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There’s a moment that happens sometimes in church life—perhaps you’ve experienced it—when a familiar Bible verse is read, and instead of hearing it afresh, we almost stop listening. We think, “Oh yes, I know this one.” And before the words have even finished, we’ve already decided what they mean.
Today is one of those moments.
“God so loved the world…”
We’ve heard it so often that it risks becoming background noise. A slogan. A line we assume we understand. And yet, when we slow down—when we really listen—we begin to realise that these words are far more unsettling, far more expansive, and far more hopeful than we often allow. Because this verse—so often used to draw lines—was never meant to shrink God’s love. It was meant to reveal just how wide it is.
Jesus is speaking to Nicodemus, who comes to him at night—curious, searching, perhaps unsure of what he will find. And what he encounters is not a neat explanation, but something far more mysterious. Jesus speaks of being “born from above,” or “born again”—language that, over time, has been shaped into something almost like a test. Have you had the right experience? Said the right words? Crossed the right line? But Jesus isn’t offering Nicodemus a formula to get into the kingdom of God. He’s opening up a new way of seeing.
This new birth, he says, is like the wind. You hear it, you feel it, but you cannot control it. It goes where it will. It is God’s work, not ours to measure or manage. And then, in the middle of this strange and beautiful conversation, comes that line:
“God so loved the world…” Not a select few. Not those who get it right, do things our way, or think the same as us, but the world. And in John’s Gospel, “the world” is not always a comfortable place. It often names the very reality that resists God—the place of misunderstanding, rejection, even hostility. And still, this is the world God loves.
Which means God’s love stretches far beyond our comfort zones and assumptions. Yet this verse has often been used as a dividing line—separating those who are “in” from those who are “out”—rather than proclaiming the depth of God’s love.
But if we simply keep reading—just one more verse—we hear something that changes everything:
“God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”

Not to condemn. That matters.
Because it tells us something fundamental about the heart of God. The direction of God’s movement is not towards judgement and exclusion, but towards love, restoration, and life. So perhaps the question is not, “Who is excluded?” but “How far does this love go?” And the answer, it seems, is: further than we expect.
Because this love is not abstract. It is particular. It has names and faces.
God loves the Samaritan woman—an outsider, carrying a complicated past.
God loves the man born blind—seen by others as a problem, but by Jesus as a person.
God loves Lazarus—dead and buried, yet still called back into life.
God loves Peter—who will fail, deny, and yet be forgiven and restored.
Again and again, the Gospel shows us that God’s love is not reserved for the worthy. It reaches into the mess of real lives.
And that includes us. Not as a general idea, but in the particularity of who we are—our doubts, our failures, our stories. God so loved the world means us, and those we don’t like and don’t agree with.
But if we are honest, this expansive love can feel challenging, especially in the world we inhabit. Because we are living in a time when there are voices—sometimes loud, sometimes subtle—trying to make that love smaller again. Voices that speak about reclaiming Christianity, about “re-Christianising” England, about taking Jesus back for a particular identity or culture, as if Jesus was an Englishman in the first place!
At first glance, that language can sound appealing—a desire for renewal and for faith to matter again. But sometimes what is presented as a return to Christian values is shaped more by fear of change and difference than by the way of Jesus.
And when faith becomes tied too closely to national identity, it begins to suggest that belonging to God is somehow connected to a particular culture, background, or way of life. From there, it is not a great leap to excluding others, to suspicion of those who are different, or even to forms of racism—quiet or overt—that have no place in the Gospel.
But this is not the story Jesus tells.
“God so loved the world.”

Not one nation. Not one people. Not one culture. The whole world. The God-resisting world, even. The world that rejects—and is still loved.
Jesus consistently crosses the boundaries others try to enforce. He speaks with those he is not meant to speak with, touches those he is not meant to touch, and welcomes those others would keep out.
And so we have to ask ourselves: are we following that Jesus—or are we trying, perhaps without realising it, to reshape him in our own image? Because Jesus cannot be claimed by any one nation or tradition.
He cannot be co-opted into any political project. Instead, he calls people from every place and background into the kingdom of God, where love, mercy, and justice reshape how we live together. And that kingdom looks very different from the divisions we so often see. It is not built on fear of the outsider, but on welcome; not on exclusion, but on generous grace.
So when we hear “God so loved the world,” we are being invited into a vision that resists every attempt to make faith smaller than it is—a vision that refuses racism, challenges nationalism when it seeks to claim God for itself, and calls us to live differently.
And that is not always easy. Because it asks us to examine ourselves. To notice where we might have absorbed ways of thinking that divide rather than unite. To recognise where fear has shaped us more than love. But it also offers us something deeply hopeful.
Because this love is not something we have to create. It is something we receive—and then learn to recognise and share. And perhaps that changes the way we think about faith itself. Sometimes we imagine faith is primarily about having the right answers, defending the right doctrines, or winning the right arguments. Those things have their place. But in John’s Gospel, faith is often less about certainty and more about relationship. It is about learning to trust the God who has already moved towards us in love. There is a terrific quote from the film concave that I love cardinal Thomas Laurance says ‘"Over the course of many years in the service of our mother the Church, let me tell you — there is one sin which I have come to fear above all others: Certainty. Certainty is the great enemy of unity. Certainty is the deadly enemy of tolerance. Even Christ was not certain at the end: 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' he cried out in his agony at the ninth hour on the Cross. Our faith is a living thing precisely because it walks hand-in-hand with doubt. If there was only certainty and no doubt, there would be no mystery. And therefore no need for faith.’
Perhaps one of the most important shifts we can make is to stop treating faith as simply a set of statements about God, and instead begin to see it as a way of looking for God.
A way of paying attention and asking, “Where is God at work here?” Which is what we’ve been asking as we create our mission action plan, Because in that sense, every one of us is a theologian.
Not because we have all the answers, but because we are people learning to notice grace in a conversation, kindness in an unexpected place, hope where we thought there was none. We become people who can say, “I think I saw God there.” In a neighbour’s generosity. In a stranger’s compassion. In someone finding the courage to begin again. In a community choosing welcome over suspicion and understanding over fear. And when we begin to live like that, our faith becomes less about arguments and more about testimony. We find ourselves telling stories—stories of where we have encountered God’s love, stories of forgiveness and hope, stories that invite others not into a debate but into a relationship. And in a world that feels increasingly divided, that kind of witness matters. It matters because people are often far more persuaded by a life that reflects grace than by an argument that tries to prove it. They are drawn to communities where love is visible, where welcome is genuine, and where people are treated with dignity simply because they are made in the image of God.
Because if God truly loves the world, then every person we meet is someone held within that love. Every person has a story. Every person carries hopes and fears, joys and wounds that we may never fully understand. And our calling is not to decide their place within God’s love, but to reflect that love in the way we meet them.
To reflect his love in  patience instead of outrage, in generosity instead of fear, in listening instead of judgement, in courage instead of caution, and in the quiet, faithful choices that shape our lives day by day.
“God so loved the world.” May those words reshape how we see ourselves and one another. May they remind us that God's love is always wider than our fears, deeper than our divisions, and stronger than our attempts to contain it.
For that is the Gospel: not a boundary to defend, but a love that refuses to let the world go.
*Let us pray
Gracious God, you who so love the whole world, wider than our fears, deeper than our understanding— open our eyes to see your love at work around us.
Where we have made your love smaller, forgive us.
Where we have drawn lines you never drew, challenge us.
Where fear has shaped us more than love, renew us.
Send us out into the world you love, not to condemn, but to bring hope, not to divide, but to bless.
And in all we do, may our lives speak of your love that never lets the world go. In Jesus name we pray. Amen.
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