Seeing Is Believing #2

“The Majesty of Christmas”

John 1:1-9
This time of year is usually devoted to messages about the Christmas season. While most Christmas sermons focus on the beginnings of the gospels of Matthew and Luke, I have heard some messages drawn from Old Testament prophecies of Jesus’ coming, and even some from Paul’s letters to the Romans and the Galatians.  But I must admit that I have never heard a Christmas sermon preached from our text today, the beginning of the gospel of John—though the Church of England reads it annually as the Gospel lesson for Christmas Day.


The first eighteen verses of John chapter one are often called a prologue—an introduction to the central truth of the rest of the book.  The importance of this text transcends even the gospel, as one author states, “The Prologue to John’s Gospel (vv. 1–18) represents one of the most crucial passages in the Bible and is, without doubt, the definitive exposition of the Person of Christ.”
  Noted Bible scholar J. I. Packer adds, “Nowhere else in the New Testament is the nature and meaning of Jesus’ divine Sonship so clearly explained as here.”
  

John’s emphasis in these opening verses is very significant.  “Although [he] wrote the prologue with the simplest vocabulary in the NT, the truths which the prologue conveys are the most profound.”
  They also provide an often overlooked angle on the Christmas story.  I call this “Christmas from Heaven’s perspective.”

Jesus Is The Logos


John introduces his gospel in verses 1-2: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.” The Greek term translated “Word” is logos.  Why does John refer to Jesus as “the Word”? The term had a deep philosophical meaning in his day. Kenneth Wuest observes,

The word “Word” is in the Greek, not the usual word speaking of a part of speech, that is, a word in a sentence, but one which means a word as setting forth a concept, an idea in its complete presentation. This is the use of the word in John 1:1, where our Lord is the Word in the sense that He in His incarnation presents to humanity the picture or concept of God, God revealed in the Person of His Son who is Very God Himself. John uses the phrase, “concerning the Word of the life.” That is, our Lord is both the life itself and the embodiment or concept of that life in His incarnation.

In the first century, this term would have been significant to both Jewish and Greek readers.  Jewish rabbis had personified such concepts as Wisdom, the Torah (or Law), and the Word of God.  The word logos appears in the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Old Testament, in Psalm 33:6, “By the word [logos] of the Lord were the heavens made.” Greek philosophers spoke of the logos as reason, the impersonal force which structured the universe.  Philo of Alexandria, a first-century Jew who tried to merge Jewish theology with Greek philosophy, combined these two ideas.
  Strategically, then, the term “Word” serves as a bridge to reach not only Jews but also the unsaved Greeks. John chose this concept because both Jews and Greeks were familiar with it.
 

In these first two verses John reveals Jesus’ divine attributes.  The term logos also refers to the fact that Christ was the revelation of God to man.  Usually these terms are used in reference to the Bible as God’s revelation—and it is—but it also applies to Christ.  The Bible is God’s written revelation; Jesus Christ is God’s living revelation.

The second phrase of verse one states, “…and the Word was with God.” The words translated “with God” (Greek pros ton theon) could be rendered “face to face with God.” Two important thoughts emerge from this statement. First, the Word is a distinct person. Second, the Word was enjoying communion and fellowship with another distinct person, God the Father.
  I like the way Wuest translates these verses:

In the beginning the Word was existing. And the Word was in fellowship with God the Father. And the Word was as to His essence absolute deity. This Word was in the beginning in fellowship with God the Father.


We must recognize that John does not say, “In the beginning the Word began,” or “In the beginning became the Word.”  No, he writes, “In the beginning was the Word.”  When time began, at the moment the universe was brought into being, the Word was.  As the Good News Bible renders it, “In the beginning the Word already existed.”  

One of Jesus’ divine attributes is that He is eternal.  He had no beginning and has no end. There was never a time when the logos was not fully God. The word order in Greek emphasizes, “God was the Word.” Consequently, one may observe that at the very outset of John’s Gospel he states his thesis, namely, that Jesus is the eternal God of the ages come in human flesh. This serves as the basis for all that follows in the book.
  
Verse three speaks of Jesus’ divine activity: “All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made.”  Once again, John writes in very simple and direct terms.  The New Living Translation renders this verse, “He created everything there is. Nothing exists that he didn’t make.” The verb was made is perfect tense in the Greek, which means a “completed act.” Creation is not a process; it is a finished product.
 Not only did Jesus possess divine attributes, but He exercised divine activity as seen in creation.

In the same way, when He walked on earth, He both possessed all the attributes of God and exercised the power that was His by His divine nature.  Unless He was truly God, He could not have done the things He did in His ministry.  In Mark 2:1-12, a paralyzed man is brought before Jesus.  He said to him, “Your sins are forgiven.”  This caused quite a stir with the teachers of the law.  They asked, “Who can forgive sins but God alone?”  Answer: no one.  Only God can forgive sins.  But how could they tell if the man’s sins had been forgiven?  That’s not something that can be seen.  So Jesus performed a miracle—something that could be seen—as evidence that He had the divine power to do both.  As mentioned last week, Jesus never performed miracles to entertain or to exploit his power and position.  When He did the miraculous, it was to validate His claims to be the Son of God.  His divine activity always had a higher purpose.


If we accept what John says in these three verses about Jesus’ divine attributes and divine activity, then we are led to one logical conclusion: Jesus must also possess divine authority.  

The people of His day were forced to admit this.  Twice in the opening chapter of Mark’s gospel the divine authority of Jesus is recognized.  First in verse 22, after Jesus had taught the people, we read, “The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law.” What set Jesus’ teaching apart from the others?  The typical Jewish teachers of the first century did little more than parrot what other teachers had to say.  If one were asked a theological question, they would respond with what one rabbi said, then what another rabbi said, and perhaps a third.  Rarely would one hear an original opinion.  But when Jesus spoke, He was standing on His own authority, speaking the words of God.  And His audience could tell the difference.

Then, according the verse 27, the people were brought face to face with Jesus’ divine authority as He exercised power over evil spirits: “The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, ‘What is this? A new teaching—and with authority! He even gives orders to evil spirits and they obey him.’” Not even demons could stand against this Man!  Perhaps this suggested that He was more than just a man!

Jesus Is The Life
The second descriptive John uses of Jesus is the word “life.” John 1:4 reads, “In him was life, and that life was the light of men.” Life is a key theme in John’s Gospel; it is used thirty-six times. Jesus not only has life and gives life, but He is life.
  Two of the more famous passages in John’s gospel highlight this idea:
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25-26).
Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me”  (John 14:6).

Donald Grey Barnhouse points out,

The Greek word for life is zoe, from which we get “zoology.”  It is used in Greek literature for every phase and manifestation of life, from God to the lowest vegetable.  It is life in opposition to death.  When this word is used in the Bible, it is modified by adjectives which do not limit it but expand it infinitely.  We read of “resurrection life” (John 5:29), and, in a hundred places, of eternal life or everlasting life.

John’s Gospel begins and ends with life. At the very beginning we read that in Jesus was life; and at the very end we read that John’s aim in writing the gospel was that men might “﻿believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name﻿” (﻿John 20:31﻿).
 


At Christmas we celebrate the beginning of the earthly life of Jesus.  Though He existed eternally before that night in Bethlehem, His incarnation marked the turning point of human history.  Not only did Jesus come to life as a baby in that manger, but He came to give life to all who would receive Him.

Jesus Is The Light
One of the characteristic elements of the Christmas season is light.  From the lights on the Christmas tree to the lights outlining the house and the lighted figures in the yard, colorful luminaries are a special part of Christmas.  I have always liked the large, outdoor bulbs, with the rich blues and greens contrasted against the white snow.


Light is also a key element of the first Christmas story.  The shepherds’ quiet evening among their flocks was interrupted by a heavenly host, whose glory lit up the sky.  The magi followed the light of the star to the place where the Child could be found.  In a deeper sense, the first Christmas was all about a different kind of light.  John writes in verse 5, “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.” 


The contrast between light and darkness as representing the powers of good and evil was common in John’s own day. The same imagery appears in the Qumran Scrolls, one of which is The War of the Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness.
  Even in the scientific realm a connection exists between light and life.  The light of the sun produces life—too much time without sunlight will ultimately produce death.


Just as Jesus often spoke of the life He was offering, He also referred often to light, as seen in the following verses:

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

“As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world” (John 9:5)

“Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of light” (John 12:36).

“I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in darkness” (John 12:46).


Notice two things about these texts.  In verse 5, the verb “shines” is in the present tense, “indicating not merely the present point of time, but that the light has gone forth continuously and without interruption from the beginning until now, and is still shining.”
 The light of Christ continues to shine even to this day.


Also, the light shines “in the darkness.”  This is not the normal Greek word for “darkness,” as Marvin Vincent explains:

In Classical Greek skotos, as distinguished from zofos, is the stronger term, denoting the condition of darkness as opposed to light in nature. Hence, of “death;” of “the condition before birth;” of “night.” Zofos, which is mainly a poetical term, signifies “gloom, half-darkness, nebulousness.” Here the stronger word is used. The darkness of sin is deep. The moral condition which opposes itself to divine light is utterly dark. The very light that is in it is darkness. Its condition is the opposite of that happy state of humanity indicated in John 1:4, when the life was the light of men; it is a condition in which mankind has become the prey of falsehood, folly and sin.
 


When John speaks of Jesus as the “true light,” he speaks of Him as “shining in the midst of the darkness of human sin.”
  What are two things people do in the dark?  People sleep in the dark, and they sin in the dark: “For they that sleep sleep in the night; and they that be drunken are drunken in the night” (1Th 5:7).  Jesus came so that we might be made spiritually awake and made spiritually aware of the gravity of our sinful condition.

The reaction to the light, though, might not be what we would expect.  Verse five states, “And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not” [kjv]. The word “comprehended” is a bit of a puzzle for translators, for there are two possible connotations for the word.  The first speaks of the mental ability to grasp the meaning of a concept.  In this line, the niv translates the phrase, “the darkness has not understood it.”   Young’s Literal Translation uses the word “perceive” in this phrase.  The lost world just didn’t “get” Jesus; they could not understand Him.  There was indifference toward the light.


This thought continues in verses 9-10, “The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.” Why didn’t the people recognize Jesus?  Because they were in the dark!  1 John 2:11 speaks of the person caught up in darkness, “But whoever…is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded him.” I once heard secular philosophy described as “a blind man in a dark room without windows, looking for a black cat that isn’t there!”  Now that’s darkness!  And that is the hopeless condition of those without Christ.


John does not stop with the notion that the world did not recognize the light.  In verse eleven he goes on, “He came unto his own, and his own received him not.”  Not only did the world fail to recognize Jesus, they refused to receive Him.  Whereas we might excuse those who failed to recognize the light due to their ignorance, there is no excuse for a refusal to receive what is offered.  


You see, the people—especially the Jewish people to whom God had given so much and had promised to send the Messiah—should have known better.  John writes, “He came unto his own.”  Those words could be translated, “He came home.”
  He came to His own people, to His own nation, and they failed to recognize Him and refused to receive Him.  This is truly one of the saddest, most tragic passages in all of Scripture.


Jesus would later say, as recorded in 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.”  Here the Lord points to the heart of the matter.  Men were not simply unaware or uninformed of the light, but they willfully chose darkness rather than light.  They would rather wallow in their sin than be cleansed and brought into the light. 


Jesus spoke these words in the context of condemnation.  He reveals the reason why mankind apart from Himself stands destined for an eternity in Hell.  It is not that they didn’t know any better, or that the misunderstood.  No, “men are condemned for their rejection, not their ignorance.”


If we were to end the sermon here, it would be a sad one indeed.  I had originally titled this message, “The Misery of Christmas,” focusing on the tragedy of Christ’s rejection by the very world He created and for whom He would later lay down His life.  But thankfully that is not the end of the story.


Returning to verse five we read, “And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.”  Earlier I mentioned that the word “comprehended” has two possible meanings.  The first is to “understand” or “perceive,” the failure of which speaks of the world’s indifference to the light.  The second meaning is “overtake and seize.” Vincent explains,

The word is used in the sense of “laying hold of so as to make one’s own;” hence, “to take possession of.” Applied to darkness, this idea includes that of “eclipsing or overwhelming.”


Several translations reflect this interpretation, using words such as “apprehended” (asv), “overpowered” (amp), “put it out” (cev), “overcome” (esv), and “extinguish” (nlt).  Many commentators insist upon this rendering of the word.
  But maybe we can understand the use of this word as a double meaning (a favorite writing device John used).  That darkness did not “apprehend” the light may be a play on words (it could mean “understand” [niv] or “overcome” [nrsv]).
 Throughout the Gospel of John, you will see both attitudes revealed: people will not understand what the Lord is saying and doing and, as a result, they will oppose Him. John 7–12 records the growth of that opposition, which ultimately led to the crucifixion of Christ.
 


The great news of this verse is not subject to interpretation, however:  The light can never be conquered.  It keeps on shining (present tense). The darkness attempts to overcome or comprehend the light, but is unsuccessful.
  The Bible is crystal clear that the forces of light will ultimately defeat the forces of darkness.  This is the mastery of Christmas—despite the opposition of the darkness, the light will master over all.


The resistance to the light continues, though.  You would think that blind sinners would welcome the light, but such is not always the case. The coming of the true light brought conflict as the powers of darkness opposed it. But from the beginning of time until the end of time, the light is victorious.


So, what does all this mean to us?  The Light of the first Christmas story shines even today, illuminating the darkness.  We can say, with the apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 4:6, “For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” Through Jesus, God the Son, we have a personal relationship with God the Father, with God the Holy Spirit living within us.


If you have not allowed the Light of Christmas to dispel the darkness from your life, you are invited to do so today.  As the old saying goes, you can have “a Bethlehem experience in your heart,” allowing Christ to be born in you.


For those of us who have already done this, we need to be challenged by the truth of the light.  Paul writes in Romans 13:11-12,

The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.

He goes on in 1 Thessalonians 5:5-6, “You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled.”  Can those around us see the Light of Christmas in our lives, or do we resemble the darkness of our world?

Every soul that passes from the dominion of darkness to the kingdom of light is a victory for Christ over Satan.  “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not, will not, indeed can not overpower it.”
Many people will readily admit that Jesus was a good man, but the Bible affirms that He was a God-man, and nothing less.  This is the majesty of Christmas.  “The Christmas message rests on the staggering fact that the child in the manger was—God.”
 That is what we celebrate in this Christmas season.
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