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In the Hebrew Bible, what Christians call the Old Testament, the first words in the 

book of Genesis are, “In the beginning…” The first words in the Gospel of John, making 

an intentional parallel with Genesis, are also, “In the beginning…” And on this first Sunday 

of a New Year, it’s appropriate that we also reflect upon the words and implications of, 

“In the beginning…” Fill in the blank. In the beginning of this new year, I will _________. 

Personally, I’ve never been one for making New Year’s Resolutions. That’s 

because I’ve either broken them already, or I don’t need the feelings of guilt that come 

with unmet expectations. Perhaps that’s your approach as well. Yet, there’s nothing 

wrong with setting goals and having high expectations. We just need to make sure that 

we don’t add the element of being judgmental to the point of condemning ourselves or 

others if those goals aren’t reached. 

Some of you saw a New Year’s Resolution I posted on my Facebook page a few 

days ago. It’s a quote from Göran Persson, the Prime Minister of Sweden from 1996-2006. 

He writes: 
 

Let our New Year's resolution be this: we will be there for one another as 

fellow members of humanity, in the finest sense of the word.  
 

Sounds almost like a synopsis of the teachings of Jesus, doesn’t it. Perhaps, then, 

one of our goals for this new year is to take the necessary action to be there for one 

another: in our families, in this congregation, in our places of work or leisure, for those with 

whom we differ, for complete strangers; for the entire world. So even though this is just 

another day on the calendar in the history of the world, a New Year inherently brings a 

sense of new beginnings. We’re going to talk about beginnings this morning. 

Over the past month, we have been exploring how each of the four gospel writers 

began his book, focusing on how each introduced the arrival – the advent – of Jesus. 

Here’s one of the major takeaways I hope we all glean from looking at these four gospels 

individually, and in the order in which they were written. For anyone who doesn’t believe 

in the evolution of thought, I’d like to present as Exhibit A the developing and evolving 

theological understanding of the four gospel writers concerning the burning question of 

first century Christians: When and how did Jesus become the Christ, or in Hebrew, the 

Messiah? To phrase this a bit more provocatively: When and how did the one and only 

God of Creation get into Jesus? 

I hope that this past season of Advent, and now in the season of Christmastide, 

has revealed that there are at least four different Biblical explanations. The Rev. Ann 

LaMar masterfully outlined this progression in her sermon last Sunday. This is so important I 

want to briefly walk us through this again this morning. 

The earliest understanding that we have of when Jesus became the Christ comes 

from the Apostle Paul. Writing around the mid-to-late 50s CE, Paul repeats the already in-

use christological declaration, “God was in Christ.” Of note, he never mentions Jesus’ 

birth directly. As Ann stated in her sermon, “If Paul knew of any birth narratives, he did not 

write them down. He did acknowledge, however, in his letter to the Galatians, that 
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‘when the fullness of time had come, God sent his son, born of a woman . . .’ End of story 

– end of BIRTH story, at least, but beginning of the new life in Christ story.” These are two 

very different stories! 

For Paul, the earliest recorded writings we have in the New Testament, God’s full 

divinity entered Jesus at the time of his Resurrection. In other words, Jesus of Nazareth 

became the Christ only after his death. 

By the time the first gospel was written, about a decade or so later around 65-70 

CE, Mark indicates that Jesus became divine – the Christ – not after the Resurrection but 

rather much earlier - at the very beginning of Jesus’ public ministry when he was 

baptized as an adult. That’s how the Gospel of Mark begins. This indicated, however, 

that there was still a time in Jesus’ early life when he wasn’t fully divine. So within another 

decade more or less, around 80-90 CE, the developing and evolving christology 

expressed in the gospels of Matthew and Luke moved it back even further, to the 

conception of Jesus by the Holy Spirit with Mary. There was no period of time in Jesus’ life, 

therefore, when he wasn’t fully divine. 

As we’ve explored in the past few weeks, however, the birth narratives in Matthew 

and Luke have many significant differences. The manger scene that you see before you 

on the Communion Table never actually happened that way, not even in the Bible. 

These differences, biblical scholars now believe, are based not on differing accounts of 

actual history, but rather on how each author tailored his story to express his own 

theological perspective of who Jesus was. What it all ultimately reveals, however, is their 

understanding of who God is.  

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it time and time again. The biblical stories 

concerning the life, ministry and understanding of Jesus more decisively point to an 

understanding of the God the early Christian communities believed in and trusted. And 

that’s why many of us non-traditionalists still claim to be Christian, because we believe 

the decisive revelation of who God is comes in and through the life and teachings of 

Jesus. Note that I state the “decisive revelation” of God, not the “exclusive revelation,” 

as some Christians exclusively believe. That, in fact, is one of the primary things that 

differentiates those of us who self-identify as progressive Christians from others in certain 

realms of traditional and/or evangelical Christianity. 

But where were we? Oh yes, Jesus becoming the Christ at the point of his 

conception. That brings us up to the Fourth Gospel, John, which was written at some 

point even later, perhaps as late as the end of the first century to the very beginning of 

the second century. More than Mark, Matthew, and Luke, together called by Synoptic 

Gospels because they can be easily laid side-by-side and compared, John finds the 

value of the events of Jesus’ life and ministry in their theological significance – what they 

reveal about God – and not in the events in and of themselves. In other words, literal 

history is not John’s concern, but rather in how he lays out his own precise theological 

perspective. 

The opening of John’s gospel is called the Prologue in scholarly circles. The first 18 

verses, which I read a few moments ago, function somewhat as an overture in that they 

present themes that will be developed throughout the rest of the gospel. Themes such as 

life, light, and enlightenment. Many biblical scholars believe that all or parts of the 

Prologue came originally from an independent hymn, one that may have come from the 

Johannine community of faith itself.  

Whereas Matthew and Luke move the story of Jesus back to his conception, 

John’s poetic opening takes it back before creation itself. The Prologue is not concerned 

with the earthly origins of Jesus but with the cosmic and heavenly existence of the Word 
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in the beginning. This word, “Word,” in the Greek language is logos, which carried much 

the same meaning as the term wisdom. In Greek philosophy, the logos referred to the 

principle of reason ordering the universe. It was the opposite of chaos. Many biblical 

scholars have wondered why John didn’t use the word for wisdom, which in Hebrew is 

sophia, a major theme that runs throughout the wisdom literature in the Old Testament. 

Well, there’s one possible answer for that. Sophia, in Hebrew, and its counterpart in Greek 

are both feminine nouns. Therefore, that didn’t work very well in applying to Jesus. A 

masculine noun was needed, and the one that fit best with John’s meaning was logos – 

the Word of God. 

So in John’s theological world, we learn more about the significance of what is 

called the incarnation – the enfleshment of God in Jesus. It’s expressed primarily in two 

lines: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was 

God” (1:1) and “The Word became flesh and lived among us” (1:14). Biblical 

commentator Gail O’Day, writing in The New Interpreter’s Bible, adds, “These two claims 

are the foundation on which the rest of the Gospel is built: Jesus is the incarnate Word of 

God.” Others help explain this by stating that Jesus is the embodiment and revelation of 

what the intent, reason and wisdom of God looks like in human form. Or, as Jesus Seminar 

scholar Jon Dominic Crossan puts it, “Jesus is our best guess of what God looks like in 

sandals.” 

We learn more in verse 18 that makes it clear when John states, ‘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.’ John’s understanding of Jesus, therefore, quoting O’Day, is that “Jesus provides 

access to God in ways never before possible, because Jesus’ revelation of God derives 

from the most intimate relation with God. Jesus provides unique and unprecedented 

access to God because Jesus shares in God’s character and identity.” 

Why is this so important to John, and to us? O’Day states, “Jesus’ revelation of God 

is thus not simply that Jesus speaks God’s words and does God’s works, although that is 

part of it. It is, rather, that Jesus is God’s Word.” As you can see, John moved the 

christological understanding of who Jesus was to an entirely new dimension within the 

Christian community. 

Let me close with this. We must remember that this gospel, like the other three, 

was written in a particular social and historical context. The Gospel of John reflects and 

arises out of the struggles and celebrations of an actual faith community. Therefore, as 

O’Day warns, “To ignore the first-century social, religious, and historical environment 

opens up the danger of interpreting John as if it were spoken directly to twenty[first]-

century Christians, when it is not. It was written for first-century Jewish Christians whose 

world was in crisis because of their faith in Jesus as the decisive revelation of God.” 

Our task then, one we take seriously here at College Hill, is to try to understand the 

experience of Jesus – and God – in a 21st century context. This isn’t an easy task, for 

much is rapidly changing, both theologically and christologically, within the realm of 

Christianity. 

I’m very glad, in the beginning of this new year, that we allow ourselves to 

question, explore and struggle with all of this together. Fill in the blank, “In the beginning 

of this New Year, I will __________.” 

Happy New Year. Amen. 
 

Resources: 

Raymond Brown, The Anchor Bible, 1966 

Gail O’Day, The New Interpreter’s Bible, 1995 

Marcus Borg, Evolution of the Bible, 2013 


