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When I asked your advice regarding which words of Jesus I might preach I wondered if anyone would choose this text from John.  The verse that was chosen, John 3:16, is among the most beloved Biblical passages in the world.  It is a text that everyone knows and knows well.  Or do we?

For centuries the Gospel of John was thought of as the spiritual gospel, the esoteric gospel; the one that was different from the other three.  And it is different.  Matthew, Mark and Luke together, are known as the synoptic gospels.  Synoptic means, literally, with one eye.  These first three Gospels, more or less, tell the story of Jesus in a comparable fashion and a relatively consistent order; but not so the Gospel of John.  

John writes from a different position, with a different eye.  Unlike Matthew and Luke, no angels or shepherds attend Jesus’ birth in John; no wise men or stars announce his coming.  In John “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  The same was in the beginning with God.”
   In John, “And the word was made flesh and lived among us . . .  full of grace and truth.”
  John’s opening lines create an otherworldly setting out of which Jesus comes, taking on flesh and bringing light and life into dark and deadened places.  John’s opening description presents the divinity of Jesus, wrapped in humanity, made available for all who would receive him.  

However, John’s unique beginning is not the only distinctive of the Fourth Gospel.  No, there is another and it is essential for us to grasp if we are to understand why this morning’s text, a text much beloved, contains language that seems to say, if you accept the Son you are in and if you do not you are out, no ifs ands or buts about it.    
The distinctive that marks and shapes the very nature of John’s Gospel is the setting in which and for which it was written.  John wrote for a community that had been put outside of the mainstream.  His is a community that is oppressed and isolated in ways no other New Testament community ever was.  And John’s community experiences this isolation and oppression both from without and within.
  
Their belief in Christ was a cause for concern and consternation among the Roman rulers.  Rome was in control of Jerusalem and its environs; and though Rome was willing to allow the Jewish leaders some latitude in serving their God,
 they were not pleased that Jesus’ crucifixion had failed to halt the spread of his teachings and the fervor of those who believed him to be the Son of God.  While the Roman hierarchy might allow the worship of God among the Jews, in no way were they about to brook another offshoot sect who claimed another deity called Christ.  And so hunted and persecuted by the Roman guard, the men and women who loved the Lord, the men and women of John’s community, were not safe, not safe at all in a Roman world.  
And neither were they safe among their own.
  John’s nascent community of believers in Christ did not see themselves as separate from their Jewish brothers and sisters.  They did not see themselves as Christian.
  But the Jewish authorities – the scribes, the Pharisees, the Sadducees and the chief priests – agreed with the Roman rulers that this Jesus; this itinerant, uneducated, Sabbath breaking, leper consorting, enemy loving, Gentile hob-knobbing man – and those foolish Jews who followed him – were a source of discord and a sign of on-going trouble.  The Jewish authorities wanted to stop the movement of his followers as much as did Rome, and so they began to turn out any within their own community who claimed to be a follower of Christ; they turned them out and left them alone to live on the fringes of society.
  

Plainly said, the community for whom the Johannine Gospel was written was a community that had made the dangerous decision to follow Christ and now their very lives were on the line.  Now they were caught between kith and kin who no longer believed they were good Jews and Roman rulers who wanted them dead.  Now their new found belief in Christ placed them between the danger of a Roman sword and the disgust of their fellow Jews.  And so now those who once had known a position within the confines of a community as old as Moses and as faithful as David; were without  home, family, community, or idenity.  
If we were they, if we were in their shoes, what would we have done?  It is human nature to know that we cannot survive alone, that we need the strength of numbers, the wisdom and safety of community.  It is within our nature that once ostracised from one group we had better find another, a place where we might be included, where we might be welcomed and safe.  And so, those who had been put outside of John’s community because of their love of Christ listened to their human nature and formed another community, a separate community where their belief – Jesus is Lord – was central, where their faith in him could be openly celebrated.  They formed a community where those who had hurt them, those who had deserted them, would themselves be put outside; put outside of this newly formed circle of Christ’s fellowship and love.

John’s Gospel is written for this small, tightly knit groups of those who are now inside their own circle.  It is written for the remnant.  That’s why it sounds the way it does.  This is the Gospel that says love one another; 
 it does not say love your enemies; for their enemies had almost cost them their lives.  This Gospel, in the 17th chapter, finds Jesus saying,  “God, I do not pray for the world, I pray for these whom you gave me.” 
  Nowhere in the 17th chapter of John, or in the whole of this Gospel, does Jesus ask those who follow him to pray for or for care those who have hurt them, for those who have put them outside.  In John’s Gospel we hear none of the echoes of Matthew or Luke where Jesus tells those gathered about him that they are blessed when others despitefully use or hate them.
  No, in John’s Gospel Jesus says don’t be surprised when they hate you because they hated me.
  
The Gospel of John, in all of its beauty, with all of its power; is a Gospel that speaks to those who have gathered together out of love for Christ and because they have no place else to go.  John’s Gospel speaks an insiders language to an insider group.  It is not meant for others, it is meant to comfort those who have lost much but found even more in the presence and praise of Christ and in an inner circle of like hearts and minds.  John’s is a beautiful Gospel written for a beleaguered people and that makes it distinct.
And so now, knowing just a bit about the context of the Gospel of John, it should not surprise us that John 3:16 means to tells us more than about the love of God.  It is meant to say to John’s introversionist group, Yes God loves the world, and if anyone comes to God, if anyone sees the light of Christ and follows it they will be saved, eternal life is theirs.  But, it is also meant to say and those who put you outside, if they continue to walk in darkness, if they continue to ignore the light, well their penalty is they will be judged, they will be condemned.  Whose in and whose out now, John seems to be saying?  

This is not a pretty picture.  Language of exclusion is not what we want to fall from the lips of the writers of God’s good news.    We want to hear let who so ever will, let them come.  But given the circumstances, one can understand why John would use such language.  Given the circumstances I do not fault John.  I am not angry with this text, because I can imagine how it felt to hear it read as one who had given up all to love the Savior.   I can imagine the comfort it brought to John’s community to know they were not put outside of God’s love or of the Saviors’s care.  And I can imagine, even now, in lands far from ours the comfort this Gospel brings for those who live in nations where faith in Christ is grounds for imprisonment or death.  I am not angry with this text because in a context where to claim the name of Christ requires you to give up everthing, this text can provide comfort and hope that God has not left you, that you are not alone and that there are even now provisions being made for you; provisions that include eternal life.  I am not dismayed by the text when I think of it read in a context where men and women of faith suffer what John’s community suffered,  isolation and persecution.
But I am dismayed by how it can be used in our current contemporary context.  I am dismayed because it can be been taken as a way of telling others who do not believe as I do, who do not worship the Savior as I do; you are already judged, you are already condemned, its over for you and you will have no part in the kingdom of light.  When the the verses that follow John 3:16 are used in this way it dismays me because used in this way these beautiful words close the opportunity for dialogue with those who are different, when we as Christians ought always be about the opening of conversation and the sharing of ideas.   
As a Christian I am called to know God’s word.  As a Christian I am called to believe – and I do – that the way to eternal life is through faith in Christ.  But what makes me sad and what keeps me awake at night is that we as Christians who live in a time of freedom and hope cannot find ways to use the beauty of our faith to open conversation with others who do not believe as we do.  The members of John’s community were in no position to go to the Roman authorities, in no position to go to the larger Jewish community and begin a conversation of faith; but we are.  We who know Christ as Savior and Lord can open up dialogue, not by saying to someone who believes differently than we, you are condemned, but by understanding the story of Christ – the story that is our story well enough – to be in dialogue, to be in fellowship.

Though I do not have to take the introversionist or exclusionist language of John’s Gospel as I go out to bear witness to Christ but I do, I must take its truth.  And here is its truth, God loves the world.  God loves the world so much so that he sent the Son.  He sent the son to bring God’s Kingdom.  That Kingdom of righteousness and love, peace and justice.  He sent the Son to bring the Kingdom, but the Kingdom cannot fully come where there is greed and hate, where there is unforgiveness and war; where the things that are not of God abound; where sin abounds.  The trurh of John’s Gospel is that the Son, the lamb of God, came to take on the sin of the world.  God sent the son because God knew every human being would sin, would err, would make mistakes, would mess things up, would block the Kingdom.  So in truth God sent the Son to forgive us our sin.   

Here is the truth of John’s Gospel; God so loves the world that God sent the Son not to codemn the world but to restore the world, to reconcile each part of creation to God’s heart, to forgive fallen humanity of its sin and to welcome each of us back into full relationship with God through the Son.  Here is the truth of John’s Gospel for us, that we through knowing the story and through telling the story might reach out in love and share what we know with those who are different, with those who do not know. 
And I know, in this church, there are many who desire to be at peace with others in the world, to be at peace with other religions and to do nothing to offend.  Though some would doubt this, I am with you, I need not be offensive as I share my faith.  But I also believe as Christians we have something amazing to share.  You see, in all my studying of other religions, none provide the free gift of grace.  No other theological system has a counterpart to the Son who came to forgive sin, who came bringing grace, God’s pardon wrapped in flesh and received not by works but in faith.  No other diety, not Buddha, not Muhammad, not Krishna, not Confuscious came to forgive the sins of human kind.  Only Jesus came so that we might know grace and pardon for all of our sin.  

And so, though I hear the text of John’s Gospel as one that does draw a tight inner circle, that speaks primarily to those inside, I can take the truth of this beautiful book that God so loves the world, that God longs for the world to know the one who came to bring grace and pardon, that came to welcome us into relationship; I can take its truth and share it with all whom I encounter.  
And so, on this first Sunday, on a Sunday when we lift up a text so beloved, on a Sunday when the table is set before us, I would ask you three questions.  
· Will you believe that Christ came to do what no other god ever offered to do, to love humanity enough to forgive every sin?  
· Will you believe this is what makes Christianity distinctive?  
· Will you pray for ways this distinctive can make you so proud of your faith that when the opportunity arises you will be able to say, I have chosen Christ because no other God came for me, to forgive my sin.  No other has ever come to make me pure and clean and to welcome me welcome back into the heart.  How is this different in your faith?  
This is language that, when said in love, welcomes conversation, welcomes the divisions of in and out to recede for awhile.  God so loves the world that he sent the Son not to condemn, but to save.  You and I, as we know the story of Christ, as we are willing to answer these questions in the affirmative become sources of God’s love sent out into the world to draw the circle wider and wider until its center is Christ and its circumfrence knows no ends.  Amen.   
The Eighteen Benedictions                        http://tzion.org/articles/EighteenBenedictions.htm
The eighteen benedictions (Shemoneh Ezreh) are also called "The Amidah" or the prayer that is said while standing facing toward Jerusalem, most of which is said silently. The Amidah is used during Sabbath services and holy days as well in the the daily service. You can find a copy in most any traditional prayer book called Siddur and is available from multiple sources. 

As to the number of blessings, there are actually nineteen blessings rather than Shemoneh Esreh (eighteen). To understand this discrepancy see prayer #12. Against  Slanderers.   The first three benedictions state the fundamental beliefs of Judaism in the one true creator G-d; the 10th -15th benedictions are national petitions; 16-18 are regarding service to HaShem (the name) and 19 seeks for peace
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(For another treatment of the Eighteen Benedictions see, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amidah).  
1. G-d of History                                                                                                                                 O L-rd, open my lips, and my mouth shall declare your praise. Blessed art thou, O lord our G-d and G-d of our fathers, G-d of Abraham, G-d of Isaac, and G-d of Jacob, the great mighty and revered G-d, the most high G-d, who bestows lovingkindness, and the Master of all things; who remembers the pious deeds of the patriarchs, and in love will bring a redeemer to their children's children for your Name's sake.

2. G-d of Nature 

[During the Ten Days of Repentance say: Remember us unto life, O king, who delights in life, and inscribe us in the book of life, for your own sake, O living G-d.] O King, Helper, Savior and Shield. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, the Shield of Abraham. You, O L-rd, are mighty for ever, you revive the dead, You are mighty to save. [From the day after Simchat Torah until the Eve of Passover, say: You cause the wind to blow and the rain to fall.] 

You sustain the living with lovingkindness, revive the dead with great mercy, support the falling, heal the sick, free the bound, and keep Your faith to them that sleep in the dust. who is like You, L-rd of the mighty acts, and who resembles You, O King, who orders death and restores life, and causes salvation (Yeshua) to spring forth? [During the Ten days of Repentance say: Who is like You, Father of mercy, who in mercy remembers your creatures unto life?] Yes, You are faithful to revive the dead. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who revives the dead. 

3. G-d who sanctifies. 

Responsive reading:                                                                                                                                   We will sanctify Your Name in the world even as they sanctify it in the highest heavens, as it is written by the hand of Your prophet: 
And they call to one another and said, 
Holy, holy, holy, is the L-rd of Hosts:   The whole earth is full of His glory.
Those over against them say, Blessed... 

Blessed be the glory of the L-rd from His place.
And in Your Holy Words it is written, saying 

The L-rd shall reign for ever, Your God O Zion, unto all generations. Praise Ye the L-rd.
Unto all generations we will declare Your greatness, and to all eternity we will proclaim Your holiness, and Your praise, O our G-d, shall no depart from our mouth for ever, for Your are a great and holy G-d and King. Blessed art thou, O L-rd the holy G-d. [During  the days of Repentance conclude the Blessing: ---the holy King.]

4. Prayer for understanding. 

You favor man with knowledge, and teach mortals understanding. Favor us with knowledge, understanding and discernment from You. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, gracious Giver of knowledge.

5. Prayer for repentance 

Cause us to return, our Father, unto Your Torah; draw us near, our King, unto Your service, and bring us back in perfect repentance unto Your presence. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who delights in repentance.

6. Prayer for forgiveness 

Forgive us, our Father, for we have sinned; pardon us, our King, for we have transgressed; [On Fast Days, Selichoth are inserted here.] for You do pardon and forgive. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who is gracious, and does abundantly forgive. 
7. Prayer for deliverance from affliction 

Look upon our affliction and plead our cause, and redeem us speedily for Your name's sake; for You are a mighty Redeemer. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, the Redeemer of Israel. [On fast days the Reader says "Answer us, O L-rd, answer us on this day of the fast of our humiliation, for we are in great trouble. Turn not to our wickedness; conceal not your face from us, and hide not Yourself from our supplication. Be near, we beseach You, unto our cry; let Your lovingkindness be a comfort to us; even before we call unto You answer us, according as it is said, And it shall come to pass that, before they call, I will answer; while they are yet speaking, I will hear; for You, O L-rd, are He who answers in time of trouble, who delivers and rescues in all times of trouble and distress; the holy King."]

8. Prayer for Healing 

Heal us, O L-rd, and we shall be healed; save us and we shall be saved; for You are our praise. Grant a perfect healing to all our wounds; [You may add a prayer for the sick here]  for You, almighty King, are a faithful and merciful Physician. Blessed art thou O L-rd, who heals the sick of Your people Israel.

9. Prayer for Deliverance from want 

Bless this year unto us, O L-rd our G-d, together with every kind of the produce, for our welfare; give [From December 4th until Passover: Dew and rain for] a blessing upon the face of the earth. O satisfy us with your goodness, and bless our year like other good years. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who blesses the years.

10. Prayer for reunion of Israel 

Sound the great horn for our freedom; raise the ensign to gather our exiles, and gather us from the four corners of the earth. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who gathers the dispersed of Your people Israel.

11. Prayer for the righteous reign of G-d 

Restore our judges as in former times, and our counselors as at the beginning; remove from us sorrow and sighing; reign over us, O L-rd, You alone, in lovingkindness and tender mercy, and clear us in judgment. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, the King who loves righteousness and judgment. [During the Ten Days of Repentance say: the King of Judgment.]

12.  Prayer against slanderers (added later at Yavneh) 

And for slanderers let there be no hope, and let all wickedness perish as in a moment; let all Your enemies be speedily cut off, and the dominion of arrogance uproot and crush, cast down and humble speedily in our days. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who breaks the enemies and humbles the arrogant.   This addition to the Shemoneh Ezreh brings the count of blessings to 19 instead of the 18, as indicated by its name. The prayer against slanderers was added at Yavneh placing it during the time of the beyt midrash at Babylon, (See Barachoth 33a) This prayer was aimed at "Christians"  according to Rabbi Jeffery Cohen, author of Blessed Are You.
13. Prayer for the righteous and proselytes 

Toward the righteous and the pious, toward the elders of Your people the house of Israel, toward the remnant of their scribes, toward true proselytes, and toward us also may Your tender mercies be stirred, O L-rd our G-d; grant a good reward unto all who faithfully trust in Your Name; set our portion with them for ever, so that we may not be put to shame; for we have trusted in You. Blessed art thou, O L-rd the stay and trust of the righteous.

14. Prayer for the rebuilding of Jerusalem.                                                                                                      And Jerusalem, Your city, return in mercy, and dwell therein as You have spoken; rebuild it soon in our days as an everlasting building, and speedily set up therein the throne of David. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who rebuilds Jerusalem.

15. Prayer for the Messianic King 

Speedily cause the offspring of David, Your servant, to flourish, and lift up his glory by Your divine help because we wait for Your salvation all the day. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who causes the strength of salvation (Yeshua) to flourish.

16. Prayer for the hearing of prayer.                                                                                                                 Hear our voice, O L-rd our G-d; spare us and have mercy upon us, and accept our prayer in mercy and favor; for You are a G-d who hears and answers prayers and supplications; from Your presence, O our King, turn us not away empty; [On fast days the Reader says "Answer us, O L-rd, answer us on this day of the fast of our humiliation, for we are in great trouble. Turn not to our wickedness; conceal not your face from us, and hide not Yourself from our supplication. Be near, we beseach You, unto our cry; let Your lovingkindness be a comfort to us; even before we call unto You answer us, according as it is said, And it shall come to pass that, before they call, I will answer; while they are yet speaking, I will hear; for You, O L-rd, are He who answers in time of trouble, who delivers and rescues in all times of trouble and distress; the holy King."]  for You hear and answer in mercy to the prayers of Your people Israel. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who hears and answers prayer.

17. Prayer for the restoration of Temple service.                                                                                       Accept, O L-rd our G-d, Your people Israel and their prayer; restore the service to the inner sanctuary of Your house; receive in love and favor both the offerings of Israel and their prayer; and may the worship of Your people Israel be ever acceptable unto You. [Add on the New Moon, Feast of unleavened Bread, and Feast of Tabernacles add: Our god and G-d of our fathers! May our remembrance ascend, come and be accepted before You, with the remembrance of our fathers, of Messiah the son of David Your servant, of Jerusalem Your holy city, and of all Your people the house of Israel, bringing deliverance and well being, grace, lovingkindness and mercy, life and peace on this day of 
(On the following days say: The New Moon. The feast of Unleavened Bread.  The Feast of Tabernacles.)  Remember us, O L-rd our G-d, thereon for our well-being; be mindful of us for blessing, and save us unto live: by Your promise of salvation and mercy, spare us and be gracious to us; have mercy upon us and save us; for our eyes are bent upon You, because You are a gracious and merciful G-d and King.]  And let our eyes behold Your return in mercy to Zion. Blessed art thou, O L-rd, who restores Your divine presence to Zion.
18. Thanksgiving for G-d's unfailing mercies.                                                                                                  [While the reader says the following paragraph the congregation recites in an undertone: We give thanks unto You for You are the L-rd our G-d, and the G-d of our fathers, the G-d of all flesh, our Creator and the Creator of all things in the beginning. Blessings and thanksgiving be to Your great and holy Name, because You have kept us in life and have preserved us' so may You continue to keep us in life and preserve us. Gather our exiles to Your holy courts to observe Your statutes, to do Your will, and to serve You with a perfect heart; seeing that we give thanks unto You. Blessed be the god to whom thanksgiving is due.] 

We give thanks unto You for You are the L-rd our god and god of our fathers for ever and ever; You are the rock of our lives, the Shield of our salvation through every generation. We will give thanks unto You and declare Your praise for our lives which are committed unto Your hand, and for our souls which are in Your charge, and ro Your miracles, which are daily with us, and for Your miracles, which are daily with us, and for Your wonders and Your benefits, which are wrought at all times, evening, morning and noon. You are all good, whose mercies fail not; You are the merciful Being, whose lovingkindness never ceases, we have ever hoped in You. [On Chanukah and Purim the following is added: We thank You also for the miracles, for the redemption, for the mighty deeds and saving acts, wrought by You, as well as for the wars which You waged for our fathers in days of old, at this season.]

[19]Grant Peace.                                                                                                                                      There are actually 19 benedictions in the Shemoneh Esrey.  Grant peace, welfare, blessing, grace, lovingkindness and mercy unto us and unto all Israel, Your  people. Bless us, O our Father, even all of us together, with the light of Your countenance; for by the light of Your countenance You have given us, O L-rd our G-d, the Torah of life, lovingkindness and righteousness, blessing, mercy, life and peace; and my it be good in Your sight to bless Your people Israel at all times and in every hour with thy peace. Blessed are You, O L-rd, who blesses Your people Israel with peace. 
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� John 1:1-2.
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� John 1:14. 





� For an excellent and much more fulsome treatment of the discussion of John’s community as one oppressed and isolated see David Rensberger (1996).  Johannine Faith and Liberating Community.  Westminster Press:  Philadelphia.  





� It is important to note that John’s Gospel is reported to have been written in approximately 90 CE.  The Jewish (second) Temple had been destroyed by the Romans in approximately 70 CE and the Jews were only allowed to continue their worship as they were, in certain prescribed ways, subject to Roman Rule.  





� Time and space do not allow a fuller description of the enmity between non-believing and believing Jews in the first century CE.  But one historical proof of the hate with which the non believing Jews approached those who had come to believe in Christ is the 12th Benediction, the Birkat ha Minim, the Benediction against Heretics.  This prayer, inserted into the Jewish Synagogue liturgy by Rabbi Gamaliel II (85 CE) required all Jews to pray against those who did not adhere to a strict faith in God.  For more information on the Birkat ha Minin please see the final four pages of this sermon handout. 





� The first use of the word Christian is found in Acts 11:26 and it is noted that it was not applied to those Jewish men and women in Jerusalem but to the Greek speaking converts in Antioch.





� The story of the man born blind in John Chapter 9 is a good illustration of this.  His parents refused to confirm that Jesus was the source of their son’s miraculous healing for fear they would be put out of the Synagogue and the community.





� John 13:34-35, John 15:12, 17.





� John 17:9





� Matthew 5:11 and Luke 6:22.





� John 15:18.
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