Sermon 3.01.10 2nd Sunday of Christmas John 1/Eph 1- ‘Glory’

There are two words that particularly link this evening’s Gospel and New Testament reading and those words are ‘grace’ and ‘glory’. Both words have a wealth of meaning and, although both are understood in the secular world, they are essentially words that spring from religion. I though it might be interesting to look more closely at the fullness of meaning in both words but I am going to set aside ‘grace’ and keep it for another day and concentrate on ‘glory’ which is very much a  word for Christmas.

Glory to God in the highest; we have seen his glory; angels from the realms of glory; glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit; he will come again in glory; blessing and honour and glory and power. We say it so often and we probably all have a fair idea of what we think it means but I found that when I came to try and articulate it, it was surprisingly difficult. I began to realise that it was a small word that packed a big punch. We encounter the word glory early on in the Old Testament in the book of Exodus and it crops up repeatedly after that. The Hebrew word that we translate as glory is ‘kabod’. This means to be heavy. It applies to people’s reputations, to the sort of person that they are and the heavier they are the better! Assuming that we wouldn’t make the mistake of ascribing greater glory to the weightiest people this understanding holds a wealth of meaning. It encompasses a sense of depth, of substance and worth - I suppose we might use the word gravitas. But we also need to think of resplendence, light and radiance, beauty, magnificence. Glory is a very extravagant word. It is somehow the most that someone can be and it’s not surprising therefore that it is used of God. And what I think is interesting is that God uses it of himself. For instance in Isaiah he says, ‘I am the Lord, my glory I give to no other’ and in Exodus God talks of gaining glory for himself by defeating Pharaoh. 

But glory is not only an extravagant word it is also descriptive of something real and visible – it is not abstract. The concept of God’s glory in the Old Testament is that it is so immense and awesome that humans are unable to see it and live. The only person who does this is Moses and even he is not allowed to see the face of God. Moses asks to see God’s glory and God permits him to stand near him and see his glory pass by but he can only see the back of God. Even this is enough to irradiate the face of Moses so that it shines as a sign to all the people that he has talked to God. Moses reflects the glory of God and this reflected glory identifies him as a friend of God, one who is known by name to God. However the people need to be protected from this glory as it is too much for them to bear and so Moses has to wear a veil when he speaks to them. There is another reason why Moses wears the veil and that is so that the Israelites do not see the glory fading from his face – it is so they only remember the glory as it was in its fullness since this remembering will hold them to the path of obedience. They find this hard however and much of the time they see only the veil, forget the glory and fall away from God.

Everything changes with the incarnation. Now the glory of God is revealed for all to see and they see it in the person of Jesus Christ. ‘We have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only Son’. There is no longer a veil between the people and God because the radiance of the Son makes the veil superfluous. In Christ the veil is set aside and the glory does not fade. It is no coincidence that Matthew, Mark and Luke all describe the curtain or the veil of the temple as being torn open at the moment of Jesus’ death. When he conquers death Jesus removes the last barrier between man and God. We are freed to become what God wants us to be.

The Early Church Father, Irenaus, says that the glory of God is a human being fully alive and it is that fullness of life that Jesus came to bring. Jesus tells us quite clearly and openly that if we have seen him we have seen God. God’s glory is that essence of him that we can encounter and in Christ we are able to encounter God face to face with no barrier, no veil. And there is more. Like Moses we can therefore reflect God’s glory and this I believe is our calling as Christians. In his final prayer for the disciples before the crucifixion as recorded in John’s gospel, Jesus says this, ‘The glory that you have given me, I have given them.’ True faith and belief brings us into the compass of God’s glory and this demands of us that we reflect that glory into the world both in our worship and praise and in our everyday lives. 

There is another way in which we can see the reality of God’s glory and that is in creation. Have you ever stopped to think why God created the universe? He didn’t need to in the sense that it brings some benefit to him as he is complete in himself. He creates because that is his nature – a nature to give out of fullness and love. And, because it is God who creates, the creation of necessity is a reflection of who God is – glorious. The beauty and wonder that we see in our world tells us something of the beauty and wonder of God. We need to understand ourselves to be the crowning glory of the creation. Not in the sense of being superior to the rest of life but of being most fully able to respond. Made in God’s image we have that spark of the divine that makes us able to see the creation for what it really is – not a random coming together of factors that have enabled life to exist but a willed process. God’s glory is visible in the stars and in the nucleus of an atom, in the ice of the Arctic and in the pattern of each snowflake, in the moon shining through the branches of a tree and in a new born baby’s cry.  What is more, if the universe had expanded any faster or slower than it did organic life could never have existed. As John Polkinghorne, who is a scientist and a priest, says, ‘We do not live in any old world but rather in one which has been endowed by its creator with an intrinsic potentiality.’ The Westminster catechism teaches that the chief purpose of man is to glorify God. But I repeat that this is not because God needs us to do this but because in giving him praise we not only use our intellect but shape our lives in obedience and loving service. In this way we come to know him better and in coming to know him we grow like him and get closer to reaching the perfection that God has prescribed for us, participation in the divine existence for eternity. As Paul puts it in his second letter to the Corinthians, ‘And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another.’ 

So perhaps this year we should unveil ourselves and dedicate our lives to revealing God’s glory to others and reflecting it into the world and in so doing we may be transformed into the image of Christ.
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