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“Jesus; Liar, Lunatic, or Lord?”      Text – John 1:1-2      Readings – Genesis 1:1-5; Exodus 19:16-20:21

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,

I read of one minister who described the Gospel of John as the back-to-front-Gospel.
· Luke’s Gospel, for example, begins with an explanation of why the Gospel was written.  But not John!  John waits until the last verse of the second to last chapter before he tells us why he wrote his Gospel.  In 20:31, he says, “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name.”  John believed in Jesus because of the evidence, and he wanted his readers to have that same evidence, so that they too would believe in Jesus Christ.  But John tells us this at the end of his Gospel!
· But another reason this minister called the Gospel of John the back-to-front Gospel is that it is common with things like essays or speeches to develop your main point and then to summarize it at the end.  But again, not John!  John gives us his summary right here in the opening two verses.  He doesn’t carefully lay out his evidence for Who Jesus is and then summarize it, no, he tells us Who Jesus is right at the start!   

Well, whether or not John’s Gospel is back to front, what we have in these opening verses are some of the most magnificent and memorable words in all of Scripture: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.”  And just how magnificent and memorable these words are is  seen in that v1 is exactly the same, word for word, in every English Bible version.  
But these opening verses also tell us something about the original audience that John had in mind when he wrote his Gospel.  
· John was very concerned that his own people, the Jews, had by and large rejected Jesus.  They believed that Jesus was a blasphemous law-hater, and that His followers were covenant breakers who really deserved to be stoned.  You can easily imagine then that this made life extremely difficult and unpleasant if you were a Jewish Christian living in a predominantly Jewish community.  So John wanted to encourage Jewish believers and to try and convince other Jews that Jesus is God.  
· But John was also very aware that Gentile, or non-Jewish people, would read his Gospel also.  So he very much has them in mind also, as we shall see. 
But of course, John’s Gospel is just as relevant for people today as it was for his original readers.  The message of the Bible in its simplest form is this: God created the universe good.  The universe is now a fallen, sinful, decaying universe.  But all of this will be replaced by the New Heavens and the New Earth after Judgment Day.  On Judgment Day, every human being will be judged by God and either welcomed to enjoy the renewed heaven and earth or condemned to the utter and total misery of hell.  And around 2000 years ago, Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”  We will read this in ch. 14.  Pointing to Himself, His message was that the only way to enjoy eternal life is to believe that He is the Son of God who died on the cross for the forgiveness of your sins.  
So the question that every human being needs to answer today is the same question that the Jews and Romans and Greeks of John’s day had to answer: Who is Jesus?  Nothing else is more important than your answer to that question: Who is Jesus?  

And as many others have observed in the past, there are only three possible answers: Jesus is either liar, lunatic, or Lord.  Jesus was either lying about Who He is, or He was mad and someone who can be ignored, or He was telling the truth.  John’s hope was that readers of his Gospel would be convinced that Jesus was telling the truth, and believe in Him and receive eternal life.  
· So if you don’t know anything about Jesus or you are unsure or unconvinced about Who Jesus is, then please come along each Sunday as we work through the evidence in John’s Gospel.  And if you can’t come along each Sunday, then let me encourage you to read the Book of John yourself and examine the evidence.  And if you don’t have a Bible, let us know and we will be glad to give you one.  But I pray that you are convinced by John’s Gospel that Jesus spoke the truth, and that you believe in Him and receive eternal life.  
· And congregation, let me encourage you to invite people to come to church to listen to the evidence in John’s Gospel.  Or read the Gospel of John with them.  Let the power of God’s Word do its work.
· But for those of us who already believe in Jesus, may our study of John’s Gospel strengthen and deepen our daily walk with Him.
Well, let us look now at the opening words of this Gospel where John makes these powerful declarations about Who Jesus is.  Verse 2 kind of gathers together what is said in the three phrases of v1.  And what we see in the three phrases are declarations about Jesus and eternality, Jesus and Trinity, and Jesus and divinity.  
I.  So first of all, we have this declaration about Jesus and eternality – “In the beginning was the Word.”  
A. Now boys and girls, eternality has to do with being eternal, and eternal means without beginning.  According to last Sunday’s bulletin, six of us had birthdays last week.  We commonly count how long we have lived from the date of our birth (H-89!).  But we all know that life actually begins at the moment of conception.  Before that though, we did not exist.  And this means that all of creation, including the angels and ourselves and the animals, have a beginning point.  But not God.  God does not have a birthday; God is without beginning; God is eternal; there never was a time that God did not exist.  
1. And eternity is impossible for us to fully comprehend.  As time-bound creatures, eternity is beyond our understanding.  And that’s OK!  One of Job’s friends spoke of this with Job.  He said, “Can you fathom the mysteries of God?  Can you probe the limits of the Almighty?”  He continued, “Their measure is longer than the earth and wider than the sea.”  Eternity is a mystery, but this is part of God’s majesty and glory!
B. Well, with this first phrase of v1, John is declaring that Jesus is eternal.  Now, He doesn’t actually mention Jesus by name until v17.  But v2 begins with “He,” and then we see lots of “Hims” from v3 onwards, and finally the mention of Jesus in v17.  So it is very clear that John is talking about the man named Jesus who was born about 4BC and who died around AD30.  
C. So why does John refer to Jesus as the Word?  
1. Well, let’s start with John’s original Jewish readers.  
a. Many of you here are familiar with the Bible.  So what do you think the first three words of v1, “In the beginning,” would remind a Jewish reader of?  They are the first three words of the Bible, right?  “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”  So John’s choice of those three words are an obvious reference to creation.  
b. But think also about how God began the actual work of creation: We read, “And God said, ‘let there be light,’ and there was light.”  At first there was nothing, then God spoke, and then there was something!  Psalm 33 speaks of this: “By the word of the LORD were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth … For He spoke, and it came to be; He commanded, and it stood firm.”  So the word of the Lord created the universe!
c. But we also read earlier about God giving the Ten Commandments to the people of Israel.  From out of the smoke and fire that caused the mountain to tremble violently, we read, “And God spoke all these words...”  The law of God is the Word of God.  The law is the revelation of who God is and a reflection of the character of God.  
d. Later on in the Book of Hebrews, we read, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son … The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of His being.”  So the Son of God is the perfect revelation of God and the perfect reflection of the character of God; He is the perfect word of God.  
e. So the choice of “Word” is very deliberate and significant for Jewish readers.  With just that word choice John is making very important OT connections with Jesus.
2. But here is where we see John’s Genius!  For his choice of “Word” was just as deliberate and significant for his Greek-thinking readers.  
a. The Greek word translated as “word” is Logos.  The Greeks had been the major thinkers in the Western world for 2000 years by this time.  And the only way that the Greeks could explain the order in creation was that there had to be a Divine Logos that controlled everything.  In fact, 400 years before Jesus was born, the famous Greek philosopher Plato said, “It may be that some day there will come forth from God a Logos, who will reveal all mysteries and make everything plain.”  Well, John is saying, “Yes, Plato, you are correct.  This Logos/Word has come.  And it is Jesus!”  
D. So that is why John refers to Jesus as the Word.  And what He says about Jesus as the Word is this: “In the beginning was the Word.”  So at the beginning, at creation, Jesus already was.  Unlike us creatures, Jesus did not begin when He was conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  And Jesus was not a creation of God at the beginning.  No, in the beginning was the Word.  Jesus existed ‘before the world was made.’  There never was a time when Jesus did not exist.  
E. So it is not enough for people to think of Jesus as a good man or a good teacher, or even that He began as a good man and was given divinity later on, as various religions and cults are happy to believe.  No, the Jesus who is the only way to the Father is eternal.  You will only receive life in His name if you believe that He is without beginning.

II.  So this first phrase is a declaration about Jesus and eternality: Jesus is eternal.  But we must press on to the next phrase, because it reveals more about Who Jesus is as a declaration about Jesus and Trinity: “And the Word was with God.”  
A. Now, I know that Trinity has to do with three!  And John is only talking here about Jesus and the Father.  But He will come to the Holy Spirit later in His Gospel.  So what He says here is the foundation, if you like, for how he builds up to the full doctrine of the Trinity – One God in three persons.
B. And this is because with this phrase, John is emphasizing Jesus as a distinct person from the Father.  John is calling Jesus the Word in this verse, but when He says that “the Word was with God,” it is clear that the Word must be a distinct and separate person.  You cannot be with a force or an idea.  Some people even developed the idea that Jesus was just the Father in a different form.  But you cannot be with another form of yourself.  
1. 18 times in John’s Gospel, we read about Jesus being with His disciples.  And we don’t read that and think about the disciples being with a force or an act or a power; they were with a person!
2. If I told you that I saw you at Lynn Mall with… you would expect me next to mention a name or a description of someone, right?  And this is because “with” means another person.  
3. And this is important because many Jews would have been perfectly happy with the idea of the word as an eternal act of the Father or an eternal power of the Father.  And some modern religions and cults and philosophies are happy with the same idea.  But that is not good enough because of this phrase.  What John says here about Jesus being with the Father means Jesus must be a distinct and separate person.  

C. Now, I know the point I am about to make is point is a little bit secondary to John’s main point here, but I think it is worth our time.  Later on in ch. 16, as Jesus was about to be arrested and abandoned by the disciples, He said to them, “You will leave me all alone.  Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me.”  So Jesus being with the Father is more than just a separateness of persons; it also speaks about the relationship between the Son and the Father; a relationship of intimacy and a source of great encouragement when Jesus faced this crisis.  And that brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, is significant for you and me as believers.  You see, right at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus said to believers, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  Life with Jesus means a relationship with Jesus; a relationship of daily intimacy and a source of great encouragement when you face crises.  Jesus does not want to be thought of as a cosmic Fireman or Santa; someone you call on in emergencies or when you want something.  He wants you to listen to Him (Bible) and talk to Him (prayer) every day.  And the benefit and blessing of a relationship with Jesus like this is that when crisis comes, as it inevitably does, even if everyone else abandons you, you will know that you are not alone for He is with you.  (Youth suicide)
III.  So this second phrase is a declaration about Jesus and Trinity; Jesus is a separate person.  But the fullness of what John is declaring about Jesus can only be seen as we add this third phrase to the previous two.  For here we have a declaration about Jesus and Divinity: “And the Word was God.”
A. Now congregation, there is so much we could say about these five small words!  

1. Those of you who have had a visit from JWs will know that their translation of this phrase is what they use to prove their view that while it is OK to think about Jesus as divine or as a god, He is not God in the sense that Jehovah is God.  
2. And even in terms of orthodox Christianity, this phrase played a key part in the debates of the first 400 years about the divinity of Jesus.  The Nicene Creed that we often recite in church was written because of different ways of understanding this phrase, as well as other statements in the Bible about the divinity of Jesus.
3. Well, in the Greek, the actual word order of this phrase reads, “And God was the Word.”  Now, there is a very good grammatical reason why all English versions rightly translate it as “and the word was God.”  But by putting God first in the Greek, it was like John was using a highlighter pen.  He didn’t want anyone to think he was just trying to say that Jesus was like God or divine in some way or that He is one of many little g gods.  No, Jesus is God!  Whatever you can say about God can be said about Jesus.  Everything that God is, Jesus is.  This Jesus, who walked around the streets of Jerusalem, is fully God.
4. And the word “was” links back to the first phrase, “in the beginning was the Word.”  So Jesus did not become God at some point.  No, He was God before the creation of the word; He is eternal God. 

5. Now, if you look at this phrase in English, you will see “Word” has “the” in front of it, while “God” does not have “the” in front of it.  And this reflects the Greek.  Usually in Greek, if you are talking about a specific person or thing, you put “the” in front of it.  It is how you distinguish, for example, between the horse and a horse.  So the JWs have noted that there is no “the” in front of “God.”  And this is why in the JW version of the Bible, they have this phrase as “and the word was a god (little g).”  They say John had no intention at all of saying that Jesus was God!  They are happy with the idea that Jesus the man became a god (little g), like you and I can become gods (little G) in heaven, if we believe in Jehovah, but Jesus is not eternal God.  
a. But there are all sorts of problems with their view.  I told you before that John’s word order of this phrase in Greek is “and God was the Word.”  “God” is a noun and “was” is a verb.  Well, in the NT, 87% of all nouns like “God,” when they are placed before the verb, do not have “the” in front of them.  How John writes this phrase is exactly how we would expect him to write in according to the rules of Greek Grammar.  The JWs have simply invented a theology out of a grammar problem that does not even exist.  

6. But any doubt about this matter is removed by John himself in ch. 20:28.  Please turn there for a moment.  At first Thomas did not believe that Jesus had risen from the dead because he was not there when Jesus first appeared to the disciples.  But this second time he is there and Jesus shows him the nail and spear scars and calls on Thomas to believe.  And look at Thomas’s response in v28, He says, “My Lord and my God!”  But let me give you his response in the literal Greek: “The Lord of me and the God of me.”  So there, Jesus is explicitly described as THE God.  Congregation, the JW interpretation is a deceitful error.  John is saying that in 20:28 and 1:1 that Jesus is fully God. 
So, now we are ready to put these three phrases together: We have Jesus is eternal, He is a separate person from the Father, and He is God.  There is no pussy-footing around with John!  Right in the first verse he lays it out – boom, boom, boom – the man Jesus is the eternal, Second Person of the Trinity, God!  
Now, there is much more John needs to and will say about who Jesus is and What He came to do.  
· But already, these two verses would have given his Jewish readers something earth-shatteringly challenging to think about:  Monotheism, or having One God, is what defined the Jews of the OT.  It is what they lived and died for!  And even in that day it was why they hated the Romans so passionately – the Romans wanted them to worship the Emperor and the Roman gods.  But they would not, because there was only one true God.  But here is John saying, the man Jesus is eternal God and a separate person from the Father.  And John is proving this from the OT!  
· But this is also a massive challenge to the Greeks!  John is saying, put away all of your gods and philosophies, Jesus is the Logos/Word!  Listen to Him.  Believe in Him. 
· But these words are a massive challenge to our world today also.  I think most people know that this world is corrupt and decaying.  Evil exists (definitely in people like ISIS and the Las Vegas shooter and rapists, but if they are honest, also in themselves).  Massive problems – Climate change – 

Solution? Zero carbon emissions/inhabitable planets.  

 



     - Society – Haves and have-nots. Homelessness


Solution?  Politics – Government coalition.  Redistribution 
    of wealth.  
     



     - Personal – Suicide/mental health/incr prison pop 
Solution?  Education.  Therapy.  Drugs.
But you know what?  We will all die eventually, because of the effects of sin.  
And this planet is a decaying planet because of the effects of sin.  Pray for government.  Be good stewards of this earth.  Show compassion to those hurting and in need.
But what John wants us to understand is that the ultimate solution for all this world’s problems  is not an idea or a philosophy or a program, but a person.  The solution is the Son of God – Jesus.  
And He is not hidden out there in the universe or only available to us from mystical gurus who can unlock coded texts.  He is revealed, very plainly, in the Bible.  
It is by Him that true renewal comes, at a personal level, at a societal level, and at a universal level.  
· He is the way to relationship with the Father.  
· It is through Him that each of us may have healing and hope and purpose and meaning.  
· And it is through Him that we may enjoy the new heavens and the new earth.  
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.”  That is the truth about Jesus.  I hope you believe it!  Amen.

