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“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believes in him 

shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”  (John 3:16)  It is, quite possibly, the most oft-cited 

passage in all of the Bible.  How many signs do we see held up at sporting events calling out 

verses from Habakkuk or Nehemiah?  But, John 3:16?  We see those everywhere.  So well 

known is the citation, in fact, that we don’t even need the words.  Many a sign or bumper sticker 

will simply read ‘John 3:16,’ with a sense that everyone knows what they are referring to and 

that nothing more needs to be said.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 

son, that whosoever believes in him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”  It is the most 

cited, best known, center of culture passage in the Christian faith.  So, why is it we seem to have 

so much trouble remembering it? 

 

I’ll never forget a conversation I held with a young woman while I was still very new to 

ministry.  She was a college student who had grown up in the church and she’d gotten caught up 

in a life that had led her down some pretty ugly roads.  It had all come to head in a series of 

events that had put her into some real trouble, and she asked if we could meet.  As we sat in my 

office and she shared so much of what was on her heart, she went on to explain that she wanted 

to make a change – that she needed a closer relationship with God in her life.  As the tears began 

to flow, however, she went on to explain why she was so confident that that couldn’t happen.  As 

she sat in that room and sobbed, she explained how clearly she understood that she simply 

wasn’t worthy of the love of God she longed for. 

 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believes in him 

shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”  It is the most cited, best known, center of culture 

passage in the Christian faith.  So, why is it we seem to have so much trouble remembering it? 

 

You see, there are really two reasons that I have such vivid recall of that conversation that day.  

On the one hand, it was a striking pastoral moment – something of a formative experience, for 

me, to encounter such a spirit of desperation so early in my time in ministry.  On the other hand, 

however, it remains such a clear memory in my mind because I quickly learned that it was far 

from the last of these conversations I’d share.  For sure, many of the related conversations that 

I’ve had over the years have not been laden with quite that level of emotions and despair, but the 

ugly truth is that I’ve encountered that sensibility more times than I can count.  Whether it’s the 

spouse caught in an affair, the addict wrapped up in dependency, the teen lacking direction and 
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purpose, or the lifelong believer struggling with doubt, I have found myself recurrently amazed 

at how easily and how readily we lose track of that fundamental principle. 

 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believes in him 

shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”  It is the most cited, best known, center of culture 

passage in the Christian faith.  So, why is it we seem to have so much trouble remembering it?  

Now, to be fair, it’s nothing new! 

 

Whenever I consider this psycho-spiritual battle with the promise of God’s love coming head on 

into our own judgments of ‘worthiness,’ one of the foremost images that emerges in my mind is 

that story of the sinful woman sitting on the ground at Jesus’ feet, pouring this ointment on his 

feet (no small act for a woman of clearly meager means), and then enveloping herself in 

humbleness as she washes his feet with the moisture of her own tears and the fabric of her own 

hair.  It’s such a striking image – the humility of that woman, the grace of Jesus, and the 

judgment of those looking on – and it drives home this fundamental issue of our sense of 

worthiness for ourselves and for others.  It’s clear, in that story, that those looking on have their 

own sense of who is worthy and who is not – and really, in a lot of ways, that’s a different 

reflection for a different day.  But, the striking image, I suggest, really lies in the sheer adoration 

that this woman seems to be pouring out – both figuratively and literally – on Jesus.  But, to 

consider that a bit more deeply, let’s look at the other story from Luke, just a little earlier in that 

same 7th chapter of the gospel. 

 

What’s interesting to me, about this story of Jesus healing the centurion’s servant, is that, in 

many ways, it presents something of an inversion of that which we see with Jesus and that sinful 

woman.  The distinction lies in those on the periphery of the story.  In that story of the woman 

anointing Jesus’ feet, those on the outside, looking in, clamor about her lack of worthiness.  In 

the case of the centurion, on the other hand, it’s those on the outside who are proclaiming the 

man’s worthiness.  Interestingly, in this particular story it’s not the worthiness of the person who 

is ill that seems to be in question, but instead the story seems to focus on the worthiness of this 

centurion.  Nonetheless, while the previous story had those looking on crying about her 

unworthiness, the supporting cast here seems to be doing the exact opposite.  This group comes 

running to Jesus speaking of the worthiness of the centurion and laying out these accolades of all 

the good he has done for them.  It’s the centurion himself, however, who comes out with his own 

proclamations of being unworthy of Jesus’ time and grace.  “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I 

am not worthy to have you come under my roof.” 

 

So, in the one story, we have a crowd crying of a woman’s unworthiness and a woman humbly 

adoring Jesus despite her own wayward history, and in the other we have a crowd pronouncing a 

man’s worthiness, but a man who sees himself as not even being worthy of having Jesus enter 

into his home.  Still, what do both stories have in common?  Despite this perceived gap in 

worthiness, where do each of these stories end?  They were granted the grace and mercy of the 

healing work of Jesus in their lives! 

 

So, what is it?  Were they wrong?  Were those looking with scorn upon that sinful woman wrong 

in their claim that she was unworthy?  Was there some sort of unsung golden nugget to her 

character that Jesus was able to find beneath the surface?  Was there some sort of inherent 



Page #3 

worthiness that she held that the others were simply unable to perceive?  Was that centurion 

more worthy than he believed himself to be?  Were those who sang his praises correct in their 

proclamation that he had earned the blessing of Jesus that he was seeking?  Was Jesus 

sufficiently impressed by his moral resume, and thus restored the health of his servant?  Were 

they, in the end, both worthy of the love they’d received? 

 

No!  My answer would be no, they weren’t!  There wasn’t some hidden gem that made that 

woman worthy of Jesus’ blessing.  There wasn’t some analysis of merit that allowed that 

centurion to ‘claim’ the blessing he had ‘earned.’  No.  That centurion who didn’t even feel 

worthy of having Jesus under his roof…he was right.  As much as we like to demonize those 

onlookers who judged that woman as unworthy (and for good reason, I would add), the truth is 

that they were right.  They weren’t wrong in their claim.  She was unworthy.  Where they were 

wrong, however, was in the same error of those who claimed the centurion was worthy.  Where 

both of those groups of onlookers were wrong was in clinging to some concept that someone 

could be, should be, or would be deemed as worthy of that love.  Where they all went awry in 

their judgments was on the fundamental premise that anyone could be worth of such love! 

 

In the ninth chapter of the Gospel according to Matthew, Jesus calls Matthew from his station as 

a tax collector to that of one of the twelve disciples.  At that point, the story turns to gathering at 

dinner. 

And as he sat at dinner in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were sitting 

with Jesus and his disciples. 11 When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, “Why 

does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 12 But when he heard this, he said, 

“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 13 Go and learn 

what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous but 

sinners.”  (Matthew 9: 10-13) 

 

I think this passage is sometimes mistaken as Jesus responding to the pharisees and saying, 

‘They are the ones in need, not you.  I’ve come to help them, not you.’  But, I think the global 

perspective on Jesus’ ministry makes clear that this is tragic misunderstanding of the basic 

principal of the grace and mercy that we know in Jesus.  Jesus isn’t saying, ‘I’ve come to help 

the sick, so I’m not worried about those of you who are healthy.’  No, Jesus is saying, ‘I’ve come 

for the brokenness – theirs and yours.’  ‘I’ve come for the pains – theirs and yours.’  ‘I’ve come 

to forgive the sins – theirs and yours!’   

 

In our stories from Luke, we have two groups of onlookers with two opposite claims – one that 

the individual was worthy and the other the individual was not.  And, they were both wrong!  

Not in claiming worthiness or not, but in the fundamental premise that anyone could, would or 

should be.  Jesus didn’t come to grant love, grace and mercy to the ‘healthy’ among us who earn 

it…who deserve it…who are worthy of it.  No, Jesus came to grant love, grace, and mercy to the 

undeniable brokenness that lies in us all.   

 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believes in him 

shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”  It is the most cited, best known, center of culture 

passage in the Christian faith.  What is less known, however, is the line in John’s Gospel that 

follows.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever 
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believes in him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.  For God did not send his son into the 

world to condemn the world, but that the world through him might be saved!”  Now that, my 

friends, is a promise to remember!    


