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Sermon Text: Hebrews 1:1-6
Occasion: Christmas Day; Jesus’ Genealogy series 9; 25 Dec 2023

Declaration of the Father

Grace, mercy and peace be to you in the name of God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world…
For to which of the angels did God ever say,
“You are my Son,
    today I have begotten you”?
Or again,
“I will be to him a father,
    and he shall be to me a son”? (Heb 1:1-2, 5)

I spent Advent exploring people in Jesus’ genealogy. The last and most obvious figure I will talk about is God the Father Himself. Really, how can a description of Jesus’ birth be complete if we do not say that he came from God the Father? Jesus is the Son of God, begotten not made, begotten of his Father before all worlds. And when I say this, it is not that Jesus popped into existence at some point. Jesus was always God. Through him all things were created (John 1:3). God the Father is Jesus’ Father not because Jesus was created by the Father. The Father is the Father because of His fatherly traits. We know this firsthand ourselves.

Earthly fathers have children and care for them. God is our Father because He has brought us into life. He called us into being through His creation, giving us life by way of our parents and the creation around us. Our Father has given you your body and soul, eyes, ears, and all your members, your reason and all your senses, and still takes care of them. He has also given you all the things within the creation that you need, your clothing, food, home, family, and all else besides. He also guards and defends you against evil of both spiritual and worldly varieties. And God does this all out of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy without merit on your part. This makes Him our Father out of what He does for us, not because of any biological connection, similar to how Joseph was father of Jesus although not being Jesus’ biological father. 

Joseph cared for his son, Jesus, by protecting him and giving him what he needed. He was truly Jesus’ father. Therefore, Jesus honoured Joseph as his father like he also honored his mother, Mary. And if we are to honour our father and mother, as God commands and Jesus does, then of course we are to honour God the Father most of all for giving us not only all we need but also being the Father of our parents and our parents’ parents all the way back to Adam and Eve. Most of all, we honour the Father for Him giving to us His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, that we might have salvation through him. God protects us from sin, death, and the devil by offering Jesus for our forgiveness and life. This is most certainly true.

But if we do think of Christ as the only begotten Son of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, begotten not made, then why does our reading from the book of Hebrews recall God saying, “Today I have begotten you?” (1:5) If Jesus has been God from eternity and he is eternally begotten of the Father, then why is there a “today” in which Jesus is begotten? A “today” implies a time and Jesus has been around from eternity, that is, before time began. 

Now, before we begin the explanation, I will tell you so there is no confusion: Jesus is eternally God the Son before the worlds began. This has not changed nor can it change. What we are talking about doesn’t have anything to do with questioning Jesus’ divinity. We are looking to something different. We are looking into the history of the world and something important in that history, not questioning the nature of Christ, and thus running afoul of every creed we have.

So what is the book of Hebrews talking about? When is the “today” when God declared He begat the Son and why did He do it? Since this reading came up on Christmas Day, we might be inclined to say that this is a declaration on Christmas—that God begat Jesus from Mary on Christmas to be Lord from his birth. While true that Jesus is Lord of all creation from his birth, he was also Lord well before his birth and well afterward. The birth is not the most important thing about Jesus—this is also why the gospel of Mark does not talk about Jesus’ birth. While the birth of Jesus is incredibly important, and we celebrate its importance this day, there is yet a more important time in Jesus Christ’s life that God the Father is recognizing. 

A hint comes up in Psalm 2 since the book of Hebrews is quoting Ps 2:7. God is telling the Messiah in Psalm 2 that, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you.” The psalm is not talking about the birth of the Messiah as if that is the day when the Messiah becomes God’s Son. The psalm is talking about when the Messiah is made king over all of creation at Zion, the place of Jerusalem. So, it is not Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem when Jesus is declared the Son in the history of the world. It is when Jesus takes up his throne in Jerusalem when God has begotten His Son. 

This is no other event than the crucifixion and the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. While we celebrate the glory of our Lord God Almighty come in the flesh to dwell among us on Christmas Day, it is not merely Christ’s birth that saves us. For Christ was born that he might die for the salvation of the people by the forgiveness of their sins. This is why Jesus is named Jesus. The name means “the Lord saves” and, as the angel of the Lord told Joseph, this child will save his people from their sins (Matt 1:21). The very birth of Jesus points forward to his crucifixion. And it is at the crucifixion where our Messiah is enthroned upon the cross, his life given to raise our lives from death. And when Christ himself rises from death in his resurrection, he declares, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” (Matt 28:17) There when Christ has reversed the flow of death, when he has introduced the fullness of salvation into history, it is at that time when Christ has proven himself to be God the Son from eternity, and is when God the Father declares in all certainty, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you.”

And here we see Jesus being God the Son not because of something biological. Nor was Jesus a son spiritually born of God. He has always been God the Son, much like God the Father has always been the Father since before worlds began. Jesus is the Son because he has the traits of a son, much as God the Father displays traits of a father. Jesus is God the Son because he inherits all things that are the property of his Father.

In the past, it was the sons of a father that inherited property. It was the right and duty of a son to take what was his father’s. So, when Jesus declares he has received all authority in heaven and on earth, he is saying he inherited all things upon his death at the cross. He is the inheritor of all things and that makes him God the Son. We see this explicitly in our reading from Hebrews. It is the Son who is appointed the heir of all things which he himself created. It is the Son who inherited a name superior to anything an angel possesses. God declares that Jesus is His Son when Jesus fulfills his inheritance of all creation upon his death and resurrection.

So, what about us? What do we have if Jesus is the only begotten Son of the Father? If Jesus has inherited all things, that means we have no right to anything. Earlier, I talked about all the blessings God gives us in this world—the blessings that help us understand Him as our Father in heaven. But our Lord gives these to us only out of His goodness and mercy. We have no right to them. Only the heir of these things has a right to them. But thank our merciful Father in heaven that He has provided the means to partake of His blessings.

When our heavenly Father sent Christ from heaven to earth, Christ came with the intent to make us children of God through faith. This is what we heard in our gospel reading from John this morning. Everyone who receives Jesus, believing in his name, has been given the right to become children of God—children not born of blood or the hopes of flesh, nor the efforts of our human wills (John 1:12-13). We are born as children of God through the will of God made manifest in the Spirit and water of baptism (John 3:5). 

There was a time when we were not God’s children, although we received blessings of God through His creation—blessings fated to end at death. But on the day you received baptismal waters joining you through faith to Christ, you have received the status of a child of the heavenly Father. It was then God declared, “You are my child, today I have begotten you.” It was then that God placed upon you an inheritance Christ won at the cross that you might share it. You were baptized into Christ—baptized into his inheritance. God the Father has opened up the fullness of His creation to you through God the Son. Both of them were before all things and made all things. So through the love of both Father and Son, you receive all things because you are made a child of God. Amen.

The peace that surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
