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“THE GOD WHO SPEAKS” 

John 1:1-14 
 

The church in which I grew up had had a minister – gone before I arrived on the scene – called Theodore 

Bendor-Samuel (I think he was a Messianic Jew).  His two sons, though, used to return to the church 

fairly regularly to talk about their work.  David and John Bendor-Samuel both worked for Wycliffe Bible 

Translators and at a fairly high level both in England and in the USA.  They were both very gifted 

linguists and worked not just in translation, but in the kind of scientific method behind it all.  I still 

remember one of them coming to the church (I can’t recall if it was David or John) and preaching on the 

story of the Tower of Babel and the way that fitted in with a lot of the scholarly research about the origins 

of language.  I know I was still pretty young – possibly still at primary school – but I was spellbound by it 

and ever since then have had a real passion for language. 

 

You see, language is one of the things that marks human beings off from the rest of the animal kingdom.  

There are several things that separate us from the animals, but language is the most obvious, it seems to 

me.  Of course, all other animals communicate: they need to for survival.  But even the most intelligent 

cannot hold a conversation or initiate an exchange of sounds that is anything other than stimulus bound, 

other than dictated by the immediate circumstance.  A monkey could let other monkeys know that there’s 

a lion behind them, or a hyena can tell the rest of the pack that there is a carcass to feed on, a bird can let 

other birds know that she’s ready to mate – the kind of things they need to know to stay alive – but you 

wouldn’t find any of them starting to exchange ideas about what they’ll do at the weekend or telling each 

other that they enjoyed watching last night’s fight among the wildebeest.  (If you’re interested in all this 

kind of stuff, there’s a really good book by David Crystal called A Little Book of Language which is both 

entertaining and instructive.) 

 

And the reason for language being a specifically human attribute is that it is part of our being created in 

the image of God.  If you read through the first couple of chapters of Genesis, however you may want to 

interpret that creation story, it is clear that human, and humans alone, are created in God’s image.  We 

reflect something of the nature and character of God.  Admittedly, that reflection has been tarnished by 

the presence of evil – sin – in our world and in our lives, but it’s there nonetheless.  And the ability to talk 

to one another and to listen to one another quite independently of our immediate concerns for survival is 

part of that.  Yes, we do communicate to warn of danger (“There’s a parking enforcement officer just 

round the corner”) and to help each other find the best food or whatever (“Mince pies are on offer in 

Morrisons”), but a conversation about Strictly Come Dancing or what a smart haircut you’ve got confers 

no evolutionary advantage whatsoever: we can do it just because we want to (and some clearly want to 

more than others a lot of the time).  Such conversations show that we carry within ourselves the image of 

God, the “God who speaks”. 



 

Last time we looked at a very familiar Advent reading – Isaiah 40 – and discovered something about the 

“God who comes”.  The all-powerful, awesome and majestic God of the universe came into our world as 

a frail and fragile human being, sharing all our vulnerability, but taking on in his death on the cross the 

full might of the powers of evil in order to free us from that bondage.  He comes to us today through his 

Holy Spirit, still able to make a difference to us on a personal level, still able to effect transformation in 

the lives of those who are open to him.  Today we have heard another familiar Advent reading – so 

familiar that several people have pointed out to me that you only heard it a couple of weeks ago – but at 

the heart of what it has to say is that we have a “God who speaks”, we have a God who communicates 

with us in words. 

 

In the stories of the mythological gods, very often communication with humans is done simply through 

thunderbolts and other spectacular phenomena, from which the poor humans – be they Norse, Greek, Inca 

or whatever – have to try and work out what the gods want (more often than not it’s a bit of human 

sacrifice or an attractive young virgin), but our God, although there are occasions when something 

spectacular happens to get people’s attention, always uses words.  That has been the way right from the 

very beginning. 

 

Think back once again to those first few paragraphs of Genesis.  How do we read there that God brought 

this world into being?  We don’t have descriptions of God splitting atoms or moulding planets from 

molten rock or weaving together strings of DNA.  “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was 

light”.  “And God said … and there was …”  God spoke this world into existence. A philosopher of 

language, John L Austin, wrote a very influential book called Doing Things With Words, in which he tried 

to demonstrate that what we say actually achieves stuff – things happen because we speak.  That is 

certainly the case with God.  When he speaks, things happen. 

 

And from then on it is the voice of God that calls out across the pages of the Bible and down through the 

annals of human history.  As we’ve said, sometimes there’s some kind of weird phenomenon to attract 

people’s attention, but it’s the voice that does the business.  Moses noticed a bush burning in an odd way, 

and once he’d stopped to see what was going on, God spoke to him from among the flames and the 

history of the people of God took a significant turn.  Not too many years later, as the Jews were travelling 

towards their new land, they stopped at Sinai and from the top of the mountain came thunder and 

lightning – and then the voice of God telling them that Moses had the commandments they were now to 

live by.  The rather odd story of Job comes to an awe-inspiring climax as God speaks to the patient 

sufferer out of the whirlwind, uttering some of the most sublime poetry ever heard.  The prophet Elijah, 

out sulking in the desert because things aren’t going the way he wants, has an encounter with God which 



starts off in the usual old noise and fury way, with a powerful wind, an earthquake and a raging fire, but – 

as if to rub in  the point of what we’re saying this morning – none of those is used by God to 

communicate with Elijah.  There is a “gentle whisper” – the “still, small voice” of the God who speaks, 

affirming Elijah’s call and encouraging him in his ministry.  God spoke to him. 

 

There are so many other places in the Bible where we read of God’s speaking to human beings, talking to 

them in all kinds of situations to encourage, to challenge, to guide, to rebuke.  He does it directly, in the 

examples we’ve just heard: and he does it through his prophets and preachers and poets, through men and 

women, through song and story – even, on one celebrated occasion, through a donkey (Balaam’s ass in 

Numbers 22).  And then he does it ultimately and uncompromisingly through his Son, through Jesus, as 

we heard in that reading from John1. 

 

In a conscious echo of the opening chapter of Genesis, as God created the world and called into being 

supernovas and starlight, oceans and octopuses, rainstorms and reindeer, John talks of “the Word” 

coming into this world.  The Word which God spoke to kick it all off, is now being spoken again to clean 

it all up.  Genesis speaks of that perfect creation in which God and humanity lived together managing it 

all and enjoying the very best from life; but, not long after that, Genesis also describes how evil sneaked 

in and ruined it for everyone.  So now God has to speak again and begin the process of restoring it all to 

the way he wanted it, and his Word comes into his creation in concrete form – or, rather, in human form. 

 

I’ve mentioned before the French Renaissance doctor, monk, lawyer and satirical writer François Rabelais 

and his bawdy adventures of Pantagruel and his crew who are off to find the Holy Bottle.  On one of their 

adventures in the frozen north they are ploughing through an icy sea when they hear all kinds of crashes 

followed by random sounds of battle and disconnected sentences.  To cut a long – and very funny – story 

short, these are the words of a far off army which have frozen in the air and been blown on the wind until 

they smash against the rigging of Pantagruel’s ship and the words are released to be heard.  The Word of 

God, of the “God who speaks”, was brought into our world in solid form in the person of Jesus.  This is 

the “Incarnation” – a word which means “made flesh”: “carn” as in chilli con carne, chilli with meat, 

with flesh.  In it we hear God’s word of love and hope. 

 

Jesus came to communicate definitively that God made us, wants us to get the best out of life and loves us 

enough even to go through death for us.  [That’s the message you’ve been following through the Alpha 

course and this is how God showed it to us.  And God is still speaking today through the likes of Nicky 

Gumbel and Doug and Maureen – not to bring new revelations, but to help explain what he’s been trying 

to say all along.]  And we see that continuing to be demonstrated through the life and teaching of Jesus.  

As Jesus speaks, he speaks with an authority that is remarked on by his hearers on many occasions – this 



is different from what they’re used to hearing.  As Jesus speaks, things happen – storms are stilled, water 

becomes wine, people are fed, demons are sent on their way.  As Jesus speaks, lives are transformed – 

diseases are healed, people are released from demonic possession, some are even brought back to life.  

And as Jesus speaks that last extraordinary cry from the cross, God’s plan to restore creation and redeem 

humanity is finally set in place.  “It is finished!” Jesus cried – God speaking into a world of brokenness 

and brutality that there is an alternative, things do not have to be this way.  The plan for the salvation of 

the world is accomplished.  The reign of evil is over.  You are free at last to live as God intended.  That’s 

the “God who speaks” speaking life and hope into a world that is desperate for release and renewal. 

 

And God continues to speak.  He speaks through the Bible – keep on reading it [even though Alpha is 

finished].  He speaks through our circumstances – keep praying about what’s happening around you and 

look for signs of God at work.  He speaks through other people – as we’ve said, nothing new, but helping 

us to make sense of what he’s already said, so take the opportunities to listen, here or in housegroups or at 

conventions or wherever.  He speaks through the Holy Spirt, making himself heard through our 

conscience and through that odd sense we get from time to time that we ought to take note of what others 

are saying to us. 

 

[It’s great to have the folk from Alpha with us this morning and we’re delighted that not only have you 

followed the course, but you’re here today, and we pray for you as you set out on this new journey with 

Jesus.  But this is for all of us,] however long we’ve been calling ourselves followers of Jesus.  God 

speaks.   He speaks to us through the Bible.  He speaks to us in what we see of Jesus’ life and death.  He 

speaks to us through his Holy Spirit.  But he also deigns to speak through us, so as this Christmas time 

approaches, let us allow him to speak his words of life and transformation to those with whom we spend 

the holiday, to those with whom we come into contact day by day over this Advent time, to those who 

have yet to encounter the “God who speaks”.  The “God who comes” and the “God who speaks” is a great 

God and he’s done great things for you – let others know that he can do it for them too. 
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Questions to ponder and discuss 
 

1) Is it helpful to view language as a reflection of God’s image?  Why/why not?  In which ways can 
language be misused? 

 
2) Can you think of any more ways in which God speaks in the stories of the Old Testament?  How do 

you think it might have sounded to the hearers? 
 
3) Have you ever heard God speak to you?  How?  How did you respond? 
 
4) Do you believe God still speaks today?  Why/why not? 
 
5) God does not speak new revelation today – he only speaks to explain and clarify what he has already 

said.  Do you think that is right? 


