Christmas According to John #2

“The Ministry of Christmas”

John 1:6-8; 15-37
“Christmas has become so commercialized!”

Many Christians would heartily agree with Charlie Brown’s sentiment. One songwriter put it this way: 

It used to be the birthday of the Man who saved our necks

But now it stands for Santa Claus—we spell it with an “X.”
Santa Claus, reindeer, gift-giving (or gift-getting, depending on your perspective), Christmas trees, decorations, parades, family, big dinners, holiday cookies, Christmas cards—the list goes on and on. We might wonder what has happened to Christ in the midst of Christmas.

How do we as Christians respond to all of the “extras” that have been added to the Christmas celebration? Do we angrily reject them as detracting from the true meaning of Christmas? Do we shrug our shoulders, say, “Everyone else is doing it,” and give in to the tide of our society? Or is there another approach we can take?

I believe there is. Turn with me once again to the first chapter of the gospel of John. You may need to bear with me this morning—the text we are considering may not immediately seem to relate to our topic. But I think there are valuable lessons we can learn here.

We have been considering the opening chapter of John in a rather unusual approach to Christmas. We have seen the majesty of Christmas, how the infinite Word by Whom all things were created is the center of the Christmas event. Later we will see the mastery of Christmas, how the Light of Life cannot be overcome by the darkness; and the mystery of Christmas, how God Himself stepped out of Heaven’s glory into our world as a tiny baby.

Yet in the midst of this passage regarding Jesus, we come across some verses that might seem out of place—even distracting to the flow of the prologue. In verses 6-8 we read, 

There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light.

We might scratch our heads and ask, “Why is this here? John is writing so eloquently about the Word who became flesh, and he takes time out to write about John the Baptist? Later on in this same chapter we read, 

John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’” (John 1:15)
Now this was John’s testimony when the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests and Levites to ask him who he was. He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, “I am not the Christ.” 

They asked him, “Then who are you? Are you Elijah?” 

He said, “I am not.” 

“Are you the Prophet?” 

He answered, “No.” 

Finally they said, “Who are you? Give us an answer to take back to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 

John replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord.’” (John 1:19-23)
Now some Pharisees who had been sent questioned him, “Why then do you baptize if you are not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” 

“I baptize with water,” John replied, “but among you stands one you do not know. He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.” (John 1:24-27)
The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’” (John 1:29-30)
The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, “Look, the Lamb of God!” 

When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus. Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, “What do you want?” 

They said, “Rabbi” (which means Teacher), “where are you staying?” (John 1:35-37)

Now you might really be wondering, “What does this have to do with what John writes about Jesus? Even more so, does this have anything to do at all with Christmas?” The answer to the second question is, “Yes,” in the form of application. For in John the Baptist we see what I am calling the ministry of Christmas.

The Predominant Importance of Christ

Though he is not named as such, John the Baptist takes an honored place in this gospel, being the first human being mentioned. (The apostle John never refers to himself by name, so he calls the Baptist simply, “John.”) Actually, John the Baptist is one of the most important persons in the New Testament, being mentioned at least eighty-nine times.
 But this had another, potentially negative side.

[John] was himself extremely popular. Many were disposed to receive him as the Messiah. It was evidently in his “power” to form a large party, and to be regarded extensively as the Christ. This was the highest honor to which a Jew could aspire; and it shows the value of John’s testimony, that he was willing to lay all his honors at the feet of Jesus, and to acknowledge that he was unworthy to perform for him the office of the humblest servant.

This refers to his words in verse 27, “He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.” To loose the latchet was a peculiarly humble act. The Talmud says, “﻿Every office a servant will do for his master, a scholar should perform for his teacher, except loosing his sandal-thong.﻿”
 And yet John claims that he is undeserving of even that task for Jesus. John never lost sight of the predominant importance of Christ. 

A. W. Tozer comments,

Looking into the Scripture, I do not think we would be challenged if we said that John the Baptist was the greatest of all the prophets. Our Lord Jesus Christ made a very plain and revealing assessment of the greatness of this John in Luke 7:28: “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.”

I cannot refrain from asking you a question here: How do you suppose the Christian church, as we know it today, would be inclined to deal with John the Baptist if he came into our scene?

Our generation would probably decide that such a man ought to be downright proud of the fact that God had sent him. We would urge him to write books and make a documentary film and the seminary leaders would line up to schedule him as guest lecturer.

But in that distant generation of mankind to whom the eternal Son of God presented Himself as suffering Savior and living Lord, John the Baptist gladly stepped down—allowing Jesus the Christ to displace him completely.

This was his example: instead of insisting on recognition as a man sent from God, he pointed to Jesus as the true Light and said in genuine humility, “I am not worthy to untie His sandals” (see John 1:27).

That was John, and when his ministry was over, Jesus came. It was then that John said to all who would listen, “Look, the Lamb of God” (1:29). He directed all the eyes away from himself to Jesus. And then? John the Baptist just faded out of the picture.

In fact, when John was told of the growing popularity of Jesus, he responded in John 3:30, “He must increase, but I must decrease.” In an age of self-assertiveness, positive self-confession, and just plain egotistical pride, this attitude runs against the tide.

The Proper Identification of Christ

Another aspect of John’s ministry is seen in the proper identification of Christ. Twice He pointed to Jesus and said, “Behold the Lamb of God!” Several times in this chapter the word “witness” is used in relation to John. The word “witness” comes from the Greek marturia, meaning “testimony.”
  “Witness” was especially a legal concept in the Greco-Roman world and in Jewish circles.
 The term is a key word in this book; John uses the noun fourteen times and the verb thirty-three times. John the Baptist was one of many people who bore witness to Jesus, “This is the Son of God!”

We often speak of “witnessing” to others about Jesus, or sharing our “testimony” to the lost. But how much of our testimony is about Christ, and how much of it is about us? Some “testimony times” at church quickly become a series of “can-you-top-this?” horror stories about lives of sin!

John reflected the attention away from himself and onto Christ. His self-degrading remarks are not signs of false humility. His witness was positive as well as negative and focused on Jesus rather than on himself.

Whether you agreed with his politics or even liked him as a person, former Vice-President Dan Quayle provided what I think is an excellent example of this. During a television interview, he was asked about his opinions and actions regarding certain issues. He responded each time by saying, “What is really important is what the President has said or is doing about the subject.” He made certain the audience knew who the real President was.

As previously mentioned, John could have taken the acclaim for himself. Many were prepared to hail him as the Messiah, but John would have none of it. He directed the attention to Jesus, always giving him the proper identification He deserved.

The Personal Invitation to Christ

Finally, John’s ministry included a personal invitation to Christ. In verses 35-37 we read, 

The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, “Look, the Lamb of God!” When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus.

John had his own disciples, men who chose to follow and even assist him in his ministry. But when Jesus arrived on the scene, the Baptist directed the attention of his own disciples to Jesus.
 

As Barnes comments, 

This shows that John was sincere; that he was not desirous of forming a party or of building up a sect; that he was willing that all those whom he had attracted to himself by his ministry should become followers of Christ. The object of ministers should not be to build up their own interests or to extend their own fame. It is to point men to the Savior. Ministers, however popular or successful, should be willing that their disciples should look to Christ rather than to them; nay, should forget them and look away from them, to tread in the footsteps of the Son of God; and the conduit of these disciples shows us that we should forsake all and follow Jesus when he is pointed out to us as the Messiah.

So, what does this have to do with Christmas? How does this speak to the subject of those elements of our holiday celebrations that seem to detract from the true meaning of the season?

As Christians we can all agree that Christmas needs to retain the prominent importance of Christ. Our Christmas celebrations need to not only include the birth of Jesus, but Christ must be the primary focus. But this need not be the only aspect of Christmas. Even as the apostle can include John the Baptist in his prologue about the Word, we can incorporate elements of our cultural festivities into our Christmas time. In fact, we can use what is familiar to unsaved people around us—such as Santa Claus, Christmas trees, lights, and gifts—to point them to the unfamiliar, spiritual meaning of the season. After all, this is exactly what Jesus did in His use of parables!

Within our celebration of Christmas, we also need to retain the proper identification of Christ. Many people—even some unbelievers—are comfortable with the story of the cute little baby born in a barn. Little babies are cuddly and cute, but they don’t threaten us. They don’t tell us how to live or what not to do. But the Christmas story is more than the tale of a little baby laid in a manger stall. Christmas is only the beginning. This baby born on Christmas morning grew up to be a man. And that man claimed to be nothing less than God the Son. And He demands nothing less than total allegiance to His commands. We must remember the proper identity of Christ.

We should finally use the Christmas season as an opportunity to make a personal invitation to Christ. Like John the Baptist, we should be pointing people toward Jesus. Why not use the various elements of our Christmas celebration to lead others to Christ? Explain why there is an angel (or star) on the top of the Christmas tree, or why the evergreen tree is often used as a Christmas tree, or how the greatest Christmas present of all was given some two thousand years ago. Let’s not be content to point out the spiritual significance of our Christmas components, but let us make the invitation personal. 

We need not discard everything about modern Christmas celebrations in order to retain the true reason for the season. By using the example of John (both John the apostle and John the Baptist), we can see the ministry of Christmas, enjoying all of the holiday festivities while still maintaining the proper focus upon Jesus. Who knows? Maybe we can even use the season to bring others to the Light. 

Isn’t that what Christmas is supposed to be about?
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