Who Will Save the Drowning Man?

In my previous article from John 3:16-21, we looked at the fact that the love of God is a
comforting love. What a comfort to know that we’re loved — not merely as a sentiment or
emotion but a love that truly listens and wants what’s best for us always. This is the love that
God has for his children.

As we went further in the passage, we saw that those who do not believe in the Son of God are
condemned. As difficult as it is, the Scriptures affirm that those who continue to reject the grace
offered in Jesus Christ will be judged. All mankind born of natural generation are born in sin.
What does the Bible teach about the life of mankind apart from Jesus Christ?

As those born in sin, we’re unable — apart from God’s grace — to make choices that lead to
salvation. Dr. J.I. Packer describes our condition before Christ in this way: “Imagine a man who
has fallen into a river. He cannot swim. The weeds have caught his feet. He is thrashing around,
but he cannot get free. ... His state is desperate.”

Packer goes on to illustrate three different views of how we’re to be rescued from our desperate
condition: “Three people come along on the bank. One looks at the drowning man whose feet are
held fast by the weeds and says, ‘Oh, he’s all right; if he struggles, he’ll get out; they always do.
It’s even good for his character that he should have to struggle like this. I’ll leave him.” The
second person looks at the poor struggling man and says, ‘I’d like to help you. I can see what
you need. You need some tips about swimming. Let me tell you how to swim.” He gives a great
deal of good advice, but he stops there. The third person comes along and sees the measure of the
trouble. He jumps in, overcomes the man’s struggles, gets him free from the weeds that have
caught him, brings him to shore, gives him artificial respiration, and puts him back on his feet.”

Packer notes that these three men represent three different theological views. The first is a view
called Pelagianism, named after a Sth-century British monk named Pelagius. This view is only a
message of self-help. You can do it yourself if you just try harder.

The second view is known as Arminianism, named after 17th-century Dutch theologian Jacob
Arminius. This view espouses a belief that God tells us how to be saved but stops there.

The third view — which is the only view of the three that I believe to be biblically faithful — is
known historically as Calvinism, named for the 16th-century French pastor and theologian John
Calvin. In this view, God takes the initiative. Christ comes right down to where we are, enters
into our trouble and does all that has to be done to save us. He breaks the bonds of sin that bind
us, brings us to land — that is, to God —and restores life and makes us believers by his
sovereign grace, which saves absolutely and wonderfully from first to last.

Because mankind is born in sin, we’re condemned already. The only way that we can be saved
from final judgment, or condemnation, is through genuine belief in the perfect work of Jesus
Christ by grace through faith. John speaks of the condition of fallen mankind without Christ in
verses 19-20.



Notice that in one sense, fallen mankind is already judged: “And this is the judgment: the light
has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works
were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light,
lest his works should be exposed.”

Notice all the contrasts in this passage between two groups of people, their differing attitudes and
actions, as well as their different eternal destinations: love/hate; believers who receive eternal
life/ non-believers who perish; light/ darkness; not condemned/condemned; does what is true/
does what is wicked or evil.

Notice that the non-believer is not neutral. He shows his wickedness by his “love of darkness
rather than the light.” He “does wicked things.” Not only is he not neutral, this person “hates the
light.”

Back in John 1:5, we’re told that Jesus is the “light that shines into the darkness” that many
people rejected. These are those who we’ve seen that are condemned already. Yet, by God’s
amazing grace, there’s another group that we see in Verse 21.

This is the group that comes to the light: “But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so
that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.”

At first glance, this verse could be confusing. It may initially seem to say that a person first “does
what is true” and then “comes to the light.” But the synthesis of scripture — and even the
synthesis of this chapter — will not allow such a conclusion. It’s clear that John is not teaching
in this verse that good works — e.g., “whoever does what is true” — bring about salvation.
We’ve already seen that we must be “born again,” (John 3:3) — i.e., regenerated by the Holy
Spirit. This is the needed heart change from the inside that brings about salvation. Because we
are regenerated, the Holy Spirit is in us to produce good works on the outside.

Notice Verse 21 again: “... so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in
God.” This could also be translated that “his works have been wrought in God.” It’s God’s work
in us that produces these “works” by us. By means of these “works” we can see that this person
is one who has come to the light. And this is only because of God’s grace in Jesus Christ. The
person who “does what is true” is simply the person who, by grace, has already come to the light
and therefore seeks to live faithfully or honorably before God.

Notice that the person “comes to the light” in order to show that his works are works that are
wrought in him by God. He’s not arrogant; rather, he wants God to get all the glory for any good
that’s seen in his life! On the one hand, the wicked man “loves the darkness and hates the light”;
on the other hand, the person who “does what is true” wants to show that his “works” are good
because God is good and has produced those good works in him.

These “works” — or “faithfulness to God” which are produced by God — flow out of a saving
belief in “the only Son of God,” and, therefore, they show that the person is a genuine follower
of Jesus (Ephesians 2:10).



