Jesus healed the blind man and did so
partially at first, so that the man could see people, but they looked like trees walking around,
Jesus didn’t say, “Well, that’s much better than before, isn’t it?”” and walk away. No, he healed
him completely so that he could see perfectly. When God loves, he loves with all his heart.

And what he gave out of love, he truly gave. It was a gift. We are sometimes wary of gifts
on earth. There is an old Latin saying that translates, “There is nothing more expensive than a
free gift.” We have similar sayings, like: “There’s no such thing as a free lunch.” “A free lunch is
only found in a mousetrap.” “If it’s free, you are the product.” Or simply: “Nothing is free.” So
often, when someone gives something, it is because they want or expect something in return. An
entertainment company will only let you watch their movie for free, because they expect you to
let them bombard your eyes and brain with ads from companies who have paid them for the right
to do so, so that you will think about buying things from those companies that you never would
have thought about purchasing otherwise.

Not so with God, precisely because he gives this gift out of love. It is truly free. He didn’t
give it so that he could get something out of it. He gave it to benefit the recipients.

3. The Recipients

Speaking of which, Jesus also tells us about the recipients of the gift. “For God so loved
the world that he gave.” When John speaks of the world in his Gospel or in his letters, whether
himself or quoting Jesus, he is particularly talking about the people in the world—all of them
who have lived, are living, or ever will live. But he is not talking about them in positive terms.
The world are those who did not recognize Jesus, even though they were made through him
(John 1:10). The world is full of sin and death and deserves condemnation (John 1:29; 6:33, 51).
The world, as the world, does not know God, and in fact hates God the Father and Jesus and his
followers and has no inherent ability to accept the truth (John 14:17; 15:18-19, 23-24; 17:14,
25). Martin Luther was right: Apart from the devil, God has no greater enemy than the world.

This is why earlier in this chapter Jesus stresses the importance of baptism. Sinful flesh
gives birth to sinful flesh, and so if we are to enter the kingdom of God, we must be born again,
born from above.

In other words, God gives this gift to his enemies. God gives this gift to the unloveable.
God gives this gift to us, and he gives it out of his grace.

(continued on next page)



4. The Gift

And what is the gift God gives? “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and
only, or only-begotten, Son.” God gave us his only Son. And since his Son is of one being with
him, true God just as he is, that means that the gift is just as awesome and priceless as the giver.
God gave us what was most precious to him, what he loved the most.

And what does it mean that he gave him? It means that he handed him over to sin, death,
and the devil. He gave him as our substitute, in order to take all our sin upon himself. He gave
him over to the sinful world, who condemned him to death, in order to suffer the penalty and
punishment we deserved in our place. He gave him over to the devil, to torture and torment him
as he wished, so that our sentence would be fully served and satisfied. In other words, this gift
was absolutely free, but it was not cheap. It could not have come at a heavier price to God. He
gave him, so that he would not have to condemn us. He gave him to save us.

5. How the Gift Is Received

Jesus also tells us how this gift is received: “For God so loved the world that he gave his
only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish.” There is no bill for this gift.
No list of works to be done. I bought a set of tires last fall that came with a $100 rebate—if I was
willing to get that $100 in the form of a gift card, and if went to the right website and submitted
my personal information and a copy of my receipt, then waited for about two months, then
confirmed whether I wanted the card digitally or a hard copy. Nothing like that with this gift.

Simply believe that this gift is yours, and it is. And yes, God gives us some signs that we
can use to test if we actually do believe in his Son, what we call fruits of faith, but those are on a
different page of the Bible and are therefore for a different sermon. Today, on this page of the
Bible, in this sermon, he simply wants you to know: If you believe that God gave you his Son in
the flesh to save you from sin, death, and the devil—plus nothing—then his Son is all yours. No
strings attached.

6. The Result of the Gift

And what is the ultimate result of this gift? The result of my “gift” from the tire company
was that I got to spend $100 on something else, which has already happened. The gift is used up.
The result of the “gift” of the free movie from the entertainment company is one night of
escapism, and if it’s a good movie and if your memory is good, and you remember the movie
more than you do the ads you had to watch, you can repeat some quotes in the right situations to
bring some laughs to your family members, friends, or coworkers. The result of these and all
other gifts is temporary. Their benefit to you dies when you die.

What is the result of this gift? “Whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal
life.” Notice how Jesus underscores just how great this gift is by reminding us what our fate
would be if God had not given it. We would perish eternally. We would spend eternity in a place
so scorching hot and miserable that just the tiniest drop of water would look like an all-expenses-
paid beach resort vacation. We would spend eternity surrounded by the ugly, malicious devil and
his ugly, malicious demons and people constantly in agony and venting screams of bloody
murder without letup, while we ourselves were also in agony. We would spend eternity
completely separated from such a rich, kind, and generous giver.



But because God has given the gift of his Son, we and all who believe in him will not
perish. We will have eternal life. We will be in a place of perfect health, perfect peace, and
perfect joy, surrounded by the magnificent and kindhearted angels and fellow believers of every
age. We will be in a place where we will behold our glorious, kind, and beautiful Savior face to
face forever.

Just because this verse perfectly sums up the gospel does not mean that God wants us to
hear it and be content with that and go off and say, “There, now I know it all and don’t need to
hear any more.” Those who adopt that attitude lose this gift almost without fail.

But there is still a useful place for the gospel in a nutshell like this. It refocuses us and re-
anchors us on the foundation of our faith. It reminds us what church and Christianity are all
about. And it gives us an easy way to share the gospel with others.

And just to be clear, this sermon is not the gospel in a nutshell, though I’m sure I could
print it small enough to fit in a nutshell. No, I preached this sermon only to make sure that you
understand what the gospel in a nutshell means. Here is the gospel in a nutshell: “For God so
loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not
perish, but have eternal life.” Amen.



