Contemporary Christmas Classics #2

“Christmas from Heaven’s Perspective”
John 1:1-14


If someone asked you where to find the birth of Jesus in the Bible, where would you turn? Where do you find the story of the angel appearing to Mary with the news that she would bear the Messiah, or the later visit to Joseph assuring him that Mary was indeed carrying the Son of God? Where would you find the angelic choir appearing to the shepherds, or the wise men following the star to Bethlehem?


If you said the beginning of Matthew and Luke, give yourself a star! That is where we usually turn to find the story of Christmas. During this season, most preachers turn to the gospels of Matthew and Luke to prepare their sermons, for these two writers give wonderful (and complementary) details surrounding the birth of Jesus. Luke provides insight from Mary’s point of view while Matthew tells the story through Joseph’s eyes. The wise men appear in the first gospel while the shepherds are introduced in the third. Bringing together these two accounts give a well-rounded portrait of the birth of Jesus.


To think that the first Christmas story is confined to these two books would be inaccurate, though. (And no, I am not thinking about the apocryphal “Gnostic” gospels, which are not worth the papyri they were written on!) No, I am staying within the bounds of holy Scripture; I refer to the fourth gospel, the gospel of John. Where Matthew and Luke have their birth stories, John takes us back in his opening to the eternal purpose of God.
 Chuck Swindoll points out, 
Near the end of the first century, very few firsthand witnesses to the life of Jesus remained alive, and false teachers—ironically, many of whom denied that Jesus was entirely human—had begun to twist the story of His life to suit their religious and philosophical views. So the aging apostle John set out to write the story of Jesus in response. In his own words, his purpose in writing was “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:31).


The opening verses of John’s gospel is sometimes called the “prologue” to his book. In these eighteen verses John sets forth the themes that echo throughout the rest of the book—light, life, truth, and grace. Though John uses the simplest Greek vocabulary in his writing, he reveals some of the deepest theology of any biblical writer, and nowhere is this more evident than in these verses.


What does this have to do with Christmas? As we will see, John deals with the birth of Jesus, as does Matthew and Luke, but from a different vantage point. In these verses we will see Christmas from Heaven’s perspective.

The Majesty of Christmas


We begin with John 1:1-3, with what I am calling the majesty of Christmas:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.


I realize there is no mention of Mary, Joseph, shepherds, wise men, or even baby Jesus in this text—but hold on! John takes us beyond the birth of Jesus, back into eternity past. Certainly the words “In the beginning” echo the opening words of the book of Genesis.
 Instead of “In the beginning, God” as seen in Genesis, John writes, “In the beginning was the Word.” What does he mean by that?


In this verse, “Word” comes from the Greek term logos, which held incredibly profound significance for the philosophers of Jesus’ day. Logos was first coined roughly five hundred years before Christ by a Greek writer, and it grew to become a cosmic, religious idea.
 It was used in the sense of an ordering principle for the universe. Thus, the logos is the divine logic that gives order to the universe. The Greeks believed there was a logos within each individual person (i.e., human reason) and a logos that pervaded the universe (i.e., the rationality that governs the world).
 Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philosopher who lived during the time of Christ, took this Greek thought and applied it to Jewish theology, using it to express the means whereby the tran​scendent God may be the Creator of the universe and the Revealer of himself to Moses and the Patriarchs. On the Greek side he equates the logos with both God’s plan and God’s power of creation.

John takes all of this to introduce “the Word” as existing before Christ’s birth in Bethlehem—or before time, for that matter. He did not use the word “the” in the original Greek; it is literally, “In beginning, was existing the Word.” By leaving out the definite article “the,” John suggests that we cannot identify a past moment to call “beginning.” He’s pointing to something that existed before eternity past, farther back than our finite minds can conceive. Before the earth, before the planets and stars, before light or darkness, mat​ter or time—in a beginning that never really had a beginning, the logos was already existing. He had no “starting point.” Eternally existing, the logos was with God and the logos was God.


Now jump down to verse 14, the next occurrence of logos in this text:

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only [or the Only Begotten], who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

This is the Christmas story according to John! The logos, the preincarnate Word who not only was with God but is, in fact, God “became flesh.” He by whom all things were created became a creature Himself. Almighty God became human, a helpless little baby born in humble surroundings to poor parents.


If you have a hard time wrapping your mind around this thought, don’t feel bad! As A. W. Tozer admits,

None of us can approach a serious study and consideration of the eternal nature and person of Jesus Christ without sensing and confessing our complete inadequacy in the face of the divine revelation.

We are not called to completely understand it, but to completely accept it by faith.


John accomplishes two objectives in these verses. In the first three verses he is clear on the deity of the Word. But in verse fourteen he is just as clear on the genuineness of his humanity.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,

Jesus was not a phantom or a spirit when He ministered on earth, nor was His body a mere illusion. John and the other disciples each had a personal experience that convinced them of the reality of the body of Jesus (1 John 1:1–2). Even though John’s emphasis is the deity of Christ, he makes it clear that the Son of God came in the flesh and was subject to the sinless infirmities of human nature. “The Word” was not an abstract concept of philosophy, but a real Person who could be seen, touched, and heard. Christianity is Christ, and Christ is God.


Some have dismissed this thought by saying, “I believe Jesus was the son of God, just like you and me are sons of God. After all, isn’t God the Father of all? He created us, therefore we are all sons of God.” No, that won’t fly. Merrill Tenney explains,

The “one and only Son” represents the Greek monogenēs, which is derived from genos, which means “kind” or “species.” It means “literally ‘one of a kind,’ ‘only,’ ‘unique’ (unicus), not ‘only-begotten.’ …The emphasis is on the thought that, as the ‘only’ Son of God, He has no equal and is able fully to reveal the Father.” God’s personal revelation of himself in Christ has no parallel elsewhere, nor has it ever been repeated.


Jesus Christ is certainly one of a kind, the only true God-man to ever exist. Hence we see the majesty of Christmas. That precious baby born in a stable and laid in a feeding trough was no less than the Creator. What makes Christmas so special is the identity of the child who was born. As Tozer concludes, “It was the very person and character of Jesus that was glorious. It was not only what He did—but what He was. What He did was secondary. What He was in His person was primary.”

The Mastery of Christmas


Secondly I’d like to consider the mastery of Christmas. This is seen in verses 4-9,

In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.﻿

We often call Christmas “the season of light,” and light is one of John’s favorite themes not only here but throughout his writings. John identifies the Word (Christ) not as bearing light but as the Light itself. John the Baptist, referred to in verses 6-8, was not the light but prepared the way for the Light.


Twice in John’s gospel Jesus calls Himself the light of the world. In John 8:12 we read, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” In the next chapter, John 9:5 records His words, “While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”

The mastery of this light is seen in verse five: “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.” The next to last word in the verse can be confusing as it is translated “understood.” (The King James rendering, “comprehended,” isn’t any clearer.) But Greek scholar Marvin 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.” Used of obtaining the prize in the games (1Co 9:24); of attaining righteousness (Rom 9:30); of a demon taking possession of a man (Mar 9:18); of the day of the Lord “overtaking” one as a thief (1Th 5:4). Applied to darkness, this idea includes that of “eclipsing or overwhelming.”


Several translations reflect this interpretation, using words such as “overpowered” (amp), “put it out” (cev), “overcome” (esv), and “extinguish” (nlt).  The niv supplies a secondary rendering: “and the darkness has not overcome it.” This is the correct meaning here. The light is shining in the darkness. And the darkness was unable to overcome the light.


Not for lack of trying, though. The darkness tried repeatedly to overcome the Light—from the threat of Herod’s soldiers in Bethlehem to the angry mob in Nazareth to the eventual crucifixion of Jesus by the Jewish and Roman authorities in Jerusalem. Yet as Paul writes in Colossians 2:15, “Having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.” The Light triumphed over the darkness, so much so that Paul would write in 1 Corinthians 2:8, “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.”  Herein is the mastery of Christmas: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not, will not, indeed can not overpower it.”

The Mystery of Christmas


This brings us to the mystery of Christmas. I realize that many would equate this with Paul words in 1 Timothy 3:16,

Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory. 


But I have something else in mind. I believe the mystery of Christmas is seen in John 1:10-13,

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent,﻿ nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 


As amazing as the fact of God becoming man is, how incredible is the reception of the Word becoming flesh. The Creator came to those He had created, but they did not recognize Him. The God of Abraham came to Abraham’s descendents, but they would not receive Him. This astonishing truth—the rejection of the Word by those who might have been expected to welcome him—is certainly a mystery. How can this be?


Later in this fourth gospel the answer is revealed. Jesus said in John 3:19, “Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” This goes beyond an inability to comprehend or understand the light; this is the blatant rejection of the light because mankind prefers the darkness.


The good news, though, is seen in verses 12-13 of John chapter one. While many will not receive Christ, those who do receive Him by faith become children of God, born from above, adopted into His eternal family. This, too, is a mystery, that God would even want us to be His children! But in His grace and love, He offers us the gift of eternal life as His children through His Son, Jesus Christ. 


And so John presents Christmas from Heaven’s perspective. Before Bethlehem—indeed before time itself—God the Son existed as God Himself, one with the Father and with the Spirit. Through Him all things were made, yet He took on human form in order to redeem the fallen human race. 


In these verses we see the majesty of Christmas, as God Himself became the baby born in Bethlehem. We also see the mastery of Christmas, as the light overcomes the darkness. Yet we also see the mystery of Christmas, that mankind can reject the very One who created everything in order to remain in their own self-centered darkness. Yet the offer remains to anyone who would receive the gift of life through this One.


Christmas is all about Christ. He is God in human flesh. This is how He presented Himself to the world and, in the end, how we must either accept or reject Him.

“The Form of Man” by Bryan Duncan

One day an infant’s cry in a troubled land

joined the heavenly host on high in peace, goodwill to men

God’s thoughts and ways are not our own, and I can’t understand…

why He wrapped His love in flesh and blood and He took the form of man.

And Jesus, lowly born, brought riches to the earth

Lord of heaven coming down, risking human birth

God’s thoughts and ways are not our own, and I can’t understand…

why He wrapped His love in flesh and blood and He took the form of man.

God’s thoughts and ways are not our own, and I can’t understand…

He wrapped His love in flesh and blood and took the form of man.

Every heart that knows His name, lift your voice and sing

to the praise of “God With Us,” this Child-Redeemer-King

There’s never been a greater love since the world began

God the Father sent His Son, and we held Him in our hands.

He wrapped His love in flesh and blood…

and took the form of man.
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