
TRINITY UNITED CHURCH: MARCH 14, 2021 

SUMMARY: NO CONDEMNATION IN JESUS CHRIST 
(John 3:14-21) 

 

Our passage begins with a link to that very curious passage in Numbers 21 where the people of 
Israel were being plagued by poisonous snakes as a result of their bitter complaining and lack 
of faith. God told Moses to create and then to lift up on a pole, a serpent, that would allow all 
who’d been bitten by snakes to look upon it and be healed, saved. 
 

Many see this as the source of the international symbol for healing known as the ‘Rod of 
Asclepius’ - named from about 800 BCE after the Greek god of medicine and healing. Others 
suggest it originated some two centuries earlier in the Middle East as a result of Greek trade 
with the Hebrew tribe of Dan. Those Greek traders could very well have been influenced by 
this much earlier account of Moses lifting that pole of healing in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
Anyway, that’s how the raised staff with serpent came to be seen – as a sign of healing, and 
from the Hebrew perspective, specifically of God’s healing. That’s perhaps especially why that 
Old Testament healing is associated with the raising of another pole, in the New Testament, at 
Calvary, where the deadly destructive effects of another serpent – the tempter from the Garden 
of Eden - was reversed. 
 

Isn’t that just such a beautiful connection…? It represents the sacred promise that everything 
within us that we may allow to steal our awareness of our most whole, sacred identity, our God-
given worth and purpose, has now somehow been properly absorbed and dealt with, healed in 
this One raised up on a cross. Then, notice as our reading continues, how the emphasis is on the 
world - O Kosµos – used in the accusative singular sense – meaning ‘THIS ONE – THE 
ENTIRE CREATION’ – which is so much wider and inclusive than any small and exclusive 
grouping we may ever want to suggest. THAT is always the broad focus of God’s healing love! 
 

But with the rider that while 18 Those who believe in him are not condemned; …those who do 
not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only 
Son of God. And this is just where we may struggle. While we have no problem with how those 
who believe in him are not condemned, it’s much more difficult to think of the possibility that 
there ARE those who are written off simply because they are honest enough to admit that they 
are not able properly to believe! 
 

But perhaps the implications of this passage are not so obvious, perhaps a little more nuanced? 
The meaning of the word translated ‘condemned’ krino!’ or ‘judged’ as the NIV has it, is not 
absolutely clear as it’s variously translated in the New Testament. Specifically, in 
Matthew19:28 it seems to mean: ‘to bring under the government of’. Isn’t that interesting? I 
think we should seriously avoid jumping to too quick or cheap conclusions here. There is room 
for our careful chewing on what this could mean. Perhaps it’s saying something like: 
…it’s as we allow ourselves to be drawn toward faith in Jesus Christ, so we are allowing a 
sense of our identity and purpose to come under the governing influence and rule of a God who 
is revealed as love and justice and goodness and compassion and hope…  
 



 
As we resist those things in favour of whatever selfish agenda we may have, so we are in fact 
actually rejecting faith in the Christ who is all of those things incarnate? It’s not Christ we 
condemns us to life outside of God’s grace so much as WE who condemn ourselves!!! This 
statement is perhaps, therefore, not so much as a warning as simply a statement of fact. 
 

Also, while the ‘world’ in John’s Gospel is a place of darkness into which the light needs to 
shine, yet Jesus speaks of it in with warmth, saying that “…for God so loved the world.”  
Jesus’ point being that this Christ-rejecting world is not rejected by God in Jesus Christ. All of 
this, then, is clearly not just the ‘realm of darkness’ because we’re specifically told how it is 
also deeply loved. That’s us! It’s WE who are so deeply loved! And loved concretely, 
specifically, by the sending of God’s ‘only Son.’ That very Son who – we’re told -  is sent not 
to condemn but to “save” (John 3:17).  
 

Sadly, people don’t know how deeply loved they actually are! We do know our brokenness, our 
failings, how we get things wrong either by doing the wrong things or not doing the right.  
We always know all that… But not always how beloved we are! Which brings us to Lent as a 
time for repentance and confession of sin. Will Willimoni speaks of how there are at least two 
ways for us to be honest about our sin, stressing how good parents know this. When concerned 
about the direction a child is taking in life,  
• One way of handling it is to set the child down and to condemn in the strongest possible 

words the child’s behavior. Perhaps, through this harsh talk, the parent can intimidate the 
child to such a degree that the child will change their ways. 

• Or the parent can sit the child down and to say how much they love their child, how much 
they believe in their child, how confident they are that their child has the resources to live 
differently. They may stress the child’s preciousness, the gifts that God has given to them, 
and their child’s life-choices are a betrayal of those good gifts. And then the parent may 
reassure their child that, no matter what, the child can never do anything that will stop the 
parent from loving them. 

 

That second way, the “no condemnation” way, is according to our text today, most closely 
aligned with the way of God, in Christ, with us. No condemnation. WE MUST GET THIS! OR 
ELSE WE RISK MISSING EVERYTHING! To be loved by God we don’t have firstly to think 
right, act right, feel right. In Christ, things between us and God are and have already, eternally, 
been sealed! Restored! No condemnation. 
 

For the first the first time we don’t have to try to be somebody we are not. We don’t have to act 
some fake role that’s not us. We just have to be ourselves, namely, to own how we are named 
among those who are deeply deeply loved, and completely forgiven by God. No condemnation. 
 

I think of the young girl Lily in ‘The Secret Life of Beesii’. As a little 4 year old girl, she 
witnessed her mom and dad violently fighting and, thinking she was protecting her mom, 
accidently fired her father’s revolver and killed her. She spent the next 10 years of her life 
bitterly guilty, believing how she was condemned to be utterly unlovable…  



And then this beautiful scene of her sobbing as a kind and wise character played by Queen 
Latifah released her, hearing her confession and assuring her of how deeply worthy she was of 
being loved. For the first time Lily was free to tell the truth about herself. And so are we. 
 

It’s because we know how we are so deeply loved, that we are free to confess! Confessing: 
…how we’re not the people we wish we were.  
…how we have failed to live up to God’s expectations for us.  
…how we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.  
…not done right even when we have known right.  

And again, the reason why we can be so honest is because we’ve heard these marvelous words 
in John 3:17 that Jesus is come “Not to condemn….but to save.”  
 

That’s what his name means in Hebrew – Jesu – Saviour! Saved from the worst of ourselves! 
Now free to love and to be loved. Free to serve and be served. Free to care and to be cared 
for… Free to continuing being the part of God’s great economy of loving righteousness that we 
were created to be! 
 

Whatever that actually means for you in your reality as we move towards Easter this 
year, wherever that wonderful truth impacts you and your life, may it be, like for Lily, the 

liberating Good News that God intends it to be. 
In Jesus’ Name 

Amen. 
 

Rev Robin Jacobson 
 

i I’ve drawn freely this week from his commentary on this passage in Ministry Matters, Pulpit resource March 14, 2021. 
ii 2008 movie based on book of same title by Sue Monk Kidd 


