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Isaiah 9:2-7 Titus 2:11-14 
Psalm 96 Luke 2:1-15 

It is believed that the date of Christ’s birth, Christmas, was purposely scheduled 

by the early church to take place shortly after the winter solstice, December 21, and to 

compete, if you will, with a pagan holiday. We really do not know when Jesus was born, 

although many believe that December 25 was not the real date, for shepherds would 

not have been out in the fields at that time the year. One commonly held idea is that the 

church “Christianized” a pagan festival in the Roman Empire. The Roman festival 

celebrated the days getting longer. The winter solstice marks the turning point from 

when the days are getting shorter to the days now becoming longer. The Roman festival 

celebrated the birthday of the Sun on December 25. They would light fires. Some 

Christians took part in this festivity and so church leaders resolved that the birth of 

Christ should be celebrated on that date to Christianize that pagan holiday. 

Light is an important part of our Christmas celebration. Since Thanksgiving, and 

even before, people have been hanging lights on their homes and trees. Some people 

can really get into it with huge displays that seem to move and dance with music. Every 

year after the Christmas Eve worship it has been a tradition for our family to drive down 

the streets in the Country Club Neighborhood, on Stratford Avenue and Bradfield Drive, 

lined with luminaries even though I am rushed to get home and open my presents! Last 

year we began a tradition of luminaries around the church. I hope that is one we can 

continue for some time. It is a real Christmas treat to see sidewalks line with the lights of 

luminaries. 

Of course our use of light at Christmas time is of a more decorative desire, not a 

desire to illume the darkness for security purposes. We illuminate the darkness all year 
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because we try to avoid the darkness. We do not like to walk down dark streets or to be 

in dark buildings. I don’t like to come to the church here at night when I am by myself. 

This can be a spooky building at night! We illuminate our streets, our homes, our 

businesses, and our parking lots. As a child growing up on that farm in Iowa, you saw 

very few lights on the horizon. But today, every farm place has one light—or even more 

lights--burning all night. We avoid the dark. We want to overcome the darkness with 

light. 

Darkness is a metaphor that we find in our reading from Isaiah. Here the prophet 

Isaiah wrote, “The people who have walked in darkness have seen a great light; those 

who lived in a land of deep darkness—on them light has shined.” When Isaiah wrote 

these words it was a time of darkness for Judea. The nations around them were 

jockeying for power and supremacy, creating various alliances. King Ahaz of Judea 

found himself between a rock and a hard space. Ahaz knew he needed to make some 

kind of political alliance, but with whom? Ahaz finally decided to join Assyria, even 

though God, through the prophet Isaiah, had counseled him not to do so. Ahaz emptied 

the treasures of the Temple and palace to appease the Assyrians. They were now 

under oppressive Assyrian rule. The Judeans continued to pay tribute to the Assyrians. 

Many of the population were deported to Assyria. It was a time of gloom and doom, a 

time of deep darkness. 

Fast forward to today. It is still a time of deep darkness, is it not. Alliances are 

being formed again in the Middle East. Now, it also involves the United States! Russia 

and Iran are in an alliance with Syrian President al-Assad while we are supporting the 

Syrian rebels. The terrorism of the Middle East and from the Middle-East continues to 
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frighten us: the beheading of Westerners, the downing of the Russian plane over the 

Sinai, killing all 224 people, the innocent killing of 130 lives in Paris. There are plenty of 

other things that frighten us. Climate change is a serious problem. Some species are 

nearing extinction because of the climate change. Droughts, floods, and other natural 

disasters are becoming more severe. There is the violence in our own land. All of the 

mass shootings: the killing of twenty children and six adults at Sandy Hook Elementary 

School in Newton, Connecticut; killing three people killed at a Planned Parenthood clinic 

in Colorado Springs, Colorado, Colorado, and then fourteen people killed in San 

Bernardino, California. When the prophet Isaiah wrote about the garments rolled in 

blood, those words still hold true today. We have seen too much bloodshed. 

Each of us may have our own personal darkness: a chronic illness, a terminal 

diagnosis, divorce, financial ruin, bankruptcy, underemployment, a possible layoff, a 

dead-end job. You don’t need me to remind you of the darkness in the world and in your 

own lives. 

We come on Christmas Eve to be reminded once again that the darkness cannot 

overcome the light. The gospel of John does not include any birth narratives. Rather, 

John in his prologue describes the coming of Jesus as the Word becoming flesh. This 

Word—capital “W”—is Jesus. Jesus Christ is the light of all people. John wrote, “the 

light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. Theologian Robert 

Alden writes "There is not enough darkness in all the world to put out the light of even 

one small candle." Think about that. There is no amount of darkness that can overcome 

even a small candle; that can put out even the smallest of candles! The farthest star we 

can see without any great difficulty is the star Deneb, which is located 1,550 light years 
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away from the Earth. When you think that light can travel at a distance of about 186,000 

miles per second, that is a “fur piece.” The light is traveling 186,000 miles a second, and 

it takes 1,500 years for that light to reach our planet. Think of all the darkness it travels 

through. But all that darkness cannot overcome it! We can see it 

J. Barrie Shepherd, of Swarthmore Presbyterian Church, tells of a time when 

Christ came to him in his darkness. He wrote:  

Some seven years ago now I flew out into darkness. It was Boxing Day [in 
Scotland], the day after Christmas Day, and three days after the death of 
my mother. As the jumbo jet headed out across the Atlantic, the early 
winter evening settled in, shades were drawn down on the cabin windows, 
and I was alone with memories and thoughts of all that lay ahead. In the 
darkest hour of that sleepless night I raised the blind an inch or so to see 
what I could see...and there was light, the great rippling, towering curtain 
of the Northern Lights - Aurora Borealis - spread as far as eye could see 
and changing, ever changing in intensity, color and shape. I was 
spellbound, enchanted, watching until the light of dawn crept in and took 
its place. I had seen the Northern Lights before, they are not that rare in 
Scotland, but had never known their healing power, their life-giving, life-
affirming, life-renewing gift until that one impulsive moment - or was it 
providential -when I raised the blind and saw the light, God's light. In the 
words of John's gospel:  

Jesus is the light of the world. No amount of darkness can overcome the light. "In 

him was life, and the life was the light of all. The light shines in the darkness, and the 

darkness has not overcome it." 

Glory to God in the highest  
and peace to God’s people on earth! Amen. 


