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“Born of God!”      Text – John 1:6-13       Readings – Psalm 67; 1 John 5:1-5

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,

It’s been a few weeks since we were last in John, so today we start with a little review.  In vv1-2 we saw John declare who Jesus is – the eternal Son of God, and in vv3-5 we saw John explain what Jesus does – He is the source of physical and spiritual life.  

And the metaphor for spiritual life that John uses in vv4-5 is light.  

Unbelief is spiritual darkness.  And Jesus came into a world covered in spiritual darkness; there were very few believers at all.  And Jesus was like a bright spotlight that chased away the darkness.  And the darkness did not like it at all and wanted to switch off the light.  And this clash came to a crescendo at Calvary.  And when Jesus died, it looked like darkness had triumphed.  

But remembering that the word “understood” at the end of v5 is better translated as “overcome,” John explained that even though it looked like the darkness had overcome the light at Calvary, that was not the case, for the truth is that light overcomes darkness.    

Well, in the passage before us today, John explains how this happens: It happened back then and it still happens today whenever someone believes in Jesus Christ.  And as John explains this, a very important salvation truth is unfolded.  And that truth is that salvation begins with God.  Or to put it another way, that God is the author of salvation.  And we shall see that this is truly good news!  It is incredibly comforting!  And as the daily tasks of tomorrow await us, we shall see that this truth provides the right motivation for Christian living.

So as John Explains How Light triumphs over Darkness, we learn that God is the author of salvation.  And we see this under three headings as we look firstly at v6-9 where John reports on the preaching ministry of John the Baptist, and then at vv10-11 where John describes the natural response to preaching, and finally    at vv12-13, where John describes the supernatural response to preaching.  
I.  So we begin with vv6-9 where John reports on the preaching ministry of John the Baptist. 

A. The John who wrote this Gospel was a disciple of Jesus.  He was one of the twelve Apostles.  The John he begins talking about here is John the Baptist.  John the Baptist was the one whom the Father sent to prepare the people for the coming of Jesus.  And if you look down at v35, you will see mention of John and two of his disciples.  So John the Baptist had his own disciples.  It was very common in those times for a teacher to have people who followed him around and taught whatever he was teaching.  But look at v36.  There we see that John pointed his disciples to Jesus, telling them that Jesus was “the Lamb of God.”  And in v37, they then left John and followed Jesus.  Later on in John’s Gospel, though, and in the other Gospels, we learn that there were still disciples that followed John.  And even after he died, there continued to be disciples of John the Baptist for many years.  In fact, around 20 years after the death of Jesus, we read of a time when the Apostle Paul visited Ephesus.  And while he was there, he came across some disciples who had never heard about the Holy Spirit.  And when Paul asked them about baptism, they replied that they had received John’s baptism.  So Paul proceeded to tell them about Jesus and they were then baptized in the name of Jesus.  And what this episode reveals is that much attention, for decades, at least, was focused on John the Baptist.  And it is this focus that our John is taking aim at in these verses.  He says in v7 that John “came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through Him all men might believe [the Him being Jesus)].”  His point is that John the Baptist was not the light.  And he states exactly that in v8.  And we can be sure that John the Baptist himself would have been horrified with the idea that people somehow trusted in him in any way.  So our John’s point here, as he reports on the ministry of John the Baptist, is that John knew that his calling was to point people to Jesus; John testified about Jesus; John told people about Jesus.

1. Congregation, you have already heard me refer to John as ‘John the Baptist’ 11 times in this sermon!  And I have done so because that is how he is generally known.  In fact, Matthew, Mark, and Luke all refer to John as ‘John the Baptist.’  It is interesting though that our John never refers to John as ‘John the Baptist.’  And in case you are looking at that bold section heading just before v19, let me remind you that the headings are not part of the Bible.  They are put in by Bible publishers.  So although we read in v28 that John was baptizing, the emphasis of John the author of our Gospel is on John’s bearing witness to Jesus.  In fact, I suspect that if our John had his way, he would have preferred this John to be known as John the witness to Jesus, rather than John the Baptist.  As we shall see as we continue through this Gospel, whenever our John mentions John, he is pointing people to Jesus!  John’s ministry was to tell people about who Jesus was and what He had come to do.  

2. And it may help us to just think about how John is generally known and John’s key activity for a few moments more.  John lived an upright life.  John spent a lot of time baptizing people.  But none of this made John a witness of Jesus.  He was a witness of Jesus because He told people Jesus.  You see, there are always many shy or uncertain believers who think they are a witness because they try to live a moral life.  They think that by not swearing or sleeping around, and by being kind to others and not working on Sunday, they are witnessing.  Maybe this is you?  But congregation, as good and necessary as all those things might be, they are not witnessing.  Living the Christian life is a most essential basis for effective witness, but witnessing is speaking to others about Jesus Christ.  
a. I learned this week about the story of John Currier.  He murdered someone in 1949 and was sentenced to life in prison.  Some years later though, he was paroled to farm work in Nashville.  In 1968, the Parole board reviewed his case and decided that his sentence was completed; he was now a free man.  A letter was written to that effect, but for a number of reasons, it was never given to John Currier himself.  So there as a letter telling him that he was a free man.  People knew that this letter existed.  But no one told John Currier about it.  So he continued to work at the farm for 10 years!  Can you imagine!  His life could have been completely different, but no one told him that he was a free man!  
b. Well, the people in your families and neighbourhoods and communities cannot know about the joy of life in Christ unless someone tells them about Jesus.  Will you tell them?  
B. Well, before we move on to consider the natural response to preaching, one more observation from John’s report about the preaching ministry of John the Baptist.  And we make this observation as necessary groundwork for passages we will come to later in the Gospel.  In v7, we read that John the Baptist pointed people to Jesus “so that through Him all men might believe.”  And the particular words we are interested in here are “all men.”  V9 repeats the sentiment when it says that Jesus is “the true light that gives light to every man.”  

1. So let me ask you this question: Is it the case that every single human being believes in Jesus?  No.  That much is plain to all of us!  So John cannot be speaking here about what is called universal salvation – the idea that everyone will be saved.  When he says “all men” and “every man,” he does not mean that every single person will believe.  

2. So what does he mean?  Well, what John is saying here has to do with the history of salvation.  Way back in Genesis 17, God promised Abraham that through him all the nations of the world would be blessed.  But in OT times, salvation was almost exclusively with the Jews.  But we read from Psalm 67 earlier, where the Psalmist prays that salvation may be known among the nations; that all the peoples might praise you.  So what our John is announcing is that John the Baptist pointed to Jesus as the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham.  It would be through Jesus that salvation would come to all the nations.  So these references in vv7&9 refer not to every single person but to every kind of human being – Jew/non-Jew, male/female, rich/poor, slave/free. 

3. That is the glorious truth that John is introducing here when he speaks about “all men” and “every man.”  And it will help us to keep this in mind when we come to later passages that use this same universal language. 

So the key point of our John’s report on the preaching ministry of John the Baptist is that John’s chief task was to point others to Jesus Christ.

II.  Well, there is more we must consider on this topic as we turn our attention in the second place to vv10-11, which is where John describes the natural response to preaching.  

A. And in these verses he is basically reviewing the reaction of the people to Jesus during His time on earth.  And very simply, the natural response to Jesus was unbelief.  Whether it was in response to John the Baptist’s testifying of Jesus or Jesus’ own ministry, Jesus was generally not recognized or received or believed on by those who lived at that time.  

1. In v10, John speaks about “the world.”  And this term probably means humanity in general.  You would expect that humanity would have rejoiced to recognize its Creator and to receive Him with open arms.  We are fallen human beings desperately in need of salvation, and here comes the one through whom all things were made!  And as we shall see, He demonstrates this by turning water into wine, and healing the sick, and calming storms, and feeding large crowds, and raising the dead.  And these are undeniable facts of history.  He did this!  But does this convince most?  No.  “The world did not recognize Him.”

2. But it gets worse.  v11 talks about “His own.”  And this is likely a reference to the Jews.  Jesus was Jewish.  Jesus came and lived among the Jews.  Jesus focused His ministry on the Jews.  Jesus scrupulously kept the Law of Moses.  Jesus ticked all the boxes of OT prophecy.  And Jesus came with a message of freedom and forgiveness.  But did the Jews receive Him?  No.  In fact, when Pilate was ready to release Jesus, it was the people who cried out for Him to be crucified.  “His own did not receive Him.” 

3. So in Jesus’ day, the natural response of humanity to the preaching of Jesus was unbelief.  

B. Well, is it different today?  Are human beings, today, naturally inclined to believe that Jesus is the Eternal Son of God and that He died on the cross for the forgiveness of sins?  Well, I think you know the answer to this question.  They are not.  But let’s look at a couple of passages in the NT that state this and explain why this is so: 

1. 1 Corinthians 2 (p. 1194).  In ch. 1, Paul has been highlighting how unexpectedly the Gospel works.  It is not about the eloquence of the preacher.  And it is not about the status or the cleverness of the hearers.  So look at v14.  Paul says, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.”  Naturally, man cannot understand the gospel.  It is foolishness to him.   Without the Holy Spirit, no one will believe in Jesus.
2. And we see this also in Romans 8 (p1184).  Verse 7: “The sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.”  The natural response of men and women to the preaching of the gospel is unbelief.  In and of themselves, they cannot “accept the things that come from God”; they “cannot please God”; they will not receive Christ.  
3. Perhaps this illustration will help: During WWII, when German bombing raids were expected, the alarm for a blackout was sounded.  And a blackout, boys and girls, means that every light had to be switched off.  Well, it so happened that on one occasion, a certain overseas minister was preaching to a large crowd at a church in the evening and the blackout alarm sounded.  So a man at the back flipped the switch and turned off all the lights.  And this meant that the minister had to carry on preaching in the dark, which he did for about 20 minutes.  But then, the man at the back by the light switch changed positions and accidentally flipped the switch turning on all the lights.  And this was so shocking that the minister stopped mid-sentence!  But in the quiet of that moment, everyone heard one man call out to his friend, “Why did he stop?”  You see, that man was blind.  He did not know that the lights had come back on.  For him it was always dark.  He could not recognize the light.  
4. And that is what 1 Cor. 2:14 and Romans 8:7 and our text here in John are explaining.  In our natural state, we are spiritually blind; we cannot see that we are sinners and that Jesus is the Saviour we need.  It doesn’t matter how clearly or how cleverly it is preached, we cannot understand it.

III.  But that is only half of the salvation story.  So let’s quickly move on to the good news in our third point, from vv12-13, which is where John describes the supernatural response to preaching.  

A. John paints a pretty bleak spiritual picture of the days when Jesus lived on earth.  As we have seen, humanity in general and His own people, the Jews, did not receive Him.  But while this was true for the vast majority of people alive at that time, it was not true of absolutely everyone.  And this is what John goes on to speak about in vv12-13: “Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in His name…”  So there were a few, here and there, like 11 of His disciples, Joseph of Arimithea, the Samaritan woman at the well, and Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, just to name some of them, who did recognize Jesus; who did receive Him; who did believe in His name.  And to all of these, Jesus “gave the right to become children of God.”

B. But notice what John goes on to say about these children of God: they are children born … of God.  It is God who ‘birthed’ these children.  It is God who gave them life.  And congregation, this is equally true for all of us here today who believe in Jesus Christ.  We are children … born of God.

1. Think back to our earlier illustration of the blind man who could not recognize the light.  What is the only way he could recognize the light?  If he first were to receive the gift of eyesight.

2. And so it is with the spiritually blind – the only way they will recognize the light is if they first receive the gift of ‘spiritual eyesight.’  

3. This is why, when I introduced our earlier reading from 1 John 5, I pointed out the significance of the literal translation: “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.”  Being born of God comes before belief.  God gives us this new birth, God gives us ‘spiritual eyesight,’ then we believe in Jesus Christ.  

a. And I am sure that this truth is reminding some of you of the words of the hymn, Amazing Grace: “I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.”  God is the author of our salvation.

C. And to emphasize his point, John rules out any human contribution to this birth with the three phrases in v13.  Becoming a Christian is not because we have Christian parents, or because we receive Christianity in our DNA, or because of the choice and will of our parents or ourselves, which were the sorts of faulty ideas that the Jews were guilty of – I am a child of Abraham, so I am in!  No, it begins with God!  We are born of God.
D. This is why we are calling this point the supernatural response to preaching.  If you believe in Jesus Christ, it is not because of the cleverness of some preacher and it is not because of your cleverness to understand what you heard.  Salvation is God’s work in you.  It is God alone who deserves the credit and the glory for your salvation.  You are saved by grace alone!  And that is what we will celebrate at this table.

E. Now, I trust you have followed the logic of grace that has been unfolded.  Because we are spiritually blind, salvation has to begin with God.  He must give us spiritual ‘eyesight’ so that we can see and believe Jesus.  That is what the Bible teaches.  
But I want to speak now to you who might be sitting there wondering what you need to do to be saved.  And to you I say, Please ignore everything I have said.  If you are wondering what you need to do to be saved, don’t be distracted by all this talk of being born again coming before believing.  For you it is very simple.  Please hear me on this: Just choose to believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins and you shall be saved.  Just choose to believe!  
But to those of you who do believe, I trust you can see that you are not some especially clever person because you have worked out who Jesus is.  You have been saved by grace alone!  So you must live a grace-fuelled life.  You have every reason to forgive that person who has hurt you, because you have been forgiven much!  You have very reason not to treat people as they deserve to be treated, because God does not treat you as your sins deserve.  Work relationships, marriage relationships, classroom relationships, friendships, church relationships – do you treat others graciously?  Are you patient and kind and forgiving and selfless?

And surely in the light of everything we have learned today about God’s amazing grace, we have every reason to tell others about Jesus!  May God help us to be faithful witnesses of Jesus Christ.  Amen.

