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“The Light Shines in the Darkness”


Christmas Eve									    December 24, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									     Isaiah 9:2-7
Epistle Lesson										  I John 4:7-12
Gospel Lesson										    Luke 2:1-20


I want to take a few minutes this evening to focus on this sentence, to help you internalize this sentence so that it becomes part of the Scripture that you know and carry with you, and that it enlivens the life you lead in Christ.  St. John writes, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

I want to say a little bit about the Gospel of John, and the author of the Gospel of John—the disciple John.  Every disciple of Jesus was murdered, except for one.  It is generally understood that John died of old age, at about the age of 103.  As an old man, he was indeed, the last man standing of all those who had personally known Jesus.  John was most likely Jesus best friend, as well as being one of the disciples.  He was the only disciple present at the crucifixion.  He was the one that Jesus chose to care for his mother.  When he wrote his Gospel he was probably in his late 80’s or early 90’s.  He was a very old man for those times.  I want you to try to imagine John at the age of 90.  He is surrounded by younger men who cared for him.  They learned from him and they protected him from all the people who were constantly coming to see him as the last person alive who had known Jesus personally.  John daily shared with all of these people around him what he had experienced, and he also shared with them what he was continuing to experience in that day.  John’s disciples were attracted to him because of his view of life.  That’s why they were gathered around him.  At 90 years old, he was suffering all the issues of old age, without any of the help we have today.  But here’s the fascinating thing:  He remained hopeful, and his disciples were attracted to his hope.  He remained joyful, and his disciples were attracted to his joy.  He remained faithful to Christ, and his disciples were attracted to him for that.  And he had wisdom to share.  Not just history about the past, but he had wisdom to share about each day, when these people would come to talk to him and say, “John, tell us what it means to live in Christ today?”  At an age when many people are disillusioned about life, tired out, and no longer interested, John was sought out as a source of goodness, a source of wisdom, a source of faith, a source of light.  People gathered around him to hear what he had to say.  

As he got older his own disciples began to encourage him to write this all down before it was too late.  I find that an interesting thing.  I also find it a little frightening, because a number of people keep telling me, “Pastor, you should write all this stuff down.”  They seem to feel a sense of urgency I do not yet feel.  The Gospel of John is a finely, crafted piece of writing.  It is thought through very carefully; it is thought through very precisely.  I want you to imagine John at about 90 years of age, thinking about this, and then dictating these words to his disciples.  Then they read the words back to him, and day by day he would make little changes in them, until they came out exactly how he wanted them to be worded.  When the Gospel was finished, John dictated a prologue, or what we might call an introduction to it.  This prologue to the Gospel of John is one of the most beautiful, hopeful, and inspiring statements ever written.  Listen to these two sentences from the prologue of John’s Gospel:  “In Christ was life and that life was the light of the world.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  It is important to realize that these words were spoken and written about 60 years, 60 years after the resurrection of Jesus.  John had lived for 60 years in the mess that is this world.  He lived in the same world that we live in.  And he lived in this world without electricity, without plumbing, without central heat, without aspirin, without chocolate, without deodorant, without insurance, without Social Security, without any way to get around other than by walking.  He lived under the oppression that was the Roman Empire as part of a persecuted minority.  And at 90 years old, his reflection on life with Christ led him to say, “In him was life, and that life was the light of the world.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

Here’s the point you simply cannot miss.  John isn’t saying, “Yes, those were the good old days before everything fell apart.”  Listen very carefully.  John says, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  John is speaking about the day on which he said these words when he was 90 years old.  He doesn’t say, “The light shined in the darkness for awhile, and it was great.”  He writes, “The light shines in the darkness today, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  

John is a profound thinker, but he expresses himself in simple comparisons.  He sees the world as an ongoing conflict between God, on one hand, and evil, which is opposed to God.  They are in constant conflict.  God is a light shining into the world, and evil is a force of darkness, trying to overcome this light, trying to put it out.  God is the fountain of life, and evil is a force of death trying to put an end to this fountain of life.  God is the life under the snow, which the cold of bitter winter cannot kill, which will live through the winter and burst out in life in the spring.  This constant conflict is going on every day.

John begins his Gospel with these words:  “In the beginning.”  He says, “In the beginning.”  He does this as a conscious effort to recall the Book of Genesis to our minds, where this struggle between life and light of God, and the death and darkness of evil begins.  This struggle begins with God’s power flung through the emptiness.  Some call it “The Big Bang.”  But Moses referred to it as the powerful voice of God calling out, “Let there be light!”  The disaster that follows is described in Genesis, chapter six, verses five and six--very chilling words:  “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil—all the time.  And the Lord was sorry that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.”  God was grieved by the extent to which the light was dimmed by the darkness.  The warmth was lessened by the cold.  The life was diminished by the power of death.  In less poetic terms, God looked at that which he had made and he saw violence and war.  He saw greed and the want that it creates.  He saw constant anger among people.  He saw people ruled by addictions and ruled by their passions.  He saw people separated from one another.   Hunger when the earth produces more than enough.  He saw worry and anxiety making people miserable.  He saw prejudice and persecution.  He saw nonsense parading as the truth.  He saw despair in people’s hearts.  He saw chaos.  He saw the powerful people making the weak people miserable.  He saw lies causing pain and destruction.  He saw loneliness on every hand; and he saw aging and death coming to all people.  And it grieved him to his heart.  God saw the cold doing all it could to overcome the warmth.  He saw death doing all it could to overcome life.  And he saw darkness doing all it could to overcome light.  And so God sent Christ.

This is how John describes it:  “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God; and all things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that was made.  In him was life, and the life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.  That light which enlightens every man was coming into the world.  And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory.  And from his fullness have we all received, grace upon grace.”  

John’s take on this for his day, that is 60 years after Jesus resurrection, is about the power of God in Christ at work in his world.  I want to assure you that it is what we still see today.  When we look at the world out there, every one of us can say, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  

In less poetic terms:  In a world where evil wants universal violence and war, peace keeps breaking out.  In a world where evil wants greed to cause universal want, millions of people believe in “enough,” rather than “more,” and somehow the resources go around and sharing is more powerful than greed.  In a world where evil wants universal anger, millions of people are catching peace of mind.  They’re getting over their anger, and they aren’t living in anger any more.  In a world where evil wants everyone’s life destroyed by addictions and uncontrolled passions, self-control, recovery and sobriety keep popping up in the most unlikely places, and millions of lives are redeemed.  In a world where evil wants all people separated from one another, and every family destroyed, forgiveness and faithfulness keep getting in the way, and relationships are saved and families are redeemed.  In a world where evil wants hunger to destroy life, the desire to share keeps wrecking the plan.  In a world where evil wants to destroy life through disease, prayer, healing, medical science, and compassion keep saving lives.  In a world where evil wants every man, women, and child to be ruined by constant worry and anxiety, millions of people develop confidence in God, and they get over their anxiety and their worry and they live by their faith.  In a world where evil keeps feeding the fires of prejudice and persecution, tolerance and freedom keep showing up to overcome prejudice and persecution.  In a world where evil persists in spreading nonsense, clear thinking and truth refuse to die.  In a world where evil sows the seeds of despair like weeds, hope keeps popping up with the persistence of dandelions in the spring.  In a world where evil keeps stirring the pot to spread chaos, charity and justice refuse to die.  In a world where evil supports the powerful, kindness keeps getting in the way of dictators and other mean people of all sorts.  In a world where evil thinks it can destroy people through their grief, grief-stricken people are supported by their friends, and they are supported by God’s promises and for some irrational reason, grief-stricken people rediscover the joy of living and they live on in joy.  In a world where evil wishes lies to rule; there are too many honest, honorable, and faithful people for this plan to work.  In a world where evil promotes loneliness with all of its power, there are those who claim that God is present with them, and that loneliness is not destroying them.  In a world where evil’s final trump cards are aging and death, people keep rejoicing in new life around them and their confidence in eternal life as God’s gift through Jesus Christ.  

Why is this?  There are those who will deny that this is the way it is.  And as much as I would like to, I can’t help those who refuse to see.  We look at life and we should see what is there.  People will continue to argue about what is there to see, but I continue to agree with John.  I encourage you to continue to agree with John.  There are those who will say, “This is just the way it works out.  There is no real pattern.”  As much as I’d like to, I can’t make these people see the pattern--that to me is so obvious; the pattern that was so obvious to John; the pattern which I encourage you to see in the world around you.  God’s Word tells us that this is the way it is, because what John wrote is still the case today in 2009—“In him was life and that life was the light of the world.  The light continues to shine in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  In Jesus, the Father sent his life and light into the world to redeem it.  And the darkness has not overcome it, because it can’t! and because it never will.  This is not a bit of history; this is what’s going on today.  This is not a wish; this is a fact.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.  Be happy about that.  Rejoice about that!  Have a Merry Christmas.  Have a merry life because of that.  Amen
