
John 3:16-21 

 

Life or Death 

 

 

 

 C. S. Lewis once wrote that “Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and if 

true, of infinite importance. The only thing it cannot be is moderately important.” 

And yet so many people think of Christianity as moderately important or of no 

importance at all. In all reality, however, it is a matter of life and death. Let’s 

read John 3 :16, 17. 

 

For God so loved the world that  

He gave His only begotten Son,  

that whoever believes in Him  

should not perish but have  

everlasting life. 17 For God did  

not send His Son into the world  

to condemn the world, but that  

the world through Him might be  

saved. 

 

 These verses speak of the greatest gift ever given—the life of Jesus Christ 

for our salvation. Jesus was given to the world, because of the supreme love of 

God. We are told in 1 John 4:8 that “God is love.” Love is not merely on of His 

attributes, but the sum total of them all. Even God’s wrath against evil is an act 

of love, because evil’s destruction spares God’s people from enduring endless 

wickedness.  

 

 And the sacrifice of Christ was not an afterthought for God. It did not 

come up as a last minute emergency plan. In Revelation 13:8 we read that 

Christ was the Lamb slain before “the foundation of the world.” In other words 

God knew that Adam and Eve would sin and need to be rescued, even before 

they were created. But God created them out of love and God redeemed 

them out of love.  

 

 The Greek word translated “love” in John 3:16 is agapao, which means to 

love on principle, based upon your standard of moral ethics. The cause or 

ground or reason for your love to another is that you decided to love. God 

loves, because it is who He is. He loves based on the principle or core of His 

character.  

 

 Some people think that agape is a higher form of love. If it is, it is only 

because it is not based on the whims of our emotions. It is a faithful love, a 



devoted love, a committed love that serves and gives and even sacrifices 

based on a solid decision. This is very important to grasp. And we will come back 

to this when we read why some people ate not saved. 

 

 But the result of receiving the love of God in the gift of Jesus Christ is 

everlasting life. Or more literally, the life of the age to come. This life is not just 

referring to an endless duration of time. It speaks of a quality of life, the life of 

God, full of righteousness, love, joy, peace and goodness. God gave Jesus 

Christ not to condemn the world, the world already stands condemned in sin. 

Jesus lived and died and rose to life again so all of our sins could be washed 

away, and we could be reborn and granted everlasting life in God’s kingdom.  

 

 And here is the great paradox, the two-edged sword of Christ’s life, death 

and resurrection. Jesus did not live and die and rise again to condemn anyone. 

He did all that he did to offer the new covenant and life. But now comes the 

crucial decision. We must decide! Accept God’s gift of love and live forever. Or 

reject Jesus Christ and face condemnation and death forever. This is why Lewis’ 

quote is so profound. “Christianity, if false, is of no importance, and if true of 

infinite importance. The only thing it cannot be is moderately important.” 

 

 Perhaps people do not grasp the significance of these verses in the 

gospel of John, because they do not understand the word “perish.” The Greek 

word translated “perish” is apollumi and it means to kill, to destroy, to bring to full 

destruction, to annihilate. Let me show you a few verses of this word so you 

understand it’s meaning. In Matthew 2 we have the account of Herod sending 

soldiers to kill all the baby boys of Bethlehem. 

 

 Now when they had departed,  

behold, an angel of the Lord  

appeared to Joseph in a dream,  

saying, “Arise, take the young  

Child and His mother, flee to Egypt,  

and stay there until I bring you word;  

for Herod will seek the young Child  

to destroy Him.”  

(Matthew 2:13) 

 

 The Greek word translated “destroy” is apollumi. The next verse comes 

from when the disciples were with Jesus on a boat during a great storm.  

 

On the same day, when evening  

had come, He said to them, “Let  

us cross over to the other side.”  
36 Now when they had left the  



multitude, they took Him along in  

the boat as He was. And other  

little boats were also with Him.  
37 And a great windstorm arose,  

and the waves beat into the boat,  

so that it was already filling. 38 But  

He was in the stern, asleep on a  

pillow. And they awoke Him and  

said to Him, “Teacher, do You not  

care that we are perishing?” 

(Mark 4:35-38) 

 

 The word “perishing” is translated from apollumi. The disciples did not cry 

out to Jesus “Doo you not care that we will be tormented in water forever?’ No! 

The cried, “Do you not care that we will drown and die and perish?”  

 

 No human being is immortal with the exception now of Jesus Christ. In 

Genesis 2:17 God told Adam that the consequence for sin would be death. 

God did not say that a part of Adam would die and another part of Adam 

would live on. And in Genesis 5:5 we are told that Adam died—he is no more. 

Ans since every person sins everybody dies. Romans 6:23 states that the wages 

of sin is death. Philippians 3:19 reveals that the end of the unsaved is destruction. 

Scripture is clear on the destiny of the unbelieving and the wicked. Let’s look at 

Psalm 37. 

 

Do not fret because of evildoers, 

Nor be envious of the workers of iniquity. 
2 For they shall soon be cut down like the grass, 

And wither as the green herb. 

(Psalm 37:1, 2) 

 

 What happens to grass clippings after they are cut? They die and 

decompose.  

 

For evildoers shall be cut off; 

But those who wait on the Lord, 

They shall inherit the earth. 

(Psalm 37:9) 

 

The Hebrew for “cut off” means to be destroyed.  

 

For yet a little while and the wicked shall be no more; 

Indeed, you will look carefully for his place, 

But it shall be no more. 



11 But the meek shall inherit the earth, 

And shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace. 

(Psalm 37:10, 11) 

 

The wicked will cease to exist. But the meek will inherit the earth. In other words 

live forever in God’s kingdom on the renewed earth.  

 

But the wicked shall perish; 

And the enemies of the Lord, 

Like the splendor of the meadows, shall vanish. 

Into smoke they shall vanish away. 

 

For the LORD loves justice, 

And does not forsake His saints; 

They are preserved forever, 

But the descendants of the wicked shall be cut off. 
29 The righteous shall inherit the land, 

And dwell in it forever. 

(Psalm 37:20, 28, 29) 

 

Again, notice the contrast. To be “cut off” is to be destroyed. But the 

righteous will dwell in the land of God’s kingdom forever. Now, when will all of 

this happen? The Word of God tells us about two resurrections, one for the just, 

all of God’s people, from the time of Adam until the return of Christ. This will be 

immediately after the coming great tribulation. The other resurrection will be at 

the end of the millennium or the one thousand year reign of Christ on the earth. 

The second resurrection will be for everyone who is not saved and for all the 

people, the mortals, who lived during the time of Christ’s kingdom. Here is whar 

Jesus said about the first resurrection.  

 

Immediately after the tribulation  

of those days the sun will be  

darkened, and the moon will not  

give its light; the stars will fall from  

heaven, and the powers of the  

heavens will be shaken. 30 Then  

the sign of the Son of Man will  

appear in heaven, and then all  

the tribes of the earth will mourn,  

and they will see the Son of Man  

coming on the clouds of heaven  

with power and great glory.  
31 And He will send His angels with  

a great sound of a trumpet, and  



they will gather together His elect  

from the four winds, from one end  

of heaven to the other. 

Matthew 24:29-31)1 

 

 Revelation 20:6 says “ Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first 

resurrection. Over such the second death has no power, but they shall be priests 

of God and of Christ, and shall reign with Him a thousand years.” Now, here is a 

picture of the second resurrection.  

 

Then I saw a great white throne  

and Him who sat on it, from whose  

face the earth and the heaven fled  

away. And there was found no place  

for them. 12 And I saw the dead, small  

and great, standing before God, and  

books were opened. And another  

book was opened, which is the Book  

of Life. And the dead were judged  

according to their works, by the things  

which were written in the books. 13 The  

sea gave up the dead who were in it,  

and Death and Hades delivered up  

the dead who were in them. And they  

were judged, each one according to  

his works. 14 Then Death and Hades  

were cast into the lake of fire. This is  

the second death. 15 And anyone not  

found written in the Book of Life was  

cast into the lake of fire. 

(Revelation 20:11-15) 

 

 Everyone who has ever lived, except those saved by Christ in the first 

resurrection will be raised to life and judged. And the unrighteous will be judged 

and die and be consumed in the lake of fire. Here is the poison of sin, of 

unbelief. There is a darkness that keeps the rebellious heart from thrilling at the 

gift of life that God offers in Jesus Christ. Let’s return to John 3.  

 

For God did not send His Son  

into the world to condemn the  

world, but that the world through  

Him might be saved. 

 
1 You can also learn about this event from 1 Corinthians 15:5-58 and 1 Thessalonians 4:13, 18 



18 He who believes in Him is not  

condemned; but he who does  

not believe is condemned already,  

because he has not believed in the  

name of the only begotten Son of  

God.  

(John 3:17, 18) 

 

 The person who trusts in Christ is not condemned. He or she is pardoned, 

acquitted, justified, cleansed of all sin and made righteous in Christ.2  But in 

rejecting Christ the condemnation is not deferred until the final day of judgment, 

that person stands condemned now.  

 

And this is the condemnation,  

that the light has come into the  

world, and men loved darkness  

rather than light, because their  

deeds were evil. 

(John 3:19) 

 

 Why do some people not run to Jesus Christ for salvation? It is not because 

there is a lack of spiritual light to lead them to Christ. It is not because God is 

lacking in grace and mercy. It is because of what they love. They love darkness. 

And the Greek word translated “loved” in verse 19 is agapao just as in John 3:16. 

Agape is a love based upon a clear, committed decision. People decide to 

stay in darkness, because they do not want their sins exposed.  

 

The unbeliever’s lifestyle may not be grossly immoral. They may even be 

comparatively decent. But deep in their hearts the false pride of their intellect 

and self-righteousness and their dislike of submission to God are all evil deeds. 

Unbelief makes God out to be a liar. But when we turn to the light and accept 

God’s love to us in Jesus Christ all our sins are washed away.  

 

For everyone practicing evil hates  

the light and does not come to the  

light, lest his deeds should be exposed.  
21 But he who does the truth comes to  

the light, that his deeds may be clearly  

seen, that they have been done in God. 

(John 3:20, 21) 

 

 
2 2 Corinthians 5:21 



 If we are willing to obey God’s Word, even when that means our sins must 

be acknowledged, we will be saved and born again to everlasting life. Being 

born again we receive a new heart, a new nature and the Spirit of God. And 

we will find that the deeds we do are more and more in alignment with God’s 

character.  

 

 Without salvation in Christ all people stand condemned before God. But 

by faith in Christ we can claim the truth of Romans 8:1, “There is therefore now 

no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.” There are two destinies for 

every human being and only two. It is written in 1 John 5:12, “He who has the 

Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life.” 

 

 Once again, as C.S. Lewis wrote, “Christianity, if false, is of no importance, 

and if true, of infinite importance. The only thing it cannot be is moderately 

important.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


