
The Abuse of John 3:16

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
 There is no doubt that this verse is one of the most popular 
verses in the entire Bible. Its importance is taught to a multitude of 
folks from an early age.  We have no problem in the churches of Christ 
with this verse being taught far and wide to young and old alike. In 
fact, we encourage the teaching of it, and we believe every word of it is 
important. In this verse you are made aware of the deep abiding agape 
love of the God of heaven for mankind. We are told how far God was 
willing go to save man. He gave  his only begotten (single of its kind) 
son to provide salvation for the world. This great little verse has so 
much to offer us. We would encourage you to take the time and do a 
word study on the adverbs used in this verse, (so, that, that). You will be 
richly blessed from that effort. 
	 As	our	title	reflects	(sadly,	I	might	add)	we	are	not	dealing	with	
all the great lessons we can learn from John 3:16, but we are going 
to review how it is sometimes  abused in the sectarian world. Indeed, 
the devil has been very successful in convincing false teachers to take 
another beautiful scripture and somehow warp it into a man made 
concoction (the doctrine of faith only) that is nowhere found in the 
Bible. Let us look at a couple of examples; 

 “God sent Christ for one reason only, and here’s why: “So 
that everyone who believes in Him will not perish but have 
eternal life.” We receive God’s free gift of eternal life through 
faith, by believing Jesus is who He says He is—the sinless Son 
of God who paid for the world’s sins—and did what He said He 
did—died in our place to grant us entrance into eternity with 

tell us, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that 
believeth not shall be damned.” (Mark 16:16) Later, at the inaugural of 
the New Testament church on the day of Pentecost, as thousands had 
gathered	for	that	great	feast,	Peter	would	preach	the	first	gospel	sermon	
to this large crowd. Peter informed them that by their wicked hands they 
were responsible for the death of Christ, but God had raised him from 
the dead and all the apostles were eye witnesses to this great miracle. 
What was the reaction of these Jews?  Now when they heard this, they 
were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the 
apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do?(Acts 2:37) What was 
Peter’s answer? “Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized 
every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, 
and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.”(Acts 2:38) Can we see 
the connection here? In order to gain entrance into the Kingdom of God 
one must do more than simply believe, one must also be baptized in 
water or as our Lord said; “be born of water and the Spirit”
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Him. But to receive that precious gift, we must acknowledge 
we need it. That’s hard because it pricks against our pride. We 
often take great satisfaction in our achievements and knowing 
we’ve progressed solely through our own merits. But the Holy 
Spirit helps us realize the futility of our efforts; we cannot earn 
grace, but we can accept it by the power of the Holy Spirit”  
(crosswalk.com)
 “No other verse in the Bible so succinctly summarizes God’s 
relationship with humanity and the way of salvation. Some 
consider John 3:16 as the “theme verse” for the entire Bible. 
John 3:16 tells us of the love God has for us and the extent of 
that	love	—	so	great	that	He	sacrificed	His	only	Son	on	our	
behalf. John 3:16 teaches us that anyone who believes in Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son, will be saved. John 3:16 gives us the glorious 
hope of eternal life in heaven through the love of God and death 
of Jesus Christ.” (insiderpurlix.com)

 Here we have a couple (there are literally thousands) of random 
examples from sectarian web pages that can be found on the internet. 
What we notice about these particular sectarian quotes is the subtle 
way in which certain things are left out. Also, what is implied in these 
statements is; the only passage you need to know in order to be saved 
is John 3:16. In fact, some misguided souls will even tell you out right; 
“John 3:16 is all we need to know to be saved.”  Or maybe one might say, 
“baptism is not mentioned in this passage, therefore it is not necessary 
to salvation”. We can quickly answer these false statements with the 
fact that nowhere is repentance mentioned in John 3:16. Do we have to 
repent to be saved?
 It is very important when we study the Bible that we remember 
certain rules of interpretation. One of the rules is that you must examine 
context. The words or expressions in question need to be examined in  
light of the discussion to which it is immediately connected. A good rule 
of thumb is to always look at the passages before and after a passage. 
This will keep you from missing vital messages. There is the immediate 
and remote context, both are of great importance when studying the 
Bible. 
  There is a little three letter word that many times goes unnoticed 
when this verse is quoted or cited as all we need to know to be saved and 

it is the little word “for”. This little fellow can be so useful and powerful 
when paid attention to! According to Henry Thayer: “It adduces the 
cause or gives the reason of a preceding statement or opinion;” So what 
we need to do when we see this word is back up a bit and see what has 
been	stated	in	the	preceding	verses.	What	do	we	find	in	the	immediate	
context of this passage? 
	We	find	Jesus	talking	to	an	Israelite	ruler	of	the	Jews	named	
Nicodemus. We learn he came to him by night, but we are not given 
his reason for doing so. We learn he was privy to Christ’ controversial 
teaching, his performing of miracles, and the fact that he was willing to 
acknowledge it was of God. We see a very strange response by the Lord; 
“Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot 
see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).However, this is not so strange in 
light of John 2:24-25. Nicodemus then asked in reply; “How can a man 
be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother’s 
womb, and be born? Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, 
Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the 
kingdom of God”. (John 3:4-5) 
 Now the question for us is, what does it mean to be born of water 
and the Spirit? We learn in Colossians 1:13-14 that to be in the kingdom 
we have to be saved. If we are saved we must, believe, repent, confess, 
and be baptized for the remission of sins (Heb 11:6. Lk 13:3, Rom 
10:10, Acts 2:38). Again, Jesus said, “..Except a man be born of water 
and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” We learn 
the church is the kingdom, (Matt 16:18-19, Col. 1:13-14) We also learn 
those being added to the church/kingdom were baptized and added to it 
(Acts	2:38,	47)	Jesus	uses	figurative	language	to	show	what	is	clearly	
taught in Acts 2:38!  
 Now, let us return to John 3:16 and remember the little word 
“for”	that	we	noticed.	Go	back	and	review	the	definition	of	it	and	now	
let us read this verse in context “For, (for this cause, for this reason-
emp. jc) God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 
 Remember, context is vital to understanding any text. So, what 
was being discussed? Jesus told Nicodemus that in order for a man to 
to enter the kingdom of God he would have to be born of water and the 
spirit. How is a person born of water and the Spirit?  We will let Jesus 


