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“NOT TO CONDEMN, BUT TO SAVE” 

John 3:1-21 
 

As we’ve noted here before in recent months, we are living at the moment in a society that is sharply 

polarised.  Probably more than ever before in the memory of most people here there are deep divisions 

between groups of people – over all kinds of things: Brexit, migration, sexual ethics, education, health 

care and so on.  I perceive a meanness of spirit that causes divisions with people who have different 

prejudices from our own.  It’s a kind of chicken and egg situation too – I’m not really sure whether it’s 

because of that that we are a more suspicious and cynical society, or whether it is suspicion and cynicism 

which have led to this. 

 

But we are also far more suspicious of others these days.  Look, for example, at the almost blanket 

coverage of our lives on CCTV cameras, the industry that has grown up around safeguarding of children, 

the ways in which our e-mails, phone calls and social media messages can be tracked and recorded.  

There is an increasingly accusatory and judgemental attitude pervading so much of what we do.  No 

doubt you have watched documentaries about it all, or read newspaper articles. 

 

And we can all get sucked into that kind of behaviour and attitude.  Finger-pointing, gossip, breakdowns 

in communication, alienation and all the rest become the order of the day.  People are shamed on social 

media, conversations are stilted, reputations are relentlessly shredded as we all fall into the trap of 

condemning others and trying to boost our own standing. 

 

So many people are bowed down under the weight of it.  Maybe at work – you can never do enough.  The 

boss is never satisfied, the shareholders are never satisfied, the government are never satisfied.  You’ve 

always got to work harder.  There’s always someone there to criticise you – either to your face or in your 

performance management interview or your appraisal or whatever.  You come home feeling condemned. 

 

And that may be no better – when you get home.  Your friends and family point out your shortcomings.  

Things are never quite right.  You end up drained by your responsibilities, never really succeeding in 

getting your head above water, let alone keeping it above water.  Parents seem always to be doing you 

down: children always want more: spouses demand what you can’t deliver. 

 

As I say, much of it is fuelled by the media which plays on the need we all seem to have to pick holes in 

everything, to knock off pedestals those whom we have only just set up on them.  Newspapers are full of 

complaints and criticisms.  Television programmes relentlessly expose those who don’t come up to the 

mark.  Magazines are packed with stories of celebrities and ordinary people who have failed. 

 



And for many people the Church seems to be part of this great conspiracy to condemn everything and 

everyone.  To many outsiders – and, indeed, many insiders – it’s all about “Thou-shalt-not”, about getting 

it wrong, about being less than perfect, about sin.  Those who go to church are seen as “holier-than-thou”, 

looking down their spiritual noses at the poor unfortunates who just cannot do it right.  And within 

churches, there are those who consider themselves somehow more “spiritual” than the rest of us and – 

consciously or unconsciously – make others feel as if they’re failing. 

 

We condemn each other.  We condemn ourselves.  And we end up being drained by it all, always failing, 

always missing the mark.  In fact, the Greek word translated “sin” in our Bibles literally means “missing 

the target”.  We’re never good enough – we need to try harder, work harder, look better, spend more.  

And even when we do, we still end up dissatisfied, condemned.  It’s all a long way away from what we 

believe life is really supposed to be about – life in all its fullness.  That’s what Jesus says, in John 10:10, 

that he came to offer humanity – “I’ve come that they might have life and have it to the full.” 

 

And so many people – maybe some of you here today – have that impression of God, too.  God is the 

great ogre in the sky, looking down on us and just waiting for us to slip up so that he can punish us.  We 

come to think of him as a killjoy, a spoilsport, a judge and executioner whom we are constantly having to 

appease, from whom we are constantly having to seek forgiveness.  That word “condemnation” comes up 

again and again as we think about God’s attitude to us.  And some people have the idea that God sent 

Jesus into our world to continue that, to keep an even closer eye on humanity and to point out our faults 

and failings in even more detail.  Maybe some of us here today have that view of God and Jesus – the 

ultimate Big Brother, the all-seeing eye who will always want to do us down. 

 

In John’s record of that conversation that Jesus had with Nicodemus, the Jewish leader who came to talk 

to Jesus at night because of his fear of discovery, we read that condemnation is quite definitely not on the 

agenda for Jesus.  Look at v17 – “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but 

to save the world through him.”  Another of those big “But”s that we find throughout the New 

Testament.  We think one thing, BUT God’s got other ideas. 

 

God did not send Jesus to condemn the world.  In fact, he sent Jesus to do exactly the opposite.  This is 

how Eugene Peterson translates this verse in his paraphrase The Message: 

“God didn’t go to all the trouble of sending his Son merely to point an accusing finger, telling 
the world how bad it is.  He came to help, to put the world right again.” 

 

Jesus actually came to save us, to save us from the consequences of all that kind of thing, to offer us an 

alternative to the constant battering of condemnation and self-condemnation.  This sentence doesn’t 

actually say what we’re saved from, but really what it boils down to is that we are saved from being 

ourselves, from being those people who are so aware that we’re not perfect that we end up in this spiral of 



condemnation.  God loves us and wants to change all that.  As one writer put it (D A Carson), “God’s 

love is to be admired not because the world is so big and includes so many people, but because the world 

is so bad.”  Now, you may protest that that’s just another expression of condemnation, but it’s not.  God 

really does want to change the situation, not to rub our noses in it. 

 

This world is not as God wants it to be.  Things have gone badly wrong since God created this world and 

put human beings into it.  God’s plan is to get the world back to its factory settings, to the way it was 

when he first made it.  He wants to save us from the consequences of our capitulation to evil.  We can see 

all around us the consequences of evil – disease, disaster, despair, depravity, dissatisfaction.  He wants to 

help us to cope with that in our own lives and, perhaps, to find some way of improving our lot here and 

now.  But the far greater consequence is that eventually God is going to deal with evil once and for all – 

anything tainted with evil will be destroyed and those who do not take the opportunity of accepting Jesus’ 

offer of help will naturally suffer for it.  That’s where we’re all heading if we ignore what God says to us. 

 

And he also wants to save us from the influence of evil.  We talked recently about the “acts of the sinful 

nature”, as Paul describes it.  That’s those things we end up doing naturally because of the influence of 

evil on our lives.  We kind of can’t help it.  Indeed, Paul himself, in the letter he wrote to the Christians in 

Rome, talks about how he seems to end up doing the things he shouldn’t and can’t seem to help it.  God 

wants to save us from that. 

 

Why does God want to do that?  Well, it’s in the verse before this one, a verse that’s very familiar to 

many people.  God loves us.  He doesn’t want us to wither and perish, to shrivel up under the weight of 

condemnation.  He wants us all to have the opportunity to experience eternal life – a full and fulfilled life 

now and a guaranteed future with him after this life is over.  Jesus didn’t come into a neutral world to 

save some people and condemn others: he came into a lost world, a world that is swirling with the forces 

of evil, to give everyone a chance to know God’s salvation.  God loves you.  You matter to him.  He 

wants you to know the joy, the peace, the comfort, the assurance of his love.  He wants you to realise that 

it’s not a question of just trying harder all the time, trying to do that bit better and so impress those who 

would otherwise condemn. 

 

And this bread and this wine here are reminders of what he went through to make that a reality.  Jesus 

gave his own life, made that ultimate sacrifice as he died on the cross, so that you and I could avoid the 

threat of condemnation – here and now, and for the eternal future.  God does not want you to go through 

that and offers you a way out.  As John records in the next sentence, “Whoever believes in Jesus is not 

condemned”.  If you are struggling this morning with that weight of condemnation over you, you can turn 

to Jesus and experience his freedom, his salvation, his grace. 



 

Maybe it’s a general feeling that all is not right in your life.  Or maybe there is one particular issue which 

is weighing you down – something you’ve said or done recently, or in the past – that isn’t resolved and 

you feel condemned.  Maybe you’re anxious about the future and what will happen when this life is over.  

Maybe even you’re struggling with someone else’s condemnation of you and you want to ask God’s help 

in dealing with it.  God is reaching out to you this morning and saying, “I don’t want to point an accusing 

finger at you, because I love you.  I want to put you right again, to let you experience life as I intended.”  

All you need to do is accept the truth of what Jesus says here and reach out to him. 

 

[You can do that today.  There will be a couple of people down at the front here at the end of the service 

who can pray with you.  Or you can have a chat with me over coffee.  Or you might want to join the 

Alpha Group that will shortly be getting together to look at this whole issue of our relationship with God.  

Please don’t put it off – do something about it this morning.] 

 

  



“NOT TO CONDEMN, BUT TO SAVE” 
John 1:1-21 

 
Questions for discussion 

 
1) Do you feel that our society has become more polarised and more judging in recent years?  If so, 

how is that shown and what do you think might have led to it? 
 
2) Why do many people see the Church as judgemental and condemnatory?  What can we do to correct 

that view? 
 
3) There is plenty in the Bible about God as judge and even Jesus refers to coming judgement.  Should 

that make us afraid?  Why/why not? 
 
4) Jesus came to “save” us.  From what?  Why? 
 
5) In what ways did Jesus show that he had come to save, not to condemn? 
 
6) On balance, do you view God as a God of judgement or of love?  Are the two incompatible anyway? 


