Jesus’ Birthday- And Ours!
Christmas 2

John 1:1-18

Jan. 2nd, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


Happy New Year!  We have turned the page on another calendar year!  2011 is here, just about the time I’ve gotten used to writing 2010!  As we turn the page to a new year, it’s natural to take a look back on what has taken place over the past year.  What changed for you?  What remained the same?  What was happy?  What was sad?  Everyone of us has experienced life in different ways in 2010, much of it good, some of it not so good.  That’s the way life is.

The calendar year has changed, but in the church year, we’re still in Christmas.  That may be a surprise to some, but today is the ninth day of Christmas.  It is the day that you should be expecting nine ladies dancing to arrive from your true love, to go along with the eight maids a milking, seven swans a swimming, six geese a laying and all the other gifts you have daily received since Christmas Day.

So, this morning we take one more look at the meaning of Christmas.  We’re going to look at this from the perspective of the Gospel of John.  What does John say about Christ’s birth?  


Remember that there are four gospels that tell the story of Jesus, each from their own point of view.  The gospel of Mark is the shortest, and has nothing to say about the birth of Jesus.  Mark begins with the appearance of John the Baptist and the Baptism of Jesus as an adult.  Luke is the gospel that speaks about Mary and her important role, the journey to Bethlehem, the crowded inn, the manger, the angels, and the shepherds.  Matthew focuses more on Joseph, and has the story of the Wise Men coming from the East, following the star.  But what about John?


John is really quite different.  He begins by speaking about the Word, capital W-O-O-D , which pre-existed with God and was, in fact, God.  This Word created all that exists and brought life to the world.


John’s Christmas story makes no mention of Mary, Joseph, the manger, the angels, the wise men, or the star.  Rather, John’s Christmas, Christ’s birthday, is summarized in John 1:14, “And the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  There are no details as to how this happened, but the Word became flesh, took on human life, and that’s Christmas in John.


For John, what mattered, was that God the creator, who seemed so distant and unknowable, became flesh and blood. Leonard Griffith, a pastor in Toronto, tells the story of a mother who was putting her little daughter to bed in the midst of a thunderstorm. The daughter didn’t want her to leave the room.  The mother  told her daughter that she did not need to be frightened, that her mother and father were close by in the living room. The girl replied to her mother, "Mommy, but when it thunders this way, I want somebody who has skin on." This simple story, in essence, is the essential truth of our text. The invisible spirit of God did put on skin, flesh, and blood and came to dwell among us with grace and truth.  

 By means of the incarnation, God becoming flesh, God has come into the midst of life. Jesus knew life as we know it. He was raised in a family, knowing both the joy and challenges of family life.  He knew what it was for one's friends to turn against him, to be falsely accused and to suffer rejection and finally a cruel death. E. Stanley Jones has suggested that in Jesus Christ, God became domesticated. He knew life as we know life. For that reason, in the midst of our anguish, pain, and disappointment, we can cry out and say, "Lord, you know how it is!" And God does. For God had a son who became flesh and lived among us full of grace and truth.   That’s Christmas for John.  That’s Jesus’ birthday.  The Word became flesh, and for that reason, we can know God.

But there’s another important birthday John wants us to be aware of as he writes these opening verses to his gospel.  Jesus is born- the Word became flesh- but there is a second birthday he mentions.  It is our birthday as well.


Listen to the words of John 1:10-13: "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, 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" (John 1:10-13).


Did you hear that? "To all who receive him, he gave power to become children of God."  There’s another birthday made possible because of Christmas.  John bears witness to the one who comes so that we might receive him and become children of God.  We are not meant to be just children of flesh and blood, subject to all the problems and pain and uncertainty of this mortal life.  Because of Christ, the Word made flesh, we can be born anew as children of God.  By God’s grace we can be re- born of God,  to be as God, in and through the Word of God, Jesus the Christ.   Christ’s birth makes possible our re-birth as God’s own children.

It is in Holy Baptism, that this re-birth occurs.  We are  born again; born not of blood, but of water; born not of the will of the flesh, but of the spirit; born not of the will of man, but of God. In Holy Baptism we were granted that life which knows no ending; we were promised God's eternal commitment; and we were created anew in the very likeness of God. And so at the heart of all the hymns and carols, at the center of all the celebration and gifts, and behind all the lights and wreaths, stands this one promise - that because of Christ and his incarnation, God regards us forever as God's own beloved child.

         And it's not only John that gives witness to this glorious promise, but Luke, as well, who through his depiction of the nativity and the song of the angels makes plain the importance of this night. As Martin Luther once observed in a Christmas sermon, Luke's "...Gospel teaches that Christ was born, and that he did and suffered everything on our behalf, as is here declared by the angel: 'Behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which shall be to all the people; for there is born to you this day a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.' In these words, Luther writes, you see clearly that Christ is born for us. For the angel does not simply say, "Christ is born," but "to you he is born," neither does he say, "I bring glad tidings, but to you I bring glad tidings of great joy.... We see here," Luther continues, "how Christ, as it were, takes our birth from us and absorbs it in his birth, and grants us his, that in it we might become pure and holy, as if it were our own, so that every Christian may rejoice and glory in Christ's birth as much as if he had himself been born of Mary as was Christ."  Let me repeat that last part, so you can wrap your head around these words.  
          “We see here how Christ, as it were, takes our birth from us and absorbs it in his birth, and grant us his, that in it we might be pure and holy, as if it were our own, so that every Christian may rejoice and glory in Christ’s birth, as much as if he had himself been born of Mary as was Christ.”
            What a promise that is!  Christ’s birth, makes possible our re-birth.  In that sense, Christmas is not only a time to sing happy birthday to Jesus, it’s a time to sing happy birthday to all who have received him by faith and become children of God.  Happy birthday to us, for Christ’s birth makes possible our spiritual birth as children of God.
             This, then, is the Christmas promise: that for one reason did Christ surrender his heavenly glory to be born as one of us, that for one reason did Christ teach and preach and suffer and die on the cross, that for one reason was Christ raised again on the third day – all for just one reason: that we might be reborn in Holy Baptism and so be made and declared a child of God...forever.


Today the 9th day of Christmas intersects the second day of a new year.  At the start of the new year we look back and rejoice at the previous year’s blessings, and grieve for the losses that also took place.  Both have occurred, in some way, for all of us.

But at the start of the new year, we also take the opportunity to look forward.  What are the possibilities ahead?  What will be this year’s joys, as well as this year’s sorrows?  What excites us?  What scares us?  In the midst of these questions we remember John’s promise, “The Word became flesh and lived among us.”  Christ is born.  And we also remember this other promise, that because of Christ, we might also be re-born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.  We enter 2011 with the chance to taste afresh and experience anew God's pledge to regard us as God's own beloved children, with God's vow to go with us into 2011and all that it might bring, and with God's word to be committed to us through all of our living and struggling and loving and dying.  We go with God's promise, that the Word has become flesh, to be both with us and for us now...and forever.  Amen
With thanks to David Lohse at workingpreacher.org
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