John 1:1-14 

(Isaiah 52:7-10; Hebrews 1:1-4)
I wonder what it would have been like to have been in the presence of a truly great person in history – someone like Francis of Assisi, Mahatma Ghandi, Winston Churchill or Mother Theresa. Such an encounter would probably have a profound effect upon us – stirring up in us a sense of deep respect and awe. Even more so, I wonder what it would have been like to have been in the presence of Jesus Christ. A group of Anglican bishops were once asked what they would do if Jesus were to walk into the room. Some responded by saying that they would want to ask him about why there’s so much suffering and poverty in the world; others said they would ask him about why there were so many wars and conflicts; and so on…..But one bishop simply said, ‘if Jesus were to walk into the room right now, I would be down on the ground.’ Because the Jesus whose birth we celebrate today wasn’t just another great figure in the history of the world.
Now, of course, we’re all very familiar with all the historical details of the Christmas story – the stable, the manger, the shepherds, the angels, the wise men…..The thing is, though, it’s all too easy for us to simply dwell on these events without grasping their deeper significance for the world, and for each one of us. So in the great opening to the Gospel according to John, we actually get to the very heart of what Christmas is all about.

Because here John declares to us the truth about who this Jesus, born for us at Christmas, really is. In Jesus Christ, God himself – the Word (as John puts it), the Creator of the universe, came to dwell amongst us. Although no-one has ever seen God, he has made himself known to us in the historical person of Jesus Christ. As the reading from the Letter to the Hebrews puts it, “He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being…..” – in other words, when we see Jesus, we see God. In fact, when John talks about God becoming as a human being and living among us, he uses a rather down-to-earth word in the original Greek which literally means ‘to pitch one’s tent’ – it’s about God ‘pitching his tent’ among us for a while. God is not distant from us, but in Jesus he comes to share in our humanity, to identify with us in our situation – to share in our joys and sorrows, in our sufferings and trials. Being in the presence of Jesus had such an impact upon his earliest followers that John could boldly declare, “we have seen his glory, the glory as of a Father’s only son, full of grace and truth” – they knew they were truly in the presence of God.
Now it’s important to remember that the truth of God coming among us in the person of Jesus Christ is indeed a great and wonderful mystery. It’s not something that can be adequately expressed in words. Over the course of 2000 years, many great thinkers in the Church have tried to work out how they could best express the truth that Christ is fully God and fully human. But whilst there’s certainly some value in this, in the end, it’s not meant to be some kind of an academic exercise. If we’re simply trying to work it all out intellectually then we’re really missing the point of it all.

Because ultimately, the great truths of the Christian Faith are both to be believed with our minds and experienced in our lives. For the first followers of Jesus, the truth about God coming to dwell among us was first and foremost grounded in their experience – “we have seen his glory.....”, John declares – not, ‘we’ve worked it all out intellectually and it seems to make sense.....” Through knowing Jesus and following him, they came to know God in a very special way. And we too can know God through his Son, born for us that first Christmas. Now because of our sin, we’re actually unworthy to know the God who made us. But the same Jesus, lying in the manger, also died for us on the Cross on Good Friday and rose again that first Easter morning, so that our sins may be forgiven and so that we may have eternal life in him. Through Jesus, ‘God and sinners [are] reconciled.’
So Christmas provides us with the definitive answer to that fundamental question of life – ‘How can I know God?’ One can try looking for the answer in different places, but in the end, it’s only through Jesus Christ that we can truly know God.

So God invites us to know him personally through his one and only Son. Whether we choose to accept or reject his invitation is up to us. At the time of Jesus’ coming 2000 years ago, most of those to whom he came – the Jewish people, God’s chosen people – failed to accept him. And many today still choose to continue walking in the darkness rather than in the light of Christ. So have we accepted God’s offer of new life in Christ and accepted Jesus into our hearts and lives? For when we do so, we become children of God – we are born again, as it were, through the power of the Holy Spirit.
So amidst all that we’ll no doubt be doing later today – the Christmas dinner, watching the Queen, the exchanging of presents, and so on – let’s remember that invitation which God extends to each one of us. This Christmas time, may we choose to accept the greatest gift of all – the gift of new life which God offers us in his Son Jesus Christ.
