Step Into the Light: What John 3:16 Really
Asks of You

John 3:16-21 » Mixed congregation

ME: Personal Connection

| want to start somewhere honest. When | was nineteen years old, | thought | had John 3:16 figured
out. | grew up in church. | could quote it before | could ride a bike. 'For God so loved the world' —
I'd cross-stitched it on a bookmark. And yet, if you'd asked me at nineteen whether | had a personal
relationship with Christ, | wouldn't have known what to say. | knew the verse. | did not know the
Person.

There was a night — college dorm room, 2 a.m. — when | finally read past verse 16. | kept reading.
'Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned
already.' | remember putting the Bible down and thinking, 'Which one of those am 1?' | knew the
words. But had | ever actually stepped out of the darkness and into the light Jesus was talking
about? That night changed everything for me. Not because | heard something new. Because for the
first time, | heard something true — and | let it land.

I've been a pastor long enough to know I'm not the only one who has recited this passage without
really reckoning with it. And that's why | want to walk through John 3:16-21 together today —
slowly, honestly, and personally. Because the Word of God has something to say to every single
one of us, right where we are.

Rick Warren once observed that many Christians have memorized the map but never taken the trip. You
can know every road on a map of Paris — every boulevard, every arrondissement — and still have
never smelled the bread in a boulangerie at dawn. Knowing about God and knowing God are two
entirely different journeys. Scripture is not a religious artifact. It is a living word that God uses to draw us
into relationship with Himself.

Source: Adapted from Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life

WE: Shared Experience

Here's something | think we all know but rarely say out loud: most of us are more comfortable with
the darkness than we'd like to admit. And | don't mean that in a dramatic, horror-movie way. | mean
it in the quiet, ordinary, everyday way. We hide things. We manage impressions. We craft the
version of ourselves we want people to see — and we keep certain rooms in our hearts shut tight,
even from the people closest to us.

Why? Because exposure feels dangerous. Vulnerability feels like weakness. If people really saw all
of it — the bitterness, the doubt, the secret sin, the shame we carry — we're terrified of what they'd
think. And so we stay comfortable in a certain kind of shadow. Not total darkness, just... dim
enough that nobody looks too closely.

This is not a new human problem. This is the oldest human problem. It started in a garden, when

two people heard God coming and hid among the trees. We've been hiding ever since. We've just
gotten more sophisticated about it. We hide behind busyness, behind achievement, behind religious
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performance — sometimes even behind church attendance. Every one of us, at some level, knows

what it is to prefer the cover of darkness over the discomfort of being truly seen.

But here is what | want us to wrestle with today: what if the light isn't actually the threat? What if the

light is the rescue?

Craig Groeschel tells the story of spelunkers — cave explorers — who occasionally get disoriented deep
underground. The natural instinct when a flashlight begins to dim is to conserve it: turn it off, sit in the
dark, wait. But survival experts say the worst thing you can do is embrace the darkness. You need to
keep moving toward any available light source, even a faint one. Spiritual darkness works the same way.
Our instinct is to manage it, accommodate it, get comfortable in it. But God's Word teaches that the only
way out is to move toward the light — even when it feels uncomfortable.

Source: Adapted from Craig Groeschel, Weird: Because Normal Isn't Working

GOD: Scripture Authority

Now let's open the Word of God together and see what Scripture actually says — because the
Bible doesn't hedge here, and neither will we.

John 3:16: 'For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in
him shall not perish but have eternal life." God's Word teaches that this verse is not a bumper
sticker. It is the hinge of human history. The Apostle John is recording a private midnight
conversation between Jesus and a religious leader named Nicodemus — a man who knew his
theology, who had religious credentials, and who still came to Jesus in the dark. And what does
Jesus say to this religious expert? "You must be born again.' Not reformed. Not improved. Born
again. The new birth. This is saving faith — not intellectual agreement with a set of doctrines, but a
genuine, Spirit-wrought transformation in the innermost person.

But then Jesus goes further — and this is where most of us stop reading. Verses 17 through 21.
'For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through
him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned
already because they have not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.' That word
‘already’ is doing enormous theological work. The Word of God is clear: condemnation is not the
future verdict waiting at the end of a long trial. It is the present reality for everyone outside of Christ.
We are not innocent parties waiting to hear our sentence. We are already in the courtroom — and
the question is whether we will receive the pardon that God offers through the blood of Christ.

This is the heart of the gospel. Jesus is not merely a moral example or a wise teacher. He is the
substitutionary atonement for the sins of the world. The cross is where God's perfect justice and
God's perfect love intersected. He took what we deserved. He bore the full weight of God's wrath
against sin in our place. Justification by faith means that when we place our trust in Christ — not in
our church attendance, not in our good works, not in our family heritage — God declares us
righteous. Not because we are, but because Jesus was, and His righteousness is imputed to us.
That is the truth of the gospel, and it is the most important truth in the universe.

Now notice what Jesus says about light and darkness in verses 19-21. 'This is the verdict: Light has
come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.
Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that their deeds will
be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that
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what they have done has been done in the sight of God.' Jesus is not being dramatic here. He is
being precise. The reason people reject the gospel is not primarily intellectual. It is moral. People
do not stay in darkness because they cannot find the light. They stay in darkness because they
love what the darkness hides. God's Word teaches this plainly — and it is the most loving

diagnostic we could ever receive, because a correct diagnosis is the first step toward a real cure.

Andy Stanley offers a powerful image: imagine standing in a courtroom, guilty of a crime you actually
committed. The evidence is overwhelming. The verdict is just. And then the judge — who is also the
father of the only man who could pay your penalty — steps down from the bench, takes off his robe,
stands beside you in the dock, and says, 'l will take his punishment.' That is not a legal fiction. That is
substitutionary atonement. That is what happened at Calvary. God didn't lower His standards. He
satisfied them — at infinite personal cost. The cross is not God compromising justice for love. It is God
fulfilling both simultaneously.

Source: Adapted from Andy Stanley, How Good Is Good Enough?

YOU: Personal Challenge

So here is the question | need to ask you directly — and | want you to sit with it, not rush past it:
Are you walking in the light, or are you still managing the darkness?

I'm not asking whether you're a good person. I'm not asking whether you grew up in church or
whether you served in VBS last summer. The Word of God is asking something far more specific.
Have you, personally — not your parents, not your spouse, not your confirmation class — have you
personally placed your saving faith in Jesus Christ? Have you acknowledged your sin, received His
forgiveness through the blood of Christ, and been born again by the Spirit of God? Because that is
the singular dividing line in John 3. Not religion. Not morality. Not effort. Belief.

If you have never taken that step — if you've been sitting in the back of the courtroom watching the
proceedings but never accepting the pardon — today can be the day that changes. It doesn't
require perfect understanding. Nicodemus was a theologian and he was confused. It doesn't
require a cleaned-up life. The thief on the cross had minutes left and nothing to offer. It requires
simply this: turning from your sin and trusting Christ. That is saving faith. That is the new birth.

If you already know Christ — if you were born again years ago — then let me ask the other
guestion: Are there rooms in your life where you're still choosing the shadow? Relationships you
haven't surrendered? Habits you're hiding? Bitterness you've made peace with? A quiet time that's
been replaced by a scroll? The Christian life is not a one-time decision; it is a daily walk in the light.
Sanctification — the ongoing work of God's Spirit making you more like Christ — happens in the
light, not in the shadow. Step back in. God's Word teaches us that He is faithful and just to forgive
and to cleanse (1 John 1:9). The light is not your enemy. It is the place where you become who God
made you to be.

Here is your specific challenge this week: Name one area of your life you have kept in the dark.
Write it down. Bring it before the Lord in prayer. And then tell one trusted believer — a friend, a
pastor, a small group member. Confession is not weakness. Scripture says it is the doorway to
healing (James 5:16).
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C.S. Lewis described the Christian life as God taking up residence in your house and beginning
renovations. At first, you welcome Him into the obvious rooms — the living room, the kitchen. But then
He starts heading toward the room you've kept locked. And Lewis says our instinct is to stand in the
hallway and say, 'Not that room, Lord. Anything but that room.' But Jesus does not renovate houses by
working around the locked doors. He renovates them by opening every room to the light of His
presence. The room you're most reluctant to open is usually the room where the deepest healing waits.

Source: Adapted from C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

WE: Collective Vision

| want to close by casting a vision for what we can become together — as a church, as a fellowship
of believers — when we stop managing the darkness and start walking in the light.

Imagine a congregation where nobody is pretending. Where people walk through these doors not
with their Sunday face on, but with their real face — the one that's been through something, the one
that carries questions, the one that's been touched by grace. That kind of church doesn't happen by
accident. It happens when enough individuals decide that the light of the gospel is safer than the
privacy of the shadow. It happens when people tell the truth about their lives and discover that the
blood of Christ is sufficient for all of it.

The Great Commission is not just a program we run. It is the overflow of people who have
genuinely been transformed by the truth of the gospel. When we — as a body of Christ — are
walking authentically in the light, we become magnetic. The watching world doesn't need a perfect
church. They need a real one. A church where people who have been found by grace are actively
looking for others who are still lost in the dark. A church where the new creation in Christ is visible,
tangible, contagious.

John 3:16 is the most famous verse in the Bible. But it was never meant to stay on a bookmark or a
stadium banner. It was meant to take up residence in your chest — to become the operating
premise of your entire life. God so loved. He gave. Whoever believes. Will not perish. Has eternal
life. That is the word of God. That is the truth of the gospel. That is the light that darkness cannot
overcome. Let's walk in it — together, every single day, for the glory of the Lord.

Jesus said in Matthew 5 that His followers are a city on a hill — and that a city on a hill cannot be
hidden. The image is striking: you don't build a city on a hill and then try to make it less visible. You build
it there precisely because light at elevation reaches further. When a local church commits to living
authentically in the light of the gospel — confessing sin, extending grace, proclaiming truth, loving
neighbors — it becomes visible in ways that programs and events never can. The most powerful
evangelism tool in any community is a congregation of genuinely transformed people who love one
another and love their city.

Source: Matthew 5:14-16

Applications

* This week, spend 10 minutes in a quiet time reading John 3:16-21 slowly, and ask the Lord
directly: 'Is there any area of my life | am keeping in the dark from You?'

* If you have never personally placed your saving faith in Christ, talk to a pastor or trusted believer
this week — do not let another Sunday pass without settling this question.

« Identify one relationship or habit you have been hiding from Christian community. Share it with a
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small group member or accountability partner before next Sunday.

e Memorize John 3:17 this week — not just verse 16. Let the fullness of Jesus' mission settle into
your soul: He came not to condemn but to save.

* Find one person in your life who is living in spiritual darkness, and pray for them by name every
day this week. Ask God to make you a messenger of the light to them.

* As a family or household, discuss: What does it look like in our home to ‘walk in the light'? Where
do we tend to hide from one another, and how can we create a culture of honesty and grace?

Prayer Suggestions

« Lord, thank You that You sent Your Son not to condemn us but to save us. Help me to receive that
truth fully today — not just as a doctrine | affirm, but as a reality | live inside of.

« Father, reveal to me the areas of my life | have kept in the shadow. Give me the courage to bring
them into the light of Your grace, trusting that the blood of Christ is sufficient for all of it.

« Lord Jesus, for anyone in this room who does not yet know You personally, draw them to saving
faith today. Let this be the moment they step out of darkness and into Your marvelous light.

« Holy Spirit, work in our congregation the kind of authenticity that can only come from walking
together in the truth of the gospel. Let us be a community where the new creation in Christ is visible
to everyone around us.

» God, stir in our hearts a genuine burden for those who are still in darkness — our neighbors, our
coworkers, our family members. Give us the words, the courage, and the love to share the truth of
the gospel with them.
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