The First Christmas Lights #3

“The Glorious Light of Christmas”

John 1:9; 8:12; 9:5

Recently I read a comic strip in which a girl tells her friend, “Back in the olden days of baby Jesus and the holy people, they didn’t need electricity because they could play poker in the dark with their halos. But when people stopped being so holy, they had to invent light bulbs.”

I don’t know which is further from the truth—her history or her theology—but I’d bet she got her idea by looking at classic paintings of biblical characters. Ever notice how the saints are always marked by a halo and some melodramatic expression on their face? Even portraits of the first Christmas show Mary and baby Jesus with light emanating from their faces. (Joseph, however, is never pictured in this way!)

Sorry to break bad news to you, but that ain’t the way it was! There were no halos, no glowing faces to indicate holiness. Mary looked like an ordinary young woman and Jesus looked like an ordinary newborn. However, in a figurative yet very real way, Jesus was the Light of the world. This phrase is used to describe Him in John 1:4-9, and He uses these words in John 8:12 and 9:5 to describe Himself. So tonight we come to Jesus, the Light of the world, or the glorious light of Christmas.

The fourth gospel is not a common place to turn for a Christmas message, as John does not provide details surrounding the birth of Jesus. But the apostle does introduce Jesus as “the light [that] shines in darkness” in John 1:5, and later in verse 14 adds, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The Word—God the Son—became flesh, meaning that He took on human form, being born in a manger on the day we celebrate as Christmas. He was God-in-the-flesh, and John could write, “We have seen His glory,” in a way that generations past and future could not.

Earlier we considered the light of the star and of the angels—both appear in the backdrop of night. I would like to continue this theme of light shining in darkness, demonstrating how Jesus brings the glorious light of God Himself in our dark world.

In the Darkness of Ignorance, Jesus Brought the Light of Revelation

First, in the darkness of ignorance, Jesus brought the light of revelation. John brings out this truth in the first chapter of his gospel. “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it,” verse five states. This darkness is ignorance, so profound that even when the light shines, it cannot comprehend what it sees.

John 1:18 continues, “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” The most profound ignorance is a lack of knowledge of God. Mankind is hopelessly lost in darkness without knowing God. But when Jesus came to earth, He revealed the Father. 

Rick Warren writes,

God’s glory is best seen in Jesus Christ. He, the Light of the world, illuminates God’s nature. Because of Jesus, we are no longer in the dark about what God is really like. The Bible says, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory” [Heb. 1:3]. Jesus came to earth so we could fully understand God’s glory.

Jesus Christ—the glorious Light of Christmas—came to dispel the darkness of sin and ignorance and to inaugurate the era of light and love.

Later in the gospel of John, Jesus made the statement, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). When the Pharisees challenged Him, Jesus replied, “You do not know me or my Father,” Jesus replied. “If you knew me, you would know my Father also” (John 8:19). To know the Son is to know the Father; to reject the Son is to reject the Father as well.

Furthermore, Jesus claimed that He is the light of the world who alone reveals the Father of light.
 When speaking to His disciples in the Upper Room in John 14:1-9, Jesus said, 

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” 

Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” 

Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.” 

Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.” 

Jesus answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”
We would never be able to see or enjoy God’s light if we couldn’t see Jesus.
 He came to reveal the Father to mankind. Ignorance, superstition, idolatry, fear, sin—these are the dark and somber clouds which the light of Christ dispels.
 On that incredible night, the glorious light of Christmas began to shine in the darkness.

In the Darkness of Iniquity, Jesus Brought the Light of Redemption

Second, in the darkness of iniquity, Jesus brought the light of redemption. Often the Bible speaks of darkness (or blindness) on an intellectual level, but other times the metaphor has an ethical emphasis to it.
 Darkness is identified with disobedience and the devil, whereas light stands for God and His holiness. As long as we follow Jesus, the Light of the World, we walk in the light of life; but once we move into the darkness of disobedience, we are in the path of death and not the path of life.

John is not the only New Testament writer to utilize the motif of darkness and light; Paul uses this technique quite often—and more often than not in this moral or ethical dimension. In Romans 13:12-14 he writes,

The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.

If a reader was not certain what Paul meant by darkness and light in verse 12, the following two verses spell it out clearly. The “deeds of darkness” are nothing less than sin run rampant, whereas the “armor of light” refers to the holiness found in Jesus Christ.

Paul goes on in Colossians 1:13-14, “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” Indeed Christianity is a “rescue religion,”
 and Paul speaks in terms of being rescued from the dominion of darkness. How is this accomplished? Through “redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” This is more than merely opening the eyes of our intellect or consciousness. Forgiveness, light and peace are the blessings that Christ has won for us. This is the meaning of salvation.

Such deliverance is not only meant in the ultimate sense, either. Many people live in the darkness of sin that holds them captive. Addictions they cannot break, habits that are hard to overcome—these are also forms of darkness in which many people dwell. But Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin… [But] if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:34, 36). Jesus not only gives us victory over the ultimate penalty of sin, but He also provides victory over the power of sin in our day-to-day lives.

When Jesus came to earth on that first Christmas, He came to bring the light of redemption into a world marked by the darkness of iniquity. When Jesus comes to our lives today, He comes to bring the light of redemption into a heart marked by the darkness of iniquity. 

In the Darkness of Inevitability, Jesus Brought the Light of Resurrection

Third, in the darkness of inevitability, Jesus brought the light of resurrection. What do I mean by “inevitability”? Of course, there is only one inevitability in life—death. Hebrews 9:27 states, “…it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.” There is no escaping this fact.

I am certain we are familiar with the words of Psalm 23:4, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” But do we really know what that is saying? Can we honestly say we are fearless in the face of death?

Isaiah 9:2 prophesied about Jesus, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.” Once again we see the images of darkness and light, but in this case the darkness is identified with the inevitability of death. 

So what does it mean when it says that a light has dawned in the land of the shadow of death? To answer this we must turn to an episode in the later life of Jesus, found in John 11. Lazarus has died, and his sisters Martha and Mary are dealing with grief and bewilderment—the “shadow of death,” if you will. Martha and Mary separately confront Jesus with identical words: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (John 11:21, 32). These were dark times for these two sisters.

How did Jesus reply? “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25-26). Then, as if to authenticate His words, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead in front of the people gathered around. He turned the darkness of death into the light of life!

Jesus does not perform this same miracle for everyone who dies today; He did not even perform this miracle for everyone who died during His own time on earth. But this miracle serves as a “coming attraction” of how everyone will hear the voice of Jesus at the last day and rise from the dead.

Hebrews 2:14-15 tells how this was accomplished: “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” Jesus came to earth as a baby on that first Christmas so that He might die. In order to die for our sins, He had to become human. “Born to die to rise again,” one song puts it. He came with a purpose—really a three-fold purpose:

· In the darkness of ignorance, Jesus brought the light of revelation

· In the darkness of iniquity, Jesus brought the light of redemption

· In the darkness of inevitability, Jesus brought the light of resurrection

This Christmas, are you living in the dark? Are you struggling to know who God is? Do you grapple with guilt and sin, feeling as though you can’t break free? Are you paralyzed by the fear of death, even though you know it is inevitable?

Allow the glorious light of Christmas—Jesus Christ Himself—shine on your life today. Come out of the darkness and into His glorious light.
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