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• We probably don’t  think of John’s Gospel words, which I just read, as ‘the 
Christmas Gospel.’ For, in remembering the Christmas story, we rely upon 
Matthew and Luke, who mention visiting shepherds and traveling magi. But 
John does indeed provide us with a Christmas Gospel. As we heard, John 
does not begin with an angel and Mary, or shepherds and wise men, nor 
with people gathering to hear the Baptizer by the Jordan.  John is less 1

interested in reporting the facts of history, than he is in the meaning of that 
same history. Probably written later than the first three Gospels, John lets 
the others convey the basic story of God’s mission in Jesus. By doing this, 
John can go further. He unfolds the inner significance of the Gospel 
Christmas story. 

• And so, John tells us that, “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God.” By telling us this, John is not 
providing the details of a story, or a code for us to figure out. Instead, he 
speaks in poetic language rather than the language of biography or history. 
On Christmas eve, we heard in story-form how the Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us. This morning we hear the same message, set in poetry. In 
both ways of communicating the Gospel, we learn that divinity is spoken 
into humanity. This echoes the pattern of Creation, when God spoke 
humankind into being. In the beginning, God said, “Let us make human 
beings in our own image.” In the new beginning, when the Word was made 
flesh, divinity was again spoken into humanity, and humanity was fully 
embraced by divinity. Yet there is paradox within this story. Just as there was 
no room at the inn for Mary, Joseph and the baby, there is often little room 
in us for the new beginning.  Even though our human life was fully 2

embraced by God, we only haltingly receive divinity into our own humanity. 
This disparity of embrace lies at the heart of the Christmas Gospel, whether 
we hear it from Luke or Matthew, or from John. 
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• The heart of the Christmas Gospel is also the fulfillment of promise. Think of 
when we say, ‘I give you my word.’ As when a man and a woman stand 
before us, and say to one another, “… in sickness and in health, to love and 
to cherish, until we are parted by death. This is my solemn vow.” In other 
words, one says to another, I give you my solemn word. John suggests the 
same thing, but on a far grander scale ~ that, in Creation, God not only 
spoke things into being, God filled Creation with promise. In speaking Light 
into existence, along with stars, planets, and water, trees and mighty beasts, 
God spoke Hope and Love. And now, late in time, God has spoken this same 
hope and love, into flesh. The promise of hope and love, so long present in 
and through the world, has now become concrete in human form, fully 
present in our midst. Not only with us and among us, God has now become 
one of us. The Creation-speaking and Creation-loving God has become the 
Creation-and-human-indwelling God. We can now say with assurance that 
God dwells within Creation and in our midst, transforming you and me in 
the process. 

• John took a huge risk, using this kind of language to express the Gospel. He 
risked losing those of us who too quickly might think he’s just giving us 
theory and philosophy, rather than something useful. So we need to be 
careful about dismissing as ‘intellectual’ or as ‘academic’ ideas and 
language that do not have immediately practical utility. For John is writing 
about how life is actually lived, which is what being ‘practical’ means. Look at 
what John says about the Word: “All things came into being through him…” 
All things! Not all ideas, all theories and thoughts, but all things! “What has 
come into being in him was life…” All things, and all of life, have come to 
existence through him. This is concrete and it has practical implications. 
Because if we are made through him and by him, we are also made for him. 
And if we are made for him, we are therefore bound to live for him. 
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• Consider this question: Have you ever felt, or heard someone say, that 'life 
has no purpose,’ that life is just not worth the struggle. Or, that our lives are 
really just work, with little joy or meaning. These statements sum up what 
many people feel at least some of the time, if not much of the time. So, a 
practical Gospel speaks to this common perception and experience. 

• This is precisely what John does, but in a highly poetic way. He tells us that 
God has a different view of our lives ~ the lives over which we sometimes 
despair. God values human life so much, and sees such potential in us, that 
God set aside the glory of divinity to come into our midst. God has 
embraced the limitations of human experience. From God’s perspective, the 
experiences in which we might find little meaning or purpose, are actually 
filled with promise and potential! 

• God finds the pattern of our lives worthy and, especially, those particular 
events and experiences about which we might despair of meaning and 
purpose. God values our experiences and lives so much that God’s Spirit 
has come to inhabit them with meaning and purpose, with light and joy. We 
help make this practical by our practice! We can practice seeing and 
thinking about our lives as divine habitations, filled with God-meaning and 
God-purpose, even if our lives appear empty to us. To try and see things as 
God does is to choose to see our lives differently. To choose this is to make a 
practical choice, a choice that makes a real difference in how we live.  3

• If all this is true — and it is — then to dwell on our inability to find meaning in 
life is beside the point. The point is not whether we find meaning in life. The 
point is how God has put meaning into life, whether we notice it or not. And 
God finds so much meaning within our lives that God has come to be one 
with us, in the very lives we now live. Nothing could be more practical than 
that. God has not come to save us from lives in which we feel stuck. God has 
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come to bless us in our lives, lives in which God’s Spirit continues to impart 
great purpose and meaning. 

• We were reminded of this on Christmas Eve, when our children sang with us 
O little Town of Bethlehem and Hark! the herald angels sing ~ “yet in thy 
dark streets shineth the everlasting light; the hopes and fears of all the 
years, are met in thee tonight!” “Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and 
sinners reconciled.”  These words from beloved Christmas carols tell us the 4

same thing we learn in our Gospel about the Word: “From his fullness we 
have all received, grace upon grace!”  For “the true light, which enlightens 5

everyone, was coming into the world.” “The light shines in the darkness, and 
the darkness did not overcome it.” 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Christmas 1  B 17, Dec. 31, 2017                                       !4



C H R I S T M A S    1,  Dec. 31,  2017, Year B

The Word Became Flesh (image from St. John’s Bible; photo by S Holmgren) 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Christmas 1  B 17, Dec. 31, 2017                                       !5



C H R I S T M A S    1,  Dec. 31,  2017, Year B

John 1:1-18 

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 came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was 
the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome 
it. 

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to 
the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to 
testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 

He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not 
know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all 
who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, 
who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of 
a father's only son, full of grace and truth. (John testified to him and cried out, "This was he 
of whom I said, 'He who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he was before me.'") 
From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through 
Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the 
only Son, who is close to the Father's heart, who has made him known. 

Notes: 

 See Luke 1:26—2:20; Matthew 1:18–2:12; and compare with Mark 1:1-8.1

 See the words in our Gospel, “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet 2

the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.”

 For this and the following paragraph, see Eugene Peterson’s translation of a portion of Matthew 6, in 3

The Message, 6:30ff : “If God gives such attention to the appearance of wildflowers—most of which are 
never even seen—don’t you think he’ll attend to you, take pride in you, do his best for you? What I’m 
trying to do here is to get you to relax, to not be so preoccupied with getting, so you can respond to 
God’s giving. People who don’t know God and the way he works fuss over these things, but you know 
both God and how he works. Steep your life in God-reality, God-initiative, God-provisions. Don’t worry 
about missing out. You’ll find all your everyday human concerns will be met. Give your entire attention 
to what God is doing right now, and don’t get worked up about what may or may not happen 
tomorrow. God will help you deal with whatever hard things come up when the time comes.”

 From Hymn 78, “O Little town of Bethlehem;” words by Phillips Brooks; and, Hymn 87, “Hark! the 4

herald angels sing;” words by Charles Wesley.

 These are quotations from our Gospel reading, John 1:1-18, but presented here out of sequence.5
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