








ParT I

The Word
Became Flesh

minds. If need be, then, read this section and return

to its chapters after reading the rest of the book.






ProLoGUE TO CHRIST

he Gospel of John has always been regarded as the most theological

of the four Gospels. As John Calvin said, with some insight, “The

first three exhibit [Christs] body, if I may be permitted to put it like
that, . . . but John shows his soul.”

Each of the Gospels has a different starting point. Matthew begins with
Abraham, Mark with John the Baptist, and Luke with Zechariah and Eliza-
beth. But John’s Gospel begins at the beginning—in eternity.

The opening verses are usually described as the Prologue. Like the over-
ture to a great symphony, it introduces the motifs the composer (John) will

weave into his testimony to his Lord. What are these motifs?

The Identity of Jesus

He is the Word made flesh (1:14). With a thrilling use of suspense—read
the Prologue slowly and out loud to feel it—John delays before naming the
majestic Logos in 1:17-18. Finally, we learn that He is Jesus! He comes to us
from the deep recesses of eternity.

Our Savior is the God-man, and we should think of Him as both. In the
first verse, He is described as the companion of God (He “was with God”)
who, simultaneously, is Himself God (“the Word was God”). He “became
flesh” (1:14). Fully God, fully man; truly God, truly man.

This view of Jesus—what came to be known in Christian theology as
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The Word Became Flesh

the hypostatic, or “personal,” union (our Lord has two natures united in one
person)—is the basic key to John’s Gospel. The One who strides through its
pages is God the Son made flesh.

Revelation in Jesus

Our Lord is the Light of the World (John 1:4-5, 9; cf. 8:12). John’s Gospel
records Jesus’ self-revelation. Its two main sections are sometimes called the
“Book of Signs” (chapters 1-12), in which He points to His own identity,
and the “Book of Glory” (chapters 13-21), in which He reveals His fel-
lowship with the Father and the Spirit, and then is glorified through His
death, resurrection, and ascension. Throughout both sections, the Lord is
light shining into the world’s darkness.

In the Book of Signs, Jesus is seen to illumine and expose the dark-
ness that forms the atmosphere in which humanity lives. Thus, Nicodemus,
despite his many good qualities, comes to Jesus “by night” (John 3:2). Jesus’
conversation with him makes clear that, scholar though he may be, he is
spiritually in the dark.

In the Book of Glory, Christ’s light continues to shine despite the efforts of
the powers of darkness to extinguish it. Again, significantly, when Judas leaves
the gathering in the upper room to betray Jesus, “it was night” (13:30).

Into this world in which “men loved darkness rather than light” (3:19),
the Light of the World comes to unmask and to judge sin (9:39), and to
reveal God. Whoever has seen Him has seen the Father (14:9; cf. 1:18).

Fulfillment in Jesus

John’s Christology is set within the context of God’s progressive purposes
in history. “The law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ” (1:17). The Old Testament points forward to the New.
God revealed Himself in pictures and ceremonies through Moses; Jesus is the
reality to which they pointed. In Him, fullness arrives (1:16).

Like John the Baptist (1:15), the Law and the Prophets were only wit-
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nesses to the Light; Jesus is the Light itself. That is why, for John, the
events, imagery, and language of the Old Testament are like a shadow cast
backward into history by Christ, the Light of the World. The dwelling of
God in the wilderness tabernacle foreshadowed the presence of the Word
incarnate as the final temple. It is in Him alone that we finally see God’s
glory (1:14).

The Work of Jesus

The Creator is also Re-Creator. From the beginning of his book, John makes
clear his answer to the famous question that formed the title of Anselm of
Canterbury’s great work: Cur Deus Homo?—Why the God-man?

What makes this two-nature Christology essential to the gospel? John’s
answer is twofold:

1. Only God—the One through whom “all things were made” (1:3, cf.
v. 10), in whom “was life” and “light” (v. 4)—can reverse creation’s death and
dissipate the darkness caused by sin.

2. But since that death and darkness are within creation, within man,
the Word must become flesh in order to restore it from within. The Creator
must enter His own creation, groaning as it is under the burden of alienation
from Him.

John’s Christology is a Christology from above and from below. Christ
comes from the Father, but He is also born of the Virgin Mary. But it is
more than that. It is a Christology from without and from within: “How
great is the difference between the spiritual glory of the Word of God
and the stinking filth of our flesh!” writes Calvin again. “Yet the Son of
God stooped so low as to take to himself that flesh addicted to so many
wretchednesses.”?

Thus, John bids us take three steps to understand the Lord Jesus Christ:
1. The Word became flesh.

2. The Word made His dwelling among us.

3. The Word revealed His glory.

When we come to know Christ as our Redeemer, we discover—to our
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amazement and joy—that we also have come to know our Creator! Then we
say, “We have seen His glory.”

The lesson? Read and re-read John’s Gospel until you discover that it is
bigger on the inside than it appeared to be from the outside. That is true of

the Gospel of John because it is first true of the gospel of Jesus Christ!
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SANTA CHRIST?

took the hand of my toddler son (it was several decades ago now) as

we made our way into the local shop on the small and remote Scottish

island where earlier that year I had been installed as minister. It was
Christmas week. The store was brightly decorated and a general air of excite-
ment was abroad.

Without warning, the conversations of the customers were brought to a
halt by a questioning voice from beside me. My son’s upraised index finger
pointed at a large cardboard Santa Claus. “Daddy, who is that funny-looking
man?” he asked.

Amazement spread across the faces of the jostling shoppers; accusing
glances were directed at me. Such shame—the minister’s son did not even
recognize Santa Claus! What likelihood, then, of hearing good news in his
preaching at the festive season?

Such experiences can make us bewail how the Western world gives itself
over annually to its Claus-mass or commerce-mass. We celebrate a reworked
pagan Saturnalia of epic proportions, one in which the only connection with
the incarnation is semantic. Santa is worshiped, not the Savior; pilgrims go
to the stores with credit cards, not to the manger with gifts. It is the feast of
indulgence, not of the incarnation.

It is always easier to lament and critique the new paganism of secularism’s
blatant idolatry than to see how easily the church—and we ourselves—twist
or dilute the message of the incarnation in order to suit our own tastes. But,

sadly, we have various ways of turning the Savior into a kind of Santa Claus.
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Santa Claus Christianity

For one thing, in our worship at Christmas we may varnish the stagger-
ing truth of the incarnation with what is visually, audibly, and aesthetically
pleasing. We confuse emotional pleasure—or worse, sentiment—with true
adoration.

For another thing, we may denigrate our Lord with a Santa Claus Chris-
tology. How sadly common it is for the church to manufacture a Jesus who
is a mirror reflection of Santa Claus. He becomes Santa Christ.

Santa Christ is sometimes a Pelagian Jesus. Like Santa, he simply asks
us whether we have been good. More exactly, since the assumption is that
we are all naturally good, Santa Christ asks us whether we have been “good
enough.” So just as Christmas dinner is simply the better dinner we really
deserve, Jesus becomes a kind of added bonus who makes a good life even
better. He is not seen as the Savior of helpless sinners.

Or Santa Christ may be a Semi-Pelagian Jesus—a slightly more sophis-
ticated Jesus who, Santa-like, gives gifts to those who have already done the
best they could! Thus, Jesus’ hand, like Santa’s sack, opens only when we can
give an upper-percentile answer to the none-too-weighty probe, “Have you
done your best this year?” The only difference from medieval theology here is
that we do not use its Latin phraseology: facere quod in se est (to do what one
is capable of doing on one’s own, or, in common parlance, “Heaven helps
those who help themselves”).

Then again, Santa Christ may be a mystical Jesus, who, like Santa Claus,
is important because of the good experiences we have when we think about
him, irrespective of his historical reality. It doesn’t really matter whether the
story is true or not; the important thing is the spirit of Santa Christ. For
that matter, while it would spoil things to tell the children this, everyone can
make up his or her own Santa Christ. As long as we have the right spirit of
Santa Christ, all is well.

But Jesus is not to be identified with Santa Claus; worldly thinking—
however much it employs Jesus-language—is not to be confused with bib-

lical truth.
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The Christ of Christmas

The Scriptures systematically strip away the veneer that covers the real truth
of the Christmas story. Jesus did not come to add to our comforts. He did
not come to help those who were already helping themselves or to fill life
with more pleasant experiences. He came on a deliverance mission, to save
sinners, and to do so He had to destroy the works of the Devil (Matt. 1:21;
1 John 3:8b).

Those whose lives were bound up with the events of the first Christmas
did not find His coming an easy and pleasurable experience.

Mary and Joseph’s lives were turned upside down.

The shepherds’ night was frighteningly interrupted, and their futures
potentially radically changed.

The magi faced all kinds of inconvenience and family separation.

Our Lord Himself, conceived before wedlock, born probably in a cave,
would spend His early days as a refugee from the bloodthirsty and vindictive
Herod (Matt. 2:13-21).

There is, therefore, an element in the Gospel narratives that stresses that
the coming of Jesus is a disturbing event of the deepest proportions. It had
to be thus, for He did not come merely to add something extra to life, but
to deal with our spiritual insolvency and the debt of our sin. He was not
conceived in the womb of Mary for those who have done their best, but for
those who know that their best is “like filthy rags” (Isa. 64:6)%—far from
good enough—and that in their flesh there dwells no good thing (Rom.
7:18). He was not sent to be the source of good experiences, but to suffer the

pangs of hell in order to be our Savior.

A Christian Christmas

The Christians who first began to celebrate the birth of the Savior saw this.
Christmas for them was not (contrary to what is sometimes mistakenly
said) simply adding a Christian veneer to a pagan festival—the Roman

Saturnalia. They may have been doing what many Christians have done in
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marking Reformation Day (which happens to fall on Halloween), namely,
committing themselves to a radical alternative to the world’s Saturnalia,
refusing to be squeezed into its mold. They were determined to fix mind,
heart, will, and strength exclusively on the Lord Jesus Christ. There was no
confusion in their thinking between the world and the gospel, Saturnalia
and Christmas, Santa Jesus and Christ Jesus. They were citizens of another
empire altogether.

In fact, such was the malice evoked by their other-worldly devotion to
Christ that during the persecutions under the Emperor Diocletian, some
believers were murdered as they gathered to celebrate Christmas. What was
their gross offense? Worship of the true Christ—incarnate, crucified, risen,
glorified, and returning. They celebrated Him that day for giving His all for
them, and as they did so, they gave their all for Him.

One Christmas Eve in my teenage years, I opened a book a friend had
given to me as a present. I found myself so overwhelmed by its teaching on
my recently found Savior that I began to shake with emotion at what had
dawned on me: the world had not celebrated His coming, but rather had
crucified Him.

Doubtless I was an impressionable teenager. But should it not cause us
to tremble that “they crucified my Lord”? Or is that true only in song, not
in reality? Are we not there when the world still crucifies Him in its own,
often-subtle ways?

The truth is that unless the significance of what Christ did at the first
Christmas shakes us, we can scarcely be said to have understood much of

what it means, or of who He really is.

Who is He in yonder stall

At Whose feet the shepherds fall?

‘Tis the Lord! O wondrous story!

Tis the Lord! the King of glory!

At His feet we humbly fall,

Crown Him! Crown Him, Lord of all!®
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And we might add:

Who is He on yonder cross

Suffers for this dark world’s loss?

Tis the Lord! O wondrous story!

‘Tis the Lord! the King of glory!

At His feet we humbly fall,

Crown Him! Crown Him, Lord of all!

Let us not confuse Jesus Christ with Santa Claus.

19



