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 Every translation of an ancient text, especially scripture, every translation whether it’s the 

King James Version that many of us grew up on or the New Revised Standard Version you find 

in your pews or this version, The Message, every translation is an interpretation. We can’t help 

it. Any time a translator goes to the original languages, to the Hebrew and Greek, she brings with 

her two thousand years’ worth of doctrine and theology. We can’t read scripture as a clean slate, 

without any preconceptions. That baggage has a way of shaping our understanding of the 

meaning and what the translation itself ultimately says.  

 

 So it’s impossible for us to truly know what the original writers intended to convey in 

their stories about Israel and about Jesus. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t trust the translations 

we have. It means we should always be willing to question them and be open to other 

interpretations. 

 

 That’s why I chose to read you this passage from Eugene Peterson’s translation. Most of 

the time his meaning sounds pretty much like traditional Christian theology. But in this passage 

he opens another door. It’s a familiar passage to many of us: “For God so loved the world, he 

gave his only begotten son that whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” 

John 3:16. Maybe you’ve seen it referred to on placards held by a fan at a basketball game or in 

the gallery of a golf tournament. (It used to be a person wearing a big rainbow wig holding it up. 

I assume it was always the same guy.) For many people that verse sort of encapsulates the whole 

message of the gospel: believe in Jesus and you’ll live forever with God in heaven.  

 

 That’s what “eternal” life came to mean for the Church. Eternal is understood as a 

duration of time rather than a quality. Eternal life is what we gain after we die rather than the 

kind of life we experience here and now.  

 

But is that the only meaning possible? Just prior to this part of the story, Jesus is speaking 

with Nicodemus, a Pharisee and member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish religious council. He asks 

Jesus about his teaching and Jesus tells Nicodemus about being “born again” or “born from 

above.” Nicodemus, of course, takes this literally and is completely confused. But Jesus is 

talking about a spiritual experience. The experience of entering into unity with God and seeing 

the world in a whole new way, as if for the first time. 

 

Jesus is talking about how we live now, not what happens to us after we die. By putting 

our trust in the One God sends, God’s own son, we become open to life in a new way, a way, as 

Peterson translates it, that is “whole and lasting.” 

 

So what does that mean for us? For starters, I think it means we can stop looking over our 

shoulders waiting for judgment to fall on us. We no longer have to live in fear of what the future 

holds. God isn’t keeping a ledger to hold our sins against us when we die. God is inviting us to 

take hold of life now, to see all around us the beauty and promise available to us. In the words of 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God.” We’re a part of that 



world. We are part of God’s grandeur. Life is meant to be whole, complete, fulfilled, in unity 

with all of creation. 

 

And as the passage says, God is motivated not by anger or wrath but by love. As Paul 

says, love “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” Life is 

lasting, is able to withstand every hardship or disappointment, when love is our foundation. 

When we step into the light of love, God-light as Peterson calls it, we give up denial and illusion 

and see ourselves and the world as they really are. 

 

In the light of love we find our true calling. We’re called to be instruments of God’s 

compassion in the world, seekers of God’s justice. That’s the God-work we’re meant to do. 

Because we live in unity with creation we cannot be silent at its destruction. Because we are 

motivated by love we cannot ignore the plight of those whose lives are affected by poverty and 

violence. We’re called to speak on behalf of the people of Syria and Yemen or the Rohinga in 

Myanmar, all those whose lives are threatened.  

 

Christ calls us away from putting our trust in the empty promises of economic or political 

systems and set our sight on his life and death as the path to life that’s lasting and whole. 

Through acts of compassion and justice, whether it’s filling care cases for kids in the foster 

system, sewing dresses and trousers for children in refugee camps, teaching our own kids the 

way of faith, joining our voices in support of refugees and immigrants, we are revealing the 

presence of God and living in the light of love.  

 

This is what it means to have life, real life, and to participate with God in making the 

world right again. 

 

Amen 


