Sermon prologue (thanks to Gary Burge)

Picture this if you will…  Let’s travel back to the ancient city of Ephesus.  Ships heavy with cargo are congesting the Aegean Sea as they travel to and fro the port with goods heading for places like Spain, and bringing exciting and sophisticated luxuries from places like Rome.  We walk along the marble paved harbour, passing the mighty balanced hooks anticipating the unloading of another precious load.  It’s not hard to see how this place is thriving in its 1st century commercial success.  

As we walk inland, we can notice a city that is becoming more and more multi-cultural and gauge how spiritual it really is by counting the number of temples dedicated to Greek gods, and their images of worship.   Further inland we come to the edge of Mount Pion and consume the awesome sight of the theatre that has been carved into it’s base, able to accommodate 25000 people.  

Yet as we turn from this wonder we take notice, on this busy day, of a small group of Greeks, gathered round a graveside.  They don’t seem much different from everyone else in the city, apart from the one or two who seem to be wearing the characteristic head covering of the Jews.  They are poor – we notice this at once.  But together, they are burying a person of such significance, of such importance, that his marble tomb suggests a costliness far beyond the reach of any one person in that circle of people.  These are Christians and they are burying their beloved pastor and leader, John, the disciple whom Jesus loved.

He was a storyteller, skilled in poetry and rhetoric and a source for Christians of those times, of eyewitness accounts of Jesus life and teaching.  John had heard his name being called as Jesus commissioned him into his team of disciples.  John had leaned on Jesus on the night of the betrayal.  John was the one, the only one who followed Jesus to the cross.  John was the first disciple to recognise Jesus voice calling from the shores of the Sea of Galilee.  John had seen the risen Christ.  John was the disciple whom Jesus loved.  John was entrusted by God to give an account of Jesus life – his divine nature, his divine character, his divine purpose and he began by writing:

Read John 1:1-18: [NIV]

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  2He was with God in the beginning. 

3Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  4In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

6There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John.  7He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe.  8He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light.  9The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.  

10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.  11He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 12Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— 13children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.  

14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

15John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' " 16From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. 17For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.

Sermon Intro: 
John intends to take anyone who hears or reads this gospel account on a journey that will reveal the most profound mysteries of life.  And tonight we begin this journey through John.  It’s a story – a story about God and a true one at that.  And John wants to present to us what many call his ‘Gospel of decision’ – You see, from what is revealed to us, we must choose between light and darkness, truth and lie, life or death.  

And as we can see from what I’ve just read to you, John is not in the business of lowering you in gently – no… He plunges us immediately into the very heart of the message concerning Jesus Christ, by giving us an 18-verse summary of what the rest of the Gospel will tell us.  

And in truth, to believe that I can preach to you all that this passage contains is more absurd than Colin Montgomerie actually winning a major!  To be honest, I reckon I could preach throughout the entire summer on this passage alone and still not scratch the surface –You see, this is not a passage upon which you can throw light – this is a passage that throws light on everything else…

So for tonight, we seek to lay a foundation for studying John’s gospel that will carry us through the summer… we begin by looking at the Word, Jesus Christ, in relation to God, Creation, and humanity.

The Word & God:
I wonder if you’ve ever stood at the mouth of a cave, or at the bottom of a vast canyon and yelled aloud, only to hear an echo bounce back.  I remember doing it when I was young in various places, trying to mimic the yodelling from the sound of music!  But I also recall what the echo was like.  It resounded with familiarity, even reminding me of what I had said a few moments before.  But it did lack that absolute clarity of my own voice as I hear it.  And I suppose we could say the same when we look at the opening 2 verses of John 1.  See if you recognise the echo.

Let’s read verses 1-2 again… 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  2He was with God in the beginning. 

Did you recognise the echo?  It has a familiarity about it doesn’t it, although it is not as clear as the text it echoes.  John is trying to get his readers to recognise the echo of Genesis 1 and the words ‘in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’.  And by this, John is trying to explain to us that in the very beginning, even before creation, the Word already was.  He already existed.  

Now, in comparison, we believe that God is eternal in his very nature, which basically means, he has no beginning or end.  This is, in simple terms, what John is telling us about the Word (Jesus) – that is, he shares the Father’s eternity.  Indeed, as the early church leader Athanasius once said, ‘there was never a time when the Word was not.’  

Ok, but why is this significant?  Why does John want to begin with that kind of message?  Well, if Jesus is the eternal (no beginning or end) Word of God, and if ‘(Jesus) and the father are one’ (Jn 10:30), then we begin to see the shape of the Trinity take form – that doctrine that tells us that Father Son and Spirit are coequal persons of the one Godhead.  Yet John is not focusing on the formation of a Trinitarian doctrine – instead he seeks only to magnify and witness to the eternal reality of Jesus Christ.

And what better way to reinforce such a claim by simply and boldly stating ‘… and the Word was God.’  The Bible tells us numerous times in various ways that Jesus was God.  Colossians 2:9 says, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form…”  

Jesus demonstrated his deity in the miracles he performed, stilling raging seas, raising people from the dead.  The fact that he had authority to forgive sins was something only attributed to the Lord.  He was worshipped and encouraged this practice.  This too was only a privilege for the Lord.  

So straight away, as a recap, we see that Jesus is the Word; he is eternal with God, and he is one with God, and John wants the rest of his gospel to be read or heard in the light of these verses, so that when we later see Jesus perform miracles, we see a demonstration of God’s power.  When we hear him speak to Nicodemus, we hear the very words of God.  

The Word & Creation
John has already identified the Word as God and now shifts his focus towards the relationship between the Word and Creation.  

3Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  4In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

The first thing John highlights in this relationship is the fact that the Word is responsible for creation, ‘through him all things were made’.  Creation is his doing – it’s his design.  

In addition to this, John tells us that without the Word nothing was made that has been made.  And when we consider this along with the Word’s eternal existence, we again find evidence that supports the true Christian belief that Jesus Christ, the Word himself, is in his very nature, God.

And this passage resounds with truth that is so appropriate in today’s world where so many are intent on rubbishing any suggestion that God had any role in creation.  Various theories and suggestions make their way to us and into our classrooms and they tell of the marvels of the world and the universe, yet make no room for the one who is responsible for it.  Jesus – from whose hands everything was made…   It was his voice that said ‘let there be light’ and the new substance spread like a haze of glory through space.  It was his hand that formed the searing hot sun, as a source of energy for his children to come.  It was his command that drove turbulent waters from the land into the ocean depths he had also formed.  It was Jesus who made humanity in the reflection of his own image.  

And it is the thought of Jesus that his creation should seek light and life from him, two themes John introduces in verses 4 & 5, two principles that we will come across often in this gospel.  The Word is the life-giver – as Paul declares before the intellectual Areopagus in Acts 17:28; “for in him we live and move and have our being!”  

The Word is also the light-giver, as is testified to in Matthew 4:16 – “the people living in darkness have seen a great light.”  And in 2 Corinthians 4:6 For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”  
So what does this mean for us?  For you and for me?  Well, from what we’ve already looked at, it is undeniable that Jesus is the essential initiator and catalyst of creation… And, Jesus is as critical to you and me in this small fraction of time… as he has been throughout the whole history of creation.  

Paul says in Colossians 1:17:  He is before all things and in him all things hold together.  He holds things together and continues to do so.  If He was to take His hands off us for a minute we would fall apart.  Jesus is revealed as the One who sustains the universe moment-by-moment, day-by-day.  The old song, "He's got the whole world in his hands..." could not be more appropriate.

The Word & Humanity
As we move on to think about the relationship between the Word and humanity, we do so from three angles…

Word Revealed
Firstly, after a jump in the passage, we attempt to absorb one of the most important verses in the Bible.  

14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

The Word became flesh!  God became flesh!  Jesus in becoming a human took on the frailty of the human existence.  He would have had his nappy changed as a baby.  He would have learned to walk.  He would have probably skint his knee at some point.  For the 33 years of his life he would feel practically everything you and I feel.  He felt weak and tired at times, his feelings got hurt, his head ached.  The hand that touched the leper had dirt under its nails.  And the tears, oh don’t forget the tears, they came from a heart as broken as yours or mine has ever been.

To think of Jesus this way is almost seems irreverent… it’s much easier to keep the humanness out of Jesus.  Wipe sweat form his eyes, pretend he never blew his nose or hit his thumb with a hammer… he’s easier to stomach that way.  But don’t do it.  Keeping him in his divine person alone keeps him distant.  Don’t get me wrong, yes we exalt Jesus as God – that’s essential.  But at the same time, we have to let Jesus be as human as he intended to be as well.  It’s only in letting him into the daily realities of life that he can pull us out of them.  

Philippians 2:7 says, “… (JESUS) made himself nothing, taking on the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.”  

Think of that for a moment… he had a crown in heaven, but he laid his aside so that you could wear one forever, in heaven with him!  He lived where angels sang songs of adoration and worship to him, and he left it for shouts of abuse, so that you could listen with him one day to those angels.  

John Stott, so insightfully, demonstrates this amazing paradox…   “The Creator God assumed the frailty of his own creation in becoming a human… The eternal one entered time… The all-powerful made himself vulnerable…  The all-holy exposed himself to temptation… and in the end, the immortal died!” 

God became flesh – God incarnate!  He made his dwelling among us!  

Interestingly, the Greek word for "dwelling" in short means, "Set up a tent,” and I used to think that implied that Jesus was here only temporarily.  But when I looked up other places this word occurs in the New Testament, I found that it doesn't imply temporary status.  For example, in Revelation 21:3 where the eternal new heavens and new earth are described it says, "Behold the dwelling (tent!) of God is with men.  He will dwell (pitch his tent!) with them, and they shall be his people."

I think what pitching a tent with us implies is that God wants to be on familiar terms with us.  He wants to be close.  He wants a lot of interaction.  If you come into a community and build a huge palace with a wall around it says one thing about your desires to be with the people.  But if you pitch a tent in my back garden you will probably use my bathroom and eat at my table. This is why God became human. 

And Christ was, as John says, full of grace and truth and the revealer of the tangible and touchable glory of God! 

I love these kinds of moments where we get a deeper appreciation for the plan, which has become so plastic in a world that’s lost its way.  

Word Rejected

The second angle from which we think about the Word and humanity is done with reference to his Rejection.  You see, despite the many convincing proofs, Jesus was rejected by many.  

Skipping back to verses 10-11 we read the sad words:

10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.  11He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.

We can’t look into this verse without remembering that most incredible prophecy of the coming Christ in Isaiah 53, and in particular, verse 3 which reads:

“He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.”

Every time I read that verse, my heart is so heavy.  Look at some of the words used here.  Rejected, sorrows, suffering, esteemed not.  Despised is used twice!  From the very moment when Jesus stood in front of his own people at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30) telling them that before their very eyes, the Scriptures were being fulfilled in Him, he was scorned.  

So many rejected Him.  Why?  Well, against the good purposes of God a contrary attitude emerged on earth.  A darkness, an arrogance, a defiant independence, a rebellion which opposes God and everything he stands for, and has infected our world.  We find it in today: in the playground, on the motorways, in government buildings.  It is manifest in things like selfishness, greed, evil and death.  It is personified and intensified in all humanity – and sadly we realise that this infection is even present in many Christians too.  This is the reason the Word born divine was the Word born to die.  

How do you receive him?  What do you choose?  Darkness or light?  Life or death?  Do you let the light shine on Sundays and dim the same during the week?  Have you rejected forgiveness, healing, reconciliation, love?  

This is the great irony of humanity.  The very medicine that can cure the human condition of sin is rejected.  People love the darkness more than the light.  And in these verses (10-11) John injects some harsh realities – he understands that we don’t live in a world that is desperately looking for God.  They’re not… they’re happy to live without him.  We live in a world that rejects the truth, and replaces it with its own fashionable truths.  This only serves to show that the need to witness and herald the gospel is greater than ever. 

Word Received
The third angle of the relationship between the Word & humanity and now we focus in on those who received him.  John says in verse12-13:

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.

Ah, here we see the unveiling of the possibilities for a lost and wandering humanity.  This is hope.  The Word became flesh in order to become the Way.  This is hope: that despite our darkness, One light shone so brightly, that the darkness could do nothing but flee! 

And how today’s world needs to hear this message of hope.  Those whose hope is anchored in mere human systems and possibilities, like money, relationships, career…  For younger generations, there often seems to be no hope as they look to their world.  

They need, we all need, the transformation of God in our lives.  We need to receive Jesus into every single part of our lives.  And when we do, we are reborn, not only into faith, but into God’s own family – we become his children.

In Closing

I’d like to finish simply by telling you a story of a prince who was busy fulfilling the tasks set for him by his father.  And this prince was one day in a nearby town.  It just so happened that he passed through a very poor section of the town. Looking through the window of his carriage, he saw a beautiful young peasant girl walking along the street. He could not get her out of his mind or off his heart.  He continued to come to the town, day after day, just to see her and to feel as though he was near her.  

His heart yearned for her, but there was a problem.  How could he develop a relationship with her?  He could order her to marry him.  It was in his power to do so.  But he wanted this girl to love him from the heart, willingly.  He could put on his royal garments and impress her with his regal entourage, and drive up to her front door with soldiers and a carriage drawn by six horses. But if he did this he would never be certain that the girl loved him or was simply overwhelmed with his power, position and wealth.  The prince came up with another solution.  As you may have guessed, he gave up his kingly robe and symbols of power and privilege.  He moved into the village dressed only as a peasant.  He lived among the people, shared their interests and concerns, and talked their language.  In time, the young peasant girl grew to know him, and then to love him. 


This dear church is what Jesus has done for us.  The Word became flesh.  The King of heaven put aside his heavenly robes and divine prerogatives.  He came to us as one of us. He lived among us; ate with us; drank with us; felt with us — all to win our love.  He could have forced us.  He could have overwhelmed us, but he chose to romance us.  He stands here today with the smile of love and arms extended.  He is the God who became real so that we could experience his transforming love.  Jesus is not just a truth to believe in, he is a person to be experienced. 

So the critical question for you to ponder over this week, is what have you done with Jesus?  
