TEXT: John 3:16

SUBJECT: Henry on John 3:16


Tonight, with the Lord’s blessing, we’ll take up a new Puritan study, called Matthew Henry on John 3:16.  Except for the 23rd Psalm and the Lord’s Prayer, no part of God’s Word is better known than this one.  If you haven’t memorized it, I wish you would.  If you have memorized it, recite it every day and rejoice in the God who loves you and His Son who died for you!  

THE ESSENCE

Before telling us what John 3:16 teaches, Matthew Henry tells us what it is: 

“Here is Gospel indeed, good news, the best that ever came from heaven to earth.  Here is much, here is all in little, the word of reconciliation in miniature”.  

John 3:16 is a great Gospel summary.  When we first knew the Lord, we saw it for what it was—good news from heaven!  But then, we got mixed up in controversy and lost in argument.  We began to wonder what the world means and who is included in whosoever.  The verse became a proof text for our views on the extent of God’s love, the design of the atonement, or of man’s free will—or the lack thereof.  


Though these things are worth thinking about—and debating with love and humility—we must not think of John 3:16 as a weapon to use on our theological opponents.  The verse is pure, unmixed Gospel.  

Whatever it says about the extent of God’s love, it chiefly says: God loves us!  Whatever it says on the nature of the Atonement, it first says: Christ died for us.  Whatever it implies about man’s ability to believe or not to, it mostly says: believe and be saved, or, If you believe you are saved!   


Many Christians cannot clearly state the Gospel.  They are so afraid of making a mistake, leaving something out, or implying something that someone might mistake for something wrong, that they don’t witness any more.  They’re good talking theology to other believers, but they have nothing to say to the lost.  


If you feel this way, commit John 3:16 to memory—and if you can’t think of anything else, just recite it to your lost friends.  So what if you can’t answer all their questions or untangle all their mysteries!  Sinners are not saved by answers, they’re saved by the Gospel, and no verse captures the Gospel more fully and more clearly, than John 3:16!  


As important as the Gospel is to the unsaved, it is no less important to the saved.  Legalism ties our standing with God to what we do or don’t do.  But the Gospel breaks Legalism to pieces.  It tells us God loved us as sinners and are we saved by what Christ did for us and not what we do for Him.


John 3:16 teaches doctrine—to be sure—but before it teaches anything, it announces Good News, the best news you have ever heard or ever will hear.  


When our Lord was born, the angels did not come to Bethlehem with a sermon or a lesson or a rebuke: they came with news—

For there is born to you this day in the City of David, a Savior, who is Christ the Lord!


On the Day of Pentecost, Peter told the rest of the story—

“Jesus of Nazareth, a Man attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs, which God did through Him…you have taken with lawless hands, have crucified and slain…Whom God raised up…This Jesus God has raised up…Therefore being exalted to the Right Hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He poured out this which you now see and hear…”

If you read the evangelistic sermons in the New Testament, you’ll find they pretty much fit this pattern.  They’re not what we would call “doctrinal”, no less “practical” or “inspiring” or “convicting”.  The sermons are mostly news reports—good news of what God has done!  And what no man can reverse! 


This is what John 3:16 is—good news.  But the news also teaches us things we need to know.  What are they?

THE GREATNESS OF GOD’S LOVE


The first thing is the greatness of God’s love,

Here is God’s love in giving His Son for the world.  Jesus Christ is the Only-Begotten Son of God.  This magnifies His love in giving Him for us, in giving Him to us; now we know His love for us, when He has given His only-begotten Son for us, which expresses not only His dignity in Himself, but also His dearness to His Father—“He was always His delight”.  
Love can be measured by what it gives up.  If a man says he loves you, but gives you nothing, he’s full of words and nothing else.  He says he loves you, but when you need his help, he’s not there for you; when you need a loan, he’s got nothing to give; when you need his time, he’s too busy. To paraphrase John, he loves in word only and not in deed and truth.   
But God’s love for us is not confined to sweet words!  He proved His love by sacrificing His Son.  But note—Henry says—not one of His sons, but His Only Begotten Son!  This term stands for two things (1) the greatness of the One He gave up—the Son who is God’s Express Image, and (2) the dearness of the One He gave up.  He is not only God’s Son, but God’s favorite Son, you might say, more precious to Him than Joseph and Benjamin were to Jacob.  More dear than Abosolom was to David; more loved than Isaac was to Abraham!   It was this Son He sacrificed to save us from our sin and misery.  


In Romans 8:32, Paul picks up on this theme and draws an argument from it: 
He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He also not with Him, freely give us all things?  


This is an argument from the greater to the lesser.  If God loved us enough to give us His Son, He loves us enough to give us anything else we need.  


John 3:16, therefore recalls the greatness of God’s love for us.  

THE WISDOM OF GOD’S LOVE

“He has given Him to be our prophet, the High Priest of our profession, to be our peace, to be head of the Church, and head over all things to the Church—to be all we need”. 

Love is generous, but it isn’t stupid.  Good parents would sell everything they own to get their son a life-saving operation.  But would they cash in everything they have to buy him a condo in Tahiti?  No they wouldn’t.  Why not?  Because a dying boy doesn’t need a condo in Tahiti: he needs surgery!   


Apply this to God’s love.  He could have sent the Lord to set  an example for us.  If He had, it would have been a very fine gift in its own way.  But it’s not what we need.  We don’t need an example.  We need a Savior—and this is what God has given us in Christ.  


John 3:16 means God is not only generous, but wise: He not only gives us a rich gift, but just the One we need.  This means we ought to be satisfied with Christ.  If a prophet, priest, and king is not enough, the problem is not with God’s gift, but with your desire.  In Christ—Paul says—are hidden all treasures.  Not just some of what we need is in Him and the rest has to be looked for elsewhere, but all we need is in Christ.  


John 3:16, therefore, shows the wisdom of God’s love.  

THE EXTENT OF GOD’S LOVE


Thirdly, the gift of Christ shows the extent of God’s love.  On this point, Henry differs with some Calvinists, but he stays very much in the mainstream of the Reformed Faith.  

“Herein God commended His love to the world.  Now His creatures can see that He loves them and wishes them well.  He so loved the world of fallen men as He did not love the world of fallen angels.  Behold and wonder that such a great God would love such a worthless world, that such a holy God would love such a wicked world.  The Jews conceited that Messiah was only sent to their nation, but Christ that He came in love to the whole world.  Though many perish, God’s giving His Son was an instance of His love for the whole world, because through Him there is a general offer of life and salvation made to all”. 

Everyone knows the word, world, means various things depending on the context.  Believers in free will say they don’t believe it, but of course they do.  “Behold, the world has gone after Him” (cf. John 12:19), couldn’t possibly include the Aztecs of Mexico, the Aborigines of Australia, or the Druids of Scotland—none of whom had ever heard of Christ at the time! 


But what does world mean here, in John 3:16?  Henry says it means just that—the human race--every man, woman, and child then alive—and I suppose—who would be born till the end of time.  This sounds like the Arminian position, until you listen more carefully.  Henry doesn’t say Christ died for everyone without exception, but that God loves everyone enough to offer him salvation through His Son.  


Not everyone is chosen for salvation, but the offer of salvation is for everyone and everyone who takes it by faith will not perish, but have everlasting life.  This means you are not responsible for finding out if you’re chosen by God or not, but only to believe the Gospel and be saved.  Election keeps no believer out of heaven and it puts no unbeliever in hell.


The old Baptists spoke of the warrant of faith: the reason sinners are to believe the Gospel is not because they are Elect, but because God commands them to and promises life to everyone who does!  He can do that because it is not some ordinary man who died—or even great man who died—but it is God Himself in the Lord Jesus Christ!  


How great God’s love is!  To love a worthless and wicked and apostate world and to love us enough to sacrifice His Son for its salvation.     

THE BENEFITS OF GOD’S LOVE

“Here is the great Gospel benefit: that whosoever believes in Christ shall not perish.   They are saved from the miseries of hell, God has taken away their sin, a pardon has been purchased, and their condemnation has been cancelled.  They are entitled to the joys of heaven: they have everlasting life.  The traitor is not only pardoned, but promoted and treated as the King’s favorite.  If believers, then children and if children, then heirs”.  


God’s love is the source of happiness—all of it.  It takes away the bad and provides the good.  It saves us from guilt and fear and damnation and brings us to happiness and hope and heaven.  All of these things—and more—spring from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

TO DO


What do we do with John 3:16?  First, we remember what it is—Good News from heaven!  We remember what it’s about: God’s love for sinners. We recall what it provides: every good and perfect gift.  


Then, we thank God for His great love, we thank Christ for His great sacrifice, we thank the Holy Spirit for His great revelation of both. 


We tell others of God’s love and urge them to believe in Christ and pass from death to life, from despair to hope, and from hell to heaven.  


We pray they do.  


Well, that’s Matthew Henry on John 3:16.  

