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In a Nutshell, There Is No Nutshell 
 
This Lent, some of us here at St. Mark’s are reading the book, Inspired, by Rachel Held 
Evans.  She recounts growing up in an evangelical, fundamentalist church.  As teenager she 
was instructed to select a “life verse” – a single Bible verse that would guide one through 
every trial and tribulation life had to offer. 
 
A single Bible verse which would make one the perfect Christian. 
 
My friends, may I suggest that a single verse of scripture plucked from the Bible and 
constantly doted upon does not a solid Christian make.  A go-to piece of scripture my be 
helpful.  It might be comforting.  But it is limiting. 
 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus recites what is arguably one of the top five most recognizable 
verses in the Bible – loved, adored, and quoted by Christians all the time - emblazoned on 
T-shirts, water bottles, fanny packs - and scrawled on posters held up at sporting events. 
 
John 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 have everlasting life.” 
 
Yes.  It is indeed a beautiful verse.  And I’ll bet more than one teenager has selected John 
3:16 as their “life verse.” 
 
John 3:16 is often called “the Gospel in a nutshell.”  I suppose that means this is all you need 
to know.  God loved the world.  God sent Jesus, his Son, to die for our sins.  Believe this and 
have everlasting life.  Boom!  Done! 
 
Even if I was to agree that John 3:16 IS “the Gospel in a nutshell” (and I do not concede that 
fact) the problem with nutshells is that they are very small – they don’t hold a lot.  And they 
can be very hard to crack open. 
 
The problem with pinning one’s spirituality on a single verse of scripture is that nothing in 
the Bible exists in a vacuum.  Even today’s gem of a verse is part of a larger conversation 
Jesus is having with the Pharisee, Nicodemus.  There is context to consider….and 
background. 
 
The beginning of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus happens in the first half of Chapter 3 
in John’s gospel.  You may recall that’s when Jesus tells the Pharisee in order to see God’s 
kingdom, one must be “born from above” – sometimes translated as “born again.”  But that 
is another sermon for another day. 
 



 

 

Today we heard the conclusion of what Jesus has to say to Nicodemus.  And Jesus starts by 
reminding him of Moses lifting up a serpent in the wilderness.  Of course, Nicodemus, as a 
scholar of history and the Torah, knew exactly what Jesus was talking about. 
 
We might not be so learned, so our first reading today told us that very story. 
 
Moses was leading the Israelites from slavery in Egypt to the promised land.  It was taking 
a long time to get there, and the Israelites were – once again – starting to complain about 
the distance, the lack of water, the nasty food provided for them.  Angry God of the Old 
Testament was tired of their whining and sent deadly snakes among the complainers.  The 
snakes bit the Israelites and people started dying.  Realizing they had angered God – yet 
again – the people begged God and Moses to do something about those snakes. 
 
God instructed Moses to create a bronze snake and put it on a stick. He was then to lift it 
high above the people.  If someone got bitten by a snake, they were to turn to the bronze 
snake, look up at it, and be saved.  Sure enough, it worked. 
 
It seems to me it would have been easier for God to simply get rid of the snakes just as he 
had made them appear, but apparently God was trying to prove a point.  Stop complaining 
and take your concerns to God.  Remember that God is the source of your very life.  God 
rescued the people from slavery and was taking them home.  The snake on the stick was to 
remind the people of God’s immense power of forgiveness and salvation. 
 
But the story of the snake on the stick continues later in the Old Testament. 
 
In the second book of Kings, we hear a story about King Hezekiah of the land of Judah.  In 
the hundreds of years that pass since they were wandering in the wilderness, it seems the 
people had forgotten the lessons they had learned.  Hundreds of years later, people were 
worshipping that same bronze snake on a stick (or a reasonable facsimile thereof) in the 
temple.  Wandering in the desert, the people had looked to that snake for healing through 
God.  Now people were only looking to it for healing instead of remembering it was simply 
a symbol of God’s power. 
 
Hezekiah, being a king who did what was right in the sight of God, destroyed that bronze 
snake. 
 
You see, the bronze sculpture had become the end itself.  The people of Judah were 
worshipping the snake instead of God.  The sculpture had originally been created to remind 
people to look up to God.  Now, they only saw the snake. 
 
Back to today’s Gospel which begins with Jesus reminding Nicodemus about Moses lifting 
the snake in the desert.  The writer of the Gospel seems to be pointing at finding healing 
through Jesus being lifted up on the cross (and eventually being lifted up into heaven at the 
Ascension) just as the Israelites found healing in Moses lifting the serpent in the 
wilderness.  The striking similarity between Moses lifting a bronze serpent on a pole in the 



 

 

wilderness to save the people and Jesus being lifted on a cross to save the people cannot be 
overlooked. 
 
The problem Hezekiah later discovered is that the bronze serpent had become only a 
symbol – a simplistic formula.  If you wanted healing, go visit the snake. 
 
Likewise, John 3:16 has become a symbol – a simplistic formula.  Do you want to be saved?  
Do you want to be healed?  Recite this verse and you will have everlasting life. 
 
But God cannot be reduced to a simplistic formula.  God’s redeeming work of salvation 
cannot be summed up in a single sentence.  The Good News of the Gospel cannot be put in a 
nutshell.  God is huge!  God cannot be contained! 
 
The way of God – the kingdom of God – revealed to us through the life and death of Jesus is 
NOT simplistic.  A single statue or symbol - a single sentence or verse from the Bible – is 
insufficient to lead us to healing and salvation. 
 
One problem with concentrating so heavily on John 3:16 is that it focuses solely on the 
death of Jesus.  God GAVE God’s only son for us.  While that is certainly a huge part of the 
equation it is wrong for us to ONLY consider Jesus’ sacrifice.  We must also pattern our lives 
on the way Jesus told us to live. 
 
I know there are people who disagree with what I am saying.  There are many Christians 
who believe the only thing that matters is Jesus dying to save us from our sins.  In their 
opinion there is nothing more to say. 
 
I am here to tell you there is a whole lot more.  In her book, Rachel Held Evans points out 
Jesus lived an entire live.  A life full of interactions, stories, and conversations.  Jesus did not 
only die.  Jesus LIVED! 
 
We are called to live a fully formed and mature Christian life.  We cannot do that by only 
considering how Jesus died for our sins.  That’s the danger of picking and choosing favorite 
and lovely, and easy, Bible verses.  There is so much more. 
 
Jesus told us to pick up a cross and follow him.  (Mark 8:34) 
 
Jesus told us to love God with all our hearts and souls and minds and to love our neighbors 
as ourselves.  (Mark 12:28-31) 
 
Jesus told us to feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, take care of the sick.  (Matthew 25) 
 
Jesus told us to turn the other cheek and to love our enemies.  (Matthew 5:38-43) 
 
All of these things do not combine into a simple formula and they certainly do not fit into a 
nutshell. 
 



 

 

In his commentary on John 3:16, Rev. Carl Gregg of Chesapeake Beach Maryland, thinks 
there might be a better Bible verse than John 3:16 to take as our nutshell for the day – 
Micah 6:8. “God has told you what is good:  God requires you to do justice, love kindness, 
and walk humbly with God.” 
 
Yes, that is another wonderful piece of scripture.  But may I suggest instead of picking up 
any nutshells or selecting a “life verse” we instead add that verse of scripture to our list of 
ways to draw closer to God. 
 
Finally, the famous verse reads “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.” 
 
We most often read that to mean “God loved the world so very much that God sent Jesus as 
a sacrifice for our sins.” 
 
But translated from the original Greek, our English word “so” actually means something 
more like “God loved the world in this manner - God sent Jesus so that everyone who 
believes in him shall not perish but have life eternal.” 
 
And believing in Jesus means a whole lot more than simply taking into account he died for 
our sins. 
 
God loved the world “in this manner.”  God loved the world “like this.”   God loved the world 
“in this way.”  Here is Jesus.  Follow him. 
 
May we learn from today’s Bible readings that there is not a single verse to help us draw 
closer to God.  There is no nutshell.  There is no “life verse.”  We must follow the way of 
Jesus from his birth – through his life experiences, stories, conversations, and actions – 
through his crucifixion – and into his resurrection. Following Jesus will take us through 
multiple turns, facets, ideas, and journeys. 
 
Being a Christian is about building the kingdom of God here on earth – on earth as it is in 
heaven. 
 
May WE so love the world.  May WE love the world “in this way.” 
 
 
 
I would like to acknowledge Rev. Carl Gregg of the Broadview Church in Chesapeake Beach, 
Maryland for the inspiration for this sermon.  His blog entry from 2012 on patheos.com on 
today’s lectionary readings was invaluable.  


