
IS JOHN 3:16 PROPHECY OR MYSTERY?
by Mike McGlathery

John 3:16  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.

First, we need to determine what the Bible means by "PROPHECY", and what the Bible means by “MYSTERY”. According to Luke 1:70, Acts 3:18, Acts 3:21 in the Bible, "PROPHECY" is "those things, which God before had spake or showed by the mouth of all his prophets”.

Luke 1:69  And hath raised up an horn of salvation for us 
in the house of his servant David;
Luke 1:70  As HE SPAKE 
BY THE MOUTH OF HIS HOLY PROPHETS, 
which have been since the world began:
Luke 1:71  That we should be saved from our enemies, 
and from the hand of all that hate us;
Luke 1:72  TO PERFORM THE MERCY 
PROMISED TO OUR FATHERS, 
and to remember his holy covenant;
Luke 1:73  The oath which he sware to our father Abraham,
Luke 1:74  THAT HE WOULD GRANT UNTO US, THAT 
WE BEING DELIVERED 
OUT OF THE HAND OF OUR ENEMIES 
might serve him without fear,
Luke 1:75  In holiness and righteousness before him, 
all the days of our life.

Here, in Luke 1:71, we just saw that Israel’s salvation will be an earthly, physical salvation, nationally “BEING DELIVERED OUT OF THE HAND OF” their physical, earthly enemies. The same is true for Joel 2:26 and 27, and 30 through 32. In verses 30 and 31, the day of the Lord is partly described. Then in verse 32, the Lord speaks of deliverance from that calamity. That deliverance from that calamity shall be to “whosoever shall call on THE NAME of the LORD”. And yet, people try to extract it from its context to make it mean that anyone, at anytime will be saved to a heavenly destiny, if they call on THE NAME, or identity, of the LORD. 

That is NOT what Paul was inspired to write in Romans 10, verses 8 through 13. 

Romans 10:8 But what saith it? The word is nigh thee, 
even in thy mouth, and in thy heart: 
that is, the word of faith, which we preach;

Paul said in Romans 10:8 that now, he is preaching that word of faith about who Jesus is. In Romans 10:9-10, Paul went on to describe that form of the gospel of God that Israel had rejected before they fell as the nation of God. Until then, Israel could have believed that there was none other name under heaven given among men, whereby they must have been saved. 

Romans 10:9 That if thou 
shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt 
believe in thine heart 
that God hath raised him from the dead, 
thou shalt be saved.
Romans 10:10 For with the heart man believeth 
unto righteousness; 
and with the mouth confession is made 
unto salvation.

Then from Romans 10:11 through 10:13, Paul claims that that gospel of God also was A fulfillment of God’s promise that His people, that call upon HIS NAME, will not be ashamed. 

Romans 10:11 For the scripture saith, 
Whosoever believeth on him shall not be ashamed.
Romans 10:12 For there is no difference between 
the Jew and the Greek: 
for the same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon him.
Romans 10:13 For whosoever 
shall call upon the name of the Lord 
shall be saved.

Then, in Romans 10:12, Paul reminded them that no longer was there a difference between “the Jew and the Greek”.  Ever since Acts 10:15 there had been “no difference between the Jew and the Greek”. 

Acts 10:15 And the voice 
spake unto him again the second time, 
What God hath cleansed, that call not thou common.

That dispensing became just like before Matthew 10:5.

Matthew 10:5 These twelve Jesus sent forth, 
and commanded them, saying, 
Go not into the way of the Gentiles, 
and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not:

Let’s get back to the question: “What does the Bible mean by "PROPHECY"? We saw in Luke 1:69-75 that PROPHECY is "those things, which God before had showed by the mouth of all his prophets”. Check that out in Acts 3.

Acts 3:18  But those things, which God before 
had shewed by the mouth of all his prophets, 
that Christ should suffer, 
he hath so fulfilled.

Acts 3:21  Whom the heaven must receive 
until the times of restitution of all things, 
which GOD HATH SPOKEN 
BY THE MOUTH OF ALL HIS HOLY PROPHETS 
since the world began.

Prophets PROPHESY. They PROFESS those things which God had showed them will happen. If he is a true PROPHET, he speaks of Israel’s condition and future.  Since the world began, God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy PROPHETS about the times of restitution of all things. That is Israel’s condition and future. That is what Biblical PROPHECY is. 

Now, let’s look at Biblical MYSTERY. According to Romans 16:25, "MYSTERY" is that "which was kept secret since the world began", 

Romans 16:25-26.  
Now to him that is of power to stablish you 
according to my gospel, 
and the preaching of Jesus Christ, 
according to the revelation of the MYSTERY, 
WHICH WAS KEPT SECRET since the world began, 
Romans 16:26 but now is made manifest ....

I hope you can see the stark difference between Biblical PROPHECY, and Biblical MYSTERY. Prophecy WAS told about, but mystery was NOT told about. Prophecy was NOT hidden, but mystery WAS hidden until later revealed. Prophecy and mystery can not be the same information because what was kept secret, WAS NOT TOLD. And, what WAS TOLD in the scriptures, was NOT kept secret, but WAS told. The two are mutually exclusive. They cannot be the same.

To determine whether John 3:16 is about PROPHECY or about MYSTERY, we need to examine the text of the verse, and the context around the verse, and farther off scriptures that are in other parts of the Bible that make clear what is the meaning, origin, and use of what the verse says.

John 3:16  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.

“For God so loved the world ….”

Does God love the world? Notice that the love of God patched man’s sin with a temporary fix of animal skins, in Genesis 3:21, 

Genesis 3:21 Unto Adam also and to his wife 
did the LORD God make coats of skins, 
and clothed them.

The LORD clothed Adam and his wife three verses before 

Genesis 3:24 when, 
“He drove out the man, 
and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, 
and a flaming sword which turned every way, 
to keep the way of the tree of life”. 

That was the love of God, in action. In many of the following verses, we see God’s love resulted in God’s giving. God’s love results in God’s giving.  LOVE GIVES!

Again:  

Genesis 3:21  Unto Adam also and to his wife 
did the LORD God make coats of skins, 
and clothed them.

And then, it was not until three verses after He clothed them with skins, that he drove them out of the garden of Eden, TO KEEP THE WAY OF THE TREE OF LIFE.  God loved AND THEREFORE, God gave. In this case, God gave the skins as a temporary fix for man’s sin. That was God’s LOVE, back in Genesis 3:21, three verses before Genesis 3:24.

Genesis 3:24  So he drove out the man; 
and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, 
and a flaming sword which turned every way, 
TO KEEP THE WAY OF THE TREE OF LIFE.

We also see the love of God expressed in:

Zephaniah 3:17  The LORD thy God 
in the midst of thee is mighty; 
he will save, 
he will rejoice over thee with joy; 
he will rest in his love, 
he will joy over thee with singing.

and in,

Romans 8:39  Nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, 
shall be able to separate us from the love of God, 
which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

and in,

Ephesians 2:4  But God, who is rich in mercy, 
for his great love wherewith he loved us,

So also, in John 3:16, we see that God’s love generated God’s giving to man’s need.

John 3:16  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.

“For God so loved the world, 
that he gave his only begotten Son ….”

But what was it that God gave in John 3:16. God gave his only begotten Son. That is true. But it is not true that, IN THIS VERSE, God was talking about the finished cross work of The Lord Jesus Christ. At that time, that was still unrevealed MYSTERY. Here is where we begin to get into the display of whether John 3:16 is referring to prophecy, or is it referring to the revealing of a mystery. Lets look to the surrounding verses for information as to what the writer of John was referring to when he said “He gave his only begotten Son”

John 3:13  And no man hath ascended up to heaven, 
but he that came down from heaven, 
even the Son of man which is in heaven.
John 3:14  And as Moses 
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 
even so must the Son of man be lifted up:
John 3:15  That whosoever believeth in him 
should not perish, but have eternal life.
John 3:16  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.
John 3:17  For God sent not his Son 
into the world to condemn the world; 
but that the world through him might be saved.
John 3:18  He that believeth on him is not condemned: 
but he that believeth not is condemned already, 
because he hath not believed in the NAME 
of the only begotten Son of God.
John 3:19  And this is the condemnation, 
that light is come into the world, 
and men loved darkness rather than light, 
because their deeds were evil.
John 3:20  For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, 
neither cometh to the light, 
lest his deeds should be reproved.
John 3:21  But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, 
that his deeds may be made manifest, 
that they are wrought in God.

John 3:14 says

“as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness ….” 
even so must the Son of man be lifted up

Remember that Christ on the cross is NOT a mystery.  Christ was to be Israel’s sacrificial Lamb of God.  Isaiah 53 tells about that.  But it does NOT tell anything about God starting to dispense His salvation by grace, through faith, not of works. That remained an unspoken, unrevealed, hidden secret all the way until the Acts 9 salvation of an unforgivable person in Israel’s doctrine and gospel.

Again, John 3:14 says

“as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness ….” 
even so must the Son of man be lifted up

Since that is the circumstance and situation placed on the future Messiah, lets see how Moses DID lift up the serpent in the wilderness in Numbers 21:4-9.

Numbers 21:4  And they journeyed from mount Hor 
by the way of the Red sea, 
to compass the land of Edom: 
and the soul of the people was much discouraged 
because of the way.
Numbers 21:5  And the people SPAKE AGAINST GOD, 
and against Moses, 
Wherefore have ye brought us up out of Egypt 
to die in the wilderness? 
for there is no bread, neither is there any water; 
and our soul loatheth this light bread.

END PART 1 OF 2,                  START PART 2 OF 2.

Does that phrase “spake against God” sound familiar? Later, that became one of the unforgivable sins that Jesus listed to Israel, when God was ready to put His PROPHESIED plan of redemption into effect. Israel had spoken against God in the past, but in Matthew 12:31-32, Jesus hinted that that mercy had ended, and it was time to enact the cure.

Matthew 12:31 Wherefore I say UNTO YOU, 
All manner of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: 
but the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost 
shall not be forgiven unto men.
Matthew 12:32 And whosoever 
speaketh a word against the Son of man, 
it shall be forgiven him: 
but whosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, 
it shall not be forgiven him, 
neither in this world, neither in the world to come.

Now, let’s get back to Moses, lifting up the serpent in the wilderness.

Numbers 21:5  And the people spake against God, 
and against Moses, 
Wherefore have ye brought us up out of Egypt 
to die in the wilderness? 
for there is no bread, neither is there any water; 
and our soul loatheth this light bread.
Numbers 21:6  And the LORD 
sent fiery serpents among the people, 
and they bit the people; 
and much people of Israel died.

God did NOT altogether wipe out Israel. But NEITHER did He leave them “altogether unpunished”. God’s mercy was still working toward Israel back then.

Numbers 21:6  And the LORD 
sent fiery serpents among the people, 
and they bit the people; 
and much people of Israel died.

“The LORD sent fiery serpents among the people”. 

From where have we heard of the Serpent before? Remember in the garden of Eden. The Serpent usurped from Adam, the DOMINION that God had given him. That DOMINION and KINGDOM was later promised to believing Israel and their believing descendents. That Serpent is later identified in Revelation 20, verse 2 as the Devil, and Satan. See here God’s promise to Israel of Israel’s kingdom out of heaven that later, they were to pray for in the prayer that the Lord gave them.

Exodus 19:3  And Moses went up unto God, 
and the LORD called unto him out of the mountain, 
saying, Thus shalt thou 
say TO THE HOUSE OF JACOB, 
AND TELL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL;

Before going further, take notice to whom this statement was made? (to both houses of the nation of Israel). That is NOT the body of Christ. It is NOT Gentiles. It is NOT just anybody that wants to be part of God’s earthly kingdom, or who prays “thy kingdom come”. Let’s go on with God’s statement to Israel.

Exodus 19:4  Ye have seen what I did unto the Egyptians, 
and how I bare you on eagles' wings, 
and brought you unto myself.
Exodus 19:5  Now therefore, 
IF ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, 
THEN ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me 
ABOVE ALL PEOPLE: 
for all the earth is mine:
Exodus 19:6  And ye shall be unto me A KINGDOM of priests, and an holy nation. 
These are the words which thou shalt speak 
unto the children of Israel.

Notice a couple of things here. God reiterates that those promises are only “unto the children of Israel”. Secondly, that is God’s promise of a kingdom out of heaven given to Israel. That is why John the Baptist and Jesus Christ could come on the scene preaching that “the kingdom is at hand”.

Exodus 19:6  And ye shall be unto me A KINGDOM of priests, and an holy nation. 
These are the words which thou shalt speak 
unto the children of Israel.
Exodus 19:7  And Moses came 
and called for the elders of the people, 
and laid before their faces all these words 
which the LORD commanded him.
Exodus 19:8  And all the people answered together, 
and said, ALL that the LORD hath spoken WE WILL DO. 
And Moses returned the words of the people unto the LORD.

We see in those verses that God had promised that Israel would be a STRONG KINGDOM at some point. That kingdom has not been set up yet. Daniel 2:44 says that once that kingdom is set up, “it shall stand for ever”. There is no kingdom today that matches the Bible’s description of Christ’s millennial kingdom, so it has not yet been set up. Therefore, it is YET TO COME.

Let’s go on with the Israelites complaining in the wilderness, and the fiery serpents.

Numbers 21:6  And the LORD 
sent fiery serpents among the people, 
and they bit the people; 
and much people of Israel died.
Numbers 21:7  Therefore the people came to Moses, and said, 
We have SINNED, 
for we have spoken against the LORD, and against thee; 
pray unto the LORD, that he take away the serpents from us. 
And Moses prayed for the people.
Numbers 21:8  And the LORD said unto Moses, 
Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole: 
and it shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, 
WHEN HE LOOKETH UPON IT, shall live.
Numbers 21:9  And Moses made a SERPENT OF BRASS, and put it upon a pole, 
and it came to pass, 
that if a serpent had bitten any man, 
when he BEHELD THE SERPENT of brass, he lived.

Brass was a symbol of strength as we can see in these verses:

Deuteronomy 33:25  Thy shoes shall be iron and BRASS; 
and as thy days, so shall thy STRENGTH be.
Job 6:12  Is my STRENGTH the STRENGTH of stones? 
or is my flesh of BRASS?
Job 40:18  His bones are as STRONG PIECES OF BRASS; 
his bones are like bars of iron.

The strength of the kingdom, promised by God to Israel, is seen in these verses.

Micah 4:8  And thou, O tower of the flock, 
the STRONG hold of the daughter of Zion, 
unto thee shall it come, even the FIRST DOMINION; 
the KINGDOM SHALL COME to the daughter of Jerusalem.
Revelation 12:10  And I heard a loud voice saying in heaven, 
Now is come salvation, 
and STRENGTH, AND THE KINGDOM OF OUR GOD, 
and the power of his Christ: 
for the accuser of our brethren is cast down, 
which accused them before our God day and night.

In John 3, the writer of John brings out the connection in Numbers 21 of the strength of the kingdom that those Israelites were waiting for, connected with the BRASS of the serpent, a symbol of strength of God and His future kingdom, coming to overcome the Serpent and his usurping of God’s dominion on earth.

Let’s continue reading in the John 3 passage, from verse 14 through 17.

John 3:14  And as Moses 
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 
even so must the Son of man be lifted up:
John 3:15  That whosoever believeth in him 
should not perish, but have eternal life.
John 3:16  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.
John 3:17  For God sent not his Son into the world 
to condemn the world; 
but that the world through him might be saved.


John 3:14 says, 

“… as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness”, 
“even so must the Son of man be lifted up”. 

In other words, that is the way, or the reason, or how the Son of man must be lifted up for those Israelites there that were still looking for that promised kingdom (Genesis 3:15, 12:1-3, Exodus 19:3-8). And yes, Christ’s kingdom will be a kingdom of strength, as the BRASS on the pole symbolized, stronger than death, and stronger than Satan’s present usurping of the dominion on earth.

How did Moses lift up the serpent in the wilderness in Numbers 21:4-9? There were no Gentiles there apart from those coming to God by God’s exception in His covenant with Israel in Genesis 12:3a. Moses lifted up the serpent as a source of healing for believing Israel that was there at that time, and was being spoken to by Moses. You can search far and wide in the Bible and find that by that time, there is no reference to salvation being dispensed by grace, through faith, not of works, but in the finished work of Christ on the cross, not of works. God was still dispensing his salvation from condemnation to that NATION who kept the covenants, kept the commandments, kept the circumcision, kept the Sabbath, etc, etc….   ISRAEL! 

So to those people of Israel, who were repentant about their speaking against God and Moses, God provided healing from the serpent bites, by beholding the “BRASS” serpent on the “pole”, a symbol of the strength of the coming kingdom that faithful Israelites were hoping for.

John 3:14  And as Moses 
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 
even so must the Son of man be lifted up:
John 3:15  That whosoever believeth in him 
should not perish, but have eternal life.

Therefore lifting up the Son of man is to GLORIFY THE MESSIAH ON HIS THRONE, IN HIS STRENGTH. For them to be outside the kingdom was for them to perish. Being inside the kingdom was to have eternal life for them. 

What was it that they were to believe.  They were to believe what it was that God had told them would dispense salvation to them. They had to believe different instructions than what we are told to believe in the gospel of salvation that Christ revealed to Paul for us after Israel fell. For Israel in the time of Jesus earthly ministry, Israelites were to believe that “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And, they were to believe that Jesus, their Messiah, had been “raised from the dead” (Matthew 16:16,21).

John 3:16  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.

That may sound like a stretch to say that John 3:16 is announcing the coming King, but that is exactly what the prophet Isaiah prophesied in Isaiah 9:6-7.

Isaiah 9:6  For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: 
and the GOVERNMENT shall be upon his shoulder: 
and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, 
The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The PRINCE of Peace.
Isaiah 9:7  Of the increase of his GOVERNMENT and peace 
there shall be no end, 
upon the THRONE of David, and upon his KINGDOM, to ORDER it, 
and to establish it with judgment and with justice 
from henceforth even for ever. 
The zeal of the LORD of hosts will perform this.

Nothing in John 3:16 was kept secret, it had all been PROPHESIED. It had nothing to do with the gospel of salvation that Christ later revealed to Paul for us. It was about salvation for Israel and its people before Israel fell in Acts 7.

John 3:17  For God sent not his Son into the world 
to condemn the world; 
but that the world through him might be saved.

For centuries, that has been wrongly interpreted to be referring to the cross. But actually, the word “him” in John 3:16 is “HIM, THE KING IN HIS KINGDOM”. The word of God is correct, but it is our preconceived ideas that are wrong. When we hear John 3:16, we think of the cross instead of thinking of what it was written to mean, Israel being saved, participating in the coming KINGDOM of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Anointed One.

John 3:16  For God so loved the world, 
that he gave his only begotten Son, 
that whosoever believeth in him, 
the KING IN HIS KINGDOM, 
should not perish, 
but have everlasting life.

It would be hypocrisy for me to claim to be rightly dividing the gospel of our salvation, and then also claim that I can preach our gospel from certain parts of Israel’s scriptures. I can’t rightly take a verse about Israel’s events and provisions, and transfer back to it the information that was not made known to man, before Acts 9.

We who have a real understanding of the Bible by paying strict attention to the context, have no right to ignore the context of John 3:16 and claim that it means something that its inspired writer had not been told, did not know, 	and could not have meant.

After all of this, is John 3:16 PROPHECY, or MYSTERY. With all the PROPHECY supporting it, and with it being written about a time that was at least a year before Christ came back to reveal his secret, the MYSTERY of Christ, to Paul, I do NOT see any way that John 3:16 could be from, for, or about the MYSTERY of Christ, the body of Christ or any dispensation within the body of Christ. I have shown that John 3:16 is only referring to PROPHETIC events in the future for little flock, kingdom church believers until Acts 7, or after the catching up of the body of Christ.  John 3:16 is PROPHETIC, talking about the future kingdom reign of Jesus the Messiah, in “the land” on earth.

Daniel 12:1  And at that time shall Michael stand up, 
the great prince which 
standeth for the children of thy people: 
and there shall be a time of trouble, such as never was 
since there was a nation even to that same time: 
and at that time thy people shall be delivered, 
every one that shall be found written in the book.
2  And many of them that sleep 
in the dust of the earth shall awake, 
some to everlasting life, 
and some to shame and everlasting contempt.
3  And they that be wise shall shine 
as the brightness of the firmament; 
and they that turn many to righteousness 
as the stars for ever and ever.

