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	For
Paul and Trudy Ogren

			These are written so that you may believe that
 Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by
 believing you may have life in his name.

			John 20:31
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			A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

			There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

			There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

			What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

			The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

			The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

			Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

			The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

			R. Kent Hughes

			Wheaton, Illinois
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			The Greatness of Christ

			JOHN 1:1–18
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			IT IS RIGHTLY SAID THAT each of the Gospels presents Christ with a distinctive emphasis. Matthew emphasizes his kingship, Mark his servanthood, Luke his manhood, and John his Godhood. Certainly all the Gospels present all four truths, but their separate emphases have allowed them unique functions in telling the story of Christ.

			John is unique in his powerful presentation of Jesus as the great Creator-God of the universe. His massive vision of Christ has been used countless times to open the eyes of unbelievers to who Jesus is and the way of redemption.

			This Gospel’s continuing effect on Christians is equally profound because in John’s account believers find an ongoing source for expanding their concept of the Savior’s greatness. The serious student of John will find that each time he returns to the Gospel, Christ will be a little bigger—something like Lucy’s experience with the lion Aslan (the Christ symbol in C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia) as she again gazed into his large, wise face.

			“Welcome, child,” he said.

			“Aslan,” said Lucy, “you’re bigger.”

			“That is because you are older, little one,” answered he.

			“Not because you are?”

			“I am not. But every year you grow, you will find me bigger.”1

			My hope is that as we work our way through the wonders of this book, we will find Christ bigger and bigger and bigger.

			The prologue to John’s Gospel (1:1–18) is considered to be one of the most sublime sections in all of Scripture. Some believe it was an early Christian “Hymn of the Incarnate Word,” for Christ’s incarnation is its subject, and it is marvelously poetic. Even more, it introduces us to some of the major ideas of the book: the cosmic Christ who came as light into the world, suffered rejection, but gave “grace upon grace” (v. 16) to those who received him. This hymn gives us a sense of the matchless greatness of Christ (vv. 1–3), the greatness of his love (vv. 4–13), and the greatness of his grace (vv. 14–18).

			As John begins this introductory song, the force of what he says is so staggering that the words almost seem to bend under the weight they are made to bear. The opening three verses are an amazingly congealed expression of the greatness of Christ.

			The Greatness of Christ (vv. 1–3)

			In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. (vv. 1–3)

			Eternally Preexistent

			“In the beginning was the Word.” There never was a time when Christ did not exist because the word “was” is in the Greek imperfect tense, which means “was continuing.” In fact, the entire first verse bears this sense. “In the beginning was continuing the Word, and the Word was continuing with God, and the Word was continually God.” Or as one of my friends accurately (though ungrammatically) concluded, “Jesus always was wasing!” That is precisely it. Jesus Christ is preexistent. He always was continuing.

			If you are like me, this kind of thinking makes for a super-headache. Our minds look backward until time disappears and thought collapses in exhaustion. Thus we begin our thoughts of the greatness of Christ. (The same thought can be found in 2 Corinthians 8:9, Philippians 2:6ff., and Colossians 1:17.)

			Eternally in Relationship

			Next the apostle adds, “And the Word was with God.” Literally, “the Word was continually toward God.” The Father and the Son were continually face-to-face. The preposition “with” bears the idea of nearness, along with a sense of movement toward God. That is to say, there has always existed the deepest equality and intimacy in the Holy Trinity.

			Again our minds stagger as we think of Jesus as always having continued (without beginning and without end) in perfect joyous intimacy with the Father.

			Eternally God

			Moreover, as the final phrase of verse 1 adds, “And the Word was God.”2 The exact meaning is that the Word was God in essence and character. He was God in every way, though he was a separate person from God the Father. The phrase perfectly preserves Jesus’ separate identity, while also stating that he is God. This was his continuing identity from all eternity. He was God constantly.

			The simple sentence of verse 1 is the most compact and pulsating theological statement in all of Scripture. Jesus was always existing from all eternity as God, in perfect fellowship with God the Father and (though not mentioned) the Holy Spirit. He is the cosmic Christ.

			Eternally Creator

			Finally, Jesus is the Creator of the universe. “All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.” The fact of Christ’s Creatorship is the consistent witness of the New Testament. Colossians 1:16, 17 says: “For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” Hebrews 1:2, 3 adds: “In these last days [God] has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power.” Revelation 4:11 states: “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created.” Also 1 Corinthians 8:6 says: “Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.”

			There are about one hundred billion stars in the average galaxy, and there are at least one hundred million galaxies in known space. Einstein believed that we have scanned with our largest telescopes only one billionth of theoretical space. This means that there are probably something like 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 stars in space (ten octillion). How many is that? 1,000 thousands = a million; 1,000 millions = a billion; 1,000 billions = a trillion; 1,000 trillions = a quadrillion; 1,000 quadrillions = a quintillion; 1,000 quintillions = a sextillion; 1,000 sextillions = a septillion; 1,000 septillions = an octillion. So ten octillion is a 10 with twenty-seven zeros behind it. And Jesus created them all!

			Not only is he the Creator of the macrocosm of the universe, but also of the microcosm in the inner universe of the atom. The text in Colossians explains that he holds the atom and its inner and outer universe together (“in him all things hold together”).

			We can trust such a God with everything. Because he is Creator, he knows just what his creation, his people, need. It was said of Charles Steinmetz, the mechanical genius and friend of Henry Ford, that he could build a motor in his mind, and if it broke down he could fix it in his mind. So when he designed it and actually built it, it ran with precision.

			One day the assembly line in the Ford plant broke down. None of Ford’s men could fix it, so they called in Steinmetz. He tinkered for a few minutes, threw the switch, and it started running again.

			A few days later Ford received a bill from Steinmetz for $10,000. Ford wrote back, “Charlie, don’t you think your bill is a little high for just a little tinkering!” Steinmetz sent back a revised bill: “Tinkering—$10. Knowing where to tinker—$9,990.”

			Only Jesus knows where the tinkering should be done in our lives to keep us in perfect running order. Christ always knows which screw to turn, which belt to loosen, and the most beneficial octane.

			He is our Creator. Are you resting in him? Have you entrusted your life to him? Considering the greatness of Christ, nothing else makes any sense at all.

			The Greatness of Christ’s Love (vv. 4–13)

			The greatness of Christ’s love is apparent from the opening line of John where he is mystically identified as “the Word.” Though much can be said about this term because of its rich history in Greek literature, its main significance here is that Christ has always sought to reveal himself. An interpretative paraphrase could well read, “In the beginning was the Communication.” Ever since man’s creation, Christ has sought to communicate with him in love. That Christ was always “the Word” should remind us that he has always loved us, for the nature of love is to express itself, to find an object.

			In verses 4–13 the metaphor of Christ as light stresses the revelation, rejection, and reception of his love as it came to the world.

			In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

			There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but came to bear witness about the light.

			The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But 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 of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.

			Light Revealed

			In clearest terms, Christ is described as light: “In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness” (vv. 4, 5). There is ample Scriptural evidence that Christ is light in a physical sense, for he appears as such in his glory (see Matthew 17:2; Mark 9:2, 3; cf. John 17:5). But the emphasis here is on his being spiritual, life-giving light to a dark world. Verse 9 reveals that all humanity benefits from his light: “The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming into the world.” Romans 1:19, 20 explains that this happens through nature and conscience.

			The thought of our Lord being spiritual light gives us a heartening insight into his loving attempt to reach the world. Where light goes, darkness is dispelled, revealing the true nature of life. No place with the slightest crack can withhold its presence. “The light shines in the darkness.” Literally this means it shines continually in the darkness, meaning that Christ is continually bombarding every corner of our hearts of darkness through the work of his Holy Spirit in nature, conscience, and the Scriptures.

			Whether you are with or without Christ, meditate upon Christ being light, and you will better understand how much he loves you.

			But how was our Lord’s loving light received?

			Light Rejected

			Sadly, the majority of mankind rejected the light. Verse 5 concludes, “And the darkness has not overcome it.” Other translations read that the darkness did not “overpower” it. The light met with tremendous resistance. Verses 10, 11 round out the description in terms that are tragically absurd as we bear in mind the immense description of Christ that has gone before: “He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.” Think of it! The One who said, “Let there be light,” the One whose love constrained him to shine his saving light through creation and conscience, the One who mercifully sheathed his light in a human body so that he might bring light to men, the One who set aside a special people for himself to be a light to the nations, was rejected! Yet today he is still light and continues to seek to pry his way into hostile hearts. Amazing love!

			And though many reject him, some respond.

			Light Received

			But 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 of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. (vv. 12, 13)

			Those who receive the light become children of God. This is a stupendous truth. Apparently John never got over it because when he was an old man he wrote, “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are” (1 John 3:1). This ought to be the refrain of our lives if we have believed in him.

			Furthermore, the future holds out to us the bright prospect of becoming like the risen Christ himself. John followed his statement of wonder with a statement of even greater wonder: “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). C. S. Lewis, in his great sermon “The Weight of Glory,” preached at St. Mary’s, Oxford, elaborated on the implications of being children of God.

			It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people.3

			A dizzy joy at our future as God’s children should pervade all our ways.

			Coming into this marvelous life is a matter of incredible simplicity. Becoming one of God’s own comes by receiving Jesus, which verse 12 explains by saying, “all who did receive him, who believed in his name,” which means believing on who Jesus is and receiving him as our own. In the language of John 1, the cosmic Christ, the eternal Creator who became one of us, took our sins upon himself and paid for them, was resurrected and now sits at the Father’s right hand. Do you truly believe in his name, in him? That is the question. There is nothing to join, nothing to sign. Simply believe.

			Oh, the greatness of Christ and his love. Receive it now if you have not done so before.

			The Greatness of Christ’s Grace (vv. 14–18)

			As we close this study of John’s prologue, the mention of grace becomes prominent. Verses 14–17 (excepting the parenthetical reference to John the Baptist in verse 15) all refer to grace:

			And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. . . . For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. (vv. 14, 16, 17)

			John explains that when Jesus became flesh and dwelt (literally, “pitched his tent”) in the midst of humanity, men and women saw his glory, here characterized as “full of grace and truth.”

			John described this experience in this way: “For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” Literally, the Greek for that last phrase says, “grace instead of grace.” What does John mean? How do you get grace instead of grace? As the grace you receive is appropriated and allowed to work in your life, more grace will come, and then more grace, and even more grace. Some translations helpfully read, “grace following grace” or “grace heaped upon grace,” attempting to convey the idea that grace continues to overflow. Martin Luther put it this way:

			The sun is not dimmed and darkened by shining on so many people or by providing the entire world with its light and splendor. It retains its light intact. It loses nothing; it is immeasurable, perhaps able to illumine ten more worlds. I suppose that a hundred thousand candles can be ignited from one light, and still this light will not lose any of its brilliance. . . . Thus Christ, our Lord, to whom we must flee and of whom we must ask all, is an interminable well, the chief source of all grace. . . . Even if the whole world were to draw from this fountain enough grace and truth to transform all people into angels, still it would not lose as much as a drop. This fountain constantly overflows with sheer grace.4

			For those without grace, this grace is readily available. As Paul said, “But where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Romans 5:20). There is more than enough grace to cover your sins and give you an overflowing, victorious life.

			For those who know Christ, our text makes it clear that “from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” We have it now, and grace is heaped upon grace as we walk with him.

			Conclusion

			John concludes his prologue with the sentence, “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known” (v. 18). Jesus is the explanation (the exegesis) of God the Father.

			The greatness of Christ explains the greatness of the Father. The greatness of Christ’s love explains the greatness of the Father’s love. And the greatness of Christ’s grace explains the greatness of the Father’s grace. May we continue to have our concept of God raised! As Aslan said to Lucy, “Every year you grow, you will find me bigger.”


			2

			The Extended Christ

			JOHN 1:4, 5, 9–14
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			OUR SPIRITUAL GROWTH is inextricably bound up with the size of our vision of Christ. Once we get away from a one-dimensional or overly narrow picture of Christ, once we see the fullness and glory of Christ in the Scriptures, our lives will be enlarged. I believe most of us need a bigger vision of Christ. We need to see what John 1:1–3 reveals—that he is eternal, that there never was a time when Christ did not exist. We need to see that he was with God, was always coming together with God, always was God in every aspect. We need to see the drama of his being Creator:

			All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. (John 1:3)

			Uphold[ing] the universe by the word of his power. (Hebrews 1:3)

			The universe is held together by Jesus’ word. He is the force that holds all things together—from the smallest atom to the greatest galaxy.

			If believers were to recapture the greatness of Christ, it would make an enormous difference in this world. A progression takes place in our spiritual lives, for as we see the greatness of Christ, we grow stronger in him. As a result, we will see more of the greatness of Christ and will grow even more. Growth to greatness, greatness to growth—this is an ascending spiral that, according to Ephesians 3, never ends.

			We know from our creeds and the teachings of Scripture that God did not create us because he was lonely. God was all sufficient in the Godhead. Rather, he created us for his glory. The Westminster Confession of Faith states, “The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” We were created for the glory of God. But I believe there is also another reason for our creation—his love. Love has to have an object. James points this out in 2:15, 16 when he says, “If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and filled,’ without giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that?” Love has to have an object, and God’s love brought creation into being.

			Some time ago I discovered from the Scriptures that God accomplished his creation to music. Job 38 gives us God’s response when he was finally fed up with all the dialogue and rhetoric of Job and his “comforters” and spoke out of the whirlwind:

			Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?

			Dress for action like a man;

			I will question you, and you make it known to me.

			Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?

			Tell me, if you have understanding.

			Who determined its measurements—surely you know!

			Or who stretched the line upon it?

			On what were its bases sunk,

			or who laid its cornerstone,

			when the morning stars sang together

			and all the sons of God shouted for joy? (vv. 2–7)

			As God spoke the world and the universe into being, the angels exclaimed with joy, and the stars burst into song. Music surrounded the creation of God!

			There is a beautiful passage describing the beginning of the world in the sixth book of the Chronicles of Narnia (The Magician’s Nephew). Lewis describes Aslan as standing with his face to the sun. His coat is shining and radiant. His mouth is wide open in song, and as he sings, green begins to form around his feet and spread out into a pool. Then flowers and heather appear on the hillside and move out before him. As Aslan begins to sing a more lively song, showers of birds fly out of the trees, and butterflies begin to flit about. Then comes great celebration as the song breaks into even wilder song. This is not mere fantasy—the creation was in fact done to music!

			The first few verses of John, speaking of Christ’s preexistence and his glorious creation, are beautiful. Creation was a joyous event filled with celestial music. In Proverbs 8:30, 31 Wisdom, a Christ image, says: “Then I was beside him, like a master workman, and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always.” Then she adds, “Rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the children of man.” The wonderful, joyful love of God was spread throughout creation.

			But the joyous love found in the creation of our universe is just a shadow of the joy God finds in the spiritual creation of his people. Focusing on the greatness of Christ as the Light and on the vast, bottomless, shoreless sea of his love will fuel our praise and service.

			Christ, the Light Revealed (vv. 4, 5a, 9)

			Verses 4, 5 tell us: “In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” Christ is “the light.” The Scriptures teach that such light is not only spiritual. There is a physical attribute to it. Moses went up Mount Sinai in the midst of thunderings, smoke, lightning, and luminescence at the peak. In Exodus 33:18 Moses asks God to “show me your glory.” After God put him in the cleft of a rock and put his hand over the cleft, his glory passed by. Moses was only able to see the back of God, the afterglow of God. The effect on Moses was so intense that his face became so bright that his people could not look upon him. He had been in contact with the physicalness of God’s glory. The Apostle Paul says in 2 Corinthians 3:7, “The Israelites could not gaze at Moses’ face because of its glory.”

			There were many Old Testament images of God’s glory—the Shekinah glory, the cloud, the pillar of fire by night, glory settling on the tabernacle, entering Solomon’s temple at its dedication, filling the whole place. And then there came Ezekiel's lament that the glory departed from Israel. How sad when it was gone. Ichabod was written across the house of God.

			Then after four hundred years of darkness Peter, James, and John were taken up a high mountain with Jesus, where he was transfigured before them. “His face shone like the sun” (Matthew 17:2). His raiment was as white as wool. There is a physicalness to God’s glory.

			John, however, is not talking about Christ’s physical light but his spiritual light. Verse 4 says, “In him was life, and the life was the light of men.” Life-giving light seeks out a world lost in darkness. What a rich image of our Lord! Light journeying endlessly, seeking a place to illuminate, a way to bring warmth and light. Penetrating any crevice or opening, the smallest light will reveal an object’s true nature. In World War II during the blackouts in London, on a clear night a lighted match could be seen for twenty miles from the air. Our Lord is a light shining in the darkness. John says, “The light shines in the darkness” (v. 5), and the result is seen in verse 9: “The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming into the world.” Not only does the light shine in darkness—it enlightens every man. There is not a single person who has not been enlightened by that light!

			Paul, in the first chapter of Romans, tells us that light’s enlightenment is extensive, but men hold it down and suppress it. He says in verse 20, “they are without excuse.” Some say God sheds this light just so he can hold mankind accountable. But there is another reason: love. “The light shines in the darkness.” “Shines” in verse 5 is literally “shines on” or “continually shines.” This is an image of our Lord shining upon every crevice of man’s darkened heart, trying to reach into his being. If we have come to Christ, we have come not only because of his greatness in creation, but because of the greatness of his love.

			Christ, the Light Rejected (vv. 5b, 10, 11)

			How was the Lord’s love received? Notice the last part of verse 5: “And the darkness has not overcome it.” Some translations render this, “The darkness could never extinguish it.” The light of Christ came into the world, and darkness pounced upon the light and tried to strangle it.

			Verse 10 adds, “He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him.” That statement sounds absurd, but how man responded to Christ is absurd. John could have said, “He made their mouths. He held their tongues together by the very word of his power. But they refused to acknowledge him.” Jesus was in the world that he created, and it did not even know who he was. Then John states the ultimate indignity in verse 11: “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.”

			A poor family was farming some land during the Depression. There was one son in this family, and his parents wanted the best for him. So they scrimped and saved so they could send him to college. After he had been gone for a year or so, his parents, who loved him very much, wanted to see him again. Again they saved, sold some things, and went to visit their son. They arrived on campus, poorly dressed in their farm clothes. Seeing their son with some other boys, the father ran over to him. “Son, son, it’s your father,” he said. The son looked at his father without showing any sign of recognition. The father said again, “Son, it’s your father and mother. We’ve come to see you.” The boy, perhaps embarrassed by his parents’ poverty, turned to the other students and said, “I don’t know who this is. He must be crazy.” How absurd, how horrible.

			But how much more incredible is the truth of verse 11: “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.” He was rejected by those who would have been incinerated had he not veiled his glory in flesh. He was rejected by those whom he spoke into existence with his word, those for whom for thousands of years he had been preparing the way. His own people rejected him. Incredible! It is even more amazing that after two thousand years of the Spirit’s witness in history and in the lives of godly men, people still reject him today.

			What is most amazing is Christ’s love, a bottomless sea of love that overflows to us. We need to see the greatness of Christ and the greatness of his love as he extends himself to us.

			Christ, the Light Received (v. 12)

			Not everyone rejected Christ. Some responded, and the result is astounding: “To all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (v. 12). That statement is incredible. It is incomprehensible that God, the Creator of all things, the One who upholds all things by the word of his power, should enable me, one who has rejected him, to become his child. We need to hold this New Testament teaching close to our heart at all costs. We need to marvel not only at the greatness of Christ but at the absurdity of his love to us.

			Being God’s “children” (v. 12) means we can call God Father. More specifically, we can address him as “Abba, Father” or “dearest Father.” We can call God, if we do not say it flippantly, Daddy. That is what my children called me long ago when they toddled to the front door and I took them in my arms. It is what they called me when they were hurting. It is the word my girls used when they wanted something from me. Calling God Daddy is a precious privilege. And before Jesus came, it just was not possible.

			In the Old Testament God is called Father, in reference to Israel, fourteen times. Only one or two of those refer to intimacy. However, Paul, in Galatians 4:6, says: “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” That cry is implanted in our hearts. When things are not quite right and I cannot sleep, I find myself repeating this great truth over and over and over again and finding comfort in it. Men are sometimes independent and macho, but they need to avail themselves of the precious, blessed fact that God is their Father. We all do.

			Are you lonely? Insecure? Are you without God and Christ in this world? God says, “I, the light, have extended myself and my love from all eternity, and I am speaking to you through your conscience, through nature, and through the revelation of the cross. Will you respond?”

			God has made everything so simple. Verse 12 is framed by two phrases: “But to all who did receive him” and “who believed in his name.” All we have to do is believe. Jesus’ “name” stands for all that he is. He is the eternal Christ who became incarnate flesh (v. 14) and so displayed God (v. 18). He is the One in whom we must believe in order to receive him. Once we ask Christ into our life, we can cry in our heart, “Abba, Father, I have come home.”

			Christ the Light—this is a love story from beginning to end. Zephaniah 3:17 tells us:

			The LORD your God is in your midst,

			a mighty one who will save;

			Te will rejoice over you with gladness;

			he will quiet you by his love;

			he will exult over you with loud singing.

			When God is pleased with his people, he sings over them. Has God sung over you lately? Has Christ? They want to.

			Christ is the Light—the extended Light who shines on, trying to penetrate our conscience, our moral convictions, revealing himself in the stars, in the leaves, in the change of seasons. On one hand there is the greatness of Christ, which is far beyond any comprehension. Ten octillion stars are in the universe, and he knows them by name and holds them together. But he is also the Light who desires to penetrate human hearts.
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			The Greatness of the Good News

			JOHN 1:12, 13
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			JOHN’S PROLOGUE presents the greatness of Christ and the greatness of the love of Christ, but also the greatness of the gospel.

			In the spring of 1966 I was youth pastor in a large church in Southern California. Each year during Easter break we would minister to the scores of high schoolers and collegians who flocked to the beaches. However, in 1966 we decided to go to the Colorado River instead. So we got our camping gear together, recruited about twenty high schoolers, and set off.

			What a sight when we got to our destination—Parker, Arizona. The Colorado River from Parker to the dam was packed with people getting as much sun as they could. We looked for a safe place to camp and thought one particular place looked very good. It was not. Later we found out alcohol was sold more cheaply there than anywhere else along the river. We had quite a week as we attempted to love the students and share our faith. And something especially beautiful happened that week. Five high school boys camped next to us. They lived about thirty miles from us in Southern California. Those boys had a great time that week, joking with us and drinking themselves into oblivion. Late in the week they ran out of money, so they ate with us. One meal I will never forget. It was Thursday night of Easter week. One of the boys had brought along his bottle, and he was drinking. He said to us, “You know, I think maybe you people are for real.” That remark precipitated some serious conversation that evening. The next day, sitting on a boat trailer with all the boats roaring by, all five of those boys made a serious move toward Christ.

			After the week was over, we all returned to Southern California. I convinced the boys to come to church, and they were as outrageous as they could possibly be. Because they lived thirty miles away, I did not see too much of them, even though I tried to keep in contact. A year later one of the boys got in trouble with the law. At any rate, we started a Bible study where they lived, and they all came. One by one they began to commit their lives to Christ. But there is more to the story. As long as we lived in California, every Christmas we would have a second Christmas at our home on December 26, and four of these fellows would come to our house with their wives. One became assistant to the dean at Biola College. Another replaced me as youth pastor at the church I had served for ten years. Another had a ministry at a Christian counseling center in that area. Another went to Capernwray Bible School and became an elder in a fellowship in the Long Beach area. All four men went on to actively serve Christ. All four became good, Christian husbands. Christ’s gospel is indeed a great gospel!

			The Greatness of Its Power

			I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to every­one who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. (Romans 1:16)

			The word that Paul uses in that verse is the Greek word from which we get our English word dynamite. “I am not ashamed of the explosive power of the gospel.” The gospel should permeate all of our thinking. Next to the cardinal pursuits of loving God and wanting to glorify him, the conviction of the power of the gospel to change lives ought to be the driving motivation of our lives. Take that away and Christian ministry would be like a stale glass of ginger ale. The gospel brings life!

			One night a man stopped by our house for some business. He knew I was a pastor, and from what I could tell he was not a believer. But he turned the conversation around to spiritual matters. For an hour and a half we talked about who Jesus Christ is. Trying to avoid typical Christian verbiage, Barbara and I attempted to cut through everything else and talk about Christ. During the evening one of my daughters had brought chocolate-chip cookies to us. Our visitor made a big deal about them, saying they were his favorite cookies. After we had finished our conversation, when he went to get his coat, he put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a big bag of chocolate-chip cookies. The most significant thing that happened that evening was an act of kindness from my daughter. In any and all relationships, the smallest kindness, the gentlest word, a bag of cookies given in the name of Jesus—all have the potential of helping someone accept the gospel.

			And how potent is that gospel! It is like the core of a nuclear reactor. When it is let loose with all of its power and creativity, you never know what it will do. Unfortunately, gospel, even in Christian circles, is often used in a pejorative sense. When we hear the word, we think of an out-of-tune piano and one more verse of “Just As I Am.” We forget all about its power. We forget that when it is rightly loosed and rightly used, it is the supreme social force, as history has shown again and again. John 1:12, 13 and its context vibrates with a pulsating picture of the cosmic Christ who upholds all things by the word of his power and bombards our lives with his light through our consciences, nature, the witness of the saints, and the witness of the cross.

			“But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (v. 12). Astounding! The apostle John, the same man who composed this prologue, wrote 1 John at the end of his life. He says there: “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are” (3:1). It was as if he were saying, “I can’t believe it! We are children of God!” We say with those in Fiddler on the Roof, “Wonder of wonders! Miracle of miracles!” What is most amazing is that Christ was not obligated to bring us into the family of God. God did not have to adopt us. But because he loved us, he made us his children. Wonder of wonders!

			John Bunyan, in his last sermon, preached on John 1:12.

			You that are called born of God, and Christians, if you be not criers, there is no spiritual life in you; if you be born of God, you are crying ones; as soon as he has raised you out of the dark dungeon of sin, you cannot but cry to God.

			What do we cry? “Dear Father, Abba, Father.” The power of the gospel makes us children of God!

			Because of the power of the gospel, we not only become children of God but in one sense take on the nature of God. When families sit together at church, I often notice a family resemblance. Second Peter 1:4 says:

			He has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature.

			And we have done just that, through Christ. The love of God has been shed abroad in our hearts. When we came to know Christ, the wisdom of God came into our lives. We began to understand things we never understood before. Holiness began to develop in our lives. The same thing was true with my friends at the Colorado River. They became criers. “Abba, Father!” became their heart shout. The divine nature was imparted to them. Their lives were changed. “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” The key is not only to live in the greatness of Christ and his love but to possess the greatness of his gospel. That is the dynamic that brings effervescence to life. When you realize that Christ’s love can radically change a life, life really becomes exciting!

			The Greatness of Its Simplicity

			The greatness of the good news comes not only from its power, but also from its simplicity. I am glad that when I met those high schoolers in 1966 I did not come with a system of spiritual perfection. You know what I mean: “If you will just join up and do this, we can help you climb the ladder. One day you can ascend and be God yourself.” That is not good news. That is bad news! The true gospel is simple. In the thirteenth verse John makes this clear, saying that we are “born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh.” John was literally referring to what happens within the womb, to physical relationships. That is not the way to become a child of God. A person may able to trace his genealogy back to James, the brother of our Lord, through St. Augustine, to Martin Luther, then up to John Wesley and Charles Spurgeon, but that will not save him. Spiritual life does not come through “the will of the flesh,” physical desire, or some procreative process. John adds that salvation does not come by “the will of man.” It is not the result of determination or willpower. Jonathan Livingston Seagull may get to be president of IBM. The little choo-choo may finally get his load up the hill by saying, “I think I can, I think I can.” You can accomplish a lot that way, but not eternal life.

			True, there is a place for discipline in the Christian life, but John knows man’s potential for creative volitional structures and building ladders for spiritual attainment, and he says spiritual life cannot be achieved in that way. The simplicity of the gospel is seen in the last three words of verse 13: “But of God.” Salvation is all of God. James 1:18 says, “He brought us forth by the word of truth.” And Ephesians 2:8, 9 says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”

			Often the simplest concepts are the most profound. Look at the phrase, “To all . . . who believed in his name.” “Name” here is the name of Christ, the cosmic name that vibrates throughout this passage. This name calls us to repentance because we see Christ in all his greatness. We see ourselves and all our sin. When we believe in the name of Christ, we receive him into our lives. The greatness of the gospel can be seen, first of all, in its power and, second, in its simplicity.

			The Greatness of Its Benefits

			Third, we can see the greatness of the gospel in its benefits. Remember John’s abiding wonder at what Christ did:

			See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. (1 John 3:1)

			Now look at the next verse:

			Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. (1 John 3:2)

			In other words, when we see him, we are going to be like him! That is the outgrowth of being children of God. Because we are children of God, we are going to be like him spiritually—delivered from our sin, perfect in love and holiness, growing in our knowledge of him. But even more than that, we will be like him in glory. In Old Testament times God’s glorious luminescence shone forth like the sun. And in Matthew 13:43 Jesus says, “Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear.” One day we are going to shine like the sun as we partake of his luminescence. We will be glorious beings!

			We are again reminded of C. S. Lewis’s great words:

			It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, culture, arts, civilization—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting splendours.1

			The gospel can turn the dullest person into an immortal, glorious being beyond description or imagination.

			Conclusion

			I think about my young friends mentioned earlier. If their lives had not been changed, diverted from involvement in narcotics and the sensuality of the time, if they had remained without Christ, what a terrible tragedy that would have been—for themselves and for their families and society. Today those men have four good marriages, and their children are growing up in the shadow of the gospel.

			Even their parents have been influenced. One of the boys, Tom Lighthight, was burdened for his father. Tom called his father Big Jim, not because he was tall, but because he was an intimidating, almost terrifying personality. He was a powerful, hard-driving, self-sufficient man. His father was one of the founders and architects of the Southern California Edison Company. Big Jim at age sixty-three had spent forty years as an executive with that company. He was also the scourge of the city council of Long Beach. I remember Tom saying that if his dad could become a Christian, anybody could!

			As Tom grew in grace, his witness at home became more and more profound. After a time his mother professed Christ. Eventually Tom asked me to share Christ with his father. I remember that hot summer evening. Big Jim was sitting in a chair, wearing a silly hat. We talked for a couple of hours. Finally Jim said to me, “Pastor, I am no ____ good, but if Christ will have me, I want him.” Tears were running down his face. Big Jim honestly and repentantly asked Christ into his life. He gave way to the power of the gospel.

			After that Jim started coming to church, and he was rough around the edges. After church, no matter who was standing around, if Jim liked the sermon, he would shake my hand and say, “Pastor, that was a ____ of a sermon!” But he became involved in our church. For a time he drove thirty miles from his home almost every day because we were putting up a new sanctuary, and he was an expert in electricity. He had been fired from his job with the Edison Company, so he could be out there all the time. His help saved us thousands of dollars. My favorite picture of Jim is of him wearing his cutoffs and a silly hat, sitting in the dirt. He was sunburned and peeling and having the time of his life. I remember saying to him, “Jim, you have to stop working so hard.” He would reply, “I can’t. I owe the church my life!” After we finally finished the sanctuary, the chief elder and I, with our wives, decided to take him out to dinner. As we went to telephone Jim to invite him, we received another call telling us Big Jim had passed away in his living room, sitting in the same chair in which he had received Christ. His funeral was not a funeral—it was a coronation!

			I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes. (Romans 1:16)

			Do you believe in the cosmic Christ incarnate? If not, will you receive him now?
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			The Greatness of Grace

			JOHN 1:14, 16, 17
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			THOSE WHO HAVE READ C. S. Lewis’s science fiction novel Perelandra have been amused and enlightened by the author’s fantastic re-creation of a new world. This world had a great golden canopy. Underneath it was an emerald sea, and floating on the sea were pink islands. A person had to get his sea legs to walk on them. Foresting the island were bubble trees, and as one walked under the bubbles, they would burst, providing indescribable refreshment. Also on the planet were interesting animals—porpoises one could ride and little dragons with red and green scales who liked to have their white tummies scratched. Lewis’s world is inviting and entertaining. It is also very instructive, giving us an idea of what our world was like before the fall. Lewis helps us understand the great tragedy that took place when Adam and Eve sinned.

			If we were to read the first chapter of Genesis for the first time, we would undoubtedly find it just as fantastic as Lewis’s world. There we read, “God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). What God had created was perfect. God’s creatures made to fly in the air were good. The universe all around was good. The earth was good. The animals on the earth were good. His creation was perfect, and that includes our original mother and father. Adam and Eve were perfect. They were the prototype of man and woman. They stood as king and queen over all creation—perfect in health, unfallen.

			Along with the physical perfection there was social perfection. The early chapters of Genesis tell us that Eve was taken out of Adam’s side, that she was “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 2:23). That denotes intimacy. Adam and Eve had no sins to come between them, no complexes, no social hang-ups. The relationship our original mother and father had was a perfect relationship. Not only that, but they walked with God. Their perfect social relationship was paralleled by their upward spiritual relationship. Adam and Eve walked unclothed, innocent before God. This is an inviting, beautiful picture. All of us long for what Adam and Eve had and represent. We long for restoration from sin. We know too well the effects of the fall. Given what Adam said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree,” we know that Adam and Eve did not have 930 years of conjugal bliss (Genesis 3:12). We know Adam’s relationship with God went downhill as well. After having that refreshing relationship with God, Adam could never quite get enough air as he went through life. And ultimately, because of the fall, death came. We must not minimize the tremendous drama and implications of what happened in the garden.

			We learn a great deal about sin in Genesis 3, and we learn much about grace in the first chapter of John. Grace, God reaching out to us in our sin, is best understood when we contrast it with the dark tableau of the garden. It is tremendously important to understand grace since it is the pipeline through which we receive all of God’s tremendous benefits—the greatness of Christ, the greatness of his love, the greatness of the gospel. Grace is an ennobled New Testament revelation.

			John introduces the subject in verse 14:

			And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.

			John is saying, “We had a glimpse of his grace and his truth, and in it we saw the glory of God.” John saw the glory of God when Christ was transfigured, but he is not referring to that here. John saw grace and truth revealed in the glory of Christ’s incarnation. John’s enthusiastic observation gives us an image of grace that is very inviting.

			Overflowing Grace (vv. 14b, 16a)

			Notice verse 16: “For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” John suggests here a fountain brimming over with grace, a spiritual reality. Colossians 2:9 tells us how this can be so: “For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily.” Paul is saying that in the humanity of Christ dwelt all the fullness of the Holy Trinity. This is not a theological deduction. It is a statement of fact. It may be incomprehensible, but all God’s “fullness” dwelt in Jesus. Colossians 2:9 throbs with the energy, the power, and the reality of our Lord’s humanity plus all the fullness of deity.

			Colossians 2:9 is a thrilling verse because, when related to grace, it associates God’s presence with his love. Grace is God’s love coming to sinners. It is God’s ultimate love communicated to us in Christ. Christ overflows with grace. We need to hold that truth before us as reality. It is not something just to discuss, not a mere theological nicety, but truth. Christ wants to overflow in the lives of those who do not know him. Likewise he wants believers continually to overflow with his love and grace.

			When grace is poured out, it is more than adequate. Notice verse 16 again: “For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” In other words, when we received grace, we were given all we would need. Grace is abundantly adequate. In the seventeenth century a young boy was born into a Christian home. For the first six years of his life, he heard the truths of the gospel and was dearly loved. Sadly, though, his parents died. The orphan boy went to live with his relatives and was maltreated, abused, and ridiculed for his interest in Christ. The orphan couldn’t tolerate that situation and, though still a boy, fled and joined the Royal Navy. In the Navy the boy’s life went downhill. He became known as a brawler, was whipped many times, and participated in the keelhauling of some of his comrades. Finally, while he was still young, he deserted the Royal Navy and fled to Africa, where he attached himself to a Portuguese slave trader.

			There his life reached its lowest point. There were times when he actually ate off the floor on his hands and knees. He escaped, then became attached to another slave trader as the first mate on his ship. But the young man’s pattern of life had become desperately depraved. He stole the ship’s whiskey and got so drunk that he fell overboard. He was close to drowning when one of his shipmates harpooned him and brought him back on board. As a result, the young man had a huge scar in his side for the rest of his life. He could not get much lower. Finally, in the midst of a great storm off the coast of Scotland, after days and days of pumping water out of the boat, the young man began to reflect on verses he had heard as a boy and was marvelously converted. The new life he found is reflected in these famous words:

			Amazing grace—how sweet the sound

			That saved a wretch like me!

			I once was lost but now am found;

			Was blind but now I see.

			This young man, John Newton, became one of the great preachers of the seventeenth century—all because of the amazing grace of God.

			In the first chapter of his Gospel, the apostle John is talking about the amazing sufficiency of God’s grace. No one is beyond the power of God’s grace, even if he or she thinks he or she is. The Scriptures proclaim that Christ died for the ungodly. “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Romans 5:20). The Greek word used is the same used for “fullness” in John 1. God’s grace is adequate for anyone.

			Grace is one of the precious words of our faith. The word originally meant charm and beauty, and, scholars tell us that throughout all its shades of meaning, grace maintains that basic idea. Grace is not only sufficient for salvation; it brings beauty to life. And when grace enters our lives, death flees. Remember the words of D. L. Moody: “You may read in the paper one day that D. L. Moody is dead, but don’t you believe it.” The body dies, but the soul lives on.

			When grace enters our lives, we are again able to breathe as we were created to breathe. And our social relationships will show the difference. John Newton was known for his godly marriage. That is remarkable considering the sin, the philandering, the wandering, the sensuality he had earlier experienced. When the grace of God entered his life and he matured in Christ, he enjoyed a marriage that was an example to all. In fact, it was one of the greatest aspects of his ministry. When we experience grace, we begin to enjoy the restoration of what our life should have been like.

			Grace also brings physical changes. We often forget that our physical existence is meant to be immortal. When we die our bodies begin dissolving in the ground, but they will be resurrected one day. They will be gloriously transformed into something far beyond our imagination, and they will be immortal. In this world we only enjoy partially what sin has ruined. In Colossians 2:10 (NASB) we read, “And in Him you have been made complete” or full, referring to the fullness of Christ. When the grace of God enters our lives and we allow it to become transcendent, our lives become rich and overflowing. We enjoy the creation about us and those closest to us. We begin to live as we are supposed to live. Part of the discarded image of God begins to be restored in our lives.

			Acts 4 says there was “great power” and “great grace” (v. 33) in the early church. Then the passage describes grace’s effect upon the church. First of all, the early believers began to give. When grace flows into one’s life, grace also begins to flow out. Furthermore, those early believers began to exercise their spiritual gifts, to reach the potential God had given them. Take Barnabas, for example. His name means “son of encouragement,” and his life showed it. Grace is not just for salvation. It is an overflowing fountain that brings richness to all of life.

			Again, John 1:16 says, “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” Literally, John is saying, “Grace instead of grace.” As the grace you receive flows out to others, more grace will come, and then more grace, and then even more grace. Some translations say, “Grace following grace,” or “grace heaped up upon grace,” all trying to convey the idea that grace keeps flowing over and over. When John said, “From his fullness we have all received [grace],” he was not merely making an observation but was speaking of his own experience. That has been our experience too. Martin Luther said:

			This spring is inexhaustible, it is full of grace and truth from God, it never loses anything, no matter how much we draw, but remains an infinite fountain of all grace and truth; the more you draw from it, the more abundantly it gives of the water that springs into eternal life. Just as the sun is not darkened by the whole world enjoying its light, and could, indeed, light up ten worlds; just as 100,000 lights might be lit from one light and not detract from it; just as a learned man is able to make a thousand others learned, and the more he gives, the more he has—so is Christ, our Lord, an infinite source of all grace, so that if the whole world would draw enough grace and truth from it to make the world all angels, yet it would not lose a drop; the fountain always runs over, full of grace.

			Life is continual growth. The more grace we appropriate, the more grace we receive. And the more we do with that grace, the more we receive. Only through God’s grace can we reach our potential. That is what John was talking about.

			Overflowing Truth (vv. 14b, 17b)

			At the end of verse 14 John mentions “grace and truth,” and again at the end of verse 17. Much could be said about truth. Suffice it to say, however, that when grace comes, so does God’s revelation of spiritual truth, and we begin to see things as they are. A little girl had a terrific fight with her brother. When her mother came in, the mother asked, “Why did you let the devil put it in your heart to pull your brother’s hair and kick him in the shins?” The little girl thought for a moment and said, “Well, maybe the devil put it into my head to pull my brother’s hair, but kicking his shins was my own idea.” She had better theology than her mother. We begin to see things as they are when we through grace begin to understand ourselves, life, God, and salvation. The overflowing fountain of grace is a marvelous gift.

			This “grace and truth” have ultimate consequences. For one thing, one day you and I will be physically perfect. According to the New Testament, we will have bodies that will not get tired. They will be more capable of enjoying whatever God has in store for us. As my son once said, those bodies will be “better than bionic.” Socially all our relationships with one another will be clear eyed and continually face-to-face. We will be able to sit down and talk for fifty thousand years. I have the first fifty thousand reserved to spend with my wife—and that will not be enough.

			Revelation picks up on the theme begun in Genesis and creates a striking contrast. Revelation 22:2 says, “On either side of the river [stood] the tree of life.” There was a curse in the garden, but in Heaven there is no curse (Revelation 22:3). Adam and Eve merely walked with God, but in Heaven we will see the very face of God. These are the Alps of ultimate revelation. Alexander Peden, the old Puritan said, “Grace is young glory.” “No eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). By ourselves we can have no conception of these things, but the Spirit has revealed them to us. Through Christ’s grace we can see what will be. Our destiny, our possession, is the result of grace.

			But grace is not only future—it is active now. If we bump a pitcher just a little, its contents will pour out. All who sincerely come to Jesus, whether for the first time for salvation or the millionth time for strength or nourishment, find all they need. This is amazing grace. “Though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). If we just say, “God, I want that grace. I want to yield to you. I want to turn around and throw myself completely on you,” the pitcher will be poured out upon our lives.

			Christians revel in verse 16: “For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” Grace just keeps coming, but I doubt if any of us have as much grace as God intended. Why is this? Have we been defrauding ourselves, saying that “his fullness” is for a certain type of Christian but not for us? Scripture says we have “all” received “from his fullness.” It is simply a matter of receiving grace upon grace upon grace, allowing God to put it to work within us. But at the same time receiving grace is not a matter of just lying there and saying, “Overflow me with your grace.” We have to take hold of grace and believe that we will receive the promised abundance of divine favor and provision.

			May we learn to receive grace upon grace, so our lives will become richer and more beautiful and more joyful through grace! May we be people who receive grace upon grace and who then give out grace upon grace in response to the effects of sin, misery, and horror in this world! God wants us to be filled with all his fullness and to possess it. Grace is ours. May God help us to appropriate this power!
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			The Essentials of Witness

			JOHN 1:19–37
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			JOHN NOW ENDS his great prologue with its intense concentration of theological truth and begins to focus on the witness of John the Baptist.

			We know from the other Gospels that John the Baptist had remarkable parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth, both of the tribe of Levi. They were elderly and childless. One day Zechariah was in Jerusalem because by lot it was his turn to perform his priestly duties, including the service of offering incense, considered the most sacred of all the priestly duties. On this fated day Zechariah had come to the temple of Herod and was ministering in the Holy Place where the table of incense stood. As he reverently performed his duties according to the instruction Jehovah had given to Moses, moving about the softly lit room, joy unspeakable filled his heart. It was a great day for Zechariah!

			But in the midst of Zechariah’s quiet worship, the angel Gabriel suddenly appeared in the sacred place and spoke to the old priest. Surely at that moment Zechariah was too stunned to comprehend the magnitude of what was happening. But later as he thought on these things he recalled that it had been four hundred years since the last angelic appearance. But now the angel Gabriel, one of the archangels, revealed himself to this humble priest.

			That would have been enough in itself, but then Gabriel spoke. Even more remarkable were his words: “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John . . . he will be great before the Lord . . . he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb. And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:13–17).

			The records reveal that because Zechariah did not believe Gabriel’s words, he was struck mute. A stunned man left the temple that day!

			But that was not the end of the story, for we read later of a wonderful meeting between Elizabeth and her cousin Mary, the mother of our Lord, a meeting that overflowed in spontaneous joy. Elizabeth was in the fifth month of her pregnancy when Gabriel revealed himself to Mary also and told her, “You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus” (Luke 1:31). When these two women met, Elizabeth said:

			Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. (Luke 1:42–44)

			Then Mary sang her beautiful Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the Lord. . . .” Mary praised the Lord, God her Savior, for his might, his holiness, his mercy. Of course, the story does not end there. John the Baptist was born, and as he was being circumcised, Zechariah wrote that his name was to be John. At that moment the old man’s tongue was loosed, and he sang the Benedictus, that great blessing that includes the words:

			And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High;

			for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,

			to give knowledge of salvation to his people

			in the forgiveness of their sins.” (Luke 1:76, 77)

			There never has been anyone like John the Baptist! As he matured, he grew into his role as a prophet. He wore a camel-hair coat, fed on the wild honey and locusts of the land, and spent much time with God. He was a great man of God!

			Finally, he burst on the scene as the supreme witness of all of history, for he knew who Jesus Christ was. While his life does not reveal everything about witnessing for Jesus Christ, it does give us the essentials.

			The world in John the Baptist’s day was in tremendous confusion. In John 1, John had been preaching for over a year. His ministry had thrown the Palestinian world into convulsions. Large multitudes, according to the Gospels, had come to hear him and be baptized. Matthew says that even Herod sought him and almost believed.

			Just six weeks earlier John had been visited by Jesus. The prophet had first refused to baptize him but then deferred to Jesus’ request. As he baptized Jesus, he saw the Holy Spirit come upon our Lord and heard God’s words, “This is my beloved Son” (Matthew 3:17). So John’s world was really whirling! It had only taken forty days to get the whirlpool going. The Lord had been in the wilderness. John had been ministering. Now the religious leaders in Jerusalem sent a delegation, sort of like a congressional fact-finding committee with religious and political motivations. They wanted to know who John was and what was going on.

			The Messenger (vv. 19–28)

			And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the Christ.” (vv.19, 20)

			John knew exactly what they wanted to know because others had already been conjecturing about whether he was the Christ. He answered them formally and carefully (notice it says “confessed” twice in verse 20): “I am not the Christ.” If John had said he was the Christ, thousands would have unfurled the banners of the Maccabeans, and the whole world would have been tossed into war. But he readily admitted he was not Christ.

			So they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” (v. 21). That was a fair question. After all, he looked like Elijah, and he came in the spirit and power of Elijah, and the Jews expected Elijah to come again. In fact, the final words of the Old Testament (see Malachi 4:5, 6) say Elijah will come again before the day of the Lord. But again John answered, “I am not.”

			Again they questioned him. “Are you the Prophet?” They were thinking about the one of whom Moses prophesied in Deuteronomy 18:15, 18: “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me.” But John said, “No.” He was very explicit in each denial.

			Verse 22 goes on, “So they said to him, ‘Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?’” John’s answer in verses 23–27 reveals what is of primary importance in the matter of witnessing. First, verse 23, he said, “I am the voice.” He did not say, “I am the Word.” He reached back seven hundred years to the words prophesied in Isaiah 40 (vv. 3–5) and said, “I am just a voice.” He was not the substance but just the communicator. Borrowing the imagery from that Old Testament passage, he was saying, “I am merely a workman making a road for the Messiah.” He moved the emphasis away from himself. Similarly, look at verses 26, 27: “Among you stands one you do not know, even he who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.” He turned the conversation away from himself and pointed to Jesus Christ. Not only that, he claimed for Jesus a place so exalted that ordinary people like himself were unworthy to perform a task relegated to the lowest slave.

			What humility! Yet Jesus said about John, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist” (Matthew 11:11). Of all who ever lived, including Moses and Abraham, John the Baptist was the greatest of mortals.

			The Scriptures tell us much about John’s spiritual commitment. He was a Nazirite from the time he was born. In accordance with that vow, he never cut his hair, he never touched a dead body, he never drank the fruit of the vine. He lived a pure, physically uncontaminated life. He was filled with the Holy Spirit even before birth. His mother was likewise a Nazirite before his birth. John was the greatest of all men. If there was ever a man who had the temptation, especially as he saw Jesus’ rising popularity, to exalt himself, John was that man. He could have talked about his miraculous birth or how it felt to live a solitary life of self-denial in the wilderness. He could have held forth on survival tactics in the wilderness or perhaps his grasshopper diet. He could have discussed his devotional regimen or published a manual of discipline for those who wanted to follow God. He faced great temptation, but to his everlasting credit, he would have none of it. In fact he said later, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (3:30). A witness never obtrudes himself into the picture of the one of whom he is witnessing. John was an excellent witness.

			A seminary classmate of mine once shared a story with me about how he, then the pastor of a very large church, had been asked to lead a sunrise service at the Hollywood Bowl. That was a great honor. When he met with the planning committee, they asked him, “Where can the helicopter pick you up?” He answered that he did not think there was room in his neighborhood for a helicopter to land. They said, “The man we had last year had to have a helicopter.” My classmate, however, said he would not need a helicopter. Then they offered a police escort. My friend could only imagine flashing lights and motorcycles in front of his house at 3 o’clock in the morning to escort his Volvo to the Hollywood Bowl! He turned down their transportation offers. When he arrived at the Bowl to prepare for the service, he noticed another participant dressed in a T-shirt and Levis. My friend’s first thought was, “Well, if that’s how he wants to relate to the people, that’s fine.” But before that man stepped onto the platform, he donned a robe that would make Home Shopping Network addicts green with envy!

			All such behavior is completely removed from the pattern John the Baptist set. “He must increase, but I must decrease.” The Apostle Paul, following in John’s steps, wrote, “This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ” (1 Corinthians 4:1). We should regard ourselves as servants, rowers in the galley. Paul set this truth down for all time in 2 Corinthians 4:5: “For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord.” The servant of Christ does not exalt himself.

			One evening the great conductor Arturo Toscanini conducted Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. It was a brilliant performance, at the end of which the audience went absolutely wild! They clapped, whistled, and stamped their feet, absolutely caught up in the greatness of that performance. As Toscanini stood there, he bowed and bowed and bowed, then acknowledged his orchestra. When the ovation finally began to subside, Toscanini turned and looked intently at his musicians. He was almost out of control as he whispered, “Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” The orchestra leaned forward to listen. In a fiercely enunciated whisper Toscanini said, “Gentlemen, I am nothing.” That was an extraordinary admission since Toscanini was blessed with an enormous ego. He added, “Gentlemen, you are nothing.” They had heard that same message before the rehearsal. “But Beethoven,” said Toscanini in a tone of adoration, “is everything, everything, everything!” This is the attitude we need toward ourselves and toward the Lord Jesus Christ. I am nothing, you are nothing, but he is everything! That was John’s attitude, and it is the attitude of every authentic messenger of Christ.

			The Message (vv. 29–37)

			What was John’s message?

			The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (v. 29)

			In one sentence we have the essence of the Christian message. It is difficult for Western ears to appreciate the power of John’s announcement, but these words brought an avalanche of meaning to the Jews’ minds. A few years ago, while I was on a speaking engagement in San Diego, I decided to visit the Timkin Art Museum. I had heard they had an El Greco painting of St. Peter Holding the Keys to the Kingdom. I paid my money, walked into the museum, found the painting, and looked at the El Greco in admiration. Then I turned around. On the opposite wall was a small, walnut-colored painting—very ancient—1525. As I looked closely, I saw it was a lamb almost photographically rendered. Around the lamb’s head, barely perceptible, was a halo. As I looked more intently, I saw that the lamb’s legs were tied and that the animal, shrouded by the dark background, was lying on a cross. The title was Agnus Dei, Latin for “Lamb of God.” I wanted to weep. I stood there and looked at that picture for a long time. It was not just the beauty that held me, but the theology of the atonement. John the Baptist’s words kept running circles in my heart!

			For centuries Israel’s consciousness had been programmed with the idea of the sacrificial lamb. With John’s statement, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” their Jewish minds went as far back as Abraham and Isaac (Genesis 22:7, 8) when Isaac said, “Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” Abraham replied, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” John’s hearers undoubtedly also thought of the Passover lamb, the application of its blood over the door, and those beautiful phrases from Isaiah 53:6, 7:

			All we like sheep have gone astray;

			we have turned—every one—to his own way;

			and the LORD has laid on him

			the iniquity of us all.

			He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,

			yet he opened not his mouth;

			like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,

			and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,

			so he opened not his mouth.

			John’s statement made it clear that Jesus would be a sacrifice for sin. God had provided the Lamb for their deepest need!

			Our message too must be the sacrificial death of Christ! It is dangerously easy to move away from the blood of the atonement in our thinking. We love and sing William Cowper’s great hymn, “There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood.” Yet I have heard Cowper excoriated and that hymn almost spat upon by those who consider themselves to be Christians. How easy it is to abandon the essential! But the words of his hymn are true:

			There is a fountain filled with blood

			Drawn from Immanuel’s veins,

			And sinners plunged beneath that flood

			Lose all their guilty stains.

			Christianity is a bloody religion—the blood of Christ cleanses us of all sin! This reality must be primary in our witness and in our thinking! Yes, Christ came to give abundant life. Yes, Christ worked miracles, and he can work miracles in our lives today. But these are benefits of the gospel, not the gospel itself. The gospel centers upon Christ as the sin-bearer—“the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” Most of us understand what John is saying. However, our salvation does not depend on our formulation of the doctrine of the atonement, but on our experience of it! Is he our Lamb? Do we really believe he died for us? If we keep the wonder of the atonement before us, we will be different people!

			The Lamb is our eternal message. The encounter between Abraham and Isaac prophesied his sacrifice. The Passover applied the principles of his sacrifice. Isaiah 53 personified his sacrifice. John 1 identified the sacrifice. And it is magnified in Revelation 5:9–14. The sacrificial death of Christ—this is the essence of our message.

			But a faithful witness must also tell others how to appropriate the benefits of the Lamb. John the Baptist points this out in verses 31–33. In verse 31 he says, “I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel.” John’s water baptisms were baptisms of repentance. That is how he prepared the way. People had to turn from their sins so that they might receive the Messiah and the benefits of his salvation. Christ brought a new, different baptism.

			And John bore witness: “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’” (vv. 32, 33)

			John’s preaching motivated the human will to change, but Christ’s message brought the power to change! That marvelous word “baptize,” which essentially means a dipping or submersion, here extends to the spiritual life. In 1 Corinthians 12:13 Paul says, “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body,” referring to the saturation of the Holy Spirit that occurs at the time of salvation.

			The power to change our lives—to leave our life of sin and enjoy the fullness of eternal life—comes only from a soaking or immersion in the Holy Spirit!

			Conclusion

			What is our message? It is, “Behold, the Lamb of God!”

			Sarah Hale wrote the famous poem “Mary Had a Little Lamb.” It is a nice little nursery rhyme, but I like to think of it theologically, completely out of its context. The Virgin Mary really did have a little Lamb—the Agnus Dei, the Lamb of God. And on the cross the Lamb took our sins upon himself as our sacrifice. “Worthy is the Lamb!” will be our eternal refrain. May we never move away from the centrality of his sacrificial death!

			If you do not know the joy of having been soaked with the Holy Spirit and thus of knowing Christ personally, perhaps you have not personally experienced, first, the reality and greatness of Christ’s sacrificial death and, second, the necessity of repentance. Possibly you give only lip service to the idea of his sacrificial atonement without fully depending on his shed blood. Just as the Jews needed John’s baptism of repentance, perhaps you too need to repent. Many people miss Christ because they never have truly repented. Grace without repentance is cheap grace—not the real thing. A realization of what Christ has done must be coupled with a repentant spirit if we are truly to believe and be saved. We must say, “I am nothing, but he is everything, everything, everything!”
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			Angels Ascending and Descending

			JOHN 1:43–51
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			ON A DARK NIGHT about a hundred years ago a Scottish missionary couple found themselves surrounded by cannibals intent on taking their lives. On that terror-filled night the couple fell to their knees and prayed that God would protect them. It was a horrible time. Intermittent with their prayers, the missionaries heard the cries of the savages and imagined them coming through the door to take their lives. As the sun began to rise, to their astonishment they found that the natives were retreating into the forest. The missionaries were absolutely amazed and filled with joy. Their hearts soared to God. It was a day of rejoicing!

			The couple bravely continued their work. A year later the chieftain of that tribe was saved. As the missionary spoke with him, he remembered the horror of that night and asked the chieftain why he and his men had not killed them. The chieftain replied in surprise, “Who were all those men who were with you?” The missionary answered, “There were no men with us. It was just my wife and myself.” The chieftain began to argue with him, saying, “There were hundreds of tall men in shining garments with drawn swords circling about your house, so we could not attack you.”

			That story, recorded in Billy Graham’s book Angels, is one of the greatest stories in missionary history. The missionary was the almost legendary John G. Paton of the New Hebrides. What a glorious story for the church—a story not often repeated or experienced, yet one that does have contemporary parallels.

			Another vivid story was shared with me by a respectable Southern California pastor’s wife. One evening she was driving down the Santa Ana Freeway, which is always busy. As she drove down that freeway, somehow the car door opened, and her four-year-old child tumbled out onto the freeway amidst the high-speed traffic. With her heart pounding and with horrible expectations, she pulled her car to a screeching stop and ran frantically back along the freeway. But she did not expect to see what she saw. Her child was sitting up in the fast lane of the freeway amidst the glare of headlights, his only injuries a few abrasions. The first words that came out of his mouth were, “Mommy, Mommy, I saw Jesus put up his hands and stop the cars!” Was that a child’s imagination? Possibly. None of the drivers saw anyone. They just managed to stop their cars and miss him. The boy had been raised in a pious home, so perhaps he was just parroting what he had heard others say. On the other hand, it may indeed have been angelic intervention, considering the incredible danger in that unusual situation.

			Many of us today have miraculous stories to tell—some more incredible, some easier to believe than the two I have told. The question is, what are the day-to-day spiritual realities that surround us? John 1:43–51 will give us some answers.

			Spiritual Life for Nathanael (vv. 43–51)

			Our text opens with Jesus calling a new disciple named Philip.

			The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” (v. 43)

			Jesus took the initiative, coming to Philip with a very simple command: “Follow me”—literally, “Keep on following me.” And Philip did. In the following verses we see immediate incendiary results in Philip’s life—he had a burning desire to share the gospel. One lighted torch lights another torch. So Philip went forth to share the gospel, and soon he found Nathanael.

			Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” (vv. 45, 46)

			Philip was excited! His words must have tumbled out of his mouth. Nathanael had not heard about Jesus, but he knew his Old Testament. He knew that Bethlehem was named as the birthplace of our Savior, not Nazareth. Besides, Nazareth was just four miles from Cana, which was Nathanael’s hometown, and since there was a little rivalry between the two places, he had to challenge Philip. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip gave him the best and only possible answer. He said, “Come and see.” We need to make that response when we are tempted to argue.

			The ensuing encounter between Jesus and Nathanael reveals the spiritual realities that were already at work.

			Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no deceit!” Nathanael said to him, “How do you know me?” (vv. 47, 48a)

			Jesus emphasized that Nathanael was a transparent, honest man. That is probably why Nathanael reacted to Philip’s news by saying, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” He said what he thought. I think that characteristic was confirmed by Nathanael’s reaction to Jesus’ words: “How do you know me?” Now, if Jesus said to me, “Behold, a believer in whom is no deceit!” I would probably say, “Me? Not me. But I guess if you say so, maybe I am.” But Nathanael just owned up to it. He was in fact a guileless man.

			Notice that our Lord said Nathanael was an Israelite in whom was no guile. He put deliberate emphasis on that word because Jacob, the Old Testament patriarch, was Israel, and he was full of guile—a scoundrel who loved God. God worked in his life until finally, after wrestling with God, Jacob was renamed Israel. Jesus was saying that Nathanael was an ideal Israelite because guile had gone out of his life. Temple’s translation says, “Behold an Israelite in whom there is no Jacob.” Nathanael was evidently an Old Testament believer, like Simeon and Anna, who was looking for God. The Lord knew Nathanael’s character before he met him and said he was a guileless man. How could Jesus know? That thought must have flashed through Nathanael’s mind. Beautiful revelation!

			With Nathanael’s mind whirling, our Lord continued to astonish him in verse 48b: “Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.” This is one of the great cryptic statements of the New Testament. For centuries men have tried to decipher the symbolism of the fig tree. In some Scripture passages it is a symbol for peace. In many others it is a symbol for a home. Or it could be taken literally and just mean a fig tree. Exactly what it represents is not terribly important, but we will consider it as a fig tree. What is important is that Nathanael had a religious experience that no one but Jesus knew about. Maybe Nathanael had been reading the story of Jacob’s ladder. Maybe he had been contemplating being baptized by John the Baptist. Maybe he was thinking about the Messiah. Maybe he had prayed that the Messiah would reveal himself to him. The point is, Nathanael had had a spiritual experience under a fig tree and Jesus was saying, “I know about the experience you had that you shared only with God.” Jesus knew!

			Nathanael was not only guileless—he was able to put two and two together quickly. He knew that God is omniscient, and he realized that Jesus’ statement demonstrated omniscience. This man had to be God! Consider Nathanael’s response in verse 49: “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” What an incredible answer! Because he was an Israelite with no guile, Nathanael was prepared to come to know God, and when he saw Jesus’ omniscience, he responded and believed. He did a complete 180-degree turn and rapturously confessed that Jesus was the Son of God—all because he had experienced the reality of Jesus’ omniscience.

			Jesus answered him, “Because I said to you, ‘I saw you under the fig tree,’ do you believe? You will see greater things than these.” (v. 50)
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