
Calvary Presbyterian Church 
“What Wondrous Love Is This” 

Thomas G. Speers, III 
Lent 4—March 14, 2021 

 
Lessons: Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21 
 
 There is a story told about a child whose favorite song in all the world was Jesus Loves Me. She 
loved that song so much that she sang it every day, throughout the day—Jesus loves me this I know for the 
Bible tells me so. She sang it so often that her parents, in frustration felt called to explain that Jesus did 
not only love her to which she responded, “Yes I know. That’s one of his problems.” In a similar vein, 
some years ago a friend gave me a sign that says: “Jesus loves you, but I’m his favorite.” 
 Our Gospel lesson today speaks about God’s love in a verse that is almost as well known as 
the twenty-third Psalm. John 3:16 is a verse that has been memorized by many a Sunday School student, 
and it is one of the verses where I could ask almost any congregation to recite it and we would not be 
sitting in an anxious or embarrassing silence. What we would hear would most likely be the words 
from the King James Version: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” Those are the words behind 
the signs that still appear at sporting events and public gatherings: John 3:16: “For God so loved the 
world.” Revival preachers have used this text often, encouraging a personal belief, a personal 
acceptance of God, a personal relationship with God, because as this seems to proclaim, if you believe, 
you will not perish but will have everlasting life. Sometimes we have put such an individualistic 
emphasis on this passage that we are a little bit like the child singing Jesus loves me.  
 However, what John proclaims is that God loves the whole world, the whole created order. 
So yes, God loves me, and God loves you too and every Tom, Dick and Harry and Sadie, Sarah and 
Sal. God’s love is that broad, that deep, that wide. So any reading of this passage that suggests it is 
only about me and my relationship with God is too narrow a reading. 

Professor Kerry Hasler-Brooks, who teaches at Messiah University, says that the words of 
John 3:16 are deep in her. “I have no memory of learning them and can go years without reading or 
reciting them, and yet, in a moment, they are in my breath and on my lips, rising from that deep place: 
‘For God so loved the world.’” 1  Across the years she began to question her individualistic 
interpretation of this verse: “The familiarity of John 3:16 now makes me uncomfortable. The verse 
seems flung about too easily on yard signs in my rural Pennsylvania neighborhood, Christian T-shirts 
worn on my college campus, shabby chic décor on the cover of some home magazine beloved by 
Christian folks… But when I do look up from all the uncomfortable packaging of this familiar verse, 
when I look to wise readers of the sacred text, I come face to face with a radical message written into 
John 3:16. 

“In September 1954, a young Martin Luther King Jr. moved from Boston to Montgomery, 
the city that would call him from the pulpit to the street, that would cement his call to follow Jesus 
into the work of justice. His first week in the pulpit at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, King preached 
on John 3:16.”2 

Listen to part of what he had to say: “Notice … that God so loved the world. In other words, 
God’s love has breadth. It is all inclusive. It’s a big love; it’s a broad love. … Jesus came on the scene 
saying “our Father” meaning that he is everybody’s Father. God’s love is too broad to be limited to a 

 
1 Kerry Hasler-Brooks, March 14, Lent 4B, I have a complicated relationship with John 3:16. The Christian Century Vol. 
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particular race. It is too big to be wrapped in a particularistic garment. It is too great to be encompassed 
by any single nation. God is a universal God. This fact has been a ray of hope and has given a sense 
of belonging to hundreds of disinherited people.”3 God so loved the world. 

If John 3:16 is one foundation of your faith; if this passage helped you to develop a deeper 
relationship with Jesus, that is a great first step. Celebrate that reality but don’t stay there. Go deeper 
and wider. Yes, God’s love is for you and it is for the whole world. Part of our calling as those who 
are loved by God is to share that love especially with those who don’t know it, with those who don’t 
believe it. 

Gordon Conning was the minister at the Church of the Covenant here in Wilmington and 
before that he was a pastor in Baltimore. He was one of the most beloved pastors of the first church 
I served and we invited Gordon when he was in his 90s to return to preach. It was the start for me of 
a great friendship. He introduced us to a hymn by Samuel Crossman, My Song is Love Unknown. Julie 
will be playing that tune today after the sermon. It begins: “My song is love unknown, My Savior’s 
love to me, Love to the loveless shown That they might lovely be.” When we know the love of God, 
we can share that love, most especially with the loveless, with those who don’t know that God loves 
them—and God does—so that they might lovely be, that they might discover their worth, just how 
precious they are. 

Across the years, the church at its best has shared this reality with the disinherited, with hurting, 
frightened people, reminding them that God’s love can make them whole. This is something you do 
well at Calvary. You have a special way of sharing God’s love not just with members of this church, 
but within the neighborhood, in the city, and farther afield. You might not say it this way, but it seems 
to me that you do this because you know that God loves the whole wide world. Even now, God is 
busy in large and small ways using everyday people to share God’s saving grace, God’s broad love. 
Some of you know that later this week my sister needs to have some pretty intense chemotherapy. We 
all of course are worried for her. My mom shared this news with her church in New Hampshire and 
one friend wrote and suggested that she should get a pair of gloves and send one of those gloves to 
my sister and keep one herself. Then in these next days, they can each wear their one glove and imagine 
that in this time of being apart, they are holding hands. Those words have changed an unlovely time 
into something deeply loving and reminded us all that God’s love is what holds us together. At Calvary 
we can’t be hugging right now, but we can remember and help others to know that God has never 
stopped hugging this whole wide world. 

As we continue our Lenten journey, remember the wondrous love of God for each one of us, 
and share that broad love with others and with the whole world. 
 
Let us pray: Loving God, in this time when we know too much division, too much fear, too much 
hatred, remind us of your great love for the world. Teach us how to share that love that those who 
feel loveless might discover just how lovely and deeply loved they are. In the name of Jesus we pray. 
Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Martin Luther King, Jr., God’s Love, A Sermon at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, Montgomery, AL September 5, 
1954.  



 3 

 
 


