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Second Sunday of Christmas, January 4, 2026    Smith

An Ocean Into a Cup

14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 15 (John 
testified concerning him. He cried out, saying, “This is the one I spoke about when I said, 
‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’”) 16 Out of his 
fullness we have all received grace in place of grace already given. 17 For the law was given 
through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God, 
but the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, 
has made him known.

Here at the beginning of the Fourth Gospel the Apostle John talks about the other John, John 
the Baptist. This doesn’t need to confuse us, but if anyone is a little confused by these names 
or that there is more than one Zechariah, more than one Jacob, more than one Judah, and so 
on, then it is good and helpful of you make notes the margin of your Bible at home. If I have 
taught you in Catechism class, then you should already know that pencil or ball-point pen is 
the best tool for such notes. But it is also important that you don’t start skipping the text of 
the Bible in favor of just reading over your own notes in the margin, because then we lose 
sight of God’s word and read our own words instead. 

John the Apostle fills our hearts and minds with information about our Savior here, 
something like your grandmother heaping far too much on your plate at a holiday meal. But 
just as you should give respect and honor to Grandma when that happens, so also we will 
give respect to our Lord Jesus, and we will sample every delightful morsel that is dished out 
for us here. 

It will help us to more fully understand the first verse if we compare it with the last verse of 
our text: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” Why is this 
important for us to know? Why was this special? Because, as John tells us: “No one has ever 
seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship 
with the Father (or, “who is at the Father’s side”), has made him known.” 

And let’s consider that: Adam and Noah spoke with God, but as far as we know, they only 
heard his voice. Moses and Abraham spoke with God who took a man-like form; some of the 
prophets saw a similar farm and grew weak or faint or frightened or all three when they saw 
him.
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But Jesus did not merely “appear” in a human form, as he did when he spoke with Abraham 
or Hagar or the prophets. When he came to earth to preach to the Apostles, he took up a 
human body, real flesh. He did this first to live like us under the Law as a man, so that he 
would be subject to the Law of God just as we are, and he lived without sinning or making a 
single error; not even once. But it was also necessary for him to take on flesh, real flesh, so 
that his body could be killed; so that he could bleed and die, for “without the shedding of 
blood there can be no forgiveness” (Hebrews 9:22). 

He was identified when he came. The star of Bethlehem, the angels who told the shepherds, 
the dreams to Mary and Joseph-- all of these identified him as an infant, along with the 
prophetic words of Anna and Zechariah in the temple; but at the beginning of his ministry, he 
was identified by John the Baptist, who used a special cryptic saying called a mashal or an 
enigma: “He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.” In their 
culture, someone who came after someone else was inferior; so the superior teachers and 
Rabbis were the older ones. But when Jesus came, he came after John, and yet John says, 
“He has surpassed because he was before me.” Not just before, but from before the 
beginning of time. 

Next, the Apostle teaches us that we have received something from Christ’s “fulness.” What 
fullness can this be? Paul says that “In him dwells all the fullness of the Deity in bodily 
form.” What from all of that fullness does he give? John says, he gives us grace. And he 
explains that grace this way: Grace upon grace. Our translation says, “grace in place of grace 
already given.” Maybe “grace on top of grace” would help us understand this, or “grace and 
more and more grace.” It’s a small container being filled by a huge container. A dixie cup 
filled by a gallon. A water bottle filled by a water tank. A lake filled by a sea. A sea filled by 
an ocean. Whatever our need, God had more than enough; enough and to spare, for us and 
for all mankind. I know one couple who began their marriage thirty years ago with these 
words, like a prayer for blessing. And they found, by the time the curtain closed on their 
good marriage, that everything God gives, even what seems to be crumbs from God, are 
always enough for us. 

That fullness from God, his holy grace and love that we do not deserve, came at just the right 
moment and for the most perfect reason. And we hear the reason clearly and simply in the 
preaching of this prophet, John the Baptist. What did he say? “Repent! For the kingdom of 
heaven is near!” (Matthew 3:2). And what happened as soon as John was arrested? Jesus 
preached the same message without changing one word or one syllable: “Repent! For the 
kingdom of heaven is near!” (Matthew 4:17). 
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This preaches the law, not just because it is a command, but because it exposes a certain sin 
in us, the sin that says, “I don’t need to repent.” 

It is the very existence, the doctrine, of repentance, that teaches us that we are sinners. The 
law does not debate about whether this act was a sin, or that thought, or these words spoken 
in anger or fear or whatever it might have been. The law says, “We are wholly and 
altogether sinful.”1 This knocks all the uncertainty out of repentace, because it tells us that, 
sinners that we are, there is nothing left in us that we might imagine is good enough to offer 
up to God as good, or to pay for our sin that would suffice. 

I had a spot on one of my best sweatshirts last week, and although I washed the shirt a couple 
of times, that spot would not come out. But then I thought about my mom, who would spend 
time rubbing and scrubbing clothes as they went into the washing machine--  and so I 
addressed the spot with not just soap but borax and some muscle, and it got better. Not 
perfec, but better. And so it is with all of our attempts to rid ourselves of sin. Even if things 
get better, they’re not perfect without Christ. They don’t stand up to God’s scrutiny. 
Jeremiah says: “Even if you scrub yourself with cleanser and use a lot of strong soap, the 
stain of your guilt is before me, declares the Lord” (Jer. 2:22 EHV). 

But we confess all of our sins before God, and he says to us: “See, I have taken your guilt 
away from you. It is removed like flithy clothing” (Zech. 3:4). For God’s grace through 
Christ is the total removal of the guilt of our sin by the life and death of Christ our Lord. His 
grace is poured into us, the ocean into the cup, and all of our sin is washed away forever. 

This is one of the ways that Christ the One and Only Son of God, makes God known to us. 
But he also works through us, the greater through the lesser, to bring this knowledge to each 
other. Who teaches your children about Jesus? First you do, and we help; we sing and pray 
and confess our sins and our faith in the liturgy, we preach in worship, we include a 
children’s sermon toady as they did in Luther’s time, we teach them in Sunday School and in 
Wednesday School and we have our St Paul’s elementary school, and MVL, but it begins in 
the home on your lap, at your dinner table, at your manger scene or a picture or a devotion at 
home. And it continues in the way and you and I raise them, talk to them, talk to our spouse 
and how we treat our spouse, with love or with something else?

What would someone else’s life be like if you poured out grace and love the way that God 
does on you, a lake into a cup? An ocean into a lake? The infinite into the finite? Everything 
that you have into everything that they need. And the peace of God… Amen. 

1 Smalcald Articles Part III, 3:36.


