
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


Christmas Eve or Christmas Day


psalter:
Psalm 89:1-30
1st lesson:
Isaiah 9 2-7
2nd lesson:
John 1:1-14
The Word of God
"In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God."
These are the opening words of the Gospel according to Saint John. The Prologue to Saint John's work is read as the Christmas Gospel, and we heard it earlier in this service as the second lesson. It seems to be impersonal and colorless, and to lack the emotional impact of the Christmas story as Saint Luke and Saint Matthew tell it. But in the Prologue to his Gospel, Saint John is answering a question asked in a Christmas carol, and which many people may ask: "What child is this, who, laid/to rest, On Mary's lap is sleeping? Whom angels greet with anthems sweet, While shepherds watch are keeping?" (Hymn 36)
It can be said that Saint Luke and Saint Matthew give us the earthly details of Christ's birth. They also tell us that He is the Son of God, and the Savior of His people. Saint John goes even deeper in telling Who this is. This is the Word of God, He Who was eternally with God; God Himself among us and revealed to us in a new and unique way. He came, Saint John reminds us, to bring salvation to all who will receive Him. It is a coming to earth that calls for a personal response of repentance and faith in the fellowship of the Church, and that brings the gift of being made God's children by adoption and grace; so that it can be said of those who turn to Christ that they are "born of God."

The opening phrase of the Fourth Gospel, "In the beginning was the Word," takes us back to the first verse of the Old Testament, "In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth." This was one of the beliefs of the Jews that they associated with the doctrine of "the Word," that creation had been accomplished by the spoken Word of God: "And God said, Let there be light: and there was light." (Genesis 1:3)
We see a pattern in certain phrases repeated over and over in the creation story, "And God said . . . and it was so." For example, "And God said, Let the waters under heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land appear: and it was so." (Genesis 1:9)
This is God's creative Word at work; as Psalm 33 says, "By the word of the Lord were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth." (Verse 6)
We hear of the healing and saving Word of God for those who call on Him in their troubles. "He sent his word, and healed them," asserts the author of Psalm 107 (Verse 20). And the prophet Isaiah proclaims that God's Word will always accomplish its purpose. As surely as the rain and snow water the earth and cause seeds to germinate and grow, "So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it." (Isaiah 55:11)
The prophets of the Old Covenant preached God's Word with this characteristic introduction, "Thus saith the Lord . . ." Jeremiah reminded his listeners that what God says is a force to be reckoned with. In a warning to false prophets, he said, "Is not my word like as a fire? saith the Lord; and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?" (Jeremiah 23:29) So when a Jewish reader picked up Saint John's Gospel, and read about "the Word," all of these thoughts would be carried along with his knowledge of the Word of God.

But there was more. In their reverence for the Name of God, scholars had substituted the phrase, "The Word of God," for His Name; so it was very clear that it was of God Himself that Saint John was speaking when he said that "the Word was with God, and the Word was God."

There was also a whole set of beliefs about the Wisdom of God which was closely tied to the doctrine of the Word of God. The Old Testament book of Proverbs and the apocryphal book of the Wisdom of Solomon are rich in practical teachings for the living of a life pleasing to God. But they also contain passages in which Wisdom is seen to have a life of its own as the eternal agent and coworker with God. Proverbs states, "The Lord by wisdom hath founded the earth; by understanding hath he established the heavens." (Proverbs 3:19)
Wisdom, or instruction, is the source of life: "Take fast hold of instruction: let her not go: keep her; for she is thy life." (Proverbs 4:13)
Wisdom is eternal: "The Lord possessed me in the beginning of his way, before his works of old... when he appointed the foundations of the earth: Then I was by him, as one brought up with him: and I was daily his delight, rejoicing always before him." (Proverbs 8:22, 29b-30).
The Wisdom of Solomon sees that Wisdom and the Word are one and the same: "O God...who hast made all things with thy word, And ordained man through thy wisdom . . ." (Wisdom 9:1-2) "In the beginning was the Word." All the rich meanings surrounding the teaching about the Word and Wisdom of God would come together in the minds of Jewish readers of the Fourth Gospel. And this is Who is coming to earth in Jesus of Nazareth.

There was likewise much significance for Gentile readers. Some of their philosophers had developed the concept of the Word or Logos as manifestation of God. It was that which gave order to the creation and pattern to the physical world. There was in addition a pattern and purpose in events, and the Word was the source of this. It was the Word dwelling in each person that gave him the ability to tell the difference between right and wrong, and to think and reason; for the Word was "the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world."

There was a Mind behind the order seen in the natural creation, the progression of day and night and of the seasons, and the laws of nature; this Mind was the Word of God. It brought order out of chaos. It was the force which had set the world going, and now sustained it. So an informed Gentile reader of the Gospel according to Saint John would see all of these meanings in the references to the Word of God. All of this, Saint John assures us, "was made flesh;" "the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us . . . full of grace and truth."

"What child is this, who, laid to rest, On Mary's lap is sleeping?" He is the Word of God – the creating, saving, sustaining Word of God, incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth. He comes again at Christmas, as it were, to be born anew among His people, and to make all who receive Him the children of God.
Page 4

