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Christmas is a glorious mystery in and of itself. The eternal, infinite, God 

taking on human flesh to live as a man stretches the limits of human 

comprehension. Yet, Christmas is never just about Christmas. Christmas is 

never just about the Christ-child in a manger. Christmas is the beginning of 

the climax of redemption. The manger is inseparably linked to the cross, the 

empty tomb, and Jesus’ second coming to bring all creation and history to 

their intended destination.  

 

This is why our Christmas celebration last Sunday stretched from Genesis to 

Revelation. The story of Christmas is insufficient unless we tell the fuller 

story of Jesus as Savior, Lord and King. Last Sunday we saw Jesus in Hebrews 

1 as the beginning, end, and center of all things as the Son of God and the 

very essence of God’s glory. Today, we will see Christmas in 1Timothy 3 as 

not only as the begging of Jesus earthly life but also the beginning of a new 

way of life for all who embrace Him as Savior, Lord, and King.  

 

Let me begin by showing you where Christmas is in 1Tim 3:16 as a part of 

the larger story of Jesus, and then we will go back and set vs. 16 in the 

context of vs. 14-16 to see how Christmas is not only the beginning of Jesus’ 

earthly life, but also the beginning of a new life of godliness for us.  

 
1 Verse 16 is a bit challenging to interpret. We know that each line refers to some specific 

aspect of Christ’s life and ministry. But depending on how we understand the literary 

structure of this hymn impacts which each line might be pointing to. For example, we could 

attempt to interpret it chronologically, each line referring to the next stage of Christ’s life.  

Or we can see in this hymn 3 couplets (pairs of lines) that contrast each other.  

Redemption accomplished  

 “in the flesh” (line 1) 

 “in the Spirit” (line 2) 

Redemption made known 

 “Seen by angels” (line 3) 

 “proclaimed among the nations (line 4) 

Redemption acknowledged  

 “Believed on in the world” (line 5) 

 “Taken up in Glory” (line 6)  

 

INCARNATION (Christmas) 

“He who was revealed in the flesh” 

 

So where is Christmas in 1Tim 3:16? Christmas is in line 1 of the six-line 

indented excerpt that comes from either an early creed or most likely a first 

century hymn that captures the story of Jesus.1 “By common confession, 

great is the mystery of godliness: He who was revealed in the flesh…” (vs. 

16). This first line refers to the incarnation which is what we celebrate at 

Christmas. God Himself, took on flesh in the person of Jesus who revealed 

to us (in Himself) the invisible God. So line one summarizes the birth and life 

of Jesus.  

 

But of course, Christmas does not stand alone. It is simply the beginning of 

the story of Jesus. So let’s unpack the rest of this hymn.  

 

RESURRECTION (Vindication) 

“was vindicated in the Spirit”  

 

Line 2 captures the resurrection of Jesus: “…was vindicated in the Spirit.” 

When we think about Jesus’ earthly relationship to the Holy Spirit, we 

naturally think about the many miracles He performed as well as the 

authority of His teaching as evidence of walking in the Spirit’s power. But 

the idea here is not one of authenticating, but rather of vindicating (to be 

For example, lines 1-2 contrast flesh and Spirit. Lines 3-4 contrast angels and nations (heaven 

and earth). Lines 5-6 contrast world and glory. From this view, Redemption is accomplished 

in lines 1-2, Redemption is made known in vs 3-4, and Redemption is acknowledged in lines 

5-6. Another way to see this hymn is in two triplets (note the ESV indentation). From this 

perspective the incarnate Christ was revealed, vindicated, and seen in lines 1-3. Then the 

exalted Christ is preached, believed, and glorified in lines 4-6.  

 Incarnate Christ 

  Revealed (line 1) 

   Vindicated (line 2) 

    Seen (line 3) 

 Exalted Christ 

  Preached (line 4) 

   Believed (line 5) 

    Glorified (line 6 ) 

 



cleared from accusation; to have honor restored). Jesus was authenticated 

by His miracles, but He was vindicated by the resurrection. He claimed to 

the be the Messiah, the Son of God, and for that He was persecuted and 

crucified. Yet He was vindicated when God raised Him from the dead, 

triumphing over His enemies, authenticating His claims, and  restoring His 

honor.  

 

Romans 1:4 says that Jesus “was declared the Son of God with power by the 

resurrection from the dead according to the Spirit of holiness…” In other 

words, God certified that Jesus was His Son by raising Him from dead by the 

Holy Spirit, demonstrating that His life was righteous and therefore He was 

vindicated before all who accused Him of wrong. So line 2 points to the 

resurrection of Christ, by which He was vindicated as the Righteous One.  

 

This has tremendous implications for us because Romans 8:11-12 goes on to 

say that if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He 

who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 

through His Spirit who indwells you. So then, brethren, we are no longer 

under obligation to live according to the flesh…” Jesus is not only vindicated 

through His resurrection; He also gives victory through His resurrection to 

those who trust in Him.  

 

ATTESTATION (post-resurrection appearances) 

“seen by angels” 

 

Line 3: He was “seen by angels.” The idea here is not merely passive 

observation, but rather attesting what’s true as eyewitnesses. Angels had a 

strong presence in the life of Jesus. They… 

 Revealed His miraculous conception to Mary and Joseph (Mt 1:20; 

Lk 1:26-35) 

 announced His birth to shepherds (Luke 2:8-14) 

 Ministered to Him in the wilderness temptation (Mark 1:13) 

 Strengthened Him in Gethsemane (Luke 22:43) 

 Were eyewitnesses of His death and resurrection (1Pet 3:18-20; Col 

2:15) 

 Rolled the stone away from the tomb (Mt 28:2) 

 
2 George Knight III, NIGTC: Pastoral Epistles, pg. 185.  

 Attended His ascension (Acts 1:10-11) 

 And will accompany Him in His second coming (Rev 19:14) 

 

All of this points to the majesty of Jesus, but here in particular line 3 seems 

to emphasize the testimony of the Angels as eyewitnesses of Jesus’s 

resurrection. When the verb for “seen” is used of Jesus in the NT, it is 

always used of post-resurrections appearances of Jesus (Lk 24:31; Acts 

13:31; 1Cor 15:5, 6, 7, 8; Acts 26:16).2 And so Jesus’ resurrection is 

confirmed not only by human eyewitnesses, but by angels which points to 

the cosmic nature of His redeeming work. Hebrews 1 says that “When He 

had made purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty 

on high, having become as much superior than the angels as the name He 

has inherited is more excellent than theirs” (Heb 1:3-4). So the testimony of 

angels not only affirms the resurrection, but also highlights the majesty and 

superiority of Jesus.  

 

GOSPEL PROCLAMATION (Great Commission) 

“Proclaimed among the nations” 

 

Line 4 (“proclaimed among the nations”) captures the proclamation of the 

gospel to all people. Jesus not only died and rose again, but the implications 

of His death (the good news of forgiveness in His name) is proclaimed to all 

nations beginning at Pentecost. This is the Great Commission that Jesus left 

us with. The church’s job description is to make disciples of all the nations 

(Mt 28:19-20; Acts 1:8). Jesus’ influence is world-wide and spans all of 

history.  

 

GOSPEL PROGRESS (Gospel triumph) 

“believed on in the world” 

 

Line 5 (“believed on in the world”) highlights that the message of the gospel 

that is being proclaimed worldwide is taking effect and triumphing over the 

kingdom of darkness as people are converted to faith in Christ. In the words 

of Colossians 1:13-14, God has “rescued us from the domain of darkness 

and transferred to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have 



redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” This is a testament to the triumph of 

Christ and the transforming power of the gospel!  

 

ASCENSION (Exaltation) 

“taken up in glory” 

 

The final line of this hymn (“taken up in glory”) points to Jesus’ glorious 

exaltation through His ascension. The verb that is used here for “taken up” 

is the same word used 5 times in Mark, Luke, and Acts of Jesus’ ascension.3 

When Jesus ascended, He was exalted into the glorious presence of His 

Father from which He reigns and will return to establish His ultimate rule. 

Christ has been exalted to the right hand of God where He holds all power 

and authority (Eph 1:20-23) as King of the Ages and Lord of All. So this last 

line of the hymn points not only to the event of His ascension, but to His 

exalted glory as reigning King.  

 

So, Christmas in this hymn marks the beginning of the larger story of Jesus’ 

life. What’s important for us to see is that Christmas cannot be divorced 

from the gospel message. And this gospel message inaugurates a new way 

of godly living. This is why vs. 16 begins by saying, “by common confession, 

great is the mystery of godliness.” The secret of true godliness has been 

revealed in the person of Jesus and the good news of the gospel.  

 

What is godliness? Generally speaking, godliness is a God-pleasing life, living 

in the ways of God and imitating the character of God. What we learn here 

in 1Tim 3:16 is that true godliness is not merely good behavior. Godliness 

has everything to do with Christ.4 We were made to be godly (or God-like) in 

the sense of reflecting something of the image of God, but sin has disfigured 

that image. Jesus, however, is perfectly godly, displaying God’s glory as the 

perfect image of the invisible God. So true godliness is embracing and being 

shaped by the incarnate, crucified, risen, and exalted Christ. Or we might 

say that godliness is a life empowered by Jesus and patterned after Jesus 

who Himself as the revelation and glory of God, restores the true image of 

 
3 Mark 16:19; Luke 24:51; Acts 1:2, 11, 22 
4 David Platt, Christ-centered Exposition: Exalting Jesus in 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus, 

pg. 70.  

God in us. More simply put, godliness is life in Jesus, with Jesus and for 

Jesus.  

 

So, here’s what we’ve seen so far. Christmas not only marks the beginning 

of Jesus’ earthly life, Christmas also marks the beginning of the climax of 

redemption (through the life and message of Jesus—that’s what the hymn is 

about), and Christmas marks the beginning of a new way of godliness for 

Christ-followers.  

 

There’s one final thing for us to see here: Christmas marks the beginning of 

the purpose of the church. Let’s take a step further back now, to see the 

wider context of [vs. 14-16].  

 

Verse 15 provides several images of what the church is.  

 

1. The church is the household or family of God (15). The church is 

made up of those who through faith, are united to Christ, reconciled 

to God, and adopted as His children. And like any family, the 

household of God has certain ‘household rules.’ So Paul is writing to 

clarify how believers are to conduct themselves with godliness as 

children of God.  

2. The church is the dwelling place of the living God (15). In the OT 

God’s presence was manifested in the temple, but now in the 

church age God’s presence is manifested not in a building but in 

believers themselves whose bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit 

(1Cor 6:19). Consider how significant this makes our weekly 

gatherings.5 As the church gathers, the living God is among us, and 

the Spirit is in us, with Jesus reigning over us.  

3. The church is the steward of the gospel (15). Paul says we are the 

pillar and support of the truth. The purpose of a pillar or column is 

to support the roof and hold it high.6 The word support can be 

translated as foundation or buttress—that which stabilizes the 

building. As Paul writes to Timothy in Ephesus about the pillar and 

5 Ibid., 68. 
6 John Stott, Guard the Truth: The Message of 1Timothy and Titus, pg. 105.  



support of the truth, Timothy would surely see in his mind’s eye the 

temple of Dianna in Ephesus with its impressive marble roof 

supported by a hundred sixty-foot pillars. Just as those pillars 

uphold and preserve the temple so the church is to hold uphold and 

preserve the truth. Yet, what is that truth that we are to steward? 

It’s the message of Jesus as the only means of true godliness which 

Paul goes on to highlight in the hymn of vs. 16.  

 

Paul’s message is that because the church is the household of God, the 

dwelling place of God, and the steward of the gospel, we are to conduct 

ourselves in a way that models true godliness through the gospel of Jesus 

Christ.  

 

What does all of this have to do with Christmas? Christmas marks the 

beginning of a new way of godliness for Jesus-followers who are called 

protect and promote the gospel.  

 

Beloved, Christmas is not just seasonal or a mere celebration of an historical 

event. Christmas marks the beginning of a new way of life—the way of 

godliness, which is life in Jesus, with Jesus, and for Jesus. Jesus did not come 

to just give us a pass on our sin, like a verbal warning from the highway 

patrolman. He came so that we could live in the newness of godly lives, free 

from the bondage of sin.  

  

Jesus came in the flesh and lived a sinless life so that His sacrifice would 

meet the standards of God’s holiness. His death on the cross was the death-

payment for our sin against the infinite, holy God. And His resurrection 

verifies that God’s justice has been satisfied and sinners who trust in Jesus 

are forgiven. Romans 8:11-12: “If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the 

dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give 

life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who indwells you. So then, 

brethren, we are no longer under obligation to live according to the flesh…” 

 

Christmas is a call to new life in Jesus.  

Christmas is a call to center our lives on Christ.  

Christmas is a call to take the hope of the gospel wherever we go.  


