“The Word Became Flesh”
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Read Text.

1. Intro

This is a familiar text. Even if this were the first time you ever stepped into a church, it is likely that you have heard this text. This text was – and is – often read over the sick as a word of comfort. It was – and is – often read over newly baptized children. It is a benediction. It had a place as the final prayer in the Roman Catholic mass. 

It is an important text. It was, in all likelihood, a hymn of the early church. Early Christians would have sung these phrases both to praise God and to confess out loud what it is that they believed.

It is a marvelously written text. Scholars write volumes about the majesty of the structure, the language, the phrasing, the words that John uses as a prologue to the gospel he is writing. There is a “staircase” kind of structure leading to the proclamation that Jesus makes the Father’s heart known; through much of the prologue a prominent word in one line is taken up in the next line. 

And, because it is familiar, important, and marvelously written, we sometimes miss the meaning and significance of the message that John is conveying: the mystery of the incarnation of the sovereign God of all creation. 

2. Who Is He? (1:1-5)

Make no mistake; even though the name Jesus is not mentioned specifically until verse 17, it is clear that John is stating that Jesus Christ is the Word of God, that the Word of God is God, and that the Word became flesh. This is one of the places where we go to consider the mystery of the incarnation: Jesus Christ, fully God, fully human.

Even two thousand years later it is difficult to get our heads around this notion. For many, Jesus is a mythological figure; kind of like a cosmic Santa Claus. He seems like more an idea than a flesh and blood person. We may understand the idea of the incarnation, but the familiarity of the story has made it difficult to appreciate the scope and scale of what is being discussed. 

All we need do is put this phrasing into our context – that these words would be written about anyone in contemporary society – and we begin to understand how revolutionary it is. 

For example, does anyone actually worship any of the American Idols? They are flesh and blood and celebrated. But do John’s words in the prologue fit? Probably not. And, if we do not worship any of them now, is it likely that anyone will be worshiping Kelly Clarkson two thousand years from now?

There are heroes and there are great people and there are those about whom marvelous things are written – yet do any of them measure up to the language that John employs to describe Jesus? No, none of them do.

About Jesus he writes, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” John introduces us to the mystery of the Trinity. Jesus Christ is the incarnate God. The incarnate God is Jesus Christ. He created you and he created me. The revelation of this personal God is difficult for our culture because that relationship is not empirically prove-able. The existence of God has been challenged (and continues to be challenged) because God does not fit neatly into our scientifically-based reasoning. 

One of the magazines to which I subscribe is “Wired.” Back in December 2002, they ran an article by Gregg Easterbrook entitled “The New Convergence” which talked about the relationship between science and religion. This is more of an extended quotation than I usually like to include, but I think it is important to hear it all in context:

The ancient covenant is in pieces: Man knows at last that he is alone in the universe's unfeeling immensity, out of which he emerged only by chance." So pronounced the Nobel Prize-winning French biologist Jacques Monod in his 1970 treatise Chance and Necessity, which maintained that God had been utterly refuted by science. The divine is fiction, faith is hokum, existence is a matter of heartless probability — and this wasn't just speculation, Monod maintained, but proven. The essay, which had tremendous influence on the intellectual world, seemed to conclude a millennia-old debate. Theology was in retreat, unable to explain away Darwin's observations; intellectual approval was flowing to thinkers such as the Nobel-winning physicist Steven Weinberg, who in 1977 pronounced, "The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless." In 1981, the National Academy of Sciences declared, "Religion and science are separate and mutually exclusive realms of human thought." Case closed.

And now reopened. In recent years, Allan Sandage, one of the world's leading astronomers, has declared that the big bang can be understood only as a "miracle." Charles Townes, a Nobel-winning physicist and co-inventor of the laser, has said that discoveries of physics "seem to reflect intelligence at work in natural law." Biologist Christian de Duve, also a Nobel winner, points out that science argues neither for nor against the existence of a deity: "There is no sense in which atheism is enforced or established by science." And biologist Francis Collins, director of the National Human Genome Research Institute, insists that "a lot of scientists really don't know what they are missing by not exploring their spiritual feelings."

Ever so gingerly, science has been backing away from its case-closed attitude toward the transcendent unknown. Conferences that bring together theologians and physicists are hot, recently taking place at Harvard, the Smithsonian, and other big-deal institutions. The American Association for the Advancement of Science now sponsors a "Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and Religion." Science luminaries who in the '70s shrugged at faith as gobbledygook — including E. O. Wilson and the late Stephen Jay Gould and Carl Sagan — have endorsed some form of reconciliation between science and religion.

Why the renewed scientific interest in spiritual thinking? One reason is the cyclical nature of intellectual fashions. In philosophy, metaphysics is making a comeback after decades ruled by positivism and analytical theory of language. These restrained, empirically based ideas have run their course; now the pendulum is swinging toward the grand vision of metaphysics — someday, surely, to swing away again. Similarly in science, the pure materialistic view that reigned through the 20th century, holding that everything has a natural explanation, couldn't keep other viewpoints at bay forever. The age-old notion that there is more to existence than meets the eye suddenly looks like fresh thinking again.

Meanwhile, decades of inconclusive inquiry have left the science-has-all-the-answers script in tatters. As recently as the '70s, intellectuals assumed that hard science was on track to resolve the two Really Big Questions: why life exists and how the universe began. What's more, both Really Big Answers were assumed to involve strictly deterministic forces. But things haven't worked out that way. Instead, the more scientists have learned, the more mysterious the Really Big Questions have become.

Perhaps someday researchers will find wholly natural explanations for life and the cosmos. For the moment, though, discoveries about these two subjects are inspiring awe and wonder, and many scientists are reaching out to spiritual thinkers to help them comprehend what they're learning. And as the era of biotechnology dawns, scientists realize they're stepping into territory best navigated with the aid of philosophers and theologians. We are entering the greatest era of science-religion fusion since the Enlightenment last attempted to reconcile the two, three centuries ago.

Look up into the night sky and scan for the edge of the cosmos. You won't find it — nobody has yet. Instruments such as the Hubble Space Telescope's deep-field scanner have detected at least 50 billion galaxies, and every time the equipment is improved, more galaxies farther away come into focus. Space may be infinite — not merely vast, but infinite — encompassing an infinite number of galaxies with an infinite number of stars.

All this stuff — enough to form 50 billion galaxies, maybe fantastically more — is thought to have emerged roughly 14 billion years ago in less than a second, from a point with no physical dimensions. Set aside the many competing explanations of the big bang; something made an entire cosmos out of nothing. It is this realization — that something transcendent started it all — which has hard-science types such as Sandage using terms like "miracle." (end of quote)

Here’s the funny thing. Almost two thousand years before scientists began to use the word “miracle” again, the Apostle John tells us all about the miracle. And he not only tells us “how”, but “who.” This is what is the big deal about the incarnation – it states that the universe was not a random event, that we are more than a material being, and that moral life matters. It matters. 

There is a creator. There is a creator who has revealed himself to us. There is a creator who has come to us – not as a “what” but as a “who.” There is a God who loves us. This is a God who redeems us. The prologue tells us that this is a God who became flesh in order to save us.

Further, the prologue answers the two really big questions, 

“Why does life exist?” Because God created it.  Why did God create it? Well, that is a different and more personal kind of question. Digging deeper into that means digging deeper into who God is. And, to digress for a moment, it is where joy and abundant life can be found – digging deeper into who God is.

“How did the universe begin?” John tells us right away. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life and the life was the light of all people.”

Science can discover the beauty of the intricacies of the “how’s” of creation, but it will never be able to empirically declare the “who” of creation: God. It may sound a little too much like a bumper sticker to say that “Jesus is the answer,” but there is some truth to it. Our life as believers is an exploration of the wonder and majesty and awesome and mysterious ways of the God who lovingly reveals himself to us.

3. Receiving Him. (1:11-13)

The prologue also notes that the incarnation in Jesus was not universally welcomed. Look at verse 11. “He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.” The incarnate Jesus owns the world. He owns everything in the world. You and I belong to him. We are not our own, we are his. Yet, even so as John points out, people do not accept him.

Why is this important? Two reasons. 

First, because John’s saying so gives credibility to his witness. John does not candy-coat the reception to Jesus’ birth and purpose. He does not write like fantasy biographers or movie-makers. The rejection of Jesus is not provisional; it is a declaration of what happened. The statements, “the world knew him not” and “his own people did not accept him” are indicative clauses. They are not clarified by something like “until.”  

Consider also how the prologue is consistent with the Genesis passage today. The curse of the serpent for tempting Eve and causing the original sin was that he would bruise the child’s heal but that the child would crush his head. Jesus was rejected and put to death, but rose victorious over death – death being the powerful consequence of sin – so that we might be reconciled and have eternal life. 

Second, because it speaks to the reality that exists today. Even after the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we still live in a world ready to reject him, ready to not know him. You and I struggle with this because we are called to bear witness to the light. And the more things change, the more they stay the same. There is nothing more controversial, nothing more likely to cause tension and division than a clear proclamation of the identity of Jesus Christ. 

You can say, “he was a great teacher” and most people will not disagree. You can say, “he was a great moral leader” and they will nod their heads in assent. You can say, “he was loving and a good example” and you may even get an “amen.” But as soon as you say, “Jesus is Lord,” you are a fanatic. You have crossed a line and you will be accused of trying to foist your beliefs on someone else, of being closed minded, of being dangerous. “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not receive him.” It was true then and it is true now.

But there are those who will receive Jesus. We do not know who will and who will not, so we are called to bear witness regardless. “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” 


Where are you today? Have you received Jesus and believed in his name? This prologue is speaking to each one of us – those who have a personal relationship with Jesus and those who do not. For those who do, it is a wonderful promise and hope. For those who do not, it is an invitation to open your eyes to the reality that is eternal, that is life-giving, that is hope. For the author of life is also the giver of life; he is the only one in whom hope is real and hope is assured. 

If the Holy Spirit is tugging on your heart this morning or if there are things that you need to clear up with God, after the sermon and after the service, come forward and meet with our Gardener ministers so that you can pray together. 

4. Consequence of receiving Him (1:14-18)

Finally, look at the things that come with receiving him: we see his glory, his grace, his truth. We become children of God. We are born of the will of God, meaning that we will see victory over death. 

We receive grace upon grace. What does that mean? Well, he goes on to explain that the giving of the law under Moses was an act of God’s grace. The fulfillment of the law, the grace and truth of God’s plan of salvation, come with the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Grace upon grace.

It is a struggle for us to receive this grace upon grace. How do you feel if someone hands you a gift and you have nothing in return? I have a friend who has such anxiety about this that he buys pre-emptive Christmas gifts for others. He has a series of generic gifts from which he can draw if someone surprises him. Why? Why does this bother us so much?

Simple. We do not like being indebted to anyone else. We like being the hero of our own story, and we work hard to fashion ourselves into the kind of hero who is the rugged individualist, the cowboy, the person who pulled himself up from his bootstraps. 

With the gift of Jesus, we are stuck. We have nothing in our closet, nothing in our back pocket, nothing that can match up to God’s gift of his only begotten Son. We can only receive it – there is no way to earn it or deserve it. It is a gift. 

It also is an ongoing gift. The grace he gives does not stop or dwindle; it grows and continues on. There is no end, God’s grace is sufficient for us all. And if we have a tough time receiving a gift, we have an even tougher time receiving an ongoing gift for which we can never equal.

5. Conclusion

The gift God gives is the gift of himself. He is a mystery beyond the depths of our deepest comprehension and yet he reveals himself to us in ways that anyone can understand.

Friends, during Advent we have been preparing ourselves: celebrating what God has done and anticipating what God has yet to do. The gifts we give one another pale in comparison to what God has given us in Jesus Christ, but God is gracious and allows us to experience some of his joy in the act of giving. 

“And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” May God bless each one of us with eyes to see the fullness of his grace and truth.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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