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What Are You Up To? #4 “Light Up” 
John 3:14-21/Numbers 21:4-9 

Sunday, March 10, 2024 
The Fourth Sunday of Lent  

By Rev. Dr. Chris Kea ng 
 

Jesus’ light shines in the world, challenging the assump ons we have about John 3:16, and 
invi ng us to see the full spectrum of God’s astonishing, inclusive love for the world.  

It’s hard to know what to say about the third chapter of John, which includes what could 
arguably be called the most quoted scriptures of the Bible. John 3:16 is a thread that runs 
throughout the en re garment of our lives. For many, it is the one verse that defines the 
en re scope of Chris anity. It is one of a handful of verses that were drilled into our heads 
in Sunday School, and even those who have never been to church remember it from 
football and baseball games. Former NFL quarterback Tim Tebow was famous for pain ng 
“John 3:16” as his eye black before football games. 

And then there’s the most famous sports fan whose name you may not know. Rollen 
Stewart may not be a household name, but many of us of a par cular age demographic will 
recall the more than 10 years that Stewart kept popping up on television at football and 
baseball games waiving posters that read “John 3:16.” Wearing rainbow colored Afro-wigs 
and plain white shirts emblazoned with “Jesus Saves,” Stewart garnered world-wide 
a en on by mugging TV cameras.  

Travelling more than 60,000 miles a year, Stewart became synonymous with the message of 
God’s love. He popped up at everything from golf tournaments to World Series and Super 
Bowl games, and even managed to make us way to the wedding of Prince Charles and 
Princess Diana.  

For many, he was the John 3:16 guy. But his a empts to shine the light of God into the 
world eventually failed. The only light that shined on him was the light of his own success.  

By his own admission, Stewart was only trying to find a path to celebrity status. And by the 
1990s, his became more and more distanced from the message of  God’s abundant life. 
Eventually, Stewart ditched his posters for s nk bombs. He began targe ng venues like 
popular churches, televangelists, and even the American Music Awards. His message 
changed from “John 3:16” to “God thinks this s nks.” 

The bo om fell out of Stewart’s life in 1992 when he barricaded himself inside a Los 
Angeles hotel room with two hostages. He was arrested a er an 8-hour standoff, and was 
found guilty of kidnapping charges. He’s traded his rainbow wigs for a prison jumpsuit, and 
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is serving three consecu ve life sentences in a California prison. He’s been denied parole 
mul ple mes and once told a reporter that “Jesus will return before I get out of prison.”  

Stewart has never clearly said why he chose John 3:16 as his message to the world. He said 
it started as a way of chasing fame. Lacking any sort of talent, Stewart found himself in 
Hollywood and sort of fell into the character, sneaking into games to a ract a en on. At 
some point, perhaps, he might have genuinely experienced the gi  of God’s love. But in the 
end, he became the star of his own show. He may have seen that light John tells us had 
come into the world, but someone he missed the point of Jesus’ instruc ons to Nicodemus: 
“Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above. 

Confused, bewildered, unsure, Nicodemus seems to remain in the shadows. 

Like Stewart, perhaps like so many of us, Nicodemus’ search for answers breaks down when 
he realizes that we are not called to be the stars of our own show. Yet that is what happens 
when we stop reading this passage at verse 16. For all of the a en on placed on John 3:16, 
the key to understanding this passage comes next, in verse 17.  

Nicodemus retreats from the stage, and it seems as if a narrator’s voice has taken over 
Jesus’ soliloquy. “Indeed,” John con nues, “God did not s end the Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”  

John knows that those who walk in the love of God cannot be the star of the show. For 
John, the world consists of those who have tried to be the stars of the show, who stand 
oppose to God’s presence. This seems to me to be the most cri cal message we can take 
from this text today: we are not the stars of the show. God, in Jesus Christ, is in the world. 
God loves the world—the en re world, including the Nicodemus, the Rollen Stewarts, the 
people who do not think or act or look like us, even those who may not vote as we do. 
God’s love is for the en re world.   

Jesus’ message is more than a sign waived at a stadium. It is an invita on to see the way 
God is reaching into the world.  It is a message that shines across the darkened, weary, 
geography of our lives, a reminder that in John’s Gospel faith, as Karoline Lewis says, is 
always a verb and never a noun. 

Here’s the danger of this text: if we do not let it prompt us into a life of ac on, a life of 
sharing God’s work of healing, then we become the starts of our own show.  

I suppose it is easy to take potshots at people like Nicodemus or Rollen Stewart. Admi edly 
few of us would have ever done what he tried. We don’t wear rainbow wigs and don’t carry 
signs reading “For God so loved the world…” And while this verse remains important to us, 
we also know that it is impossible for anyone scripture verse to carry the full freight of our 
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Chris an journey. No one verse in the Bible can sa sfactorily describe the substance of our 
rela onship with God.  

That is what makes this verse difficult to preach. I will confess that some mes when I see 
this passage coming up in the lec onary I tend to think, “What on earth can I possibly say 
that has not already been said?” 

And then I think again of Nicodemus, making his way to Jesus under the cover of night. I 
think of the people of Israel, trying to find their way in the wilderness, tested by venomous 
snakes and all sorts of other deadly threats. Like his ancestors, Nicodemus is filled with 
ques ons. He has heard the reports about Jesus. Like those wandering in the wilderness, he 
has seen the signs God is doing.  

But he is stuck on a dark path, looking for a light. He also aware of how that message will 
require him to rethink everything he has ever believed. So he makes his way in the 
darkness, perhaps believing, as Barbara Brown Taylor tells us, “There is a light that shines in 
the darkness which is only visible there.” 

Mary MacCleod Bethune, an early civil rights leader, was raised in the harsh oppression of 
the Jim Crow era. The daughter of formerly enslaved parents, she rose to become an 
educator, presiden al advisor, business woman and philanthropist. Bethune reflected on 
the importance of John 3:16 in shaping her life of service and witness: “With these words, 
the scales fell from my eyes and the light came flooding in. My sense of inferiority, my fear 
of handicaps, dropped away. “Whosoever” it said. No Jew nor Gentle. No Catholic nor 
Protestant, no Black nor what, just “whosoever.”  It means that I, a humble Negro girl, had 
just as much chance as anybody in the sight and love of God. These words stored up a 
ba ery of faith and confidence and determina on in my heart, what has not failed me to 
this day.” 

Those are the words which guide us to find light. They are the words that light up our lives, 
calling us to li  up our eyes and keep them focused on Jesus, the one who will be li ed up 
for our sake. Mary MacCleod Bethune had it right. We are not the stars of our own show. 
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only bego en Son, that whosoever believeth 
in him should not perish, but have everlas ng life. Amen.  

 


