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“The True Meaning of Christmas” 

John 1:1-18 

 

 We hear a lot during this time of year about “the true meaning of Christmas.”  In fact, we 

hear it so much, it’s pretty much become a cliché, hasn’t it? 

But what is the true meaning of Christmas? 

Is it giving gifts to those we love—and maybe even those we don’t? Is it giving ourselves in 

relationships and service to others? 

Is it the children, and the way they love and enjoy everything about Christmas—Santa Claus 

and toys and gifts and Christmas trees and cookies and maybe even snow? 

Is it being with family, as I heard a little girl define it one time on one of those all-Christmas-

music-all-the-time-from-mid-November-until-Christmas-Day radio stations? 

Well, “it is more blessed to give than to receive.” Jesus said that (Acts 20:35). And what 

better gift can anyone give than himself or herself? And of course, we loved Christmas when we 

were children, and we love to see children enjoy Christmas, and we might even like to be 

children again at Christmas. And Christmas is a wonderful family time—or at least it ought to 

be. 

But don’t all these things, while good and wonderful in themselves, miss the point entirely? 

Isn’t there really more to Christmas than gifts and giving and playing and family time? Isn’t 

there something much more significant, something much more real about it all? 

 

The Gospels and the Good News 

 It’s interesting to look at the ways the four gospel writers present the life of Jesus. 

Mark, eager to get on with telling our mighty Savior’s story, dispenses with the first thirty or 

so years of his life, and instead begins with the ministry of John the Baptist as he prepared the 

way for the Messiah. 

Matthew tells us about the events preceding and following Jesus’ birth from the perspective 

of Joseph’s role. 

Luke, the careful historian, true to the literary conventions of ancient biography, takes great 

pains to show where Jesus came from, and the important events surrounding his birth and from 

his childhood that foreshadowed and clearly pointed to the kind of person he would be and the 

kinds of things he’d do. Luke does this from the perspective of Mary’s role. 

John, on the other hand, takes a much different approach from the other three Gospel writers. 

In his majestic prologue, he says nothing of the events surrounding Jesus’ birth, but rather moves 
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into the eternal realm, before time and space were. He anchors his prologue in eternity and 

brings it to the incarnation of God the Son, to that awesome event when “the Word became flesh 

and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). 1 

 At Christmas, we usually think of the tranquil scene of the stable, with the baby Jesus 

wrapped in swaddling cloths, lying in a manger, with Mary lovingly gazing on him and Joseph 

standing guard, with amazed and adoring shepherds surrounding him, come to see this great 

thing the angel had made known to them—Luke’s portrayal of Jesus’ birth. We often idealize 

that scene, and understandably so. 

But in reality, it wasn’t pleasant. It was a stable in a grotto—a cave, not a wooden barn or 

stable as we know it. The Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem stands over such a grotto. An 

extremely well attested tradition that goes back to the first or second century AD says this was the 

actual place of Jesus’ birth. A 14-pointed silver star on the floor marks the exact spot. There 

were most likely animals there—it was a stable, after all—maybe some sheep and goats, maybe 

some cattle, likely some donkeys, and who knows what else. The odor must have been awful. It 

didn’t just smell bad; it stunk!  

And there, in the midst of the cold darkness and the stench lay a helpless newborn baby in a 

manger, a stone feed box. 

But this wasn’t just any baby! Luke tells us he was the Savior, Christ the Lord—the promised 

Messiah—and identifies the baby Jesus in terms of the messianic expectations of first century 

Jewish people, expectations that grew out of the Hebrew Scriptures, what we know as the Old 

Testament. 

Luke makes astounding claims for this baby in the manger, born to a young woman who was 

pledged to be married to a carpenter from Nazareth. Indeed, Luke tells us of the angel Gabriel’s 

visit to Mary to announce to her that she would be the one to bear the Messiah, even though and 

while she was still a virgin. As the Statler Brothers used to sing the story: 

 
 Her name is Mary; she’s a virgin 

 From down in Nazareth, now listen close: 

 She’s gonna marry a man named Joseph, 

 But the baby’s Father is the Holy Ghost.2 

 

 Through a miraculous conception, Mary would bring the Messiah into the world, the one 

who would be the Son of the Most High, who would reign over the house of Jacob on the throne 

of his forefather David forever. And because of this miraculous birth he would be called the Son 

of God! 

 But John goes even farther. No doubt, he knew all about the circumstances of Jesus’ birth. 

But he wants us to see the significance of what happened that night. So John describes the 

theological reality of Christ’s coming into the world as a human being. And what an awesome 

description it is! 

 He goes all the way back to the beginning—not the beginning of Jesus’ earthly life, or even 

the beginning of the Jewish people, but to the very beginning, before the creation of the world: 

 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God (1:1-2). 

 

Though he was distinct in function and person, the eternal Word was one in essence and nature 

and purpose with God (1:1-2). He was the agent of creation (1:3); i.e., “all things were made (or 
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came into being) through him.” He was life and light for all people. His “light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (1:4-5). 

 All these claims that John makes for Christ are amazing, but the most astounding one is 

found in verse 14:  

 
And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have 

seen his glory, glory as of the only Son (literally, only begotten) from the 
Father, full of grace and truth. 

 
The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, lived among us.  

The word John uses here in the Greek is very picturesque— He “pitched his tent” or 

“tabernacled” among us. This of course hearkens back to the shekinah glory of God dwelling 

among the people in the tabernacle in the wilderness wanderings after the Exodus from Egypt. 

The difference was that here God the Son had become human to dwell among us. 

In doing so, he showed us his glory as the Father’s only begotten Son, full of grace and truth. 

You see, while the Law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus the 

Messiah (1:17). As the only begotten God (God the Son), He is the one “who is close to the 

Father’s heart,” (NRSV) and has made the Father known (1:18). 

 

The significance of Christmas—the Incarnation 

Do you see the significance of what happened that night in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago, that 

significance that John was trying to convey? What he says makes crystal clear to us what 

Christmas is really all about! The true meaning of Christmas is that God became one of us so 

that we might know him. 

It’s a claim that boggles the mind! God became a man, a human being! In his Son, Jesus 

Christ, he took on human flesh, pitched his tent among us, and showed us God the Father. It’s 

what theologians refer to as “the Incarnation.” 

It’s a unique claim, one that no other religion makes. Oh, some of the pagan religions talked 

about mythical beings that were half-god and half-man or half-goddess and half-woman. They 

even claimed that for some of the great figures of history. But none of them made the claim that 

Christianity makes about Christ—that, as Irenaeus, the bishop of Lyons in the late second 

century AD put it, he is “perfect God and perfect man.”
3
 

I mean, think about it. What John claims in this text, and what historic Christianity claims, is 

that God the Son came in the flesh. He came to make God known and to save us from our sins so 

we could be right with him! It all comes down to this—God’s gracious redemption! 

Paul put it so beautifully in 2 Corinthians 8:9—  

 
For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was 
rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty 
might become rich. 

 
Irenaeus echoed Paul’s words when he described Jesus as: 

 
“. . . the Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through His 

transcendent love, become what we are, that He might bring us to be even 

what He is Himself.”4 
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 Isn’t that what John was saying with this majestic prologue? Isn’t the true meaning of 

Christmas simply this, that God became one of us so that we might know him? Isn’t that what we 

celebrate at Christmas? 

 

 Paul Harvey once told the story of how on a raw winter night a farmer heard a thumping 

sound at the kitchen door. From the kitchen window he could see a flock of shivering sparrows, 

attracted by the warm glow of the lights from inside, beating against the window on the storm 

door, trying to get in. 

 The farmer felt compassion for the little birds. He bundled up and trudged through the fresh 

snow to open the barn for them. When he came out, the flock scattered in fear. He turned on the 

lights, threw some hay over in a corner, and sprinkled a trail of saltine crackers on the snow 

hoping to guide them into the barn. The birds still hid. 

 So he tried again, this time circling behind the birds to drive them toward the barn. When that 

didn’t work, he tossed cracker crumbs up into the air toward them, then went into his house to 

watch if they’d flutter into the barn on their own. 

 Nothing worked. To them, he was a huge alien creature. They were terrified. They couldn’t 

understand that he simply wanted to help them. So back inside his warm house, he watched the 

doomed little birds through his window. 

And then like a bolt of lightning from a clear blue sky, a thought hit him: “If only I could 

become a bird—one of them—for just a moment. Then I wouldn’t frighten them so. I could show 

them the way to warmth and safety . . .”
5
 

 

 Think now of Joseph looking on as Mary holds her new baby. They don’t understand it all, 

but they know that something new, something different, something of eternal proportions has 

come to them. They know that Mary’s little boy is the unique Son of God, that in a way beyond 

their comprehension, he is Immanuel, God with us (Matthew 1:23). As the great 19
th

 century 

British Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon so powerfully described him, he was “Infinite, and an 

infant.”
6
 What must be going through their minds? What must Mary be thinking as she ponders 

all these things in her heart? 

Mark Lowry and Buddy Greene have captured it well with their song “Mary, Did You 

Know?”
7
  

 
Mary, did you know that your baby boy       

would one day walk on water? 

Mary, did you know that your baby boy 

   would save our sons and daughters? 

  Did you know that your baby boy 

   has come to make you new? 

  This Child that you delivered 

   will soon deliver you. 

 

  Mary, did you know that your baby boy 

   would give sight to the blind man? 

  Mary, did you know that your baby boy 

   would calm a storm with his hand? 

  Did you know that your baby boy 
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   has walked where angels trod? 

  And when you kiss your little Baby, 

   you’ve kissed the face of God. 

 

  The blind will see, the deaf will hear, 

   the dead will live again; 

  The lame will leap, the dumb will speak 

   the praises of the Lamb. 

 

  Mary, did you know that your baby boy 

   is Lord of all creation? 

  Mary, did you know that your baby boy 

   will one day rule the nations? 

  Did you know that your baby boy 

   is heaven’s perfect Lamb? 

  This sleeping Child you’re holding 

   is the great “I AM”! 

 

 And that, my brothers and sisters and friends, is the true meaning of Christmas! 
MEG 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version

®
. 

2
 The Statler Brothers, “Who Do You Think?” from the album The Holy Bible—New Testament (Mercury 

Records, 1975). 
3
 Irenaeus Against Heresies Book 3, chapter 16 title, in Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., Ante-

Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1, The Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995 reprint of 

1885 edition), 414. 
4
 Irenaeus Against Heresies Book 5, Preface, ANF Vol. 1, 526. 

5
 Paul Harvey, retold by Philip Yancey, “Frightened Sparrows,” in Alice Gray, compiler, More Stories for the 

Heart (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1997), 265. 
6
 C. H. Spurgeon in the New Park Street Pulpit (Vol. 4, 1858). Christianity Today, Vol. 33, no. 18. 

7
 Mark Lowry and Buddy Greene, “Mary, Did You Know?” (Word Music). 


