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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, St John’s famous opening verses of his gospel 
account, in which we focus on these words regarding Christ: “In 
him was life, and the life was the light of men… And the Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 

 Against a world that spiritualizes Christmas, Christmas 

Day sermons tend to focus on the awesome mystery of the 

incarnate God – the Word became flesh – and we (rightly!) 

tend to drive home this point of the incarnate truth of 

Christmas specifically because we know how much the world 

has bought into the spiritualizing of it. Against such things, the 

defense is pretty straight-forward, isn’t it: There is no 

spiritualizing “Immanuel”, no spiritualizing of “God with us”, no 

spiritualizing the Incarnation and nativity of the God-Man… 

precisely because flesh and blood is not spirit, and so to 

‘spiritualize’ Christmas is to deny the flesh and blood reality of 

the incarnation of the Son of God.  

 Yes, the world is quite good at that tendency to strip 

Christmas of exactly what makes it “Christ in the flesh.”… and 

that’s the “in the flesh” part. If we wanted to spiritualize it, we 
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might say “Merry Christ-spiritu” – Christ in the spirit.” But, 

instead it’s Merry Christmas.  

 Nevertheless, we must ask ourselves why the world 

either so grievously mistakes or so blatantly disregards the 

truth of Christmas. Among non-Christians, that answer is pretty 

simple: they disregard the law and promises of God. But, what 

about among Christians? Why do so many Christians seem to 

struggle with the true Gospel that is Christmas?  

 A few weeks ago, I mentioned in Bible Study a bi-annual 

survey of evangelical Christians that shows how many are 

losing any understanding of doctrine, to the point where 

almost half of those who call themselves Christians do not 

believe Jesus is true God. So, it’s interesting to ask what these – 

who so genuinely do want to rightly celebrate Christmas – it’s 

so interesting to ask what their focus might be.  

 The answer could very well be that their focus is 

another ‘Christmas’ phrase of John’s gospel account, which – 

when incorrectly plucked out of and robbed of its context – 

certainly could lead one to spiritualize Christmas. And that 

phrase and well-known verse is this: “In him was life, and the 

life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and 

the darkness has not overcome it.” 
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 The thematic struggle between light and darkness is not 

unique to Christianity. Many of the eastern religions might also 

speak of the competitive or even complementary nature of 

these two ‘forces.’ And, poorly taught Christians can easily get 

lost with that generic spiritualization of ‘light vs. dark.’ 

 What is unique to Christianity (and what is equally true 

for all history) is that this struggle finds its resolution in flesh 

and blood … not in the mind, nor in breathing exercises, nor in 

some yin/yang understanding… but the matters of light and 

dark are resolved in a historical mission carried out in flesh and 

blood.  

 This is an assertion to wrestle with carefully: for, so 

often in our society we are taught that the flesh and blood are 

carnal servants of the ‘higher’ things, and that – if flesh and 

blood are to be rescued – they must meditate upon those 

higher things of light and dark, of spirituality, of the ethereal. 

Even in last night’s prayer, we prayed that the light of the Holy 

Child shine in the darkness… and it would be easy for our minds 

to escape the flesh-and-blood to a more “spiritual” mindset of 

how that prayer is answered. 

 But, John’s gospel says that light came into the world to 

war with darkness precisely by waging that war in flesh and 
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blood. The eternal matters of spirituality are not resolved by 

looking beyond flesh and blood, but by a divine conquering that 

invaded history and overcame the foe in and by flesh and 

blood.  

 To encourage Christian wrestling against sin, how often 

do we like to quote St Peter’s epistle,  

“For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 

cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the 

spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” 

 

… and yet, as St Peter himself points out, how does this 

wrestling happen but in flesh-and-blood daily life? For the 

Christian life follows its Christ, He who became flesh and blood 

precisely to bring His light into our darkness and overcome the 

darkness of sin by His flesh and blood. 

 Yet, in order to memorize/internalize the incarnate 

nature of our Lord’s mission…when we read the opening verses 

of John’s gospel, we tend to jump from the beautiful 

introduction of the first five verses down to verse 14… to focus 

largely on the Word becoming flesh. But, if we’re not careful, 

we miss the middle verses, 6-13, which largely talk about the 

light of Christ coming into the darkness of the world.  
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 Those two themes – “flesh and blood” and “light vs. 

darkness” – cannot be disassociated from each other without 

harming the truth of the Gospel. Those who try to focus just on 

flesh and blood relegate Jesus to status of moral teacher and 

limit the truths of Scripture to what can be proven by Reason – 

the miracles are gone (though they were done to flesh and 

blood), the resurrection is gone (though it was the resurrection 

of the flesh), the war between sin and forgiveness are gone 

(because that can’t be seen by flesh and blood), the promises 

of life everlasting are gone (because that’s a future not yet 

experienced by flesh and blood). Thus, those who focus just on 

tactile matters of the senses chop up the account of Christ 

much like Thomas Jefferson’s cut-and-crop Bible did. 

On the other hand, those who try to make Christianity 

just a matter of spirituality relegate the whole thing to matters 

of personal opinion/’faith’ to delight the heart/mind and don’t 

acknowledge or feel the need to judge or depend upon the 

historicity of any of it. For them, Jesus is a figure of the 

imagination/emotion – almost as if Jesus of Nazareth could 

equally be Jesus of Neverland and it would not matter at all to 

them, because they ‘have Jesus in the heart.’ Yes, the 

spiritualization of the Gospel in our society has been even more 
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damaging to Scriptural truth than those who would relegate 

historical Jesus to a mere ‘good teacher.’ 

In short, the truth of the incarnation of Christ is that the 

things of God (‘spirit’) were divinely and mysteriously tied to 

the things of Man (‘flesh’) forever. While it’s true that what we 

see of our world is only the visible realm of a much greater 

‘spiritual battle’ between God’s good order and Sin’s death and 

destruction; yet, the Lord carried out that spiritual battle in 

flesh and blood terms precisely because that flesh and blood is 

the essence of God’s creation. You are not a spirit trapped in a 

body, to one day shed and be freed from the body, but you are 

body and soul – that soul either being property of evil or of 

good, of dark spirits, or of the Holy Spirit who is the Lord and 

Giver of the life and light of Christ Jesus… and whichever spirit 

owns your soul has made your body his temple, as St Paul 

himself says, “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, whom 

you have received from God. You are not your own; you were 

bought with a price.” 

 This is the awesome truth that St John himself speaks of 

regarding our baptism, when he says in verse 12-13 of our 

reading,  



  7 

                                                                   7 

“To all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he 

gave the right to become children of God, who were born, 

not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of 

man, but [born] of God.”  

Yes, everyone is born of flesh and the will of man… but what is 

equally historically true is that you – baptized beloved – have 

been born of God, have – in baptism into Christ’s flesh-and-

blood death – received the Holy Spirit from God – so that your 

life is not merely “spiritual,” but “of the Holy Spirit,” that same 

Holy Spirit who has made your flesh-and-blood body his 

temple and promises to raise that flesh-and-blood temple on 

the last day.  

 So then, we must not separate the struggle of light and 

dark from the discussion of flesh and blood. The two go hand-

in-hand. Thus, Christ came in flesh and blood precisely to bring 

the triumph of his light over the powers of darkness. This is 

exactly what John’s gospel testifies.  

 And because we are both body and soul, or body and a 

spirit (either enslaved to the spirits of darkness or made alive 

by the Holy Spirit), the mission of the Christ had to be carried 

out both in matters of body and soul.  

 It is perhaps simpler to understand the mission carried 

out in matters of the body. Christ needed a body in order to 
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perfectly live as our righteousness under the holy law that 

extends over the created order, and he needed that same body 

to lay down upon the cross as our righteous substitute before 

the holy judgment against that fallen created order. Every year, 

confirmands are asked, “Why is it essential that the Christ be 

true man?” – answer, so that he could be born under the law, 

live perfectly and righteously under the law, and die upon the 

cross.” Or, as the Christ himself says to the Father in the book 

of Hebrews, “A body you have prepared for me… I have come 

to do Your will, O God.” And that will was to provide in human 

flesh and blood the perfect sacrifice that the flesh and blood of 

bulls and goats could not provide.  

 And yet, Christ did not only come in the flesh, He also 

brought the light of eternal life into the darkness of sin’s 

captive world:  

“In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light 

shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome 

it.”  

Here, we are right to confess the spiritual reality of what is 

invisible to the eye, but the consequences of which (we all 

know) plague this body unto death. Just because matters of sin 

and salvation, repentance and forgiveness, darkness and light, 

are spiritual matters does not make them fairytale or untrue… 
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as we’ve said, they are intricately tied to matters of flesh and 

blood. What cannot be seen regarding the darkness of sin itself 

can certainly be seen regarding the darkness of sin’s effects: its 

harm against neighbor, its hatred of the reign of God over all 

creation, its devastation against the body.  

 Thus, Christ does not just come in flesh and blood as if a 

physician of surface level flesh-and-blood matters. He comes to 

deal with the darkness of sin by bringing his light. How does he 

himself express the relation between the two realms? – He 

says, “It is not the healthy who need a physician, but the sick; I 

have come not to call the righteous, but sinners, to 

repentance.” Your true sickness, your deepest sickness, is not a 

matter of flesh and blood, but of sin and darkness, which 

infects flesh and blood with its death. 

 Therefore, on this Christmas Day in which we marvel 

that the Word became flesh, we ought not overlook that the 

Word-made-flesh deals with matters of the spirit. Thus, the 

focus is not just that Christ dwelt among us, but that He did so 

with His life-givingWord, even to continually before-and-after 

be given and proclaimed through carriers of that Word. St John 

the Forerunner is “a man sent from God” (messenger) who 

came “to bear witness about the light” (message). When Jesus 
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came to His own, “his own people did not receive him.” That’s 

not a reference to them welcoming him in bodily hospitality, 

but welcoming His Word to be spiritually feasted upon: “to all 

who did receive him, who believed on his name,” – it’s the 

Spirit of Truth giving faith to the souls of flesh-and-blood 

humans through that Word of Truth who has become flesh and 

blood so as to even be distributed at the altar in flesh and 

blood.  

 

Again, how do we hear it in our Old Testament reading?:  

“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who 

brings good news”… 

… good news that enlightens the soul and in which the soul 

delights, but it must be brought by the feet of the messengers, 

that they might carry it to the bodies and ears and mouths of 

those souls… 

“… who brings good news, who publishes peace, who brings 

good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says 

to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’” 

 

 Notice all the mentions of the Word of life and light being 

published and carried and declared into flesh-and-blood human 

history, but it’s news that enlightens the soul with forgiveness 
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through and joy about a redemption that happened in flesh 

and blood:  

“for eye to eye they see the return of the Lord to Zion… he 

has redeemed Jerusalem. The Lord has bared his holy arm 

before the eyes of all the nations.” 

The eye cannot see the things of the spirit, but it does see the 

end result of a war waged in flesh and blood for spiritual 

victory. It does see Christ’s resurrection, ascension, and one 

day it will see His glorious return in the flesh. 

 The marvelous mystery of Christmas is that the Lord 

once and forever-after attached the spiritual conflict of light 

and darkness to the flesh-and-blood mission of the Christ, for 

the spiritual threat of condemnation over all could only be 

prevented and overcome – we could only be redeemed and 

saved – by a flesh-and-blood sacrificial substitute. Upon the 

cross was not only the body-and-blood offering, but the 

conqueror of the everlasting spiritual warfare, evidenced by his 

flesh-and-blood resurrection, which leads to our own 

resurrection – as St Paul says it, our bodies being “sown a 

carnal body, raised a spiritual body” – the body perfectly at one 

with the spirit, just as the Lord has intended it to be in a 

paradise better than Eden. 
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Therefore, on the holy altar this morning is very truly a 

share in Christ’s body and blood, but therefore also a share in 

his light over darkness, his redemption from spiritual 

condemnation, and the “forgiveness” of sin’s eternal death, so 

that we may say with St Paul, “The life I now live in the flesh, I 

live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself 

up for me.” 

 Thus, a blessed festival of Christ-in-the-flesh to you! For, 

by that Christ’s victory over the spiritual powers of sin and 

darkness, we now and forever have reason to rejoice with him 

who is now and forever Christmas. 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 25, 2022 


