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John 1 Notes
You may remember that we’re embarking on a series in John’s Gospel.

The Purpose of John’s Gospel
Last time we cheated by reading the last page first.

We saw there that the Apostle John had written his account for those who hadn’t seen the risen Lord Jesus for themselves that they might believe (or continue to believe) that Jesus is the Christ (the Messiah) the Son of God on the basis of this eye-witness evidence, and that by believing they might have life in his name.

That’s the great purpose of this Gospel, and John had selected and arranged his material to serve that purpose.

And so in every passage, in every sermon, we should see something that serves that purpose.

If we have a sermon that’s nothing to do with believing in Jesus the Christ and having life in his name, we’re probably missing the whole point of the passage.

So every time it’ll be more or less about Jesus.

And I hope you don’t find that prospect boring.

Indeed, one of the things John wants us to get hold of is the greatness, supremacy and sufficiency of Christ.
The Lord Jesus Christ is inexhaustible and infinitely attractive.

He’s the one who perfectly meets our need.

And there’s always more to know of the Lord Jesus.

If we get fed up of Jesus, we really are losing the plot and we’re in great danger.

And today we’re beginning at the beginning of this gospel.

The Prologue of John’s Gospel
A couple of quick comments about the beginning of John’s Gospel.

These 18 verses that we’ve had read are often called Prologue.

This is the section that introduces the gospel.

Its sometimes said that these verses are like an overture to a symphony.

If you’re terribly sophisticated you’ll know what that suggests.

In an overture, a composer might lay down markers that will be taken up later in the symphony.

The overture will introduce the themes that will be developed later in the symphony.

If, like me, musical analogies are a bit of closed book to you,

We might just say that these verses are the trailer for John’s gospel.

We get a glimpse here of what we’ll see more of later.

Themes like light and darkness, the world, witness, believing, glory, truth, the Father and the Son.

All these ideas come thick and fast in these verses.

And they’ll be back later in more detail.

So we needn’t worry if we don’t get them all now.

We’ll get another chance in the chapters to come. 

So this section is a bit like an overture or a trailer.

Another thing that’s sometimes said about John’s Gospel is that it’s a bit like a great ocean in which a child can paddle or an elephant can swim.

Much about this gospel is simple and clear. Its ever relevant.

But there are great depths too.

This is a profound book that we’ll never exhaust.

So its time to take the plunge!

We’ll at least get our feet wet today!

I’m hoping we’ll look at the first 5 verses today, and we’ll come back for more after Christmas.

We could easily drown in these verses, but God willing we wont!
So today we begin at the beginning.

And it’s a beginning about the beginning.

John begins at the beginning.

“In the beginning…”
John’s opening word: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” (John 1:1)

Those words: “In the beginning” might just ring a bell.

“In the beginning…” would have tremendous resonance to Bible readers.
Those first words of John’s gospel are the first words of the whole Bible.

Genesis 1v1 says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”

So its as if John is re-telling the great big story of the whole Bible.

John’s Gospel gives us another way of looking at creation.

Here is a complementary perspective on Genesis 1.

John’s is a cosmic perspective: it goes back to the very beginning of all things, it takes in everything.

This is going to be a book that addresses the most ultimate questions.

It speaks to fundamental issues about where the world came from and what its all about.

Whatever we’re facing in life, is ultimately addressed by this gospel.

We can make sense of the confusing pieces of life in the light of this overall picture.

Indeed, it becomes clear later that John’s book offers us a new beginning too, a kind of new creation.

In chapter 3, Jesus is going to say that we must be born again.

But more on that another time.

So let’s just think a bit more about Genesis 1 and John 1.

Whereas the Genesis writer just says, “In the beginning God”

John says, “In the beginning was the Word”

So what are we to make of that?

“In the beginning” was it “God” or the “Word” or both?

Hopefully we’ll be able to answer that question by the end of today’s sermon!

To understand what’s going on here, we need to try to figure out who or what John means by the “Word”.

“The Word”
Who or what is this “Word” that John is on about?

I guess most of us have been to enough carol services to know that the Word is Jesus. 

Jesus is the Word.
But we don’t have to depend on a hunch or hear-say to see that the Word is Jesus.

Its pretty clear from the shape of the narrative here in vv1-18.

Its clear from this passage that the Word and the Light are the same person.

V4 says, “in him [that is the Word] was life and that life was the light of men. [v5] The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”

The Word is the Light.

And John the Baptist’s message in v9 is that this “true light” who is the Word “that gives light to every man was coming into the world.”

So what happened when this light came into the world?

V10: “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognise him. He came to his own, but his own did not receive him.”

John’s is to be a tragic story about the rejection of the Light.

The true light comes, and people try to snuff him out.

Well by now we’re thinking that this light sounds like Jesus.

What John says happened to this light is what we know happened to Jesus.

They crucified the Lord of Glory!

But of course John’s story is going to be one of triumph as well as tragedy.

Verse 5, “the light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”

You can see the tiny footnote there in verse 5.

It could be, “the light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it” or “the darkness has not overcome it”.

The word can mean understood or overcome, and both are true.

We might say, “the light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not mastered it”.
Mastered it in the same way that you might master algebra (understand), or not – or master in the sense of gain control of, subdue (overcome it).
Or, “the light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not grasped it”.

Mastered or grasped capture that kind of double-meaning of understood or overcome.

You can never quite pin Jesus down.

The authorities laid hold of Jesus and put him to death, but even death couldn’t keep its hold on him.

Jesus, the Word, the Light, that always dazzles, that can’t be put out.

Having read the rest of the Bible, we know that verse 14 must be talking about Jesus: “The 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.”

There’s the doctrine of the incarnation.

But John doesn’t let the secret completely out of the bag until v17
Jesus isn’t named until verse 17: “the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”

The Word is Jesus.

So what does it mean to call Jesus the Word?

The word for Word is the Greek word, “logos”.

We get our words “logic” and “logo” from it.

To Greek speakers, it means something like “word” / “reason” / “principle” / “law” – maybe some kind of “ideal” or “essence”.
And there’s truth in that way of looking at it.

Jesus makes sense of the world.

He’s the underlying principle of it all.

The universe finds its meaning, destiny and purpose in Jesus.

But notice that the Word is a “he” not an “it” – a person, not a thing.

John is not talking about The Force (like something out of Star Wars!).

Behind everything is the person Jesus.

There’s something in all those Greek ideas about the Word.

But the real way to understand what the Word means is from the Word of God.

Bible readers will already have heard lots about the word by the time they get to John’s gospel.

The Bible is full of stuff about “the Word of the Lord”.
Indeed, the Bible is the Word of God – the Word of God written.

The Bible is the Word of God inscripturated.

Jesus is the Word of God incarnated.

Jesus is the ultimate living Word of God – the Word made Flesh (as we’ll think about more in a future sermon).

Jesus is the self-expression of God – God’s self-communication.

Its by his word that God reveals himself.
Just like my words reveal me, so God’s words reveal him.

If I never spoke to you, you couldn’t know very much about me.

You might wonder about that handsome, mysterious chap – but there’d be a lot a guess work – and you’d probably get lots of it wrong - you couldn’t really know me.

Unless I spoke to you, you couldn’t have much of a relationship with me.

The great good news is that God hasn’t left us in the dark about him: he’s sent the Light!

God has spoken to us that we might know him.

God has revealed himself clearly by speaking.

And what does God say? “Jesus”!

Jesus is God’s full and final word to the world. 

Jesus is God made known.

And, verse 1, the “Word [Jesus] was God”.

Jesus doesn’t just come to speak a word, he is The Word

Jesus doesn’t just come to tell us a message from God; he is God.

Jesus is not just a prophet, but is God himself.

Because Jesus is God, Jesus perfectly reveals God. 
That’s the point of verse 18: “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side has made him known.”

Jesus is the invisible God made visible.

Jesus said, “If you’ve seen me, you have seen my Father” – “I and the Father are one”.
The Word was God’s agent in creation

This title of Jesus, the Word of God, also shows that Jesus was God’s agent in creation.

It was by his Word, by speaking that the Father made the world.

Remember in Genesis: God said, “Let there be light, and there was light”

God made the world by speaking his word

It’s a bit like President Bush. Whitehouse. “Let that drain be unblocked” – he doesn’t go and get a plunger and willies.

God’s power.

John makes this explicit in verse 3:

“Through him [Jesus the Word] all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” (v3)

If it’s been made – and I take it everything that exists has been made, then Jesus made it.

Jesus is the creator of creativity.

Human creations are just a dim reflection of the creator’s creativity.
He stands behind everything.

Genesis – God said… and the world was created

It was by God’s word that the world was made

Perhaps there’s a hint of this in Genesis 1v26, where God says, “Let us make man in our image…”

I suppose it could just be a Royal “we” – you know, like the Queen saying “we are a Grandmother”.

Or God could be addressing the heavenly court, the angels.

But it would be a bit weird to think of human being as in some way in the image of angels as well as of God.

Much better that God the Father is speaking to God the Son.

In the Bible God often acts by his Word.

The Word saves / judges

The Word of God – gospel – good news

Jesus is good news to the world.

News that we can know God.

Jesus brings salvation and judgement
“and the Word was with God”


distinct from God – Jesus ≠ Father

I came to church with my wife, shows I’m not my wife.

Jesus is not just another form of the Father.

Certainly not a disguise.


behind the scenes: the private life of the Trinity

 
relationship at the heart of the universe

Greek – towards

Jesus – face to face with God – turned towards one another

Dynamic

Lovers running into one another arms

Relationship of love at the heart of the universe.

V18, at the Father’s side – lit. in the bosom of the Father

Mrs Lloyd has been known to lie on my chest, but its not everyone who I allow to do that!

Intimate
God not lonely!

Part of the way in which we are in the image of God might be that we have the capacity for relationships.

And that capacity for relationship is fundamental to who God is.

God the Father was never alone: an absolute monad.

He was always in relationship with his Son.

Indeed, he was only God the Father because he has a Son, and the Son was only God the Son because he had a Father.

God is defined by those relationships within the life of the Trinity.

And in a similar kind of way, we too are defined in part by our relationships: son, father, husband, what ever it may be.

And the marriage relationships between men and women particularly reflect the relationship between God the Father and God the Son.

Proper husband-wife relationships of love, equality and submission wonderfully reflect the every relationships that make God who he is.

How important that we get our marriage relationships right!

Its as if you follow another God if the wife is always bossing her husband around.

Or you become an idolater if you bully your wife.

The true God whose image you’re meant to reflect, would never treat his Son like that!

“and the Word was God”


not a god / divine but God

of one substance / essence co-eternal with the Father

God the Son and God the Father – both equally God

The Son is God in the same way that the Father is

The Son is all that the Father is, except the Father – its their relationship that differentiates them

“In the beginning” – go back as far as you can – eternal

Jesus the Alpha and the Omega – the A and Z – the beginning and the end

Arius the heretic – “there was when he was not”
( a greater vision of Jesus: don’t underestimate him

( to know God, look to Jesus since Jesus is God

( Jesus makes sense of life
( Jesus is the Maker: trust him give Life

* * * 

Additional notes:

Light and Life are also motifs associated with the creation.

Word - Gospel 

Not a single word of the first five verses of John’s gospel could be altered without leading to heresy!

V4 - “life” – the whole point of this gospel is that we might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing we might have life in his name.

V5 – katelaben – text, not “understood”; footnote, not “overcome”; that’s not two different words in different manuscripts and we’re not sure what the original word should be – one word that can have two meanings - “mastered” / “grasped”

A mouse could paddle in this book, such is its simplicity and clarity.

An elephant could drown in this book, such is its depth and profundity.

John’s gospel focuses on just 21 days of Jesus’ public ministry

If Jesus is God’s word, are we listening to God’s Word?

Perhaps we assume we already know him.

And many of us will know him in part, but there’s much much more to know.

Jesus is an infinite inexhaustible person.

2 sections each with a grand-description of the Word – John’s testimony about him – the benefits
Vv1-13 – The Word was God

Vv14-18 – The Word became Flesh

God is relationships.

The person of Christ

The work of Christ: creation

V3 – he says it positively and negatively

We have a truncated, limited sort of life

At creation, the light conquered the darkness.

Jesus conquered darkness.

* * * 

So ever since Arius, the early church has defined it as heretical to say that: “There was when He was not”.

There was nothing before Jesus because there was no before Jesus. Jesus always already was.

* * * 

Carson:

In the beginning “was the Word”, in other words, when the beginning happened, Jesus already was, he already existed.
Logos:
God’s powerful activity in creation – Gen 1:3ff; Ps 33:6 – “By the word of the LORD were the heavens made, their starry hosts by the breath of his mouth.”

Revelation

Deliverance and judgement – Is 55:11; Ps 29:3ff

* * * 

David Jackman, Proc Trust CD: John – That You May Believe – vol 1 

Vv1-5 – the relationship between the Father and the Son

Vv6-13 – How this relationship is revealed in Jesus
Vv14-18 – The results of this relationship and revelation and how they apply to believers’ lives

c.f. how the other gospels begin

John goes back further than any of the other gospel-writers

Logos – Gk – Reason – principle

Logos – Hellenistic Jews - Wisdom – God’s agent in creation and revelation

Christian usage: The Word = the gospel

Behind the world is not an “it” but a “he”

Jesus not named until v17

Go back as far as you can, and there is Jesus

If all things were created by Jesus, he must be uncreated
The darkness has not “mastered” / “grasped” it – the darkness could not understand it or overcome it.

* * * 

It may be that you’ve had a view of Jesus that is far too limited – perhaps you’ve been underestimating him

Maybe you’ve thought of Jesus as a great teacher, a religious genius, a prophet or someone of extraordinary spirituality, an inspiring example.

Well Jesus is all these things – but he’s much much more.

Have we domesticated Jesus? Do we treat him like the family pet?

Jesus is in a category all of his own

Later on in this gospel we’ll see Jesus’ power of creation

Which is hardly surprising when we realise that he is the creator.

Its not so hard to turn water into wine when you made the water in the first place.

Of course he can raise Lazarus from the dead, because all men constantly get their life from him.

* * * 

Who or what is this “Word” that John is on about?

I guess most of us have been to enough carol services to know that the Word is Jesus.

But we don’t have to depend on a hunch or hear-say to see that the Word is Jesus.

Its pretty clear from the shape of the narrative here in vv1-18.

Its clear from this passage that the Word and the Light are the same person.

V4 says, “in him [that is the Word] was life and that life was the light of men. [v5] The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”

The Word is the Light.

And John the Baptist’s message in v9 is that this “true light” who is the Word “that gives light to every man was coming into the world.”

So what happened when this light came into the world?

V10: “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognise him. He came to his own, but his own did not receive him.”

John’s is to be a tragic story about the rejection of the Light.

Well by now we’re thinking that this light sounds like Jesus.

What John says happened to this light is what we know happened to Jesus.

They crucified the Lord of Glory!

John doesn’t let the secret completely out of the bag until v17: “the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”

What does it mean to call Jesus the Word?

It’s a Greek word, “logos”.

To Greek speakers, it means something like “word” / “reason” / “principle” / “law”

We get our word “logic” (logo) from it.

Jesus makes sense of the world.

He’s the underlying principle of it all.

“Word” – “the Word of the Lord”
Jesus is the expression of God – his communication.

Its by his word that God reveals himself

Your words express your thoughts

Jesus doesn’t just come to speak a word, he is The Word

Jesus doesn’t just come to tell us a message from God; he is God.

Jesus is not just a prophet, but is God himself.

V18 – Jesus reveals God

How is Jesus able to reveal God? Because he is God.

V1 – the Word was God.

V18 – God the One and Only – the Only begotten Son.

Word - Gospel 

Creation – God said, “Let there be light, and there was light”

God made the world by speaking his word

It’s a bit like President Bush. Whitehouse. “Let that drain be unblocked” – he doesn’t go and get a plunger and wellies.

God’s power.

“Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” (v3)

* * *

Jesus said: “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” At this they picked up stones to stone him… (John 8:58f)
* * *
(1) The Word was in the beginning
(2) The Word was with God – The Word is distinct from God the Father

(3) The Word was God – The Word is one with the Father
* * * 
Matt Fuller – John 1:1- The Word Was God – Co-Mission
This section a bit of a trailer – lots of these themes get picked up 

The ultimate behind the scenes documentary

The private life of the Trinity

The Force in Star Wars?

The Word of the Lord – God’s powerful self-expression

God creates, reveals, judges, saves, by his word

God’s living Word.

If I never spoke to you, you couldn’t know much about me…. (Handsome fellow)…

Our words reveal what we’re like,

Jesus is THE Word. All God’s other words point towards him.

(1) The Word is God throughout eternity

A sandwich:

Beginning – with God – GOD – with God – in the beginning

If you could get in a time machine and go back to the very beginning, you’d find someone there already.

No suspense in this Gospel.

(2) The Word dwells with God in perfect love

“with God”

V18 – who is upon the Father’s breast – very intimate – My wife has been known to lie on my breast, but I’d rather you didn’t, please don’t try it.
God the Father hasn’t got a body; Jesus didn’t have a body before the incarnation – so this is picture language.
God didn’t make us because he was lonely.

God is not a solitary monad

God made us to share that joy that he has within himself

10:14 – we know God like the Son knows the Father

17:20f – Jesus prays, may we be in Father and Son 

We are taken into this relationship.

(3) The Word creates with God in perfect obedience
Gen 1:1

“Through him” – Jesus God’s agent in creation

The Word does the work of the Father in creation

Proverbs 8:27-31

Without him nothing was made that has been made – the car and the space shuttle

Can you imagine Bill Gates becoming a microchip?

The Word becomes a baby in a manger.

A lightning bolt becoming a battery

A raging ocean becoming a glass of water

Etc.

* * *

Nigel Herring – Co-Mission – John 1:1-18 esp. v1
The word was with God – was face to face with God ( intimacy
* * *
James de Costobadie – How can we know an invisible God? – Co-Mission - John 1
V2, “He”, not “it” – a person not a thing or a force

Jesus has first-hand knowledge of God

If we know Jesus, we know God.

* * * 

Gavin McGrath – John 1:1-5 – The Word With God – Co-Mission
Carol Service – bad sound quality

* * * 

Richard Coekin – John 1:1-18 – A Word From God – Co-Mission
John is like a spot-light focussing on a great actor

* * * 

Andrew Nichols – John 1:1-18 – A Word From God – Co-Mission

1 with 23 zeros for the number of known stars in the universe – the Word made them all – and all the space in between them

V5 – present tense – Jesus is still shinning and available to us.

This is a book about your maker and your life.

* * * 

Rico Tice – The Last Word on God?

 http://www.allsouls.org/ascm/allsouls/static/sermons/showsermon.flow?id=11147
Jesus’ name is the Word of God (Rev 19:13)
Twinkle Twinkle little star

I don’t wonder what you are.

* * *

I’ve agonised about how to divide up these verses.

I can’t decide how sermons we want on them.

Themes seem to spiral around one another.

* * * 
Prologue – overture to a symphony - Abstract of a document – a trailer

Like a foyer of a grand home, welcoming us in

* * *
John like a spotlight.

If you shine a spotlight onto an even brighter light, you wouldn’t see the spotlight. Jesus outshines John. Or to slightly switch the metaphor, John is eclipsed by Jesus.

John is happy not to be seen. He says, Jesus must become greater, I must become less.

