
LIGHTNING IN A BOTTLE
___________________________________________

Text: John 1:1-5, 14, 18

The Supremacy of Jesus Christ

Theme: The glory of God is manifested in Jesus in a way that draws us to His 
life rather than terrifies us.

Today we come to the final installment in our four part sermon series on 
The Supremacy of Jesus Christ. The reason for this series is simply and yet 
profoundly to catch us up in the mystery and majesty of the One on whom we 
center our faith—Jesus Christ. Billy Graham was asked late in his career, “What 
would you do differently if you could do it all over again?” I was taken by His 
arrestingly plain answer, “I would trust God more.” We have been looking at 
The Supremacy of Jesus Christ to deepen our trust. In life and in death 
there is only One who eminently trustworthy. 

Over the last three Sundays we observed that Jesus is trustworthy 
because He was God who quite literally got into our skin as the book of 
Hebrews tells us (Hebrews 2:14-18; 4:14-16). He shared the children’s flesh 
and blood existence, and thereby robbed death of its fear and redeemed human 
suffering. Paul tells us in Philippians 2:5-11 that we can place our trust in a 
God who would divest himself of privilege and become obedient unto death, 
even death on a cross. Last week we turned to Colossians 1:15-20 to witness a 
whole other dimension of Christ. The same one who became small is, in fact, 
immense because He is the last word about God, the last word about creation, 
and the last word creation. He is the cosmic Christ, the life force that holds the 
universe together. Today, we will explore the amazing claim of the John’s 
gospel, that in Jesus we “behold the glory of God”.

Read John 1:1-5, 14, 18

I want to focus in on one line of John’s assertion about Jesus: “We have 
seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the 
Father” (John 1:14b). Yet this claim that God’s glory is revealed in Jesus should 
raise an immediate question: How can this be so? How does God’s glory come 
among us in the person of Jesus in such a way that we are not completely 
bowled over? How does God reveal Himself to us without crushing us? How 
does God display his brilliance and majesty without overwhelming us? 

These are questions that the 19th century Danish philosopher Soren 



Kierkegaard addressed in a parable of a prince who falls in love with a peasant 
maiden. The prince lives in regal splendor in the castle on the hill. The peasant 
maiden, with rags on her back and barely food enough to eat, lives in most 
humble surroundings. In order to woo the peasant maiden the prince ponders a 
couple of plans. The prince first thinks to bring her to his castle to impress her 
with the splendor of royalty. Plan B is to go to her meager cottage 
accompanied by a retinue of his chariots, soldiers, and horses. But then he 
realizes that neither approach would be fair. How could she but help be dazzled 
by his princely grandeur? So he resolves to cast off all royal advantage, dons 
the garb of a poor woodsman and proceeds to her home to plead his cause. 

Of course, Kierkegaard’s story is an analogy of Christ’s coming to us not 
in his eternal radiance, but stripped of his splendor as a servant. The Christmas 
carol, “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” says it: Jesus is “veiled in flesh the 
incarnate deity.” God toned Himself down by stuffing himself inside a human 
body in a way that we could survive while beholding him. 

Yet John tells us, “And the word became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only who came 
from the Father...” John makes the astounding claim, “we have seen, beheld, 
witnessed, observed his glory...” The phrase “have seen” is used twenty times in 
the New Testament always meaning a literal, physical seeing as opposed to a 
seeing in our mind’s eyes or imagination. 

In John’s description of Jesus as the word made flesh, he associates 
Jesus with the dwelling place of God on earth and the One who manifests the 
glory of God. John assumes our understanding the Old Testament images which 
He sees that Jesus fulfills. Jesus is the embodiment of God on earth because He 
completes the tabernacle or temple. John writes, “And the word became flesh 
and dwelt among us…” The word “dwelt” literally means “tabernacled”, “pitched 
his tent” or I love Eugene Peterson rendition, the word “moved into the 
neighborhood.” Within the tabernacle and temple was the holy of holies. This 
was considered the location of God’s dwelling place on earth. John is telling us 
that Jesus is the fulfillment of the tabernacle; He is the dwelling place of God 
on earth. Then John goes on to associate Jesus with the same glory that was 
associated with the tabernacle and temple. You may have heard the Old 
Testament word “shekinah” connected to God’s glory. Shekinah glory. The 
word “shekinah” literally means “dwelling” or “residence.” When God took up 
residence in the His dwelling place, His “shekinah” glory moved in.

But the question that begs for an answer is, how is it possible for 
humans to behold the glory of the incarnate God? John is fully aware of the 
association of the glory of God as a mortal threat to human beings. To entirely 
appreciate what John is asserting about Jesus here, we need the Old Testament 
description of the glory of God. 



The Old Testament Hebrew word for glory is kabod. It is derived from a 
word that means “weighty” or “important.” We speak of matters of great 
importance as something having gravity. There was an expression in the 60’s 
that parallels this meaning of glory as gravity. The flower children of the time, 
high on their marijuana and other substances, would engage in dialogue 
thinking in their drug induced state that they were having deep insights. 
Someone could be heard to say, “That’s heavy man, heavy!” The glory of God 
is God’s heaviness, His gravity.

There is inseparable association between the holiness of God and the 
glory of God. The holiness of God is God’s defining characteristic. It literally 
means that God is different, set apart. God’s holiness is the quality which He 
can not share with human beings. It is what makes God, God. God says if 
Himself in Isaiah 55:8: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are 
your ways my ways, declares the Lord”. God’s holiness is His impenetrable 
uniqueness. His glory, on other hand, is the outward manifestation of his 
holiness. The glory of God then is the visible expression of this hiddenness. You 
might say the glory of God is uncovered holiness. It is that which leaves an 
impression on our senses. Most often the glory of God is associated with some 
form of luminescence, fire, or radiance. 

What was the experience of the glory of God among the Old Testament 
figures? 

The glory of God is visualized most often in the form of a cloud. When 
the work was completed on the tabernacle, the moveable worship center, it 
came time to erect the tent and to put all the pieces together. When the 
structure was in place then the Lord was ready to take up occupancy. We read 
in Exodus 40:34-35, “Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the 
glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Moses could not enter the Tent of 
Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled 
the tabernacle.” It is clear that God’s glory and human beings cannot occupy 
the same space. This same thing happened at the time of the dedication of the 
temple under King Solomon. The last piece of furniture to be moved into the 
temple was the Ark of the Covenant. [We might all recall the images from the 
“Raiders of the Lost Ark”] The Ark of the Covenant, which contained the stone 
tablets upon which the finger of God had etched the ten commandments, was 
so holy that humans would lose that life if they touched it.  This was 
considered the place where God resided. Once the Ark was in place, God came 
to occupy the temple. In I Kings 8:10, 11, we read, “When the priests withdrew 
from the Holy Place, the cloud filled the temple of the Lord. And the priests 
could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the Lord 
filled the temple.”  The priests had to flee for their very life.  

Even the holiest of beings could not abide the presence of God’s glory.  
The paragon of virtue in the 8th century BC was the prophet, Isaiah. This 



prophet did not come from peasant stock like many others, but from nobility 
with access to the kings of the royal court for generations. He was not awed by 
royalty. In Isaiah 6 the nation of Israel is reeling under the loss of King Uzziah, 
who for 52 years had been a good sovereign over the nation. Who would 
replace him? At the time of the loss of this human sovereign, Isaiah entered the 
temple and had an epiphany of another Sovereign. “In the year that King 
Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on the throne, high and exalted, and the 
train of his robe filled the temple.” (Isaiah 6:1) Without warning it was as if the 
ceiling was lifted from the temple and Isaiah saw the worship that is taking 
place around the throne of God at all times. Strange six winged creatures, 
called seraphim, who bask in the brilliance of God’s presence were overheard 
singing God’s praises, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty, the whole earth us 
full of his glory.” (Isaiah 6:3)

Does this come as a great comfort to Isaiah? Not at all. God in his 
holiness is a holy terror. Isaiah immediately experiences a change in his physical 
surroundings. The earth quakes, “At the sound of their voices the doorposts 
and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke.” (Isaiah 6:4) Isaiah 
is in the midst of forces moving underneath and around him over which he has 
no control, and which could take his life. This temple is threatening to become 
a tomb for his body. 

As Californians my wife and I have lived through many an earthquake. 
The one that left an indelible impression upon us was the Loma Prieta 
earthquake which knocked out a section of the San Francisco Bay Bridge and 
brought the World Series between the San Francisco Giants and the Oakland A’s 
to an abrupt halt. Anyone who resided in the Bay Area on October 17, 1989 at 
5:04 PM could tell you exactly what they were doing. I was sitting in my 
pastor’s office with 3 or 4 others having just begun a rather tense meeting. For 
a mere 15 seconds we rocked by a jolt that sent us all scurrying for cover. In 
that moment, our world was turned upside. Like Isaiah we knew we had been 
buffeted by a power far greater that anything we could control that could crush 
us with its strength. These forces threatened to undo us. Needless to say, our 
meeting came to an abrupt halt. We all checked our body parts and then 
scrambled out of the church building into the open space of a parking lot. We 
did a quick once over to make sure the building was still standing and then 
headed to our mutual homes to assess the damage. I knew that our 14 year old 
daughter was home alone, because my wife was principal of the local 
elementary school and was most likely trying to keep that place together. As I 
walked through our front door, our usually together daughter burst into tears in 
fright over what just happened. You see, we lived approximately 10 miles from 
the epicenter. She had heard crashing in various parts of the house. Fortunately 
for us all the damage was superficial. When we arrived at my wife’s school we 
found attired her yellow hard hat doing her own damage assessment. 

God’s holy presence unleashed a power that threatened to bring down 



Isaiah’s life. God’s holiness is of a magnitude greater that can be measured on a 
Richter Scale. 

What was Isaiah’s response to the threshold of the temple shaking? 
Isaiah was so traumatized that he pronounced judgment upon himself. “Woe to 
me.” When things were falling apart, Isaiah uttered the Yiddish expression is 
“Oy vey.” “Woe”. “Woe to me” is “Oy vey ist mere”. The reason for his self 
judgment is not the physical, but moral threat. “Woe is me, I am ruined.” (Is. 
6:5) Isaiah is saying in psychological terms, “I am lost, undone, unglued, 
coming apart at the seams, or dis-integrating.” He is having a moral meltdown. 
For an instant God pulled back the veil of his holy purity and Isaiah saw all the 
uncleanness of his being pass before his eyes. “I am a man of unclean lips and 
I live among a people of unclean lips, for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord 
Almighty.” (Is. 6:5)

C. S. Lewis in the first of his Narnia Chronicles The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe, captures wonderfully the sense of fear that happens in the 
presence of the power of God. The children are about to meet Aslan, the Christ 
figure in the story. Lucy asks about Aslan. “Is--is he a man?” Mr. Beaver 
responds somewhat incredulously, “Aslan a man! Certainly not. Aslan is a lion--
the Lion, the great Lion.” “Ooh!” said Susan. “I thought he was a man. Is he--
quite safe?” “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver, “Who said anything about being safe? Of 
course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”  But it is Peter 
who captures the ambivalence that we have toward God, “I’m longing to see 
him, even if I do feel frightened when it comes to this point.” 

But it was Moses who actually had the audacity to ask to see God’s glory. 
At the time of this request, Moses needed assurance that God will be with him 
for the rest of the journey through the wilderness to the Promised Land. God 
seemed a bit fed up with the antics of His people. So Moses needs to know that 
God’s presence will accompany them the rest of the way. After the Lord 
reassures Moses that His presence will be with him, Moses gets more bold and 
asks the unthinkable, “Now show me your glory.” (Exodus 33:18) What was 
Moses asking? Lord, remove the veil of the cloud, pull back the covering of 
your hiddenness and let me see You with nothing hidden. I want to see your 
face. The Lord’s reply was essentially, “Nice try and you don’t have a clue what 
you are asking.” The Lord said to Moses there are many aspects of my being 
you can see, “But you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and 
live.” (Exodus 33:20) What the Lord does allow Moses to see is his backside as 
Moses is placed in the crag of a rock, blocking the intensity of the brilliance of 
God’s presence.

Yet John says of Jesus, “We have his glory, glory as the One and Only 
who came from the Father.” Then in verse 18 John tells us that there is only 
One who has actually been face to face with God, and He was the One who 
came among to reveal God to us. “No one has ever seen God, but God the One 
and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” What John is 



saying is that when Jesus left the splendor of the Father’s habitation, and joined 
us on earth in human flesh, He fully displayed God in a way that we could 
receive it without being blown away. 

That is why Kierkegaard’s parable is so helpful. God does not come to us 
with overwhelming splendor and regal brilliance, so that we are overpowered 
and forced to submit, but we are allowed to make a choice. God’s glory goes 
forth every time a human being willingly embraces the glory of the Son, who 
woos us as the peasant king. 

Even though the glory of God in Jesus was toned down in a way that he 
would not bowl people over, we are given a couple of windows into the hidden 
glory of God. You will recall the time when the crushing crowds pressed in on 
Jesus on the Sea of Galilee so He was forced to commandeer Peter’s boat to be 
used a floating pulpit. Once Jesus completed his teaching he instructed Peter to 
put out for a catch. Peter was exhausted having fished all night having just 
cleaned his nets and set them out to dry. Peter is evidently exasperated with 
Jesus’ request. Peter is saying to himself, “Jesus, I am the fisherman here. My 
family has fished these waters for generations. You fish at night not during the 
day. Jesus, you stick to preaching, I’ll handle the fishing.” Yet Peter acquiesces 
because He is the Lord. Of course, once Peter and his cohorts drop their nets 
every fish in sight knows their time is up. The nets are bursting with flopping 
fish like no one had ever seen before. When Peter sees the size of catch, He 
knows he is the presence of One who is no mere man. Peter leaps from the 
boat and high tails to the feet of Jesus. In pain Peter pleads with Jesus, “Go 
away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 5:8) It is as if Peter is saying, 
“Who are you that the seas obey your commands?” The Holy One of Israel is on 
the loose in Peter’s environment.   

Then there was a time in Jesus’ earthly ministry when the veil was lifted 
so that we could see behind the muted human flesh and witness the glory of 
Jesus. Jesus went up on what has been called the Mount of Transfiguration 
with Peter, James and John. Mark gives this description of Jesus. “His clothes 
became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach 
them.” (Mark 9:3) There again glory and light are together. In this moment the 
Father chose again to describe his relationship with His Son, “Then a cloud 
appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud. ‘This is my 
Son, whom I love. Listen to him.” (Mark 9:7) This is the One who John says is 
“at the Father’s side” or “in the bosom of the Father.” There is only One true 
Son of God, the rest of us become God’s children, not by birth, but by re-birth.

What ultimately was the revelation of God’s glory on earth was not some 
public ceremony of unveiling where this prince mounts the throne for all to see. 
The poor woodsman does not don his regal garb. He marries the maiden and 
remains in the forest. Only after he has won his bride through the sincerity of 
his love does He reveal his identity. For the glory of God is ultimately displayed 



in the love of God. For when Jesus speaks of God glorifying the Son, he speaks 
of the cross. The final prayer of Jesus in the Upper Room begins, “Father, the 
time has come [a phrase that always refers to Jesus’ appointment with a death 
on the cross]. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.” (John 17:1) 
How is the Son glorified in a way that shines the light back on His Father? Jesus 
views the cross as his ultimate act of glorification. What is there about the cross 
that is the expression of the glory of God?  It is the cross puts on public display 
his love. “But God demonstrates his love for us in that while we were yet 
sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8) It is the cross that woos us like the 
woodsman seeking the love of the peasant maiden. When the centurion who 
presided over Jesus’ crucifixion saw how He died, he was forced to say, “Surely 
this man was the son of God” (Mark 15:39). The centurion has witnessed 
countless crucifixions with the victims hurling every vile and hateful utterance. 
What does he hear from the lips of Jesus, “Father, forgive them for they know 
not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Truly, the One and Only. Here God’s glory 
reaches its climax on earth in humility beyond mention.

We are led back to Paul’s capturing of Christ’s glory in his humiliation on 
the cross, 

6Who, being in very nature God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

7but made himself nothing, 

      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 

8And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death– 
       even death on a cross!

But the glory displayed in the cross is not where the glory ends. Even 
Jesus prayed, “And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I 
had in your presence before the world was made” (John 17:5). Jesus 
nostalgically longs to return home. He wants the splendor of His Father’s 
radiance to envelope him again in the way that they had even before creation 
came into being. 

This is our ultimate destination as well. The final goal of every Christian 
is to fulfill Moses’ request, “Show me your glory” so we can enter into the glory 
that Jesus shares with His Father at this moment. 

Yet in this life we can never quite fully enter into the beauty we see. We 
stand watching the sun set beyond a Hawaiian horizon, and for a moment a 



flash of something more enters our spirit. In prayer we are enveloped in feelings 
of overwhelming love, but the feelings fade. We do not seem to be able to 
sustain the presence of God’s glory. It only sets us longing for me. C. S. Lewis 
says it so well, “At present we’re on the outside of the world, the wrong side of 
the door. We discern the freshness and purity of the morning, but they do not 
make us fresh and pure. We cannot mingle with the splendors we see. But all 
the leaves of the New Testament are rustling with the rumor that it will not 
always be so. Some day, God willing, we shall get in.”

It is this picture of the ultimate revelation of God’s glory, upon which the 
New Testament ends. The Supremacy of Jesus Christ will be unveiled. The 
book of Revelation concludes picturing God coming to dwell on earth with us. 
When that happens all death, mourning, crying and pain, will be no more. For 
the dwelling God is with man. Then John tells us what he sees which I think is 
the most remarkable hope that there is. “I did not see a temple in the city, 
because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not 
need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and 
the Lamb is its lamp.” (Rev. 21: 22, 23) Then we shall mingle with the glories 
we see.  

Discussion Guide:

1. How does Kierkegaard’s parable address the issues of how Jesus can be the 
glory of God and not overwhelm us? How would you describe this “dilemma”?

2. What are the Old Testament images that stand behind John’s statement that 
Jesus is the “word made flesh who dwelt among us” and the One who displays 
“the glory of God”?

3. What is the relationship between the holiness of God and the glory of God? 
How does the “glory of God” generally manifest itself?

4. In the three “stories” of the display of God’s glory in the tabernacle and 
temple, to Isaiah and to Moses, how would sum up the “threat” of God’s glory?

5. In what ways does the “glory of God” break through in the ministry of Jesus? 
What impact does this have on Jesus’ apostles?

6. When Jesus says it is time for God to glorify his Son, how is this glory 
ultimately displayed? 

7. Why is the cross the crowning display of the glory of God?

8. How does this serve as the means that God uses to woo us to himself?



9. Where does the glory of God ultimately lead? How does it all end?
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