Christmas According to John #4

“The Mystery of Christmas”

John 1:10-14
Mention the words “Christmas Mystery” and most folks will think of Angela Landsbury starring in a holiday episode of Murder, She Wrote. Our culture is used to mysteries, from Sherlock Holmes’ whodunits to popular television crime shows.
In a biblical context, however, the word “mystery” takes on a different connotation. When Scripture speaks of a mystery it refers to “truth [that is] hidden, until revealed in the person and work of Christ; also because it is concealed from human wisdom, and apprehended only by faith in the revelation of God through Christ.”
 This is not something universally known—in fact, it may be considered the opposite of “common sense,” for mankind cannot understand this on their own. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:18, “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”
The title of this message is “The Mystery of Christmas,” from John 1:10-14,

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

We will actually work through this passage in reverse, considering verse 14 first and then moving up to the beginning of the text.

The Incarnation of Eternal Divinity

Verse 14 speaks of the incarnation of eternal divinity. John begins his gospel referring to “the Word,” whom he claims was “with God” and indeed “was God.” This eternal Word is responsible for all creation, and provides light and life for mankind.

It is this Word who, in verse 14, “was made flesh and dwelt among us.” The Contemporary English Version renders this phrase, “The Word became a human being and lived here with us.” Eugene Peterson puts it this way in The Message: “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.” Though it may seem awkward, perhaps the International Standard Version is the most literally accurate, as it says, “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.” For the Greek word “dwelt” is literally the word “tabernacled” or, “pitched a tent,” possibly an allusion to the concept from the Old Testament that God “tabernacled” with his people in the wilderness.

What is the “mystery” of this statement? We may be so used to the concept that we fail to appreciate its depth. A. W. Tozer referred to this verse as “one of the deepest mysteries of human thought.”
 John MacArthur notes, 

This reality is surely the most profound ever because it indicates that the Infinite became finite; the Eternal was conformed to time; the Invisible became visible; the supernatural One reduced Himself to the natural. In the incarnation, however, the Word did not cease to be God but became God in human flesh, i.e., undiminished deity in human form as a man (1 Tim. 3:16).

But of all the comments I read on this verse, I was struck most by the response of J. I. Packer in his classic book, Knowing God, in which he writes, 

But in fact the real difficulty, the supreme mystery with which the gospel confronts us…lies not in the Good Friday message of atonement, nor in the Easter message of resurrection, but in the Christmas message of Incarnation. The really staggering Christian claim is that Jesus of Nazareth was God made man—that the second person of the Godhead became the “second man” (1 Cor 15:47), determining human destiny, the second representative head of the race, and that he took humanity without loss of deity, so that Jesus of Nazareth was as truly and fully divine as he was human [emphasis added].

Here are two mysteries for the price of one—the plurality of persons within the unity of God, and the union of Godhead and manhood in the person of Jesus. It is here, in the thing that happened at the first Christmas, that the profoundest and most unfathomable depths of the Christian revelation lie. “The Word became flesh” (Jn 1:14); God became man; the divine Son became a Jew; the Almighty appeared on earth as a helpless human baby, unable to do more than lie and stare and wriggle and make noises, needing to be fed and changed and taught to talk like any other child. And there was no illusion or deception in this: the babyhood of the Son of God was a reality. The more you think about it, the more staggering it gets. Nothing in fiction is so fantastic as is this truth of the Incarnation.

And yet, Packer adds, “The Incarnation is in itself an unfathomable mystery, but it makes sense of everything else that the New Testament contains.”
 Unless Jesus was, indeed, God incarnate, then the miracles, the substitutionary death on the cross, and the resurrection become unthinkable. But if He was God the Son in human form, then belief in these other parts of the story is more believable.
John goes on to identify the Word as “the only begotten,” or “the One and Only.” This phrase, repeated in John 3:16, speaks of the divine nature of Jesus. The “one and only Son” represents the Greek monogenes, which is derived from genos, which means “kind” or “species.” It means “literally ‘one of a kind,’ ‘only,’ ‘unique’ (unicus), not ‘only-begotten.’ ... The emphasis is on the thought that, as the ‘only’ Son of God, He has no equal and is able fully to reveal the Father.” God’s personal revelation of himself in Christ has no parallel elsewhere, nor has it ever been repeated.

The mystery of Christmas—that God the Son stepped out of eternity into time, taking the form of a human child—certainly stretches the ability of man to comprehend. If, when you stop and think about the ramifications of the Christmas fact, shake your head in wonderment and bewilderment, you are not alone. Tozer writes, 

The Apostle Paul throws up his hands in wonder at this point. Paul, declared to be one of the six great intellects of all time, throws up his hands and declares that “the mystery of godliness is great” (1 Timothy 3:16), the mystery of God manifest in the flesh.

Perhaps this is the most becoming approach to the subject for all of us: to just throw up our hands and say, “O Lord, you alone know!” There are so many more things in heaven and earth than are known in our theology—so it is in the deepest sense all mystery. 

I would like to quote the gist of what John Wesley said concerning the eternal, mysterious act of God in stooping down to tabernacle with men. Wesley declared that we should distinguish the act from the method by which the act is performed and advised that we do not reject a fact because we do not know how it was done. I think that is very wise!

I think also that it is very becoming for us to enter into the presence of God reverently, bowing our heads and singing His praises, and acknowledging His loving acts on our behalf even with our words, “It is true, O God, even if we do not know or understand how You have brought it all to pass!” 

We will not reject the fact because we do not know the operation that brought it into being.

Wise counsel, indeed! The mystery of Christmas is primarily the incarnation of eternal deity, God becoming human in the form of a baby born to a poor young woman in the most humble of circumstances.

The Invitation of Eternal Decision

But the depths of the mystery of Christmas do not end there. As amazing and incomparable as the incarnation of Christ is, the mystery goes on. In some ways, I think this part of the mystery is as unfathomable as the fact that God the Son became a human being like us.

The mystery of Christmas includes the invitation of human decision. We read in John 1:10-11, “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.” We might wonder how humanity could dare not receive its Creator, but don’t miss the underlying point: Humanity has the opportunity to reject Christ!

Certainly God was within His rights to have come to earth and forced mankind to recognize and receive Him as their Master and Lord. It would appear from Philippians 2:10-11 that one day, “every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” Whether they want to or not, every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. But that was not the case when Christ came to earth as a baby in Bethlehem. He came and offered an invitation, allowing people to make a personal decision.

Many in His own day (as well as our own) rejected Him, and Jesus allowed them to do so. When the rich young ruler sadly turned and walked away, Jesus did not chase him down the street, begging him to return. God has given mankind the freedom to make moral choices, even at the risk of their rejecting His own Son.

But as with any choice, more than one option is available. While many did reject Christ according to verses 10-11, John writes in verse 12, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” We are given the opportunity to receive Christ.

What does it mean to “receive Christ”? Much discussion has risen about phrases such as “ask Christ into your heart,” or “receive Christ as your personal Savior.” But what does that mean? In this verse, the words “receive” and “believe” are closely connected. The second term describes the first. To receive Him who is the Word of God means to acknowledge His claims, place one’s faith in Him, and thereby yield allegiance to Him.
 The Greek tense of this verse is also important, as Vincent explains, 

The present participle, “believing,” indicates the present and continuous activity of faith…. To believe in, or on, is more than mere acceptance of a statement. It is so to accept a statement or a person as to rest upon them, to trust them practically to draw upon and avail oneself of all that is offered to him in them. Hence, to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ is not merely to believe the facts of His historic life or of His saving energy as facts, but to accept Him as Savior, Teacher, Sympathizer, Judge; to rest the soul upon Him for present and future salvation, and to accept and adopt His precepts and example as binding upon the life.

In other words, to receive Christ is not something a person can do once, perhaps as a child, and do nothing about that decision for the rest of their lives. One of the tragedies of modern Christianity is the abundance of people who grew up in church, learned all about God and His Word, made a decision to receive Christ as Savior, but have long since moved on with their lives, demonstrating no loyalty to Christ or to His teachings. The most terrible aspect of their condition is that they are convinced they are okay, that the decision made so many years ago will get them into Heaven, even though the vast majority of their life shows nothing of a belief in or a commitment to Christ!

The Implication of Eternal Destiny

The decisions made regarding Christ have implications of eternal destiny. The choice we make regarding Jesus Christ will determine our eternal fate. Either we will spend eternity with Christ in Heaven or we will spend eternity apart from Him in Hell. The choice, literally, is ours.

The American Standard Version translates verses 11-12, “He came unto his own, and they that were his own received him not. But as many as received him, to them gave he the right to become children of God, even to them that believe on his name.” For those who decide to receive Christ by faith, God gives the right (or privilege) to become His children. (This translation is preferred to the kjv, “the power to become the sons of God.”) The term “right” signifies both authority and ability, and both are certainly meant here.
 The implication of choosing Christ is to be adopted into the family of God.

John goes on in verse 13 to make certain no one misunderstands his meaning. He writes, “born not of natural descent, [human descent], nor of human decision [human efforts], or a husband’s will [human assistance], but born of God.” As Warren Wiersbe notes, “No one can be born again because of his relatives, his resolutions, or his religion. The new birth is the work of God.”

It is unfortunate that the Jewish people thought their relationship to Abraham saved them, but they are no different from unsaved Gentiles who think they are going to heaven because their parents or grandparents were Christians.
 The emphasis is thus not on ethnic descent but on spiritual rebirth.

But sinners today need not commit those same blunders. John 1:12–13 gives the marvelous promise of God that anyone who receives Christ will be born again and enter the family of God! John says more about this new birth in John 3, but he points out here that it is a spiritual birth from God, not a physical birth that depends on human nature.

Unfortunately, the decision to reject Christ also has an eternal implication. Jesus said in John 14:6, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” There is no other way to Heaven or to eternal life than Jesus.

Most of us are familiar with John 3:16. Two verses later Jesus speaks of the implications of eternal destiny. John 3:18 records, “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.”
Truly we can say, in the words of Paul, “the mystery of godliness is great.” The mystery of Christmas is certainly profound: the incarnation of eternal divinity, the invitation of eternal decision, and the implications of eternal destiny are mind-boggling. As hard as it is to conceive that eternal God would become human and lay down His life for His creation, it is even more difficult to comprehend that He allows His creation the option to receive or reject Him. And, perhaps most baffling of all, how anyone could reject the greatest gift ever given to mankind: the opportunity to be adopted into God’s family, to live forever with Him and escape the horrors of Hell.
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