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1
Incarnation as Presence

Admit that even if Christ were only a character in a great 
story, the fact that this story could have been imagined 
and desired by featherless bipeds who only knew that 
they didn’t know, would be as miraculous (miraculously 
mysterious) as the fact that the son of a real God was 
really incarnated. This natural and earthly mystery 
would never stop stirring and softening the hearts of 
unbelievers.—Umberto Eco1 

“THE WORD became flesh and dwelt among us.” We should 
be filled with wonder when we think deeply about this truth. 
A good friend, who has traveled extensively since childhood, 
recently visited Israel for the first time. She has been a believer 
for many years and has known the presence of God through the 
Holy Spirit. She was surprised by her excitement as she visited 
the holy sites. She saw scenes and sights that the Lord might 
have experienced before her. This, she reflected, is where God 
incarnate had actually lived! She now remembers that she felt a 
special presence of God in that place. Her heart was stirred and 

1. Umberto Eco and Cardinal Mara Martini, Belief or Nonbelief: A Confrontation, 
trans. Minna Proctor (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1997), 102.
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softened by the fact that the Son of the living God had come in 
love for her and was with her “in his place.” 

Bible expressed the idea of presence with “face” (panîm in Hebrew 
and prosopon in Greek). When we see another face, we encounter 
the immediate presence of the person as opposed to indirect, 
media-like acquaintances. In experiences of the presence of other 
people and God, issues of relationship and accountability follow. 
I remember occasions such as assemblies and classes when the 
roll was called. I would hear my name and respond with “here.” 
Similarly, from a momentous event in history, God is present in 
Christ forevermore. He is “here,” and all people must respond to 
his advent. As the apostle John expressed Jesus’ presence in 1:9: 
“The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the 

virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will 

Even more amazing than the thought of God walking in Pal-
estine as the Messiah is an understanding of the kind of person 
who has lived authentically in our midst. Scholars have advanced 
theories about what personhood means, without reaching defini-
tive conclusions. We might encounter humanitarians and con-
clude that we have experienced genuine compassion. Conversely, 
we might encounter arrogant, cruel, and spiteful people and regret 
that we have made their acquaintance. Sometimes we wonder 
whether most of our peers are only using us and others to get 
whatever will make them happy. In the seemingly endless encoun-
ters in life, we might confront the One we most want to meet, 
the “One and Only” perfection that can meet our needs in this 
sinful, strife-torn world. In Christ we see priorities for service and 
salvation, for the poor and the publicans, and for heavenly ideals 
as well as earthly realities. We will probably be uncomfortable 
with our imperfections in his presence until we discover that his 
love graciously dispels our fears. Eco, one of the great writers of 
the preceding century, reminded us that our Lord has stirred and 
softened countless numbers of people throughout the world. 
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This chapter will discuss the subject of presence in the 
gospel of John’s prologue (1:1–18) and attempt to connect the 
statement of “incarnation as presence” with humanity’s timeless 
needs for an abiding encounter with the Truth. It will challenge 
us to relate the meaning of God’s presence in Christ to our pil-
grimage with him until “we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). 
The chapter will focus on the meaning of John 1:14 in the con-
text of the prologue and, less specifically, the gospel of John as 
a whole. It will do this in seven parts:

“The Word in Flesh,” the initial part, is the unifying truth of the 
incarnation as the full revelation and supreme expression of the 
presence of God in Jesus Christ. The chapter will advance the 
elements and aspects of John 1 with a unifying focus on Christ 
as presence. The concluding part, “The Word and Our World,” 
will present the implications of the incarnation for our lives in 
today’s world.

Christ’s incarnation is supremely important because it gives 
us the perspective and priorities that we need, when we some-
times lose heart because of unbearable circumstances, or when 
we are so immersed in daily routines that we take his presence 
for granted. Machines such as computers are attractive because 
they are subject to our whims and are useful until they break. 
They are not personal presences and do not require relationships 
and accountability. People are presences, on the other hand, but 
very few of them will become the kind of friend who will be 
there when we need them. Friendships unfortunately break like 
machines. Neither machines nor people can be substitutes for 
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a saving relationship with our heavenly Father who has loved 
us in his Son. Christ, in turn, through the Holy Spirit enriches 
our relationships and ennobles our chores with a meaning and 
purpose that can transform our days into his service.

The Word in Flesh

The centerpiece for the presence of God in our lives is an 
emphatic statement of weighty proportions: “the Word became 
flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). As Leon Mor-
ris describes it, “In one short, shattering expression John unveils 
the great idea at the heart of Christianity that the very Word 
of God took flesh for man’s salvation.”2 The expression stands 
between the deity of the Logos (1:1–3) and the call of John the 
Baptist: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 
world!” (1:29). John’s statement that the Word became incarnate 
affirms that the unique, divine Son entered the new condition 
of flesh to fully reveal the Godhead by his glorious signs and 
explanatory discourses. Because of his authenticated revelation 
and completed mission, believers have enjoyed extraordinary 
lives in the presence of God and his people.

The Word from Above

The term logos had many shades of meaning in John’s world, 
and most of his readers would have been familiar with them. 
Philosophers known as Stoics used it for a pervasive, rational 
principle that ordered life. The rabbis speculated that it was 
identified with a preexistent torah (or word). John’s use of logos 
in his prologue is broad enough for a wide range of meanings, 
because it encompasses creation and varied responses of the 
world to the advent of the Creator (1:3–5, 10). John presents 
this breadth of meaning with concrete relationships and events 

2. Leon Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, New International Commentary 
on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 102.
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that he called signs: the transformation of water into wine, the 
need for personal rebirth, the nourishment of truth, the calm-
ing of storms, the granting of sight, the security of godly care, 
and, supremely, the gracious bestowal of life to Lazarus after 
he died (11:39). Most scholars note, however, that in chapter 
one logos is unmistakably Hebraic and that “in the beginning” 
points to Genesis 1. Thus, Logos is a name of God that identifies 
his effective presence in creation, revelation, and salvation. The 
Word is the unique human person, who, as God in his gracious 
fullness, brings life to bear on a world that is dissolving itself in 
its secular acids. 

John’s teaching about Christ focuses on the statement about 
incarnation in verse 14. Beasley-Murray has aptly summarized 
John’s use of the title in his prologue: 

The employment of the Logos concept in the prologue to the 
Fourth Gospel is the supreme example within Christian history 
of the communication of the gospel in terms understood and 
appreciated by the nations. As Paul stood on Mars Hill and 
declared, “That which you worship and do not know, I now 
proclaim” (Acts 17:23), so the Evangelist set forth to the world 
his own thoughts familiar to all about the Logos in relation to 
the world, startlingly modified by the affirmation of the Incar-
nation, and then went on in the Gospel to tell how the Word 
acted in the words and deeds of Jesus and brought about the 
redemption of the nations.3 

John, in other words, was using a common term with many 
meanings, so that all of his readers could understand his es-
sential message. The divine Logos made everything and, as the 
source of all life and light, became flesh and dwelt among us. 

3. George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 36 (Waco: Word 
Books, 1987), 10. An insightful summary of issues in the prologue can be found in John 
Painter, “Rereading Genesis in the Prologue of John,” in Neotestamentica et Philonica: 
Studies in Honor of Peder Borgen, eds. David Aune, Torrey Seland, and Jarl Henning 
Ulrichsen (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003), 179–201.
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The Word as Flesh

“Flesh” (translating sarx) refers to people as bodily crea-
tures that are earthly and liable to sin. John could have used 
more abstract terms for “humanity,” but this word was vital for 
his emphases. The bodily form requires a human birth (1:13), 
which in Jesus’ case also requires deity, for the Logos/Son gave 
his flesh for the life of his people. In Rudolf Schnackenburg’s 
words, “The Logos becomes sarx in order to give this sarx over 
to death; the Incarnation is being taken seriously.”4 Incarnation 
is the definitive answer to the deadly human condition. The root 
meaning of the term is simply “humanity” (17:2). However, in 
John the fleshly world is immersed in unbelief, so its secondary 
connotations can be very negative. 

Many interpretations of John 1:14 tend to make deity and 
humanity antithetical, in part because of the strong connota-
tions of “flesh.” They draw contrasts between eternity in 1:1–2 
and the historical manifestation in 1:14 as well as in the state-
ment that the Logos was “with the Father” and then “with us” in 
time. Bultmann, for example, so emphasized humanity that the 
Revealer is “nothing but” a man.5 On the other hand, Käsemann 
underscores deity to the point that the Revealer is “nothing but” 
God “striding across the earth.”6 John, however, places the natures 
side by side; the divine Logos became human flesh, because in 
his uniqueness there is no inconsistency. The “enfleshed” Logos 
declared, “I and the Father are one” (10:30), and “before Abra-
ham was born, I am” (8:58). His audience “picked up stones to 
stone him” for blasphemy, but they were forced to wait until his 
time had come. Present or past, the truths of Jesus as God and 
man and as God’s supreme presence on earth have never been 
easy to understand. 

4. Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to St. John, 2 vols., trans. Kevin 
Smyth (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1982), 2.55.

5. Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John, A Commentary, trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray, 
R. W. N. Hoare, and J. K. Riches (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 62–3.  

6. Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today, trans. by W. J. Montague 
(London: SCM Press, 1969), 159–61. 
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A partial explanation of the union of the natures in Jesus lies 
in the Word’s creation of humanity “in the image of God” (Gen. 
1:27). As inexhaustible as the incarnation is for discussion, the 
“image” doctrine affirms that humanity’s life was sourced in the 
breath of God (Gen. 2:7) and that we are godlike as vice-regents 
(or ambassadors) of the Creator but are not divine. Though we 
are not gods, we are created to experience the presence of God, 
and this fellowship is possible because the incarnate One is the 
precise, perfect Image of the invisible God (Col. 1:15; 2 Cor. 4:4). 
He is “in very nature God,” who was “made in human likeness” 
to become “obedient to death” at Calvary (Phil. 2:6–8). As both 
God and man, the Son is “the radiance of God’s glory and the 
exact representation of his being,” who “after he had provided 
purification for sins . . . sat down at the right hand of the Majesty 
in heaven” (Heb. 1:3). As fully God and fully man united in one 
person, he could righteously satisfy God’s perfection, lovingly 
forgive our sins that were not his own, and serve as the “one 
mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave 
himself as a ransom” for the many who would believe (1 Tim. 
2:5–6; Mark 10:45). 

The Word as Unique

The councils of Nicea and Chalcedon classically formulated 
the union of the deity and full humanity of the Son of God as the 
only kind of person who could save this sinful world. John’s pro-
logue similarly emphasizes that the divine Word became human 
and that Jesus of Nazareth was this unique mediator as validated 
by his life, death, and resurrection. God created humanity for 
fellowship with himself, and our sin, rather than our human 
nature, has tragically separated the world from the Light of Life. 
By faith in God’s mediator alone, believers “become children of 
God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human deci-
sion or a husband’s will, but born of God” (John 1:12–13).

A contemporary problem with this understanding of the 
incarnation is its uniqueness. If Christ is the absolutely perfect 
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answer for human needs, then Christianity is correct and other 
religions do not address our need for salvation. Many scholars are 
making every effort to globalize religion; that is, they argue that 
the world’s religions are inclusive ways to the same Deity and that 
no one can claim to be the only way to truth. We live in an era 
of resurgent pantheistic movements. Pantheism, which is repre-
sented by religions such as Hinduism, believes that everything is 
god; thus, divine presences are as pervasive as the powers around 
us that we worship. These kinds of presences are all-inclusive 
and result in a proliferation of impersonal, natural powers that 
dissolve in an intoxicating brew of man-centered fantasies. Such 
impersonal non-presences must deny the exclusiveness of the 
Light that gives light to every person in the world. 

In a century of developing interest in the relationship of 
religion and science, the trend has been toward “pan-en-theism,” 
pantheism’s cousin that hypothesizes that God is evolving with 
the processes of the world. The presence is the process, but one 
can hardly be a pilgrim without a definable destination. In our 
context of “many ways to the same gods,” we are confused by an 
increasing number of spiritual options and the possibility that 
people are “lost” if they do not know the Lord. However, according 
to John, there is only a single correct turn in the road of life; pro 
or con, we choose based on “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”

The combination of unprecedented catastrophes and extraor-
dinary accomplishments in the twentieth and twenty-first centu-
ries has led many scholars to an accommodation of Christianity 
to the times by redefining Jesus Christ into a less-demanding 
“Jesus of history” as distinct from a “Christ of faith.” We know 
practically nothing about Jesus’ history, they claim, so we can fan 
our spirituality (our inner sense of innocence or transcendence) 
into a hope for meaningful living. They hold that an ancient book 
such as the Bible does not address the magnitude and complexity 
of modern concerns. We now accept “post-Christian” as a rather 
common epitaph for cultures around the world. Symptomatic 
of this trend, at a popular level, are novels that speculate that 
if Jesus really was “in flesh,” then he must have succumbed to 
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his “last temptation” and married with royal offspring. “Codes” 
that record quests for his grail, accordingly, were suppressed as 
threats to the power of the church. 

Nevertheless, John had commitment to a unique person for 
all generations in mind, and, strange as it may seem to modern 
people, contemporary commitment to Christ is included in his 
call. Though Jesus lived in Palestine long ago, believers have 
experienced his presence in every generation. His resurrection 
and God’s presence through the indwelling Spirit in the church 
mean that everyone encounters the same person, who does not 
change “yesterday, or today, or forever.” The Son does not mutate 
according to the changing trends in different historical periods. 
He is the Way, and no one comes to the Father except through him. 
Because he is unique and his saving work is finished, “Salvation 
is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven 
given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

The Word and Salvation

The issue for the apostle John is salvation, which other reli-
gions ignore because they have no meaningful doctrine of sin. One 
would think that if God so loved the world that he “enfleshed” his 
One and Only Son to save it, then sinners would see their need 
and respond in faith. But most of them have not! The rejection 
of the Logos is sometimes translated in John 1:5 in terms of a 
darkened world that did not understand him. A preferable mean-
ing of the verse concerns conflict and rejection, so that it would 
read, “the darkness/world did not overcome him.”  

“Incarnation as presence” is presented in John as offensive for 
at least two reasons. First, incarnation offended Jesus’ audiences 
because his claims contradicted their traditions and expectations. 
That God became flesh, taking on true and full humanity (John 
6:52), including known origins (6:42), was a staggering truth. In 
John 6:52 the Jews argued sharply among themselves: “How can 
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would give eternal nourishment was more than their manna-
oriented minds could digest! The disparity between Fatherly 
perfection and sinful realities only compounded the offense. In 
John 6:42 a hostile audience queried, “Is this not Jesus, the son 

chapter, Jesus explained that “the Father judges no one, but has 
entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may honor the Son just 
as they honor the Father” (5:22–23). The Father and the Son say 
and do the same things and receive equal worship! Furthermore, 
the “perfect peasant” claimed superiority to their exalted fathers: 
“It is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it 
is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven” (6:32). 
This hostility and conflict seem to crystallize in 8:37: “I know 
you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill me, 
because you have no room for my word.” Jesus’ audiences may 
have puzzled over these matters, as the church has for centuries, 
but they clearly understood their charge of blasphemy (19:7): “He 
must die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.”     

Second, incarnation as presence is offensive because unbe-
lievers prefer the lusts of the flesh to the love of God: “Men loved 
darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil” (John 
3:19). The hostility is most explicitly expressed in 1 John 2:15: 
“If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” 
Conflict and rejection were evident when Jesus spoke of his advent 
in antithetical terms in John 3:10–21: from above (heaven)/from 
below (earth), life/death, salvation/judgment, light/darkness, and 
love/hate. The lusts of the flesh are the outgrowth of the negative 
side of each of these antitheses. Sin has its own risky appeal and 
illusion of pleasure. In this sin-filled world, sins seem so unnatu-
rally natural, and can be conveniently rationalized. 

The world’s conflict with its offensive Savior is graphically 
illustrated at the crucifixion in John 19:1–6 with the various tor-
tures, the false accusations, and the persistent cries for Jesus’ 
death. In this setting we can see the countercultural fact that 
highlights the grace and love of God. God did not love sinners 
because they were lovely and worthy. In view of his initiative, God 
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loved even when “his own” were evil. From a human perspective, 
sinners responded because his grace moved them to a recogni-
tion of their need to be changed from seeking illusory pleasures 
in an evil lifestyle to a relationship with him. In this light, the 
incarnation as divine presence should be seen as an invasion of 
love (1 John 4:7–21).  

The saving intent of the idea of the Word made flesh in 
John’s Gospel should be understood further in terms of the book’s 
purpose and the prologue’s style. The apostle explicitly states his 
purpose in John 20:31: “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.” The book was designed to promote 
faith in the people whom the Father gave the Son (as described 
in 6:44): “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day.” The statement 
introduces issues of sources, background, and authorship that 
repeatedly surface in John’s writings. Many signs that Christ 
performed were not recorded, and John’s selection of signs was 
designed to engender belief in “Jesus . . . the Christ, the Son of 
God.” Recognizing that Christianity was birthed in the crucible 
of Israel, he had an evident concern to address the religious and 
cultural threats against a proper Christology (1 John 4:2–3).7

The gospel of John has been an outstanding evangelistic 
tract for the church, because people read about Jesus’ encounters 
and identify with his audiences. We recognize our resistance to 
God’s love, fearing that he might interfere with a lifestyle that 
we have enjoyed for years. We realize that we love the world for 
what it can do for us, instead of loving God in the world to bless 
people around us. We often feel that we must perform perfectly 

7. The scholarly consensus is that John the apostle wrote his book around the end of 
the first century. He addressed, among other things, a “docetic” denial of the humanity 
of Jesus as well as hostility from the synagogue. The docetic concern is reflected in the 
emphasis on incarnation as “flesh” and the notion of “fullness” (John 1:16). Gnostics 
believed that the high god was reflected in emanations of lesser deities. John appears 
to be arguing that all the blessings of deity reside in the “full” deity of the Word. In this 
regard, his point is similar to Paul in Colossians 1:19 and 2:9, where “in Christ all the 
fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.”

BurnsNearnessBook.indd   37 9/11/09   5:20:10 PM



22

to achieve our dreams, yet our evaluations reveal that much of 
what we do is very imperfect. We can conclude that we are too 
unworthy to be saved until we discover in John that God gra-
ciously saves the least worthy of people. Finally, in the humblest 
of ways, we acknowledge our sin and trust Christ as our Savior. 
Why, most of us ask ourselves, did we wait so long to experience 

The Word and Perseverance

In addition to salvation, John was concerned for the well-
being of his “children,” believers for whom he was pastorally 
responsible. Hostility toward believers emerges in John 6:60–71, 
the promise of persecution in 15:18–16:4, and Peter’s confronta-
tions and denials just before the crucifixion. John feared that his 
people would go astray when they were persecuted, so he cau-
tioned them, “so that when the time comes you will remember 
that I warned you” (16:4). Scholars have concluded that John 
wrote to churches in Asia Minor. We know that believers in these 
churches were persecuted as he predicted. He was concerned 
that they should receive strength from a sense of the presence of 
their “first love,” as “in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, 
who was put to death” at Pergamum in Asia Minor (Rev. 2:13). 
Antipas died for his faith, while most of us experience no worse 
than occasional discomfort. However, the bottom line is the same; 
the unique presence of the Logos in flesh should encourage the 
children of God to abide in their faith (John 1:12) in their hostile 
world (John 1:10–11).

Furthermore, an understanding of the prologue’s “rhythmic 
prose” can insightfully develop John’s pastoral concern.8 Its dis-
tinctive vocabulary (such as logos, grace, and fullness) and its 
thematic integrity are noted in support of the suggestion that 
it is an early poem or hymn in praise of the Logos. Parallels in 

8. The phrase was proposed by C. K. Barrett in The Gospel According to St. John: An 
Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text (London: SPCK, 1955), 126.
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Paul’s writings are frequently cited (e.g., Phil. 2:6–11; Col. 1:15–20; 
and 1 Tim. 3:16).9 The core of the hymn in verses 1–5, 10–12, 14, 
16 seems to contain a hymn or confession that was familiar to 
John’s readers. 

The significance of the poetic style is that John used the 
Lord’s public signs and private teachings as a defense of convic-
tions about Christ with which his readers were already familiar. 
The presence of God as a comforting truth would have faded in 
persecution. Like us, they were strengthened by common wor-
ship and confessional affirmation. They needed to abide in their 
commitments rather than leaving the family of believers with 
whom they had shared fellowship. In this light, the prologue has 
been compared to an overture of an opera, which is apropos. It 
introduces the content and sets the tone for the memories that 
follow, rising in crescendo through dissonance to the completion 
of salvation. In the face of disorienting opposition, John reminded 
his readers that the incarnational presence is the Truth that they 
needed to maintain not only for their salvation but also for the 
fullness of his grace that they had experienced. 

John uses an unusual expression to describe this fullness of 
grace in verse 16. The New International Version translates the 
literal “grace instead of grace” with “one blessing after another.” 
The phrase is followed by a comparison with the Mosaic Law. 
Carson articulates John’s point: 

The law, i.e. the law-covenant, was given by grace, and antici-
pated the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ; now that he has come, 
that same prophetic law-covenant is necessarily superseded by 
that which it “prophesied” would come. . . . It is this prophecy/
fulfillment motif that explains why the two displays of grace are 
not precisely identical. The flow of the passage and the burden 
of the book as a whole magnify the fresh grace that has come 
in Jesus Christ.10

9. For discussion of hymnic parallels, see J. T. Sanders, New Testament Christological 
Hymns, SNTSMS, vol. 15 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1971.

10. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 
133.
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Carson succeeds in establishing the supremacy of Christ’s rev-
elation without discounting the grace of God in the giving of the 
law. He connects the presence of the Word with the grace that 
sustains the children of God.

Believers in Christ should know that life after salvation is not 
exempt from ever-present trials in a sin-filled world. We have our 
own problems in addition to the cares of our families and circles 
of friends. We huddle in funeral parlors, hospitals, workplaces, and 
even homes, wondering whether God cares enough to keep us from 
severe physical and emotional pain. The answers should never be 
glib, and sometimes we may never receive the answers that we have 

The story of the man born blind in John 9 captures these 
tensions. Jesus healed a pitiful outcast, who immediately testi-
fied before his neighbors, family, and religious leaders that he 
had obeyed Jesus and gained his sight. Everyone rejected his 
testimony; even his parents did not stand with him, because 
they were afraid they would be cast out of the synagogue if they 
spoke for him (9:22). The authorities “threw him out” (9:34). 

(9:38). Jesus explained that “this happened so that the work 
of God might be displayed in his life” (9:3). A full explanation 
of the will of God in the healed man’s life was not given, and 
frequently we lack all that we would like to know about God’s 
ways in our own lives. We do know, however, that the incar-
nation emphasized the humble way in which the Son of God 
obediently lived and suffered for the needs of his people: life, 
nourishment, security, and assurance. We also have a clear 
presentation of the proper response to incredible suffering—we 
should persevere in God’s presence with faith and worship!

The Word as Tabernacle

John emphasizes two implications of the incarnation. The 
first one was that the Logos made flesh had “made his dwelling 
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among us.” He came as flesh to be the immediate presence of 
God among his people. “Made his dwelling” (Greek eskenosen) 
can also be rendered “pitched his tent” or “tabernacled.” John 
was referring to the fact that God’s presence with Israel was in 
the midst of the people, whether in the tent of meeting or the 
Holy of Holies in the worship center. When the tabernacle was 
completed, “the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting and the glory of 
the LORD filled the tabernacle” (Ex. 40:34). For rabbinical writers 
“the divine dwelling” meant the Shekinah, the visible presence of 
God among the Israelites. John seems to have had in mind the 
visible glory of God, and perhaps even the term Shekinah. Thus, 
he placed the incarnate Word in continuum with Israel’s worship 
center as a culminating expression of God’s presence.

The second implication of the incarnation was the fact that 
John and other eyewitnesses could gaze at divine glory enfleshed.11 
In Thomas’s case, the doubter could see and feel the risen Lord’s 
scarred hands and side and conclude, “My Lord and my God!” 
(John 20:28). Inherent in the emphasis is the validation of the 
Christ who became the cornerstone of the church’s confession 
about the Word of life, “which we have heard, which we have 
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have 
touched” (1 John 1:1). We are told in John 1:18 that “no one has 
ever seen God,” which recalls Moses’ request to “see” the divine 
glory with God’s response that “you cannot see my face, for no 
one can see me and live” (Ex. 33:18). Moses saw only God’s “back” 
(33:21–23), but even that encounter served as a powerful prelude 
to the revelation of the law. John, however, tells us, he had “seen” 
God’s glory in the incarnation.

Two aspects of the Son’s presence are singled out. First, his 
dwelling was “the glory of the One and Only, who came from 
the Father.” “One and Only” (monogenes) stresses the unique-
ness of the Word, unique as God/man who has made known 

11. Merrill Tenney suggests that this glorious presence alludes to the apostles’ expe-
rience at the transfiguration, when John was privileged to behold Christ’s divine radi-
ance. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 9: John–Acts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1981), 33.
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the Trinity (John 1:18).12 The glory of the Son was manifested 
in his “signs” (2:11) and in his death (19:35) and resurrection 
(20:24–30). The miraculous signs were spectacular acts of God 
that prompted Jesus’ observers to inquire about his identity 
and mission. The connection of miracles and signs suggests 
that John was using an Old Testament emphasis that focused 
less on the spectacle of miracle than on the intensification of 
revelation. The signs, in other words, underscored Jesus’ glory 
as the full revelation of the Father. “No one could perform 
the miraculous signs you are doing,” said Nicodemus, “if God 
were not with him” (3:2). But the most profound aspect of his 
glory is the humble way in which the Son of God obediently 
lived and suffered for the needs of his people. His discourses, 
like his signs, were “from the Father.” Characteristically, John 
referred to the Father more than twice as often as the other 
Gospels do. The obvious reason is his concern to place the 
incarnation in the perspective of Trinitarian presence. Other 
men may customarily glorify themselves (5:44), Jesus testified, 
but he sought only God’s glory (5:41; cf. 12:43). Thus, when 
Jesus answered Philip with, “Anyone who has seen me has seen 
the Father” (14:9), in effect he proclaimed his incarnation as 
Trinitarian presence. 

Therefore, the second person of the Trinity became human 
to be the saving presence of God on earth. He accomplished sal-
vation for people, whom John describes as gifts from the Father 
to his Son. His life exemplified an abiding godliness in Trinitar-
ian fellowship. The lives of his children should do the same. We 
are, in John’s terms, born spiritually to dwell in the presence of 
our Creator. 

12. Monogenes frequently translates the Hebrew yahid in the Septuagint, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament. The term is derived from ginomai rather than gennao; 
thus it is connected etymologically with being rather then begetting. We should avoid 
any notion that suggests the Son is not eternal. An alternative rendering is “beloved” 
(agapetos). In Genesis 22 agapetos renders yahid with reference to Abraham’s “uniquely 
beloved” Isaac (cf. Heb. 11:17). The theme surfaces indirectly with John’s emphasis on 
the love of God that should characterize his beloved community (John 13:34–35; 1 John 
4:7–21).
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The Word as Grace and Truth

The second aspect of the Son’s glory concerns his being “full 
of grace and truth” (1:14–16). The combination of terms occurs 
only here in the New Testament, and John’s single use of the term 
“grace” is here, even though the concept pervades his writings. 
“Grace and truth,” however, occurs frequently in the Septuagint, 
the Greek translation of the Old Testament, reflecting the Hebrew 
terms hesedh and ‘emeth. We can note Exodus 34:6, where the 
Lord manifested his glory to Moses and identified himself as “the 
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in 
love and faithfulness.” In Psalm 85:9–10, the psalmist celebrates 
the nearness of salvation to those who fear the Lord, “that his 
glory may dwell in our land” where “love and faithfulness meet.” 
Grace and truth together emphasize the covenantal faithfulness 
of God, which received its complete expression in the advent of 
the Messiah.

John’s point is that God’s proclamation of grace and truth 
to Moses has now been incarnated in the Word. Unlike “grace,” 
“truth” is one of his most distinctive terms. His use of the concept, 
in a variety of forms, far surpasses the other Gospels. Like the 
Old Testament, John defines truth as characteristic of God. And 
he affirms that Jesus is God’s reality and Truth. “I am the way 
and the truth and the life,” Jesus claimed in 14:6, the source of 
all grace and truth in the world (1:17). Hence, truth is not teach-
ing about God so much as God’s very reality—occurring!—in 
Jesus. The difference is between personal encounter, “Do you 

is life as “the only true God” (17:3). Consequently, in him the 
believer is freed from guilt and slavery to the world (8:31–32). 
God’s steadfast love and trustworthiness in the prologue are in 
view in spite of unbelief. In short, Jesus is the Truth regardless of 
how many votes he gets; truth, according to John, is not a matter 
of popular choice. Yancey captures the implication well: “It would 
be easier, I sometimes think, if God had given us a set of ideas to 
mull over and kick around and decide whether to accept or reject. 
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He did not. He gave us himself in the form of a person.”13 Thus, 
Christianity is not only adherence to beliefs but also relationship 
with a Person, a commitment that assumes the presence of God 
in the believer’s life. A Christian is a follower of Christ, and this 
identification has been validated by the faith of believers, who 
have been his abiding body and family for millennia.

God has been gracious to the world as well. In Buechner’s 
words, “The poor, the brokenhearted, the disinherited, the riffraff—
from the beginning of his ministry these were the ones that Jesus 
particularly addressed himself to rather than to the ones who would 
have given him a more powerful following.”14 The issue was faith 
without regard for worldly status and circumstances. Nicodemus 

him” (12:42), but the preponderance of “the needy” substantiates 
Buechner’s point. John could have called these people “pilgrims” 
who were passing through the wilderness of the world and were 
questing for “a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (4:14).

No episode demonstrates God’s grace and truth in Christ 
more clearly than Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman in 
chapter 4. While the disciples had gone for food, Jesus was resting 
by Jacob’s well. He requested a drink from a woman, who was 
surprised because “Jews do not associate with Samaritans” (4:9). 
Jesus answered her with his ability to provide “living water” that 
would satisfy her thirst forever. His invitation to her “husband” 
revealed his knowledge that she had loose relationships with sev-
eral men rather than a marriage. Interestingly, his knowledge and 
her response led Jesus to invite her to worship God “in spirit and 
truth” (4:23). Realizing that he was the Messiah, she went to her 
town, where many believed that he really was “the Savior of the 
world” (4:39–42). Meanwhile, he explained to the disciples that 
his “food” was to reap the harvest of the Father (4:34–38). Thus, 
the glorious presence of God was manifested in his incarnate 
Truth to the Samaritan woman and her town. 

13. Philip Yancey, The Jesus I Never Knew (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 261.
14. Frederick Buechner, The Faces of Jesus, A Life Story (Brewster, MA: Paraclete 

Press, 2005), 38. 
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The Word and the Law

The prologue’s uncharacteristic “grace upon grace” (“one 
blessing after another” in NIV) in John 1:16 is further explained 
with the revelation of the Lord through Moses (John 1:17). The 
rabbis identified Moses as “the first deliverer.” He was remem-
bered for his extraordinary intimacy with God: “My servant Moses 
. . . is faithful in all my house. With him I speak face to face, clearly 
and not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD. . . . Since then, 
no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew 
face to face” (Num. 12:7–8; Deut. 34:10). The law, reflecting this 
intimacy, expressed the “enduring love” and truth of the Lord’s 
will for his people (Deut. 32:10–12, 46–47). Moses authored the 
law that pointed to the full expression of truth in “Jesus Christ,” 
the first time that this title is used in the book (John 1:17). Its 
use here serves as a literary bridge to messianic speculations that 
were abroad (1:19–28). In 1:44–45, Philip alludes to the coming 

the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the 
prophets also wrote.” If Moses was to an extraordinary degree 
a revered mediator for Israel, then Christ is the Mediator par 
excellence for all people. 

This comparison raises the issue of Jesus’ relationship to the 
Jews and the patriarchs in John’s gospel. The matter is of utmost 
importance because questions have been raised about possible 
anti-Semitism in the book. There are seventy-one references to 
“the Jews” in sixty-seven verses; thirty have a neutral meaning or 
refer to Jewish believers, and forty-one depict the Jewish people 
or their leaders as hostile toward Jesus. The tendency in the 
book is for references to hostility to be implied in earlier chap-
ters, while they become increasingly explicit as the crucifixion 
approaches. We should note that Jesus insisted that “salvation is 
from the Jews” (4:22). Therefore, since anti-Semitism must mean 
general hostility toward Jews and since John was a Jew writing 
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for Christian Jews, he obviously desired to commend Christ for 
his comment on their allegiance.15

The issue in the comparison was between faith in Mosaic 
tradition or the incarnate Son of God, who is Truth. John wrote 
at a time when exclusion from the synagogue threatened many 
Hebrew Christians, a persecution that had been directed first at 
Jesus (John 15:18–25).16 In 6:30–34 the Jews asked for a sign like 
the manna that had been given by Moses. Jesus responded that 
his Father, rather than Moses, had given the manna and had now 
given “the bread of God . . . who comes down from heaven and 
gives light to the world” (6:33). Similarly, in 8:31–59, the children 
of Abraham debated with Jesus about the Fatherhood and family 
of God. The Jewish leaders suffered from blinding “cataracts,” 
because their faith was in their identity as descendants of Abra-
ham and disciples of Moses (9:28). In summary, one can conclude 
that the Gospel reflected intra-Jewish issues and conflicts in which 
believers were being distanced from nonbelievers.

In John 1:18, John advanced a similar point in saying: “No 
one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the 
Father’s side, has made him known.” Moses, as noted earlier, did 
not see God’s full presence (Ex. 33:23). Now, however, God the 
Son fully reveals the Trinity. He is God’s self-communication issu-
ing from his own position of intimacy in the Father’s presence. 
Even though “Father” often means “God” in John, we do well to 
remember Raymond Brown’s caveat on John 1:1: “By emphasiz-
ing the relationship between the Word and God the Father, 1:1b 

15. Sigfred Pederson has a very helpful discussion of the problem in his “Anti-Judaism 
in John’s Gospel: John 8,” in New Readings in John: Literary and Theological Perspectives. 
Essays from the Scandinavian Conference on the Fourth Gospel, in Århus,1997, Journal 
for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, vol. 182, eds. Johannes Nissen 
and Sigfred Pederson (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 172–93. He 
concludes that the evangelist does not condemn Jewish people as such, 193. Andreas 
Köstenberger similarly concludes, “It must be said that any such charge against a doc-

Jew (cf. 4:9), seems at the outset rather implausible,” Encountering John: The Gospel in 
Historical, Literary, and Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 248.

16. The Jewish opposition seems to be related to the Birkath ha-minim, a “Twelfth 
Benediction” issued at Jamnia by Samuel the Small that expelled Christians from the 
synagogue as heretics (ca. AD 85). 
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at the same time implicitly distinguishes them.”17 Thus, the issue 
is revelation of Trinitarian relationships rather than a confusion 
of the persons of the Godhead.

The intimacy of the Father and the Son extends to believers 
who share their familial relationship in grace: “All that the Father 
gives me will come to me,” Jesus reveals in 6:37–40: “For my 
Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes 
in him shall have eternal life.” Again, in 10:29, “My Father, who 
has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch 
them out of my Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.” Barclay 
captures the desired effect in God’s family when he concludes: 
“God can never be a stranger to us again.”18 When we consider 
John’s teaching that the children of faith are the family of God, 
then perhaps we can soften the emphasis by saying, “God should 
never be a stranger again,” because, in honesty, we can feel like 
strangers in the presence of passages like these.

The Word and Our World

The apostle invites his readers to participate in the blessings 
of life with the present tense. In John 1:5 he writes that the Life 
and Light of men “shines” in the darkness. “I am the light of the 
world,” Jesus emphasizes. “Whoever follows me will never walk 
in darkness, but will have the light of life” (8:12; cf. Ps. 36:9). The 
function of light is to dispel darkness, but the implied advent of 
the Logos in the initial verses means that he never ceases to shine. 
Like the invisible, infrared rays that are revealed by a spectro-
scope, so God’s presence is made visible in the incarnation and 
in the lives of believers. Then, another shift to the present tense 
occurs in verse 15, where John the Baptist testifies concerning 
the One and Only Word. The author’s intent is evidently that John 
the Baptist’s sermons are still “audible” and that recipients of 

17. Raymond Brown, The Gospel According to John, 2 vols., Anchor Bible Commentaries 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), 1.5. 

18. William Barclay, The Gospel of John, 2 vols., The Daily Study Bible Series 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1955), 1.56.
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God’s grace “must become less,” so the Son can be increasingly 
glorified (3:30). He challenges us to ask ourselves whether Jesus 
counts for us as he counted for him.

In Eco’s words, the incarnation stirs and softens hearts. This 
chapter on the incarnation has affirmed his observation, because 
Jesus was the immediate presence of the living God, “God with 
us.” Presence means being there with someone. The advent of the 
Son brought a timeless accountability, a confrontation of the Trin-
ity with creation. In light of the incarnation, God’s people must 
encounter their need for faith in heavenly ideals to follow the 
Savior’s life of loving service. It should affect the way we live and 
the priorities that characterize us. “The Truth and the Life” is the 
unique way to experience God in salvation and perseverance, the 
man who “tabernacled” in our midst. In other words, that presence 
of the incarnate and resurrected Christ means that the Someone 
with us is God and man. He has confronted pilgrims with his full-
ness of grace and truth, the revelational presence of the otherwise 
invisible God. John’s distinctive doctrine of rebirth points to the 
fact that people have been made to dwell with their Creator.

How do we project the absolute terms of John into today’s 

How do we gaze at the glory of our God in a secularized culture, 
where God has become strange and the notion of pilgrimage has 

The State of the World

The riveting focus of the prologue’s Christology may seem 
very distant to some readers who are torn between hope for the 
“good life” and threats of social catastrophes. We are too familiar 
with the fact that the public seeks escapes from reality with addic-
tions that seemingly ease the pain of empty lives. John points 
us to the better way of a commitment to the Word that brings 
perspective and priorities to our walk in his ways. We need per-
spective in darkness, so that we can honor the Light in our midst. 
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We learn over time that his light and life in human flesh will lead 
us to his home, which our fleshly desires tend to obscure. 

Concerning perspective, we must understand that the chaos 
of our times, as interesting and energetic as it might seem to be, 
is not worth a detour from the “grace upon grace” of a pilgrimage 
with the Lord. Change toward globalization in the last century 
is everywhere evident. Scientific progress has captured our col-
lective imagination with revolutionary advances in fields such 
as transportation, information, communication, entertainment, 
engineering, and health care: from cars to space stations, from 
the telephone to wireless miniatures, from over-the-counter rem-
edies to exotic surgeries, and from radio to virtual realities. The 
world and its corporations have become globalized machines 
with insatiable appetites for competitive growth, in an intense 
quest to be the biggest, brightest, and best.

Natural catastrophes and wars in recent decades have 
reminded us that our pride in human progress is inappropriate, 
since it has detracted from our sense of God’s presence. At times we 
have become more comfortable with some things rather than some 
One. We have advanced technologically, even as we have declined 
morally. I have also read repeatedly in recent days that people are 
weary of the vague race for a success that has no substance in the 
end. We “succeed” and then wonder at what cost, or ask, “Is this 

be faster, stronger, and more creative and visionary. But the years 
of a workaholic’s pace wear thin, and we begin to wonder about 
Jesus’ question, “How can you believe if you accept praise from one 
another, yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from 

through our prideful ambitions that reject the grace and love of the 

The Path of the Pilgrim

Christians in developed nations cannot easily escape the 
perspectives and priorities that are based in our common his-
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tories and societies. We can ill afford to throw darts at a world 
that we enjoy so much. We appreciate the excitement of scientific 
discoveries, from genetic possibilities to stellar exploration. We 
enjoy modern conveniences and would hardly trade them for 
the Spartan simplicity that served Jesus so well. We survived the 
century and entered the new millennium without a technological 
meltdown. Yet, our world too often has trapped us in its vise-like 
grip. We, like others around us, have become addicted to the 
adrenaline rushes of successful performances and new things. 
We too are driven by a quest for the mythical best. We cannot 
ignore the trends of the world, the critical comments of our neigh-
bors, the frenzied pace of everyday living, and the ever-present 
competitions that threaten to entangle us. Yes, honestly, we have 
often “loved praise from men more than praise from God” (John 
12:43), perhaps not realizing that praiseworthy lives before God 
result in respect and mutual appreciation in the church. 

The darkness of the world in John, I have discovered, is so 
unrelenting that God has had to use personal crises to remind 
me that my deepest hunger is for assurance of his loving pres-
ence. Reynolds Price is insightful in his writing on John as “The 
Strangest Story”: “Bizarre as it is in so many parts, he says in the 
clearest voice we have the sentence that mankind craves from 
stories —The Maker of all things loves and wants me.”19 The issue 
for us is whether the crisis is worth the assurance of his love.

In 1980 I traveled to teach in a seminary in India that I 
was privileged to start in partnership with an Indian believer. I 
remember my excitement as I taught eager students in a vastly 
different culture. Midway through the experience, however, my 
joy waned as I began to feel very sick. A steady diet of aspirin kept 
fever at bay for a time, but one morning I could not get up from 
my cot. I felt as though I was on fire. I remember a doctor and my 
students discussing my malaria and dysentery. I learned that the 
students had been praying over me constantly. In these kinds of 
experiences, alone and so far from home, one can gravitate toward 

19. Alfred Corn, ed., Incarnation: Contemporary Writers on the New Testament (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1990), 72.
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either anger or peace. Why would God allow sacrificial service 

peace “that passes all understanding.” Without all the trappings 
of modern comforts, I saw the glory of the Lord in a distinctively 
purifying way and experienced a memorable fullness of his grace. 
Despite the fifty pounds that I lost in those weeks, I have been to 
India many times since that initial visit. Each time I see faces that 
remind me of God’s work in my heart many years ago. The sem-
inary has grown, and a secondary school has been added to reach 
Hindu and Muslim children. A hospital now ministers to village 
people who cannot afford medical care without charity. And the 
House of Joy is a home for abandoned children, where they can 
grow in an atmosphere of the loving presence of the Lord. 

Of course, we do not have to have crises to understand our need 
for God’s loving presence in the Spirit. We can recite the disciplines 
that have helped many believers in their development: prayer, Bible 
study, worship, and regular fellowship. What I received, on the other 
hand, was a wake-up call to determine whether my Christianity 
was personally authentic! Paul Tournier, after careful reflection 
on superficial relationships, concluded, “Outside close intimacy 
and the miracle of the presence of God, real honesty seems to be 
utopian.”20 Without the crutches of customary conveniences and 
comforts to lean on, I had to ask myself whether my beliefs were 

The change in my perspective after my life-threatening illness 
may be compared to driving on a familiar road. At night (amid the 
pressures of the world) we can see the road and, if careful, perhaps 
drive without an accident. However, an unexpected obstacle in 
the road can surprise us and lead to tragic circumstances. But, 
in the daytime, we see everything with clarity and depth of field. 
Suffering and difficulties can be the blessings that lead us to a 
closer walk with the Lord. They shed light on the most important 
things in this life. We enjoy the blessings of the road because we 

20. Paul Tournier, The Meaning of Persons, trans. Edwin Hudson (New York, Evanston: 
Harper and Row, 1957), 30. 

BurnsNearnessBook.indd   51 9/11/09   5:20:12 PM



36

can see the dangers as well as the beautiful sights that the dark-
ness formerly hid. My illness gave me urgency about the reality 

love me like your students loved you, when they prayed for you 
in my presence.” I have learned that it is better to prioritize cov-
enantal faithfulness with the Savior than to expend myself in 
the caprices of worldly demands. On that basis, in spite of our 
fears, failures, and hesitancy, we should invite him to “dwell” in 
our real, fleshly lives that he shared. By God’s grace, we can live 
with godly priorities. We look forward now to the patriarchs in 
general and Moses in particular, who experienced God’s presence 
in an unparalleled way before the incarnation. 

“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth 
came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).

And grace my fears relieved;
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed!

Through many dangers, toils and snares,
I have already come;
’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, 
And grace will lead me home.
  —John Newton, 1779
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