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 "THE GIFT THAT KEEPS GIVING (#3):  WHOLENESS" 

 (John 3:9-17) 
© 2019 Rev. Dr. Brian E. Germano 

[PROPS NEEDED: Congregants given scraps of red fabric at beginning;  
Have heart poster at altar to add fabric to at end] 

[McKendree U.M.C.; 1-27-19] 
 --I-- 

1. Read Text (NRSV): John 3:9-17 and Pray. 

2. Today we are continuing our worship series called "The Gift That Keeps Giving," in 
 which we're unpacking six ways that God's gift of Jesus at Christmas can make a  
 difference in our everyday lives all year long. 

 A--And in order to introduce these gifts, Pastor Ryan has put together a gift box that 
       each week will contain something to represent that week's theme.  

 B--So, let's see what he has for us today... [GO OVER TO SERIES GIFT BOX & TAKE 
       OUT WHAT'S INSIDE... a black circle with "Acme Corp."written in small print...]  

  1--Okay, so it's a black circle, and it has something written on the bottom in tiny 
       letters... "Acme Corporation."  What's it mean, though? 

  2--[Ryan asks if I ever saw Road Runner cartoons? Yes... It’s from that... Oh, a 
        hole! (set circle face down & pretend to put arm into/through).  Does it 
        represent something holy? No... Holiness? No...  Wholeness? Yes that’s it!) 

 C--Thanks, Ryan!  So, a third gift that God gives us through his son Jesus is... the gift of 
       WHOLENESS -- not of having holes, but of being free of them (i.e., completeness). 

3. You know, the Bible has another name for this, and we find it described in today’s 
 scripture reading from John 3. 

 A--There, we find Jesus having a conversation with a man named Nicodemus (a Pharisee 
       and member of the Jewish leadership council) in which he's explaining the nature and 
      process of being spiritually reborn. 

  1--In it, he references an Old Testament story from Numbers 21  in which the  1

      people of Israel had been bitten by poisonous snakes after continually  
      complaining about the barren wilderness through which they were traveling.  

  2--So, to ease their burden, God then tells Moses to lift up a bronze snake on top 
       of a pole, and that those who look upon it would be healed and live.  2



!2
 B--And what Jesus tells Nicodemus next becomes perhaps the most famous passage of 
      scripture in the entire Bible.  Starting with Verse 14, he says... 
  "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man  
   [meaning he/Jesus] be lifted up [a reference to the cross], that whoever believes 
   in him may have eternal life. 'For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 
   Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.'  For 
   God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that 
   the world might be saved through him" (Verses 14-17). 1 

4. Now, in order to see how these verses convey the meaning of wholeness, it's important 
 that we understand the meaning of several key words:  

 A--First of all, the Greek word used here for "believe" (pisteuo ) does not reference mere 3

   
       intellectual assent (i.e., "believing about" something), but instead means putting one's 
       personal, heart-felt trust in something; to intentionally commit one's whole self or 
       personhood to something (i.e., not just belief of the head, but belief of the heart). 

 B--What's more is that the words for "eternal life"  similarly do not merely refer to life 4

       after death, but also to life in the here and now -- As Bible scholar Gail O'Day put it, 
       in the New Testament, "'Eternal life' does not speak of immortality or a future life in 
       heaven, but is a metaphor for living now in the unending presence of God."   5

 C--And finally, in Verse 17, the Greek word for “saved” (sozo ) literally means "to be 6

       healed, fulfilled, made complete; or... made whole." 

5. And when we put all of this together, what we find Jesus telling Nicodemus is that just as 
 Moses' lifting up of the bronze serpent brought healing and wholeness to the people of 
 Israel, so Jesus' lifting of himself (on the cross) has the effect of bringing that same 
 healing and wholeness to the wounded and broken parts of our lives today, as well. 

 A--He's essentially calling himself the new "bronze serpent" who, when spiritually 
       "looked upon" through our "belief" (i.e., heart-felt trust), allows us -- just like the 
       ancient Israelites -- to find and experience "salvation" (i.e., the wholeness of God's 
       living presence), both now and into the future. 

 B--In the Bible, you see, "wholeness" is just another word for "salvation." 

  1--I'm sure most of us already know the nursery rhyme "Humpty Dumpty"?:... 
      "Humpty-Dumpty sat on a wall; Humpty-Dumpty had a great fall; But all the 
       King's horses & all the King's men couldn't put Humpty back together again." 

  2--But did you know that there's a Christian version of it, as well ?  (Probably not, 
       because I made it up!...) 
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   (a) "Humpty-Dumpty [that's you and me!] sat on a wall; " 
   (b) "Humpty Dumpty had a great fall [--that's a metaphor for the 
         brokenness and sin in ALL our lives that keep us messed up!   
          But here, we have a potentially different ending...] 
   (c) "All the King's horses [and the "King" here is God] and all the King's 
          men and women and angels CAN put Humpty back together again!" 

   3--My point, you see, is that one of the greatest gifts that God gives to each of us  
          is the gift of "wholeness" / "salvation" through his son Jesus. 

--II-- 

6. I don’t know about you, but over the years, there've been various times in my own life 
 where I felt incomplete, or lacking in wholeness.  

 A--These usually took the form of experiences or events that left "holes" in my heart 
       because (for instance) of things like relationships that didn’t go well,... emotional pain 
       from losing people (and pets!) that I loved,... and (at various times growing up) a 
       sense of inadequacy and insecurity that would rear its ugly head. 

 B--All of these took their toll (even after I was a follower of Jesus), because I had not 
       learned to fully appropriate the fullness of God's salvation/wholeness/healing in and 
       for my life. 

7. But when I learned to do that, I began to find healing and wholeness from these broken 
 things -- to learn that my salvation in Jesus does not just give me a beautiful place to go 
 after I die (heaven), but also gives me a sense of completeness and fulfillment in God's 
 presence in the here and now.  

 A--And that knowledge has freed me to be a better husband, father, friend, son, brother, 
       and (I like to think) a better pastor!  And it can do the same for you! 

 B--You see, when you and I learn to appropriate the fullness of God's gift of Jesus -- not 
      just superficially, on the surface,... but deeply, from the inside out -- then we discover 
      the true blessings and power of salvation as being the "wholeness" of God in our lives.   

   C--And in case you're still trying to figure out exactly what I'm talking about, let  
        me invite you to watch this video that I think explains it rather well... 
    [WATCH VIDEO "Divine Christmas Gift Exchange" (Rachel Hayes 
     Productions, from SermonSpice.com) (Time: 3:45)] 

--III-- 

http://SermonSpice.com
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8. If you were with us last week, you'll remember I invited those of you who had not 
  already done so to find your identity in Jesus by inviting him to be Lord of your  
  life.  Well, today I want to follow up on that invitation, but in a slightly different way:... 

 A--When you came in today, everyone was given a small scrap of red fabric (if you didn't 
      get one please raise your hand now so the ushers can bring you one...).   

 B--With your fabric piece in your hand, take a few minutes to pray about how it represents 
      something in your life that's broken and messed up: 
  1--Maybe its a marriage or other relationship gone bad;  
  2--The lack of a job, or a job that's not going well;  
  3--Your finances (or lack thereof);  
  4--or just a general disillusionment that you may have about life, people, politics, the 
       church, God, or even yourself.    
  5--Whatever it is, let this cloth represents whatever "hole" in your heart that needs to 
      be healed and made whole again. 

 C--And when you're ready, bring your cloth forward to the poster board that you see up 
      front and pin it within the heart.   
  1--As you do that, envision God healing your heart, giving you wholeness of mind, 
      soul and spirit.   
  2--Allow it to be a way that your heart can become (or can continue to be) part of 
      God's heart through full salvation.   

9. In short, let it be your way of allowing God's gift of Jesus to give you His WHOLENESS 
 in place of the broken things and pieces of your life. 

10. [PRAYER] 

11. [During closing song, congregants bring fabric pieces up to poster board at altar area and 
  pin them within the heart outline to complete the picture of a complete heart...]  

ENDNOTES: 

  Find the full story in Numbers 21:1-91

  In this context, the bronze serpent was a symbol that served to avert the evil of its real-life counterpart.2

  Strong's Greek term #g4100.3

  Greek aionios (Strong's Greek term #g0166).4

  Gail O'Day, Special Note on "Eternal Life" (John 3:15) in the New Interpreter's Study Bible.5

  Strong's Greek term #g4982.6


