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The gospel of John is distinctive in the way that it presents the story of Jesus. Matthew and Luke recount the birth stories of Jesus. Mark does not, but pitches straight into the story of John the Baptist. John does not set out to record events, but is very careful to put them into a context, a series of signs, which is the thread which runs through the whole of the gospel. Our passage set for today’s reading is the very familiar prologue to John’s gospel, the passage that is often read to conclude a service of lessons and carols. It is as if we are sitting in a theatre, the lights dimmed, the opening words of the gospel are distinctly heard in the stillness as the curtain is raised. As the verses are read, the lights come up gradually and eventually, radiance floods every corner of the stage. The brilliance of  light that shines in the darkness and dispels it utterly. The first words of the gospel are designed to make us sit up and take notice. In the beginning, the first words of the Old Testament. John is making it clear that the Word, later identified as Jesus, was pre-existent with God and shared in the creation outlined in the book of Genesis. To quote Leon Morris in his book about the gospel of John, “There never was a time when the Word was not. There never was a thing which did not depend on Him for its very existence.” The mystery that we know as life finds its origin, meaning and purpose in this Word, Jesus. The work of John the Baptist was to bear witness about the light, to call out in the desert that the light was coming. The word translated witness is the word from which we get our word, martyr. Significant in the light of what happened to John. His part in the story is brief yet of key importance, and is amplified in the following chapters. John was content to say about Jesus that he was not worthy to untie his shoe laces and that he, John must decrease while Jesus must increase. 



The prologue continues and tells us that this true light, this real light as opposed to counterfeit, Jesus, enlightens everyone. This light is in the process of coming into the world. In the gospel and letters of John, the world is not the ordered universe of Greek thought, but has the distinctive sense of the disordered, fallen world. This disordered world could not continue for one moment to exist apart from the sustaining power of its creator, yet the men and women he had created and continues to sustain, did not, and do not, recognise or know him. Even the Jews, to whom God gave a special revelation, did not receive him. John then qualifies these sweeping statements by telling us that there are those who did receive him, who believed in his name, gave their allegiance to him and put their trust in him. To them he gives the right to become children of God by a birth that has nothing to do with the human birth with which we are familiar, but by a rebirth, a new birth, a birth that Jesus was at pains to explain to Nicodemus at some length in chapter 3 of the gospel.



John now makes the astounding statement that the pre-existent Word, the creator of space and time, became a tiny baby and came to live on the tiny speck that we call earth. The word John uses for dwelt is tabernacled, which would suggest for a Jew, the tabernacle and later the Temple where the divine presence was believed to reside. The dwelling place of God on earth was for a while a human body, not a tent or temple. John and the other disciples were privileged to see Jesus in the flesh and John describes this as seeing his glory, the radiance that surrounded the presence of God in the Old Testament, now embodied in a life of perfect obedience to his Father God. This glory is seen throughout the life of Jesus, but supremely in his death on the cross, which is where his obedience reached its fulfilment. Jesus says in his High Priestly prayer in John chapter 17, “I glorified you on earth having accomplished the work you gave me top do.” The last words that John records from the lips of Jesus on the cross, are “It is finished”, or “It is accomplished.”  This glory is described by John as being full of grace and truth. Key words in this latter part of the prologue. We have received grace upon grace, grace sufficient to meet every need that arises. The law came through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. John repeats the phrase grace and truth to emphasis it’s importance. Grace has been summarised as God’s riches at Christ’s expense, all that God has to offer to us in forgiveness, new life in the Spirit, assurance of God’s love and of his coming in glory to take us to be with him for ever. Our reading from the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians expands on this grace at some length. Check it out at your leisure by reading that passage yourself later. We might understand grace as God in action, while truth is what God communicates to us verbally and mentally, in words and pictures. The word truth carries with it the idea of reality, what truly is, as opposed to what is false and designed to deceive and lead us astray.

  

The mention of Moses and glory is significant, for Moses was party to the glory of God, indeed when he had been in the presence of God, his face shone, such was the power of the experience. But, even Moses, through whom God gave the Law to the Israelites, was not allowed to see God face to face. Jesus is the human face of God. To see him, was for those first disciples, to see God in action, to have the mystery of the godhead revealed. Jesus could do this because he was at the Father’s side. So we have come full circle to where John started, with Jesus, the Word, in the beginning, with God and God.



We live in a cosmos, a world, that does not recognise the Jesus that John wrote about so movingly. He had met, seen and lived with Jesus and was at pains to pass on that experience to those who came after him. Do we believe and trust what he wrote? “To all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be born again. It is no different today. There is no other way to enter the family of God except we are born again and receive Jesus. He is the only one who can deal with the sin that separates us from God, from our fellow human beings and that messes up our lives. John was a little pessimistic when he wrote his gospel. In AD 100 there was only one Christian for every 360 people alive on the planet. No wonder he said what he did in verses 10 and 11. We might think that the picture is no different today, yet the truth is that the Christian Church is growing and vibrant in places like Africa and South America, and in unexpected places like Nepal, Iran and Cambodia. There is now something like one Christian for every six people alive on the planet. In Northern Brazil, the conversion rate has been five times the local birth rate. More Anglicans will meet each Sunday in Nigeria than in the whole of Europe and North America combined. Our own Bishop has been encouraging us to pray for revival in our own Diocese. What would it mean for our town and community for there to be one Christian for every six people? The history of revival has shown that it starts with the Church, with you and me as we pray and take seriously the words of Jesus about believing in Him and being born again.  



In the Old Testament, God’s glory was represented by shining light, unapproachable, too much for mortal men to see and live. When Jesus is seen in glory at the end of time, there will be the same sense of shining light and brightness. We are told in Revelation that the new Heaven and Earth will have no need of Sun or Moon, because God’s glory will give it light. Yet John was able to write that he and the other disciples saw in Jesus God’s glory. It was revealed not in a shining light but in what he said and did, and supremely in his death on the cross. It was this that impressed John more than anything else about Jesus. Jesus is no longer present on the Earth in bodily form, but is present by His Spirit in and among His people. That constitutes a privilege and a challenge. Yes, we can know the presence and joy that Jesus brings to us as individuals and as his Church, but it comes with a responsibility, for when we speak and act, are we showing our families, friends and neighbours the glory of God? It is in what we say and do and by the way that we die to self, that God is made known to our generation.  



Tom Wright, the Bishop of Durham, preached on this passage on Christmas morning 2006 and in his sermon he focussed the attention of the congregation on the theme of grace and truth. There is a tension inherent in these words and the ideas they embody. He expressed it like this, “Our world has tried to get truth without grace; and the Church has been in danger for a long time of offering grace without truth.” Truth without grace has been the unfulfilled goal of thinkers and philosophers for the past three hundred years. They have attempted the feat of making man autonomous, independent of God, answerable to nothing and no one. We have ended up with western thinking saying that truth is whatever is right for you, in effect redefining truth to mean whatever you want it to be. It is an insidious understanding of the world and one that undermines the Christian faith. Try a little exercise whenever you listen to the radio, watch TV or read a paper or book. Ask yourself the question, what is the underlying view of the world that this programme or article assumes? Tony Blair has set up the Tony Blair Faith Foundation in order to contribute to the debate about the ways that faith and faiths influence the world. All well and good, but this has the danger of placing all faiths at the same level, all with an equal part to play. The truth that Jesus taught is that “No one has ever seen God; the only God, Jesus, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.” Later in the gospel, John records Jesus as saying, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father, except through me.” This does not mean that we do away with scholarship and research, but it does mean that we bring all that we do and think before the searchlight of God’s truth. We are not independent of all restraint, there are moral questions that need to be asked, there are guidelines that we may follow and there is a higher court before which we will have to appear when Jesus comes again as judge. 



If truth without grace has been the goal of thinkers and philosophers, then grace without truth has often been the danger that the Church has fallen into. The temptation is to say that we can know all that God has to offer without the necessity for repentance, to hold out the promise of God’s grace if a set of rules is adhered to or a formal Church attendance is undertaken. Just one simple example of this. The Anglican Church in Bolton requires regular Church attendance of a family if the children are to be able to attend the Grammar School that has a Church foundation. What kind of message does that give about the grace of God and what implications does it have for the future understanding of that grace for the children of those families? God’s grace may be free, but it is certainly not cheap. It is not to be earned but can only be received with gratitude and a realisation that it comes because Jesus died on our behalf and in our place.



Grace and truth, God’s love in action on our behalf, God’s communication to us by his Spirit through his word. 



Heavenly Father, as we come to you at the beginning of this new year, help us to meditate prayerfully on how we can be people, in whom God’s grace and truth generates and sustains integrity, wholeness and holiness of character, and that reaches out to those around with that grace and truth in action and word.

