7 January 2007 : John 1 : 1-18
Let’s begin today with an honest admission. There are a lot of things in the spiritual realm that you and I don’t understand – such as, perhaps, the apparent contradictions between bits of the Old Testament and the New Testament. For people who don’t take their Bible seriously, it’s not that big a deal, but for those of us who esteem the Bible as the Word of God, it can be. Like, how come so many times in Kings and Chronicles and even the Psalms, people think they’re glorifying God by butchering their enemies? 

Or how come Solomon is described as wise when he has umpteen wives and hundreds of concubines? All those anniversaries and birthdays to remember! All those mothers-in-law!! There’s no point trying to pretend these things aren’t there, or devise ingenious ways of gluing them all together. That’s like trying to harmonise Mozart and Eminem! Whatever way you shake it, there is, quite simply, a major difference between the Biblical view of God we find before Jesus, and the view of God we find through Jesus. 

And the reassuring news is that the Bible itself acknowledges this marked change of emphasis between the Old and the New. John 1.17 : The law was given through Moses. Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. Let’s be clear what’s really happening here. It’s not that God has suddenly turned over a new leaf and re-branded himself as a smiley-faced touchy-feely father-figure in place of a grouchy old tyrant. It’s not that the courts of heaven are now presided over by Santa Claus in place of the Grinch!
Rather is it the case that the appearance of Jesus opens the eyes of men and women to the truth of what God is really like. In the Old Testament, God is seen only through a glass darkly, via the distorted lens of man imposing his own dysfunctional personality on a God whom he does not yet know in a personal way, and so we have this rather unappealing picture of a God of wrath and judgement. Jesus reveals the glorious truth of a God who not only gives love, and shows love but, in fact, who IS love.
This Sunday in the Christian calendar is known as Epiphany. That’s Greek. What does it mean? Anyone here like cartoons on telly? You know when Tom the cat thinks up a new way to outsmart Jerry the mouse? And a wee light-bulb goes on above his head? That’s Epiphany! It’s the moment the light goes on, or the penny drops. For Christians, it’s the moment the wee light goes on about the true nature of God as revealed in Jesus.

And so on this first Sunday of 2007, I would like us to pause for a moment to reflect on the big picture of what we’ve been celebrating these past few weeks, and set Christmas in the broader canvas of eternity. This is what John does in the opening verses of his gospel, and it’s good for us to get these very basic principles in place so that we can move on in this New Year to make some more exciting discoveries about what God has in store for us, the plans God has for us in the unfolding of His Kingdom purpose.

Note that the baby Jesus didn’t just pop unexpectedly out of a cracker, or get dropped down the chimney from a passing reindeer-powered sleigh. The birth of the Saviour in Bethlehem was an event planned, in every meticulous detail, from before time began. 
John tells us that In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God ; also that the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.      So we see that the gift of our Saviour is no less than the embodiment of God Himself in all his creative genius, all his limitless power, all his absolute authority, all his saving grace, all his unconditional love. The whole being of Almighty God was poured out for a time into these few pounds of helpless, hungry flesh in a barn behind a pub. 
This was God reconciling the world to himself in Christ, all of himself at home in a baby. All we need to know about God we find in Jesus, but much more than that, all we need to receive from God we find in Jesus. Like a famous brand of bread, 100% goodness with nowt left out. As Paul writes to the church at Colossae : God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Jesus, and this happened at just the time of God’s choosing, in his own perfect wisdom, to have the maximum impact on the world.
The arrival of Jesus truly does turn on the light in the midst of the darkness, for what he brings to us is grace and truth, a combination that only God could pull off. We usually find that we can be gracious, or we can be truthful, but not both at one time. Like the embarrassingly eccentric aunt who sends a Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer pullover, complete with music, for Christmas, then phones on Boxing Day to ask if you liked it?

Or the wee boy who proudly took his mum and dad a cup of tea in bed on a Sunday morning, made with water drawn from the hot tap rather than the kettle. Yes, son, it was lovely. Oh good, I’ll make you another. Or the fearsome old standby : Does my rear end look big in this dress? Gentlemen, when in doubt, grace is a much safer option! And let no minister ever ask his congregation : What did you think of the sermon today?   
But grace and truth come to us in equal measure from God in Christ – indeed the very definition of grace is the truth that who and what Jesus is, and who and what Jesus has done, is infinitely more important and more powerful than anything we have ever done or failed to do. Picture the word grace in your mind. It’s an acronym – God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. God knew, from the very beginning, that we could never earn our own ticket to heaven. The law, given through Moses, had no power to save us. 

It was a damage-limitation exercise designed to curb the rampant excesses of the selfish stupid flesh, but God knew that salvation could never be found through a mere tick-list of pitfalls to be avoided. The law which forms the basis of the Old Testament was no more than a holding operation until the right moment came for God’s best and final purpose to be implemented. This was at Christmas, when the shadow that was the law, which had the effect only of pinpointing failure and creating a sense of inadequacy, was replaced with the glorious reality of grace and truth ; when darkness yielded to light.

The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. Jesus, the eternal Word and wisdom and nature and power and authority of God, came to earth FOR us, but – even more than that – he came to earth AS us. Jesus was Son of God AND son of Mary ; 100% pure God, AND 100% pure human. Jesus left behind the majesty of heaven, and took on the vulnerability of our existence in this world. By taking on human flesh to the full, he made himself subject to temptation by the devil and rejection by man.

Again in Colossians, Paul describes Jesus as the exact likeness of the unseen God, the visible representation of the invisible, the first-born of a new creation. Just as the Old Testament begins with the story of Adam as the first-born of a human race that, by its own wrong choices, would always be compromised to sin and therefore subject to death and judgement, so the New Testament tells of Jesus as the first of a new humanity that, by the grace of God revealed in him, has been set free from sin and guilt to enjoy a new and abundant life that not even the death of this physical shell can ever steal away.
We sometimes use the word salvation to describe the effect that Jesus has on our life, but I believe we define that word far too narrowly. We talk of salvation just as rescuing us from judgement and hell – which is absolutely true, and praise God for it. If Jesus had done no more than pay the price for our sins to transfer our eternal destination from hell to heaven, that would still be a gift priceless beyond all measure.

But in fact salvation goes even beyond that. The root word behind the idea of salvation is the Hebrew term shalom, and it’s far more than just a legal transaction. It involves peace that surpasses all mere human understanding. It involves physical healing – the Greek words for save and heal in the New Testament are one and the same. It involves covenant promises for our children, which is why we baptise babies. 

It involves prosperity – which, by the way, is not just about the size of our bank balance

I struggled with that concept for some time till I realised that prosperity in the Biblical sense is the full enjoyment of God’s goodness in such a generous, open-hearted and open-handed way that it spills over to bless others. I believe this congregation has its head firmly around the principle of Biblical prosperity, as evidenced by the magnificent response you make time and time again to every appeal that comes before you.

In the last couple of months : £355 for Al-Shurooq School ; £50 for Leprosy Mission ; £200+ for Earl Haig ; £400+ for Life Outreach International. Earlier in 2006 almost £3k in Christian Aid Week and over £1000 for Medecins Sans Frontieres via my Bus Hop. That’s just a few off the top of my head, and it’s not counting your weekly giving to the church. All this tells me the grace of God is overflowing through you as you love and obey Jesus, and the Lord notices, and the Lord blesses and honours you for it.       
The salvation package, the gift of shalom, through Jesus is even more wonderful than we often realise. Best of all is that Jesus himself comes to live within us by His Holy Spirit. The Word and wisdom and power and authority and anointing of God was made flesh in Jesus at Christmas – and is now made flesh in us as members of his church.

For the Bible teaches that we are the body of Christ. As John writes [v.12f], to all who receive Jesus, who believe in his Name, he gives the right to become children of God – not of natural descent nor of human decision, but born of God. And v.16 : from the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. That’s you and me he’s talking about! God calls us His children! Because of Jesus, he looks upon us as just like Jesus, in every way. That’s salvation, all right! Does it get any better than that?     

