B. 4th Sunday of Lent #3


                                                       Jn3: 14-21

Scene
Jesus, talking to Nicodemus, explains why he came: God so loved the world that he sent him, his only Son, to save it.

Background

Nicodemus, a Pharisee, came to Jesus at night so no one else would see him in order to question him about his teaching.  Even though Nicodemus is a Pharisee, he is presented here as sincere.  We never learn whether he finally believes in Jesus.  Thus far in their discourse Nicodemus has heard that entrance into God’s Kingdom requires the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit and that this is something humans cannot accomplish on their own.  As Jesus launches into the long explanation of vv. 11-21, Nicodemus fades into the darkness whence he came.  The dialogue becomes a monologue.  In vv. 14-15 Jesus proceeds to the actual answer to Nicodemus’ question, “How can things like this happen?”  Essentially, Jesus answer is that begetting through the Spirit can come about only as a result of Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection and ascension.

vv. 14-15  lifted up:  To illustrate this teaching, so incredible to Nicodemus, Jesus uses a sign -- not one of his own, but one of Moses’.  When the people had sinned in the desert through disbelief, they were afflicted with serpents (symbolizing the evil consequences of their evil behavior) and many of them died from their bites.  But through Moses’ intercession (the power of prayer) God gave them a sign - the standard of the bronze serpent -- that whoever looked on it would live (Nu21: 4-9).  One had to look upon it in faith that God would act; otherwise, it would simply be a case of what anthropologists call “sympathetic magic."  So shall it be, says Jesus, with the Son of Man, when he is “lifted up” on the standard of the cross, a cursed thing like the serpent himself.  Whoever believes in him will have eternal life.

The basis of comparison here is that in both cases salvation has come through a “raising up."  The “Son of Man” refers to Jesus in his future glory, which is only visible in his incarnate life to the eyes of faith.  By a supreme paradox, faith sees his glory most fully in the darkness and humiliation of the cross.  So the title, “Son of Man,” frequently takes the thought to the Passion and this is what happens here.  The paradox is expressed in the actual choice of the verb, “lifted up,” which expresses both the exaltation of the Son of Man, and the act of crucifixion.  In Hebrew the verb, nasah, has two senses: to lift up in the sense of exalt or glorify and to lift up in the sense of impale on a gibbet.  The Aramaic verb, zegap, has both senses as well.  It can mean to exalt as well as to hang or crucify.  So, the Greek verb, hypsothenai, used here is a technical term for crucifixion while retaining the notion of exaltation.  Salvation comes through “raising up” first on the cross and then from death.  The OT background for this is the great “passion prophecy” of Is 53.  It begins with the announcement that “my servant” shall be “lifted up and glorified."  This refers to the final state of the servant after his death.  So the point being made is that after his humiliating death (lifted up on a cross) he would be exalted by being lifted up from death to a new form of life.  Thus in John “being lifted up” refers to one continuous action of ascent.

v. 16 God so loved the world...:  This is one of the most well known statements of all Scripture.  It

expresses the motive of God in becoming human.  Out of love God became human (expressed by saying “sent his Son”) in order to save humans from themselves, more precisely, from the eternal consequences of their time-bound decisions and actions.

vv. 17-21:  Here we enter into the Johannine theological domain of realized eschatology.  This means that Jesus is present here and now.  His Second Coming is not so much a singular event in the future, but an unfolding and growing presence in the present.

If there is a twofold reaction to Jesus in John, it is very much dependent on human beings’ own choices.  Each person’s choice is influenced by his/her way of life, by whether his/her deeds are wicked or done in God (vv. 20-21).  Jesus is a penetrating light that provokes judgment by making it apparent what a person is.  The “one who turns away” is not an occasional sinner, but one who practices wickedness. It is not that he/she cannot see the light, but that he/she hates the light.

This poses a searching question.  How can death result from a choice set before people by the God whose love gave his only begotten Son in order that all who believe might live?  How can universal saving love be reconciled with the perishing of even a single person?  Can condemnation have any place in a theology of love?

John’s answer to this is to assert that God’s act is one of love and universal good will.  Condemnation does not follow from God’s action, but from that of humans.  The perishing of the unbeliever is not a punishment inflicted by a ruthless God; it is the self-determined end of the person who chooses not to believe.  In this way John is rewriting the Jewish doctrine of judgment, which thought of all such rewards as being distributed at the “last day”; and then, inevitably, it was bound to appear that death was the penalty inflicted by God for unbelief.  In John’s view, judgment takes place within history, now.  It is not a sentence inflicted by a judge after the commission of a crime, but an inherent part of the choice that some people make when faced with the divine gift.  It is not that God condemns any one to perish, but that some people do condemn themselves.  The evildoer hates the light for fear of having his/her deeds exposed.

eternal:  for John “eternal” describes not so much the fact that this life is unending or everlasting, but that it describes the quality of life  to be enjoyed.  The quality of life will be none other than the quality of life that God enjoys because it will be a share in his very life.

v. 19:  But, of course, no one is wholly under the sway of darkness (a metaphor for sin); the two principles of light and darkness struggle for his/her allegiance.  It is always possible that a person may eventually respond to the light.  Although John sets the contrast with the utmost rigor and in typical Semitic fashion of either/or, there would be no point in his writing at all, if he did not believe in the more generous statement of v. 17.  In fact, the whole gospel is directed to evoking the response of faith.

vv. 20-21: The unbeliever is equated with the doer of wicked things and the believer with the one who lives the truth. Wisdom literature would call the one “ a fool” and the other “wise.” The one is repelled by the light; the other embraces it. It is clear that faith is not merely a noun, but also a verb. Faith is not merely intellectual assent to a set of propositions about God, but a way of seeing and living.

Reflection

For John (and he undoubtedly learned it from Jesus), a sign is a visible expression of an invisible reality. We use “sacrament” the same way as John uses “sign”. The example in the gospel is the “sign” of the lifted up bronze serpent. Everybody could see it but not everybody could see into it.

Faith, the vision of eternity, enabled some to look upon it (for John “to look upon” is a synonym for “faith”) and be cured or saved. For some, it would be simply a case of magic. Perform this ritual and it would work like a charm. For others, it would be a “sign” of God’s power at work, through the sign, not because of it.

Jesus referred to the “sign” of the cross in the same way. Everybody can see it, but not everybody can see into it. Those who look upon the cross in faith or with faith can see behind it. They can see the love and power of God at work through it. What looks to the human eye as defeat, ignominy and loss of life, is actually (in the eyes of faith) the opposite.

Signs teach us that there is more to reality than what meets the eye. The key to interpreting any sign is in the detail or details. A detail “opens up” the reality to a higher level. In this case, it was the double meaning of the word Jesus used for  “lifted up”.  What one saw with human eyes was one type of “lifted up,” hung, crucified. What was really happening (seen through faith eyes - on the side of eternity) was another type of “lifted up,” exalted, victorious. It was the same action - only experienced on different levels. This is true of all of life’s experiences - at least, potentially. It all depends on how we look at things.

Do we merely see -and interpret according to our senses? Or do we “see into” or look beyond and see what it really there - according to faith? It is through our attentiveness and concentration on the word of God that we develop this sixth sense to see from the eternal perspective. It lights up the dark spots in life and enables us to live without fear and with love.

Love is the motivating factor in God that makes all this both possible in the first place and real on this earth place. God’s putting our well being first on his agenda has enabled us to enter into his realm and live accordingly even here on earth. The greatest proof of his love is that he let himself be humiliated and hung by the very people he came to save in order that we might see into that ugly event and come to believe in his undying love for us.

Then, we can see how seriously God takes our decisions and us. He will respect our decisions for all eternity. It is not so much that God judges us as that we judge ourselves. It is our actions, attitudes and decisions that God presents or makes present to us at final judgment. They condemn us, not God. He respects us and our free choices. So there must be an alternative for those who, by their lives, have shown that they do not want to live with God for all eternity. It is called “hell” and we send our selves there, just as God sent himself here. We send ourselves to hell because of our sins, just as he sent himself here to earth because of our sins. If we believe in him, we are saved. If we believe in ourselves we are doomed. And “belief,” of course, is much more than intellectual assent; it is a way of seeing and living.

Key Notions
1. There are two levels, the earthly and the heavenly, the temporal and the eternal, the fleshly and the spiritual, on which all things and people simultaneously exist.
2.  Level one is visible, tangible and historical; level two is invisible to the earthly eye, but visible to faith.

3. Faith gives the eternal vision needed to see reality as God sees it.

4. Faith also gives the power to live reality, as God wants it lived.

5. Faith lets us see God’s love in places and events we would not otherwise interpret as “signs” of his love, e.g., the cross.

6. God does not really judge us; we judge ourselves. 

Food For Thought

1. Double vision: From an earthly point of view, double vision is not good. It splits one’s perception of reality and one is not sure which eye has captured the reality and which one is but a mirror image. That can be fatal, if one is driving a car or operating machinery. But “double vision” as Christians use the term is different. It’s about levels of reality, not splitting and mirroring reality. Double vision means we can look at the same reality and see not two different things but see the one thing in two different ways or on two levels. The second level, the eternal level, interprets the first. It does not mirror it or repeat it. In fact, it shows difference, not similitude. The Christian looks out of his/her earthly eye and says, “This is how it feels, what it seems to be at first sight.” But then, he/she looks out of the other eye, the faith eye, and says, “But this is how it is, how it really is on further reflection.” Just as physical vision lets a person walk freely, avoid pitfalls and obstacles, so spiritual vision allows for freedom of action on the level where it really matters- for all eternity.

2. Judgment: The idea that God stands with us when we die and that his light is so powerful that even we cannot deny the truth of our lives any longer and must not only face it but its (eternal) consequences is probably one of the most powerful thoughts in all of human history. No wonder so many people want to deny its truth! We waste so much of our precious time on earth lying, especially to ourselves, justifying our behavior and rationalizing our attitudes. To imagine ourselves being in a situation where we cannot get away with that any longer is like imagining the unimaginable. Yet, it will actually happen. If we refuse to accept that there is another level of reality beyond the physical world, then why would we want to enter that world we’ve been denying all our lives? And God won’t make us, even though he knows it will be good for us. He will respect out willful refusal to respect him and his revelation of himself. He will respect it for all eternity, since there is no time in the eternal dimension. (Though the opposite is not true. Indeed, there is eternity within time.) Of course, it is more than just intellectually recognizing the reality of eternity; it is a matter of living there, in that realm, now. The world, time, history, turn out to be contained within the eternal realm. They are not two different realities. Ultimately, there is only one reality, for God is one. They are but two different ways of first perceiving and then living in and according to the truths, values, lights, of either. It involves a fundamental choice and that entails a judgment of which one is better. Thus, we actually judge ourselves and determine our future with every choice and decision we freely make.

3. Sign: Because there are two levels of reality and not two different realities or worlds, the first level (the earthly, visible, tangible) becomes a myriad of “signs” enabling the believer in the second level to get to the second level by going through the first level. What the unbeliever perceives as realities, the believer perceives as more than realities, as signs of the second level. The whole world becomes a sacrament for the believer, a means of entering the really real realm of God without also physically leaving the planet. To the unbeliever that would be merely the exercise of imagination, not real at all. To the believer it is the exact opposite. Jesus teaches this method throughout the gospels and this text is a very good example of that teaching.
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