15th May 2011
Jn 1:1-14

E100 – Promise fulfilled
Introduction
We pick up this week from the expectant hope of Isaiah to the fulfilment of the promise in the incarnation of the Lord Jesus Christ. Now this is a very familiar passage read at some point each Christmas in most churches. It is probably one of the most sublime passages in the whole Bible and it’s so appropriate that the E100 series picks up and lays it before us in the middle of the year.

Needless to say we are now moving from the OT into the NT with our series, our second set of fifty readings. 

However this opening passage from John’s gospel has not been without its controversy both in the early church and now in contemporary culture.

John’s gospel

Some view this gospel (which stands apart from the Synoptic gospels) as the most theologically intense writing about who Jesus is. You will recall some time ago we explored the ‘I am’ sayings contained within it, where Jesus using a series of metaphors explains who He is and continues to be.

In these opening verses John as writer lays out quite clearly what he is about. He wishes to leave his readers in no doubt about the significance of Jesus Christ.

The controversies 

They are closely woven together; one comes from interpretation and the other from an out and out rejection. Both substantially are rejections; one coming from within the early church and the other coming from a particular world view. Fortunately the early church as we will discover resolved the attempt at rejection but the other is more subtle and more challenging for us as contemporary Christians. We’ll explore each because a better understanding can both reassure and embolden us.
The early church
You could say why are we revisiting an early church dispute that has been resolved? Well hopefully by the end of this sermon you will see the significance of and the dangers of compromise inherent in a fundamental misunderstanding of the status of Jesus Christ.

The opening verse of John’s gospel provided the fuel for this particular debate and indeed still does even for some ‘Christians’ (which is ironical if you think about it) – ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’

Way back when the early church was developing its Christology (who Jesus is) a certain bishop called Arius questioned the very ‘person’ of Jesus. Another bishop Athanasius (him of the very long Creed) in his rebuttal wrote that Arius’ argument went like this ‘God was not always a father. There was a time when God was all alone, and was not yet a father; only later did he become a father. The Son did not always exist. Everything created is out of nothing...so the Logos of God (Word) came into existence out of nothing. There was a time when he was not. Before he was brought into being, he did not exist. He also had a beginning to his created existence.’

These views brought out the heart of what Arius was suggesting. Arius said that the Father existed before the Son (There was a time when he was not) and therefore he put them on different levels and insisted that Jesus was a created creature. The Son was therefore like all creatures derived from the one source of being that is the Father.
However Arius was quick to emphasise that the Son was above all other creatures including human beings. He held that although the Son outranks all other creatures he substantially shared their created nature. An aspect arising from this distinction concerns the unknowability of God because of his transcendence and inaccessibility. God he said can’t be known by any other creature; pressing his logic Arius therefore argued the Son can’t know the Father. 

The resultant logic Arius says is that the Son in common with other creatures is dependent on the grace of God to perform any task that the Father gives him. So that with regard to levels of revelation and salvation the Son is on the same level as other creatures.
So in summary Arius’ argument was that

1. The Son is a creature like any other, who comes from the will of God

2. The ‘Son’ is therefore a metaphor an honorific title which ranks the Son above others. It implies that the Father and the Son don’t share the same status

3. The status of the Son is not a consequence of his nature but of the will of the Father

And this thinking is alive and well today in the teaching of the Jehovah’s Witnesses (JW)
; they are modern day Arians. They interpret the second part of John 1:1 as ‘and the Word was a god’
 instead of ‘and the Word was God’ thereby subordinating Jesus in much the same way as Arius. No reputable authorities or translations of the Bible support their rendering of the second clause despite their assertion in Watchtower theology. To further substantiate their belief in the subordination of Jesus they rely on Colossians 1:15 where Paul mentions the word ‘firstborn’ the JW’s take this to mean ‘first created’. They ignore what follows in verses 16 – 17.
Isn’t this all a bit academic?
Well on one level it is but there is a fundamental point to be made here and hence the importance for us as Christians to understand what this verse means. If we follow either the logic of Arius or the JW’s then the following appears,

1. No creature can redeem another creature

2. Jesus Christ is a creature

3. Therefore Jesus can’t redeem humanity
However scripture and Christian tradition gives us the truth,

1. Only God can save (Mk 2:7)

2. Jesus Christ saves (Mt 1:21)
3. Therefore Jesus Christ is God (Mt 16:16)

This has important implications for our salvation which needed divine intervention. The last verse of our reading – ‘the Word became flesh’ becomes critical because God Himself entered into our world in order to change it. Athanasius also made the point that as Christians worship and pray to Jesus Christ, if He were less than God then we would be guilty of worshipping a creature and thereby lapsing into idolatry. He further argued that by worshipping Jesus, Christians recognise Him for who He is: God incarnate.

How was it resolved?

Constantine the Roman Emperor at the time called two councils which deliberated over the point. On one side was the compromise term ‘of like substance’ which allowed the proximity of the Father and the Son to be asserted without speculation on the exact nature of that relationship. However the other side, which eventually gained ascendency, used the term, ‘of the same substance’. That ascendency of thought eventually formed the words of what we now call the Nicene Creed – ‘of one Being with the Father.’
This affirmation is the benchmark of Christian orthodoxy within all mainstream Christian churches, whether Protestant, Catholic or Orthodox.

What are the implications?

If we turn to the birth narrative of Jesus recorded in Luke 1 we are reminded of the words of the angel to Mary – ‘For nothing is impossible with God.’

With God intervening in the human situation by becoming fully human whilst at the same time being fully God, then the implications for us are awesome. No matter what our situation or background and no matter how dire our life is there is the hope offered by God who rescues us from it through His promise being fulfilled in the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
The other strand
The other rejection strand I mentioned at the beginning revolves around our contemporary situation in which there is a widely held view that all religions lead to God. Part of that thinking acknowledges Jesus as a wise man and a great moral teacher and religious leader, but no more.
This is a subtle and quite persuasive sentiment in a liberal democracy that sees itself as tolerant and inclusive. So to hold a more direct view becomes abrasive and unwelcoming. We can no doubt recall the various public pronouncements on situations where Christians have taken a stand over symbols of our faith. In this climate it then becomes difficult in the public forum to acknowledge and talk uncompromisingly about who Jesus is, for fear of exclusion and ridicule.
But the dilemma this contemporary world view presents us with is closely linked with our earlier exploration of the early church’s theological debate about the personhood of Jesus. If we accept the divinity of Christ and all that implies for both us as individuals and for us as humanity, then are we not compelled to act or speak in a way that makes that plain?
The promise of God fulfilled in Jesus Christ meant that He was to suffer and die for us – to repair a broken relationship that could only be restored through the cross. Without the cross the promise of God laid out in the opening verses of John’s gospel couldn’t have been fulfilled. Peter had to learn this crucial lesson after his great confession – ‘you are the Christ, the Son of the living God’
 when he speaks fiercely against the fact that Jesus must suffer and die.
As Christians we are called to be His disciples and follow His way – the way of the cross. 
A young Christian once asked an older one, ‘What does it mean to be crucified with Christ?’ The older Christian replied, ‘To be crucified with Christ means three things. First, the man or woman who is crucified is facing only one direction, he or she is not looking back. Second, those crucified have said goodbye to the world; they are not going back. Third, those crucified have no further plans of their own; they are entirely in God’s hands.’

Once the enormity of this explanation is considered then as Christians any sense of exclusion or ridicule that we may fear in our contemporary context is surely put into a proper and gospel centred context. 

As Christians the opening verses of John’s gospel lay out the truth of who Jesus is and what He came to do. The rest of the gospel leaves us in no doubt of who Jesus is, from His own words and He leaves us in no doubt that He is more than a merely good and wise man. He leaves us in no doubt that He is God incarnate. 
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�  They are more properly known as the Watchtower and Bible Tract Society founded in 1879.
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