
John 1:1-9.14, 8:12-20 

Today’s reading from the Gospel according to John comes in two parts – the first one is 

the famous Prologue, the second one is an exchange Jesus had at the Feast of 

Tabernacles. Originally he went there in secret, trying to avoid the public eye, as there 

was a lot of division over him and what needs to happen to him. Very quickly he started 

teaching in the temple though, led the judgment of the woman caught in adultery (the one 

where he says to her accusers to throw a stone if they hadn’t sinned themselves) and then 

he says he is the light of the world, judging no one.  

The setting of the festival is very telling. The Festival of Booths was the one to remind 

the people of Israel of their journey through the desert where they lived in tents and were 

led by God – by a fiery pillar by night and a cloud by day. God gave them protection then 

during the hot day and a light showing the way at night. This week-long festival 

reminded the Jews that they were freed from slavery by God and then led by Him in the 

wilderness. God was their freedom bringer, guide and shepherd.  

I have never seen it myself but apparently the festival was a sight to behold. Jews sitting 

in their tents, surrounded by light. Spill the Beans materials explain: ‘The feast takes 

place on the fifteenth day of the seventh month. It is the time of year that, as the sun is 

setting the moon is rising so that there is never a time when there is not a light in the sky. 

As the Jews sat in their tents during the feast, they remembered the light was always with 

them, the fiery pillar, the light in the sky, the guidance of God in the wilderness, always 

there for them in the place where they had no map or experience.’ But there was more: 

‘There were four great lamp stands each holding four bowls filled with oil, the wicks 

being made from garments of the priests. And these lamps would burn all night, bright 

and orange reflected across the white stone of the temple. Indeed, for the whole feast 

these lamps would burn: a whole seven days and nights mixed with music and singing in 

the courts of the temple where crowds would gather to watch and take part. The light 

would reflect off the gates and walls and could be seen for miles around the city. It would 

have been a spectacular sight.’
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During this Festival of Light Jesus says that he is the light of the world. ‘Whoever 

follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’ It was an 

outrageous claim at the time but it’s a comforting one for us – Jesus says he is God, the 

Way, the Truth, the Life. We know it. But do we need the light? 

Darkness in the wilderness is all-encompassing. It’s pitch dark unless there are stars in 

the sky. It’s so hard for us to understand as we are surrounded by lights – street lights, 

flickering lights of our alarm clocks, computers and microwaves, lights that automatically 

come on the moment we set foot outside our door. We don’t know darkness – even if 

electricity goes off, we have generators, candles and torches to help us out. We don’t 

know true darkness.  
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And yet in so many ways we do. 

We do see the darkness of the world around us – poverty, greed, wars, walls of division 

between people, treachery, illness, gangs, drugs, terrorism, senseless stabbings. The list 

goes on. We do see and recognize that darkness – and we are afraid because the light is 

difficult to see. 

Today is the day of Epiphany, sometimes known as Little Christmas – a day to celebrate 

the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Incarnation means embodiment, taking on flesh, the fact 

that God was born as a human baby and became one of us. Verse 14 of the first chapter of 

John calls it Word which made his dwelling among us. The Message translation has it as 

the Word which moved into the neighbourhood. We can also say – pitched tent among us. 

Came to stay.  

Karyn Wiseman in her commentary on the first chapter of John points out how difficult 

this message might be in today’s world. She says: ‘Dealing with embodied issues can 

often be problematic in our culture. Womens’ and young girls’ bodies are objectified on a 

daily basis. Vulnerable persons are abused and exploited physically and sexually. Men 

and boys are taught to be tough and that their physical strength is their greatest asset. We 

live in a society obsessed with the physical beauty and attributes of celebrities -- even 

with pseudo-celebrities who are only famous for being famous. Negative obsession with 

the flesh, sex, gender, and sexuality issues by some in the church has reached epic 

proportions. Often these fleshly obsessions are hard to understand and cause significant 

pain, division, and confusion.’
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And yet she rightly claims that God’s incarnation – becoming a human, one of us – is the 

best news of all. It reclaims the world and our bodies as good – created by God and 

worthy of God inhabiting them. There’s no shame or evil in them of themselves – they’re 

good creations of a good and loving God.  

God’s embodiment in flesh means also that God who comes to pitch his tent among us 

doesn’t ignore the darkness we live in but comes alongside us to be with us in the midst 

of it and to transform it from the inside out. God in Jesus came to be the light of the world 

right in the very centre of it – in the mess of our daily living.  

So the real question Christmas poses is not whether we ate or spent too much but how we 

are going to enflesh the love that came to the world in our lives. The Rev. William 

McCord Thigpen, III writes: ‘the real struggle for the soul of Christmas is allowing Jesus, 

the "Word made flesh," "God made flesh," to be genuinely enfleshed in us, enfleshed in 

our hearts and minds and hands, enfleshed in our relationships and in our care for the 

stranger, for the jobless, for the homeless, for those in any need or trouble, enfleshed in 

our struggle for justice and peace among all people.’
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As we celebrate God’s incarnation, may we come to embody love, light and life of God 

more and more with every day. Amen.  


