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THE ONLY BEGOTTEN SON OF GOD (Part 1)

Like it or not, we live and move and must deal with a culture that tends to interpret life in
the fragmented image-oriented world of television. This profoundly affects how we think
and express ourselves. People today, for instance, think almost exclusively in pictures.
Images dominate the mental landscape. Even the movement from one image to another
occurs along lines established in large measure by cultural habit rather than by way of any
natural connections between the images. In other words, the relationship between the
images is purely arbitrary. This has prompted Richard Lints to write: “The argument that
thinking and reflecting on the work and words of God ought to be the means by which we
bring coherence to the disparate mental images of the modern person is open to the criticism
that it assumes the truth of the conclusion we are attempting to establish; namely, that truth
is best established by thinking and reflecting. The project will not appear reasonable to many
modern evangelicals because this is not the manner in which they normally connect up the
images of their own lives. They live on the practical side of the chasm, and such values as
coherence and reasonableness are not preeminently important to them.”? When we read
John 1:14, “We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the
Father, full of grace and truth,” are we prone to think that the glory manifested in the
incarnate Word was openly visible to the naked eye? Did Jesus walk around with some kind
of glow or luminescence that served to visibly tell all who saw Him that He was no mere
mortal but was, in fact, the eternal Son of God? Hendriksen helpfully observes: “During that
same period we - i.e., the evangelist and other eyewitnesses - beheld his glory. The verb
beheld (etheasametha) indicates careful and deliberate vision which seeks to interpret its
object. It refers, indeed, to physical sight; yet, it always includes a plus, the plus of calm
scrutiny, contemplation, or even wonderment. It describes the act of one who does not stare
absentmindedly nor merely look quickly nor necessarily perceive comprehensively. On the
contrary, this individual regards an object and reflects upon it. He scans it, examining it with
care. He studies it, viewing and considering it thoughtfully (1:32; 4:35; 11:45; Acts 1:11).
Thus, while Jesus was walking among them, the eye and mind of the evangelist and of other
witnesses had rested on the Incarnate Word, until to some extent they had penetrated the
mystery; i.e., they had seen his glory: the radiance of his grace and the majesty of his truth
manifested in all his works and words (cf. 2:11), the attributes of deity shining through the
veil of his human nature.”?
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CHRIST’S INCARNATION (1:14a). The Word became flesh. The One who is said
to be with God in 1:1 is now declared to also be with us. The Word brought about
the first creation (1:3) and He is also the One who enters human history to redeem
creation. He who was infinite now becomes finite. The Invisible becomes tangible.
That which was beyond the reach of the human mind now stoops and we are
permitted to see, as it were, the face of God.3 The Word (one of His divine titles)
became flesh (assumed humanity). “He became,” wrote Pink, “what He was not
previously. He did not cease to be God, but He became Man.”4

CHRIST'’S PILGRIMAGE (1:14b). “... and lived for a while among us.” The word
translated lived in the NIV is skénoo. It means to literally pitch one’s tent, to
tabernacle, and is probably an illusion to Exodus 25:8 where we read that the
tabernacle of Israel was the place where God met with His people (cf. Colossians
2:9); Hebrews 7:25; 13:15). Pink has made some interesting observations
regarding this. We learn that the tabernacle, among other things, was of humble
appearance. It was God’s dwelling place, where God’s shekinah glory was
manifested. It was the place where God met with man. Christ is that (cf. John
14:16; 1 Timothy 2:5). The tabernacle was the place where the Law was
preserved and Christ is the One who perfects, keeps and preserves the Law
(Hebrews 10:5-7 and Psalm 40:7-8). The tabernacle was the place where
sacrifices were made. So it is with Christ; His body and blood (his tent) is what
makes atonement. The tabernacle was the place where the priests were fed
(Leviticus 6:16, 26); Christ is the Bread of Life who nourishes His body, the Church
(Ephesians 5:29). The tabernacle was the place of worship. Itis in Christ and it is
only by Him that our worship is given and accepted by the Father (cf. Ephesians
2:18; Hebrews 13:15).5

CHRIST’S WITNESSES (1:14c). John informs that “we have seen His glory.” This
glory is described as that of “the only-begotten of the Father” (KJV). You will note
that the NIV reads “the glory of the one and only Son.” The Greek word monogenés
means absolutely unique (not begotten). Christ is referred to as the monogenés
alsoin 1:18; 3:16 and 18. The word declares that Jesus stands alone in His unique
Sonship. There is no other like Him. The problem with translating this “only-
begotten” is that it gives the mistaken impression that the Son had an origin of
birth in relationship to the Father. (This is, in fact, how groups like the Jehovah'’s
Witnesses read the term). Christ is an ternal Son, and if people complain and say
“how can a Son be eternal?” then remind them of Augustine’s words: “Show me
and explain to me an eternal Father, and I will show to you and explain to you an
eternal Son!”® “The adjective only begotten conveys the idea, not of derivation and
subordination, but of uniqueness and consubstantiality: Jesus is all that God is,
and He alone is this.”” When the Bible calls Jesus the monogenés, Son of God, it
means that He alone is the natural Son of God. He is distinguished from believers
as natural children as distinguished from adopted ones. The phrase only begotten
Son of God is really a summary of Psalm 2:7, where God the Father says to Christ:
“... Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee.” This Psalm is quoted and
applied to Christ in Acts 13:33 and Hebrews 1:5; 5:5. On the basis of Psalm 2, the



ancient church saw the unique character of Christ’s sonship in His divine life. The
translation only weakens the spiritual insight into the unique sonship of Christ,
and threatens the spiritual understanding of the unity of the Father and the Son.8

IV. CHRIST’S GLORY (1:14d). The glory Christ displayed was not perceived by
everyone. It was not something that could be seen like the eclipse of the sun. We
are told in John 2:11 on the occasion of Christ’s first miracle (the turning of the
water into wine) that He revealed His glory - but only His immediate disciples put
their faith in Him. “The miraculous sign was not itself unshielded glory; the eyes
of faith were necessary to see the glory that was revealed by the sign. Then, as the
book progresses, the revelation of Jesus’ glory is especially tied to Jesus’ cross and
the exaltation that ensues - and certainly only those who have faith see the glory
of God in the Word-made-flesh in events such as these. There is a hiddenness to
the display of glory in the incarnate Word, a hiddenness penetrated by the
Evangelist and the early witnesses who could say, We have seen his glory.”

V. CHRIST’S ETERNALITY (1:14e€). He came forth “from the Father.” In 1:18 He is
declared to be “at the Father’s side.” “This language,” as Warfield has observed,
“is pregnant. It is not merely coexistence with God that is asserted, as of two
beings standing side by side, united in a local relation, or even in a common
conception. What is suggested is an active relation of intercourse. The distinct
personality of the Word is therefore not obscurely intimated. From all eternity
the Word has been with God as a fellow: He who in the very beginning already
was, was also in communion with God. Though He was thus in some sense a
second along with God, He was nevertheless not a separate being from God: And
the Word was - still the eternal was - God. In some sense distinguishable from
God, He was in an equally true sense identical with God. There is but one eternal
God; this eternal God, the Word is; in whatever sense we may distinguish Him
from the god whom He is with, He is yet not another than this God, but Himself is
this God.”10

CONCLUSION: How do you think of God? Do you picture Him to be some sort of celestial
grandfather like that depicted by Michelangelo in the creation scene on the Sistine Chapel?
Listen to the words of John Calvin: “For God so proclaims Himself the sole God as to offer
Himself to be contemplated clearly in three persons. Unless we grasp these, only the bare
and empty name of God flits about in our brains, to the exclusion of the true God.”*1 You can
only truly know God by knowing Christ as He is set forth in Scripture as the One sent by the
Father to be the Crucified and Risen Redeemer (1 Corinthians 2:2).
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