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     Does God love everyone?  Common wisdom 

points to John 3:16 and says, “Yes!” 
 

John 3:16  For God so loved the world that He gave His only-
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not per-
ish but have everlasting life.  

 

     But what does John 3:16 actually say?  Does the 
phrase “God so loved the world” mean that He loves 

every person in the world? 
 

The Word “World” in Jesus’ Day 
 

     The word “world” meant something more in Je-
sus’ day than it does in ours.  Jesus used the Greek 
word “kosmos” for world in John 3:16.   

    If we trace all the times the word kosmos is used 
in the Bible, we find one occurrence that verifies the 

word’s breadth.  Speaking to women, Peter says, in 1 
Pet 3:3, “Do not let your adornment be merely out-
ward-- arranging the hair, wearing gold, or putting 

on fine apparel.” 
     The word “adornment” in this verse comes from 

the Greek word kosmos, translated “world” in John 
3:16.  Obviously, our English word “world” doesn’t 
stretch as far as the Greek word kosmos did.  The 

definition of kosmos is “system, arrangement, order.”  
This is broader than our English word “world.” 

     This proves that we cannot automatically read 
into “God so loved the world” that He loves every in-
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dividual.  That is one possibility we may start with, 

but there are other options we must carefully con-
sider as well, lest we tell a lie about God’s love. 

 

“World” in Nicodemus’ Ears 
 
     You may be shocked at what “world” might NOT 

mean, but Nicodemus, to whom Jesus was speaking 
in John 3:16, was more shocked at what Jesus DID 
mean by it.  Think about it:  from the time of Abra-

ham to that moment, how would you always have to 
finish the phrase “God so loved ---”?  In redemptive 
history, it would always be “God so loved Israel”.  

Even when God loved Gentiles in the Old Testament, 
they always converted to Judaism, thus becoming 

part of God’s beloved nation. 
     So Nicodemus was no doubt floored and offended 
that Jesus would suggest that God had a love be-

yond Israel’s borders, that He might actually love 
“the world,” meaning either the Gentiles alone or at 

least including the Gentiles. 
     Let’s consider another verse where “world” plain-
ly means “Gentiles.” 

 

“World” Versus Israel 
 

     Rom 11:12 says, “Now if their [Israel’s] fall is 

riches for the world...” 
     Here Israel is listed separately from “the world.”  
The world is one thing, Israel is another.  “World” 

obviously cannot mean ‘every individual’ here, since 
all Jews are excluded from it.  The meaning is clear.  

The “world” in Rom 11:12 is everyone besides Israel.  
That would be the Gentiles.  Understanding the 
word kosmos here, this fits easily.  Kosmos means 

system.  What is system in Romans 11:12?  The eth-
nic system of the Gentiles. 
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    So here “world” clearly means NOT every individu-

al.  Could “Gentiles” be Jesus’ basic meaning in 
John 3:16 too? 

 

Jesus Limits “World” 
 

     In the same book as John 3:16, Jesus prays to 

the Father, "...I do not pray for the world but for 
those whom You have given Me, for they are Yours.”  

John 17:9 
     First of all, notice that Jesus divides humanity in 
two with the word “world.”  Some are in it; some are 

not– another instance where “world” obviously can’t 
mean “everybody.”  Here “world” speaks of the SYS-

TEM of man in rebellion against God.   
    Secondly, notice that this verse clearly teaches 
something directly contrary to the common notion of 

John 3:16.  If Jesus had meant to convey that God 
savingly loved every individual, He would certainly 
then be praying for every one of them.  Since He 

doesn’t pray for every individual, but specifically ex-
cludes a whole category, we must assume that His 

use of the word “world” in John 3:16 cannot mean 
every individual.   
    Could it simply mean the system of Gentile eth-

nicity- everyone besides the Jews?  Or might it simp-
ly be the system of mankind including the two eth-

nicities- Gentiles and Jews- but not every individual 
in either group?   
 

So What Does John 3:16 Mean? 
 

    Jesus told Nicodemus that God loved “the world”- 

not just the Jews.  As we have seen, this could mean 
the Gentiles alone, but Jesus probably only intended 

to include the Gentiles by His use of “world,” not to 
exclude the Jews.  Still a shocking revelation to Nic-
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odemus. 

    For us, the shock has become that God doesn’t 
savingly love every individual.  He used the word 

“world” to say He WASN’T PRAYING FOR A CERTAIN 
GROUP.  He only prayed for His own, those the Father 
had given Him. 

    Putting all these verses together, we can say that 
John 3:16 means that God has people He savingly 
loves among the Gentiles as well as among the Jews. 
 

    John 3:16 also tells us how God saves men:  
through the giving of His Son. 
    It also tells us how Jews or Gentiles come to God:  

by believing in Jesus. 
    This revolutionary verse also says that faith in 

Christ will give any man eternal life, but it also as-
sures us that men will perish if they don’t believe in 
Him. 
 

    John 3:16 is a wonderful verse of God’s amazing 

love- a love that transcends boundaries assumed of 
it.  God has opened the doors of salvation outward 

from Israel to the rest of the world.  Before, the 
doors swung inward; the Gentiles could be saved if 
they came in.  Now the door is Jesus, and the whole 

world can enter through Him.  We press this mes-
sage on unbelievers:  “You are perishing.  Believe in 

Christ!”   
 

    John 3:16 means all these amazing things to us, 
but it does not mean that Jesus savingly loves every 
individual in the world.   

    This untruth has crippled the Church in our day 
and transformed the Gospel from its Biblical 

strength into tepid sentimentality.  It has tended to 
make the Church see mankind under one broad 
umbrella of God’s love, rather than as two stark cat-

egories:  the saved and the unsaved. 


