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John 1:1-18

WHO DO YOU SAY THAT I AM?  LOGOS


The first time I laid eyes on Jim Gubbins, who is now my husband, was at an orientation meeting to life in Divinity Hall, the dorm we lived in during our first year at Harvard Divinity School. We were learning about the rules for using the communal kitchen.  At one point the proctor held up one pot and one pan and spoke sternly about the importance of pots being returned to the pot cabinet and pans being stored in the pan cabinet.  And then he asked if anyone knew which was the pot and which was the pan.  Jim knew.  That caught my attention.


We started dating soon after that meeting.  I decided Jim was truly the man of my dreams one night when we were studying.  I was struggling mightily to understand an assigned reading, an essay written by some philosopher of religion, probably either Reinhold or Richard Niebuhr.  I was close to tears; I was so frustrated that I could not understand the meaning of the words on the page.  Kindly, Jim said something like, “Just remember, Beth, philosophers work to take the simplest of ideas and complicate them, making them almost impossible to understand.”  Jim read the paragraph that was making me so upset, explained it in two or three sentences.  I was done for.  I knew Jim was the man I was meant to marry.  Though my fondness for Jim grew, I never developed a fondness for any other philosopher.   

That probably explains why I had to learn to like the gospel of John. John sounds too much like a philosopher to me, especially in those verses Craig just read, the ones at the very beginning of the Gospel.  “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.”  Some of you may immediately be drawn to such philosophic metaphor and language. For me, it’s reminiscent of the Niebuhr nightmare.  There are four gospels in the New Testament, each, in a unique voice, from a unique perspective, tells the powerfully moving story of Jesus Christ’s life, ministry, death and resurrection.  Probably nothing illustrates more clearly how different their perspectives were than the birth stories.  Mark doesn’t have one.  Matthew includes a lengthy genealogy and wise men from the East.  Luke has shepherds and a chorus of angels.  John?  “And the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  Not only would it be a challenge to produce a Christmas pageant from that, really, John, what are you trying to say?  Did he write those words in an effort to confuse his readers?  Like a philosopher, did he take a simple idea and make it as complicated as possible? 

Actually, nothing could be further from the truth.  John was attempting to explain who Jesus was in a way that his neighbors and friends, the people in his community could clearly understand.  So he talked about the word, or in Greek, logos.  Although Jesus was a Jew and Christianity began as an offshoot of Judaism, it wasn’t long before the good news of Jesus Christ had spread far and wide, into the far corners of the Greek world.  By the year 60, there might have been as many as 100,000 Greeks in the church for every one Jewish Christian.  Yet Christianity was born in Judaism and so many of the core beliefs and ideas were explained in terms familiar to Jews but that were completely foreign to the Greek world.  Central to the Jewish faith was the hope for a Messiah, someone who would come as King and rule in peace. Jewish Christians claimed Jesus was that Messiah.  For the Greek world, the whole notion of a Messiah was completely alien.  So as Christianity spread and grew beyond its Jewish roots, the question arose and became quite urgent, how could Jesus be explained, in a way non-Jews could easily grasp.
Our gospel writer, John, became fascinated by that problem.  He lived in Ephesus, a Greek city.  He was surrounded by Greeks who felt “Jewish ideas were strange, unintelligible, and even uncouth.”  So, how could John present Jesus in a way that respected his Jewish roots while making sense to those in the Greek world?  John figured it out. In both the Greek and Jewish worlds, there was this notion of word or logos.  Logos was a concept that could be understood by Jew and Greek alike. 

In Jewish thought, word had a lot of meaning, a significant place.  It was kind of energy.  Word was so much more than a sound people make; it had a kind of independent existence.  Word made things happen.  One scholar explains, “The spoken word was fearfully alive…a unit of energy charged with power.”  The best example of this is the story of creation.  And God said, “Let there be light, and there was light.”  The word of God is energy, the power of creation.  
Later, about a century before Jesus was born a tradition developed which encouraged substituting the phrase ‘word of God’ for the single word God.  Hebrew was no longer the language used daily.  It was used in worship at the Temple, used by scholars.  But common people spoke Aramaic, a simpler, revised form of Hebrew.  In the synagogue, Scripture was read in Hebrew and then translated into Aramaic, and those translations were called Targums.  The Aramaic translators tended to be people who were fascinated by God’s transcendence by how different God was from people.  And so these translators tried very hard to make sure God was never described in human terms, God would never reach out a hand or walk beside.  That was too human.  So in Scripture we read, “My hand laid the foundation of the earth…”  but the Targums translated that as, “By my word I have founded the earth…”   Word of God, then, was a phrase used all the time.

There was also the wisdom tradition in Jewish thought.  This tradition equated word with wisdom, reason, will, intent, the ideas of God.  So in ancient Jewish thought, word meant the power of creation, in the Targums it referred to God’s actions, and in wisdom writings word meant the reason or mind of God. 
 For the Greek, the concept of logos began to take shape as far back as 500 years before Christ’s birth.  The philosopher Heraclitus suggested that logos was the reason of God.  God created the world and gave it order, the world isn’t just random chaos, God placed systems and order in creation and that is logos.  Logos was the creating, directing power of God which made the world and kept it going.    
So the term logos or word was powerful for both Jew and Greek.  John, writing to both groups, knew he could help people understand Jesus of Nazareth by working with logos.  So John wrote  “And the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  John was saying, as strongly and as clearly as he possibly could, that in Jesus, the mind, the thought, the reason, the ideas, the intent of God, was wrapped up in a person.  Jesus was the living, breathing, mind of God. So look at Jesus and you see God, God’s will, you see God’s ideas. Look at Jesus and you see God’s very nature.  Look at Jesus and you see God’s ideas about people, about human life.  Watch how Jesus lived and you see the kind of fulfilling life God hoped for all people. That made sense to Jew and Greek.  And I think it can make a lot of sense to us.  

Look at Jesus, the logos, the word of God incarnate, in human form, and you can understand God’s mind, logic, reason, thought…you can see God.  Since it’s not possible in the next few minutes to list all of the attributes of God made visible in Jesus, let’s focus on one, the one that has to do with God’s choice to become flesh and live among us.  This may seem more a Christmas message than Lenten. But the incarnation is not an act relegated to seasonal celebration. Rejoicing in God’s choice to move in with us, so we could better understand, know and see God has no time restrictions.  For this whole idea of God incarnate, God becoming one of us is truly unique.  No other world religion includes this kind of radical belief that God is so faithful, so loving, as to become human and live with us.  Our God is not one of mystery, but of loving faithfulness who wants us to know and understand God’s nature, God’s unending faithfulness and love.

There is a story about a man who practiced Hinduism who simply could not make any sense of this whole notion of incarnation.  Why would a god stoop so low as to become human?  But one day this Hindu was out in the field and he came upon a colony of ants.  He bent over to look and his shadow was cast across the ant hill.  Immediately panic seized the ants, worker ants dropped their burdens, warrior ants prepared to defend their community.  The man drew back, the shadow disappeared, the sun again fell upon the ants and order was restored.  The Hindu approached the ant hill again and the whole drama was repeated.  The Hindu wondered how he could communicate to the ants and let them know he meant them no harm.  He wanted them to know he was kind, sympathetic and understanding.  He pondered how he could let the ants know his true nature.  He realized the only way was to become one of them.  Then as he worked beside them, they could understand his heart.  That’s logos, word, the word wrapped in flesh and living with us…so we can understand the will, nature, intent, yes the very heart of God. Look at the word made flesh, look at Jesus, and you can see God, God’s heart and mind.
And more, look at Jesus, at how he lived, what he said, where he went, who he spent time with, look at Jesus and you can see what God intends for human life.  God’s reason, logic, thought, intent, was wrapped up in human form. Look at Jesus and you can see what God really wants human life to be like, you can see how life can be lived to its fullest potential.  
My Dad wrote about one of his first visits to my mother’s grandparents’ farm outside of Moberly, Missouri.  The farmhouse was fairly primitive with no central heat, no indoor plumbing.  There were electric light fixtures throughout the house and Grandma Pearl had decorated the fixtures.  One had some artificial flowers hanging out of it, another had a framed photograph perched on it, another had a plant growing out of it. There were fixtures in the house but no electricity.  Until electricity reached the outskirts of Moberly, the fixtures could not meet their full potential.
Maybe that seems silly or oversimplified, but in a similar way it seems humanity just could not really get it, couldn’t understand what human life was about, how to make life good and meaningful, until logos, the word, the logic, the idea, the reason of God was incarnate, made flesh and walked around showing us that life is at its best when it is focused on love, justice and compassion. Look at Jesus and you know how to live.  Look at Jesus and you know what God intended for human life.
While studying in Europe, some of my friends and I took a trip to Scandinavia.  In Oslo, we stayed in a room rented out by a dear elderly woman.  As she was explaining the rules of the house to us, which of course none of us could understand because we didn’t speak a word of Norwegian, two of my friends pulled out a Frisbee and began to toss it around, causing our hostess great distress.  We finally figured out she thought the Frisbee was a hot plate and hot plates were not allowed in the rooms.  No matter how much I tried to explain, using my best hand gestures, pointing out there was no electrical cord attached, we were almost kicked out of her home.  She clearly had never seen anything like a Frisbee before.  And I could not find a way to explain it to her.  
John’s community had no idea what a Messiah was…but logos, now that made sense.  It made sense then.  Hopefully it makes even more sense to us now.  Who do you say that I am?  The Word of God, made flesh, Jesus, who lived with us that we might understand God and know what makes life rich and full.   
Primary resource for this sermon:  William Barclay’s commentary on the gospel of John.

