
 

John 3:14-21  Jesus teaches Nicodemus 

 

Light and dark are extended metaphors in John’s Gospel for good and evil, life and death 

etc. It is no co-incidence that the gospel tells us that the pharisee Nicodemus came to see 

Jesus at night (3:2). It sets the scene for a covert meeting as one pharisee appears to be 

wanting to move towards the Light of Christ. 

In our passage, we find the verse that for many people reflects the message of the whole 

Bible in one verse: 

3:16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in 

him may not perish but may have eternal life. 

Earlier in the passage Jesus refers to the story in Numbers (21:4-9) which recounts how the 

People of Israel made a bronze snake to be lifted up as a cure for any who looked at it 

having been bitten by poisonous snakes. Jesus tells Nicodemus that this incident prefigures 

his being raised on a cross. When we look up (when we survey) at that wondrous cross, we 

are forgiven as we do so, believingly. We are given life over death, light over darkness. 

John 3:16 reveals God as a living, loving and acting presence at the very heart of creation. 

God is not a thing, not an old man with a beard, but rather a joyous dance of Trinity; 

Creator, Saviour, and Spirit in perfect harmony and relationship (as portrayed in this image). 

God is best described by God’s activities; verbs rather than nouns. 

God loved (the world). 

God gave / offers (his Son) 

God gives / gifts (eternal life) 

This passage reminds us that we have to make a choice. Eternal life and forgiveness are 

God’s to give. Human beings, all made in God’s image and likeness, have to make a 

response. To accept God’s free offer (grace) is not the option all will choose; 

3:19 And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved 

darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 

It is always God’s desire that people caught up in doing evil things will realise the error of 

their ways and turn back towards God who lives at the heart of the universe. Passages 

throughout the Bible remind us of God’s hope and intention for none to be eternally lost: 

8 The Lord is gracious and merciful, 

    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
9 The Lord is good to all, 

    and his compassion is over all that he has made.  (Psalm 145) 

 



And, 

21 But if the wicked turn away from all their sins that they have committed and keep all my 

statutes and do what is lawful and right, they shall surely live; they shall not die. (Ezekiel 18) 

To those who will turn, God offers forgiveness for sin and eternal life; abundant life in the 

here and now, and life lived face-to-face with God in ‘heaven’ (God’s fulfilled kingdom) 

when this mortal existence has ended for each believer. 

It isn’t just John’s Gospel that uses the metaphor of light and dark. It is common in everyday 

speech. We occasionally use the phrase ‘in the cold light of day.’ This means to reflect on 

something calmly and without a lot of emotion. It is a phrase which resonates with many 

people and has become the title for several books and films. We often use another phrase; 

‘to see the light.’ This may refer to a spiritual awaking but its use is wider too. It is about 

realisation; the penny dropping. 

I remember coming across a really helpful phrase coined by the evangelist Dwight L Moody 

which draws on this imagery: 

Character is what you are in the dark. 

This notion is further developed by John Wooden (American basketball coach): 

The true test of a person’s character is what they do when no one is watching. 

Of course, we know that God is always watching us. God is no voyeur and delights when we 

act out of love and compassion and care for ‘the other’ because then we reflect God’s love 

for the whole world. 

How do we act when (we think) no-one is watching? 

Perhaps we can reflect on these things as we continue to travel through Lent towards 

another glorious celebration of Easter. A season when we celebrate that God’s love 

conquers death, God’s life and love defeat selfishness and greed. Easter, a season when we 

learn again that consideration for the other (neighbour) comes naturally to us as God’s 

children. 

Let us travel on as people of the Light. 

 


