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John 1: 1-18: Let there be Light 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

In the Gospel of John, in one situation after another, Jesus defines himself and 

says, "This is who I am." In the eighth chapter, Jesus says, "I am the light of 

the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the 

light of life." His words echo the opening words of the Fourth Gospel, where 

the evangelist defines the person and work of Jesus in terms of light. "What 

has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people, he 

is the true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world."  

Jesus says, "I am the light of the world."  On Christmas Eve we heard the 

prophet Isaiah say, "The people who walked in darkness have seen a great 

light." We don't know if old Isaiah had any idea who or what he was talking 

about, yet we celebrate Christmas as a festival of light. We string up twinkle 

lights on fir trees. We illumine the windows of our homes with lights. We even 
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illuminate the shrubbery in front of our homes. We burn up the kilowatt 

hours because Jesus Christ is born. In the long dark early days of winter the 

celebration of the Savior’s birth brings light to the world.   

Physics can tell us a great deal about light. But there's one thing physics has 

never explained, namely this simple question, what exactly do we mean by the 

word "light"? What is light? We know it when we see it, but we can't really 

explain what it is. Unlike space or time, light cannot be defined over and 

against anything else. Light simply exists. What does it mean for Jesus to say, 

"I am the light of the world"? 

Whatever it means, this is an important concept for the Gospel of John. Two 

different times, John the Evangelist depicts for us Jesus saying, "I am the 

light." On many occasions, the writer affirms that the coming of Jesus into 

our world is not merely a light shining, but light breaking into the darkness. It 

is as if Creation itself is happening all over again.  

John writes, "All things came into being through him, and without him not 

one thing came into being." Look around yourself at a dark world and you 

may see it. The Creator of heaven and earth has come to visit God’s creation. 

Just look at nature and it becomes obvious. See the snowflakes, so wondrously 

created, each one so unique.  Look at the shadowy clouds, brooding over us 

with the kindness of life sustaining water. Listen to the chipmunk chattering 
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on a tree limb. Watch a dolphin swim playfully before the bow of a ship 

cutting through the ocean. 

"All things came into being through him.”  What has come into being in him 

was life, and the life was the light of all people." That is, in Jesus of Nazareth, 

the very primal energy of the Creator is breaking anew not only in creation, 

but also in all God's creatures. All of us were created in Jesus Christ. And all 

of us are re-created in Jesus Christ, "The true light, which enlightens 

everyone, was coming into the world." We begin to take seriously those words 

from the Christmas carol that says, "Light and life to all He brings" when we 

see the freckled face of a child, re-created at 4 a.m. on Christmas morning 

inches from our face telling mommy and daddy to, “wake up I think Santa has 

come.” For those who can see it, there is light and life given on Christmas. Ask 

the recovering alcoholic who finally gets through the holidays without needing 

a drink. Ask the lonely stranger who has just been invited to fill an empty 

chair at a table. Jesus said, "I am the light of the world." At Christmas time, 

we might not be able to explain completely the fullness of what that means, 

but we know it when we see it. It's a new beginning, a new birth, for "Christ 

the Savior is born." And "to all who received him, who believed in his name, 

he gave us power to become children of God," children re-born not through 

human means, but through the bright, shining grace of God. In that sense, 
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Jesus is the light of the world. "Light and life to all he brings." That is the 

promise for all who can believe it and embrace it. 

And yet, I also need to warn you the light of Christ does come into our own 

very personal darkness. But first, let's admit that sometimes we don't want 

anybody to turn on the lights. There are deeds done in darkness that we don't 

want anybody to see not even God. The coming of light means everything is 

exposed. Light means we have to deal with the truth and that can be very 

painful but also very liberating. 

When I was a seminarian at St. Meinrad Archabbey in Southern Indiana, a 

visiting priest from a large mid-western city celebrated Mass in the Abbey 

Church. The priest said he wanted to help inner-city children. He wanted 

them to see something more than their own situations. He put them on a bus 

and took them to see some things of great beauty. They went to the art 

museum and saw paintings by the masters. They went to a symphony matinee 

and heard beautiful music. They went for a walk through a row of homes that 

were done over by a creative team of architects. The priest showed those 

children the best and brightest things he knew. Then they climbed back on the 

bus and went home. That night one of those young boys set his apartment 

house on fire. They rescued the neighbors and family, but the place burned 

down. The priest was in tears when he visited the boy in his cell in the juvenile 
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detention center. "Why did you do it?" he asked. "I saw all those beautiful 

things," said the boy, "and then I came home and saw how ugly my world 

was, and I hated the ugliness, so I wanted to burn it down." Shine some light 

in a dark place and there's no telling what will happen. When all you have 

ever seen and known is darkness in this world that is all you know. And when 

light comes, it makes for a shocking contrast, but darkness still remains a 

choice. In fact, it is possible for light to come into the world, and for somebody 

to say, "Turn out the lights!" It is possible for the Light of the world to shine 

on people, and those very people may not accept it.  

What is it to live in such darkness? We deceive ourselves if we think only of 

primitive people in the dark remote areas of the world, still without electricity 

and clean running water. We deceive ourselves if we think only of alcoholics 

and drug addicts living in cardboard boxes in the dark alleyways of our cities. 

It is also darkness to refuse to hear the truth and to tolerate no teacher or 

priest or politician who tells it. It is darkness to avoid certain sections of town 

so as not to disturb our serenity by having to see the conditions in which we 

see human beings living. It is darkness to avoid any book or any speaker who 

shatters my illusions of innocence in this evil world. It is darkness not to ask 

questions at work, at home, at school or at church because we prefer to let 

sleeping dogs lie. It is darkness to persuade myself that alcohol, drugs, 
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gambling, food, sex and addiction problems in our schools, in our 

neighborhoods, in society at large are really none of my business. It is 

darkness to turn a blind eye and live in the comfortable light of fantasy land. 

We know the darkness intimately. "This is the crisis of the world," says the 

Gospel of John. "Light has come into the world, and people loved darkness 

rather than light."  And yet, the light of the world has come, and it is Jesus. 

Not just any light, but the light of the One who "brings grace and truth." 

Jesus reveals the truth of who we are and who we are not, of what we are and 

what we are not. He also shines forth the grace of a God who gives life and 

rebirth. His truth is a light that exposes and reveals. But his grace is a light 

that reveals and heals, renews and forgives. The light is more than a candle 

flickering in the night. The light of the world is Jesus, our Savior. 

A seminary classmate named Tommy told me about a night when he was a 

teenager. He and his friends were walking around the neighborhood. It was a 

warm night and very dark. Suddenly one of them saw a police car and 

shouted. They hadn't done anything wrong yet, but they didn't want to be 

seen, either. So they began to run. The police car saw them and watched them 

turn down an alley. Tom tripped and knocked over some trashcans. The 

police officers got out the car and began to go after them. One of the officers 

turned on a searchlight. Tom looked around for his friends, but didn't see 
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them. All he saw was that burning, searing searchlight, looking for him.  

Tom jumped behind those trashcans, only to find his friends huddled there. 

Frantically, they tried to hide, pulling trash over their heads hoping to be 

hidden by the garbage. The spotlight fell on Tom. "Come out where we can 

see you," said the voice behind the light. Tom stood up where he was, covered 

in garbage.  

"What are you doing?" said the voice.  

Tom stammered, "Nothing."  

The voice said, "I can't hear you. What are you doing?"  

Tom said, "Officer, I wasn't doing anything wrong; I saw the light, I ran, I 

knocked over these garbage cans. I'm sorry about the disturbance." The 

searchlight was beaming into his eyes, blinding him. He stood there in the 

light with nowhere to hide. Then the voice said, "I think I recognize you. 

Don't you live around the corner?" 

"Yes," he stammered. His heart was racing, and he thought to himself, "My 

life is ruined. If I don't get arrested for disturbing the peace, something worse 

will happen: this officer is going to tell my parents."  

But then the voice behind the light said something very unexpected. "Son, I'm 

not here to punish you; I'm here to protect you." As he stood before that 

searchlight, Tom says he caught a glimpse of what it means to stand before 
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Jesus, who is the Light of the World. There he was, fully exposed yet 

completely protected. He was fully revealed, yet free from unnecessary 

punishment. He stood hip-deep in garbage, yet cleaner than he had ever felt in 

his life, somehow cleansed by a light that cast no shadow. In that moment, he 

saw something of what it means to stand in the presence of Jesus Christ, who 

is full of truth and full of grace. 

"I am the light of the world," says Jesus. "Whoever follows me will never 

walk in darkness but will have the light of life." "The light shines in the 

darkness, and no darkness shall overcome it." Standing in the light of our 

savior, you never have to be afraid of the darkness again. Amen. 


