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The One Who Believes, The One Who Does Not 

By: Rev. Chad Trivett 

Continuing from the verses last week; Reading from John 3, verses 18-21, 

18 “There is no judgment against anyone who believes in him. But anyone who does not believe in him has 

already been judged for not believing in God’s one and only Son.  

19 And the judgment is based on this fact: God’s light came into the world, but people loved the darkness 

more than the light, for their actions were evil.  

20 All who do evil hate the light and refuse to go near it for fear their sins will be exposed. 21 But those 

who do what is right come to the light so others can see God at work in what they are doing.”  (Jn.3:18-

21 NLT) 

When Sasha asked me this week what I was speaking on, I read these verses to her.   

Her face went somber and she said, “Uh, that’s a downer!  It’s so heavy!” 

Fair enough!  I felt the same way after reading them last week when I was preparing the message on the 

previous verses! 

Yet after last weeks message, a few of you said to me, ‘What do you think of the verses following?’ 

One of the reasons I stopped at verse 17 last week was to emphasize the love of God.   

Why?  Because the love of God is imperative to our trusting.   

If we do not believe God loves us, we will not put our faith in God. 

John knows this, and so plainly states that God loves us before calling us to a place of belief - intimate 

trust - in God.  

Immediately after declaring God’s love for us, and stating that Jesus did not come to condemn but to 

save us, John launches into our text today distinguishing between one who believes and one who does 

not.  

Merril Tenney in the Expositor’s Commentary makes a most important observation on these verses and 

says; “The difference between the believer and unbeliever does not lie in the guilt or innocence of either; 

it lies in the different attitude they take toward the ‘light’”.  (pg.50) 

We must be very careful when reading these verses not to take a religious performance perspective. 

By that I mean, we can miss interpret these verses to be saying, ‘If we do the right thing we are of the 

light, those who miss behave are not.’ 

Remember who Jesus called ‘Children of the Devil’?  It was the religious of his time, those who were 

morally upright, those who were good examples of society, those who lived ‘holy’ lifestyles.  

The difference between the believer and unbeliever is not guilt or innocence, it’s the attitude they have 

towards the light.  



2 | T h e  O n e  W h o  B e l i e v e s ,  T h e  O n e  W h o  D o e s  N o t  B y :  R e v .  C h a d  
T r i v e t t  

 
This is why in Jesus’ ministry, so many people from ‘questionable’ backgrounds were those who were 

found to have great faith. 

Their outside lifestyle was not admirable, their response to the light, Jesus Christ was. 

The Roman Centurion, the Phoenician woman, the prostitute who washed Jesus’ feet, the Samaritan 

who returned to thank Jesus for healing him, Zacchaeus the tax collector, the Samaritan woman at the 

well - all with lifestyles contrary to model citizens, yet responded to the light and embraced Jesus. 

The Religious leaders on the other hand were model citizens, doing what was right according to the law, 

were upstanding moral people - yet rejected Jesus.   

Let us be clear, these verses are not about mustering up more moral effort, it’s about responding to 

Jesus in trust. 

Starting at verse 18 we read, 18 “There is no judgment against anyone who believes in him. But anyone 

who does not believe in him has already been judged for not believing in God’s one and only Son.” 

That word for judgement is to approve what is correct and reject what is inferior and wrong.1 

Remember that phrase ‘believes in’ means to commit oneself trustfully, to have a faith directed to and 

in faith give oneself up to Jesus.2  

All of our righteousness, all the goodness in our lives is not our own - it comes from God, and we only 

receive this by faith. 

Therefore, without faith, without believing in, we cannot produce that which is correct.  We can only live 

lives that mimic at best what we think we should be, therefore making everything we do - even our good 

works -  inferior and/or wrong. 

We are already judged because we are unable to be the people God intended us to be.  Without faith it 

is impossible to please God. 

The writer of Hebrews recognized this and writes in Hebrews 11:6, “Without faith it is impossible to 

please God.” 

Do you remember our quote from last week on the importance of our belief, our faith?   

Arthur Gossip in the Interpreters Bible Commentary says; “You must begin farther back than with 

palpable, overt things like good deeds - you must get behind even your thoughts and motives - you must 

start with your beliefs.   

For our beliefs colour everything and determine what our motives and thoughts and words and deeds 

will be.” (pg.511) 

Beliefs are the things we trust in for fulfillment - not doctrinal statements, but intimate trust.  

 
1 Helps Word Study - krino. 
2 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 
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John is pointing out the difference between those who believe and those who don’t.  It is trust that 

connects us to God, and the by product is a change of thoughts and motive.   

If we do not believe, we are disconnected - already condemned, already judged.  God doesn’t need to 

judge us, we are already condemned.  We already suffer the consequences of our unbelief.  

This isn’t about God laying down the hammer and judging us, this is about recognizing the consequences 

of our unbelief.   

Remember verse 17 from last week, “God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but to 

save the world through him.” 

The emphasis is on God providing salvation, not on judgement.  The judgement is the consequence of 

our pulling away from God in distrust, the solution to which is trust in Jesus.   

Continuing with verse 19, 19 And the judgment is based on this fact: God’s light came into the world, but 

people loved the darkness more than the light, for their actions were evil.” 

God’s light is ‘The saving truth embodied in Christ and by his love and effort imparted to humanity.’3  

God’s light came into the world, Christ by his love comes to save humanity - not judge. 

The judgement is a consequence we bring on our selves - remember, God did not send his son into the 

world to judge - we bring this upon ourselves because we reject God’s love to save us.  

Why would we do that? 

Because we loved the darkness more than the light. 

How do we know this? 

Our actions were evil.  

Where does this come from? 

Our unbelief.  

Therefore, the solution is not choosing the right thing, but rather faith in Jesus.  

An understanding of the words is helpful here. 

First of all, why would anyone love the darkness more than the light? 

What is darkness?   

Darkness here is defined as ‘The principle of sin, along with its results.’4 

Yes, that’s confusing, so let’s unpack it.  

 
3 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 
4 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 



4 | T h e  O n e  W h o  B e l i e v e s ,  T h e  O n e  W h o  D o e s  N o t  B y :  R e v .  C h a d  
T r i v e t t  

 
Darkness is a fundamental truth that serves as the foundation for a system of belief.  In this case, the 

belief that something other than God can fulfill us.  

This distorted belief system results in actions which are evil. 

Actions, otherwise translated as deeds, the things we do, erga,  - ‘is an action that carries out an 

inner desire.’5 

All of our actions are driven by our inner desires, and these inner desires that motivate us are 

determined by our beliefs - that which we trust in for fulfillment. 

Darkness is believing in, trusting in something other than God for fulfilment. 

This results in evil.   

Evil has a very interesting definition.  Evil is defined as ‘a heart such as is revealed in distrusting.’6 

Everything about this passage has to do with faith - not our good works, not our ability to live morally, 

not on how we measure up to others in society - those are not the things that condemn us, misplaced 

belief is what condemns us! 

Remember at the beginning of our message that our response to the light is what counts. 

Do we trust or not? 

Everything in our lives flows out of our trust, that which we believe in.   

All sin, all evil flow out of our trust misplaced.   

Make no mistake, all of us believe in something, that is, all of us look to something for fulfilment, all of 

us believe something will make us satisfied, happy, fulfilled.   

Sin is misplaced trust. 

Do you remember our study on sin? 

Sin means to miss the mark, as in archery. 

The target represents God, the arrows represent our desire and dignity, the aim represents our faith, 

our trust, that which we believe in will fulfill us.  

All of our fulfillment, our completeness, our satisfaction, the satiation of our desires and affirmation of 

our dignity are found in God, yet we chose to find it elsewhere. 

We take our aim off God and target something else for fulfillment - relationships, power, respect, sex, 

adventure, - anything we think will make us happy.  

That is evil - distrust!   

 

 
5 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 
6 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 



5 | T h e  O n e  W h o  B e l i e v e s ,  T h e  O n e  W h o  D o e s  N o t  B y :  R e v .  C h a d  
T r i v e t t  

 
We distrust God is enough.   

We are deceived into thinking life can be found apart from God, and therefore, because of this 

misplaced belief we suffer, we hurt others to get what we want, greed and selfishness become our 

motivations and the true ability to love is quenched.  

Do not underestimate the power of belief!  

Everything else in our lives is a by product of what we believe in, what we trust in!  What we believe in is 

that which we think will make us happy. 

Think about yourself for a moment - what do you believe will make you happy? 

What are you aiming your arrows of desire at? 

Those are your idols - that in which you place your belief of fulfilment in, that in which you believe will 

make you happy.   

Typically, the things we fantasize about are our idols.   

What do you fantasize about?  Those are the targets you’ve replaced God with.  

This is how we reject the light and love the darkness. 

Continuing to the end, verses 20 and 21 read, 20 “All who do evil hate the light and refuse to go near it for 

fear their sins will be exposed. 21 But those who do what is right come to the light so others can see God 

at work in what they are doing.”   

That word hate means ‘to love less, to renounce one choice in favour of another, to slight, to disregard 

or to have indifference to a thing.’7 

In other words, we chose the pleasures of this world over connection with God.   

We refuse to die to self and insist on self-fulfillment.  

‘God, I know you are good, but…… my heart is set on getting this…..’  

‘God, I don’t think you’ll deliver, I know you love me, and you’ll give what we need, but not what I want.’ 

All of us do this every day!  This is quintessential unbelief!   

We refuse to go near the light because our unbelief will be exposed.   

All of our inner motives, our twisted desires, God exposes to us - not to shame us, but to lead us to 

belief, to show us our misplaced trust and move it back on him. 

This brings healing to our lives, this kind of faith manifests as love for one another.  

We no longer use one another to get what we want, we can freely enter relationships without fear, 

without demands on others, because we come already complete in God.  

 
7 Thayer’s Greek Lexicon. 
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Only then are we free to love. 

But those who insist on self fulfilment will refuse the light - because they do not trust God is enough to 

fulfill them, evil - a heart as revealed in distrusting! 

This is why Jesus starts with the previous verses in verse 16, ‘God loved the world so much….’ 

God loves! 

God love us so much he sacrificed himself, the greatest display of love for us! 

We talked about that last week, and is the precursor to these verses - Trust, believe in Jesus because 

God loves you! 

Believe in Jesus and discover the life that is available to all who believe! 

As a result, in verse 21 we read, “But those who do what is right come to the light so others can see God 

at work in what they are doing.”   

The Greek is very interesting here - I have used the footnote translation in the NLT. 

But the key part that is missing from the English, is the fact that we are passive in this work God is doing.  

The one who does what is right, is not by themselves, it’s the work of God in them.   

This is passive, it happens to us. 

The NIV misses this completely, the NLT captures it in the footnote, the RSV and ASV grasp it in the text 

when they say, “our works may be made manifest, that they have been wrought in God.”   

Our works, our deeds, which are our actions resulting from our inner desires and motivations, have been 

given, produced by God. 

This is something that happens to us.   

The result of our properly placed faith, belief in, trust in Jesus, changes us on the inside, resulting in 

outward actions that are God driven, not self driven.  

Paul saw this phenomenon, experienced it himself and wrote in Ephesians 2:8-10, “For it is by grace you 

have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so 

that no one can boast. 

 10 For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance 

for us to do.” 

The good works, the deeds, these are prepared by God and we passively walk in them when we believe 

in, trust in him. 

We don’t create them, God does!   

They are by-products of faith! 
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The depth of these verses is not captured well in the English, so here is a translation using some of the 

definitions of the Greek to help us understand what is being said.   

Starting at verse 18, let’s read it again: 

18 There is nothing to reject as inferior, rather the one who trusts in Jesus finds approval with God.  

Those who do not trust in Jesus suffer the consequences of unbelief already.  

19 They suffer the consequences of their unbelief because Jesus came to save us, but instead of trusting 

in Jesus, they chose to believe they could fulfill themselves.  They did not believe the joy found in God was 

greater than the joy they found in the pleasures of this life.  As a result, their actions reflected their 

disbelief. 

20 This disbelief causes them to hurt themselves and each other.  They do not want their selfish desires 

revealed, they insist on fulfilling them, and therefore continue in distrust of God.  

21 But those who trust in God for fulfilment, their motives and desires reflect God rather than self, and 

God is able to produce love, joy and peace in and through their lives.” 

Using the definitions of the Greek, that is how I read these verses.   

I hope this helps us see the love of God reflected in these verses, the love of God described in the 

previous verses of 16-17 which we looked at last week. 

Verses 18-21 cannot be read without the theme of God’s love for us.  

Love that the author John is hopeful will motivate us to a place of faith in Jesus Christ.  

The life, joy and peace found in Jesus comes to those who believe in him, trust him, place their faith in 

him. 

This is why it’s so important to believe.   

God has made a way, but we can choose to reject it.  

Do you ever wonder why the lives of many Christians seldom look any different from others in society? 

Especially in Canada - people are polite, courteous. 

Even ourselves as Christians get cranky, lose our cool, find ourselves angry, greedy, lustful etc. 

It’s because belief isn’t about whether or not we believe God exists - belief is about trust with our 

desires and dignity. 

Only that kind of trust, belief changes our lives. 

James recognized this and writes sarcastically in James 2:19 “You believe that there is one God. Good! 

Even the demons believe that—and shudder.” 

Belief in a statement is not to believe in - to believe in means intimately trust.  

So many of us have beliefs like ‘God exists’ or ‘There is one God’ or some such doctrinal statement. 
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But these don’t change our lives - intimate trust does - that is the kind of belief we are talking about 

here.  

We gather as Christians to encourage our trust in God.  Faith is not easy.  Dying to self is not easy.   

John writes to help us recognize when we believe and when we don’t.   

To move us to a place of belief, of trust in Jesus.  

His message is emphatic - God loves you, therefore believe in Jesus!  Trust in him! 

Let go of what you believe will make you happy and discover the life found in God!   

This is a decision laid before every single one of us. 

It’s a choice of freedom, one we can reject or one we can embrace. 

Those who do not believe reject God’s love and salvation and chose self fulfilment instead.  As a result, 

experience the consequences of missing out on connection with God. 

Those who do believe, chose to die to self, believe the greatest good, the greatest joy in life is found in 

God, experience a love and life that flows out of them. 

This is what Paul is talking about when he says in Galatians 5:6, “The only thing that counts is faith 

expressing itself through love.” 

After the service last week I was asked if I believed everyone would be saved, if I believed in universal 

salvation. 

I’d like to, I believe God’s plan and working to save all of creation is much bigger, deeper and extensive 

than we could ever imagine.  

Yet, there is this part of scripture that cannot be escaped, the necessity for belief, for faith, to receive 

salvation. 

God is ever extended towards us in love, yet if we chose to reject it, to continually walk away, how can 

love force itself on one who refuses to receive it? 

As Arthur Gossip says to this point, “God’s wish and purpose is to save everyone, but there is no 

compulsion laid on them.  They have been given their freedom of will.”  (pg.512 Interpreters Bible 

Commentary) 

What will you do with your freedom? 

Will you move your arrows of desire back to God, chose to believe in Jesus and find life? 

Or will you continue in your struggle to self fulfill?  Missing out on life found in Jesus Christ? 

May we all continually die to self, be one who believes, and experience the love, joy and life God 

produces in and through us.  

Amen.  


