
John Chapter 1 v 1-14, Light into Darkness. Wade Street, 25 November 2018, 11.00am 

I’m not good at quizzes - unless I’m setting them! – so, here’s a typical Quiz Q for you: 
Which book starts with the sentence ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged that a man in 
possession of a large fortune must be in want of a wife”? P&P Jane Austen. Some people 
have a great store of beginnings of books in their heads. 

Or you may, like me, know the first 2 lines of a number of poems: “Loveliest of trees, the 
cherry now is hung with bloom along the bough”…… “A cold coming we had of it, just the 
worst time of the year for a journey”, but fail to recall the rest of it. You can tell me the 
origin of those later, if you like. [A. E.Housman];  [TS Eliot – The journey of the Magi] 

In the same way, a good number of people, whether or not they’re familiar with the Bible, 
will recognise the start of John’s Gospel: In the beginning was the Word …… and that 
might be as far as it goes, especially as the rest of the passage, at least at first glance, 
sounds fairly complicated. 

This passage that Helena read to us is, as I’m sure you know, part of the Prologue to the 
Gospel, where John introduces his themes. 

And it’s a brilliant introduction, deliberately matching the equally familiar start of the Old 
Testament: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’. The theologian FF 
Bruce says that the Hebrew Bible begins with the ‘old’ creation and John’s Gospel 
introduces the story of the new creation. “In both works of creation (he says) the agent 
(the one who makes it happen) is the Word of God.”  

Have a look (slide) at Genesis 1 v3-5 and John 1 v3-5. (Of course neither was originally 
written in verses.)  I hope you can see the parallels. 

God created – he said, and it was/the Word created (through him all things were made). 
God brought light (and, if we read on, life) into darkness / the Word brought life and light 
into darkness. 

Look how often each passage uses light and contrasts it with darkness. It’s a striking 
comparison with Genesis that would have gripped John’s Jewish readers. 

There’s enough in this passage for many sermons but this morning I want to make 3 main 
points about Jesus: 

First, Jesus is the Eternal Word   

John says (v1, 2) that when God created, the Word was there too, from the beginning, 
and was part of the creation process.  

We are familiar with the language, but many of John’s first readers would have wondered 
who or what he was talking about. The first clear statement of who is meant by the Word 
comes in verse 14: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have 
seen his glory, the glory of the one and only (Son), who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth. Now, if you’ve got a Bible open, look on to 2nd part of v17 (which we 
didn’t read): Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  John has said it at last, the 
Word is Jesus! 

So why didn’t he say so in the first place?!  I suggest he was preparing the ground – 
starting from where his readers were. 



For his Jewish readers, as we’ve seen, he’s making the connection with the beginning of 
the Bible that they know so well. God said ... and it happened. The writer of Genesis uses 
a familiar human action to convey God’s work in Creation. And throughout the OT the 
word is used to indicate God in action, e.g. Ps 33 v6 ‘By the word of the Lord the 
heavens were made; Ps 107 v20: he sent out his word and healed them; Isa 55 v11 ‘My 
word ….will not return to me empty but will accomplish what I desire’. 

So John calls Jesus the Word, indicating that Jesus pre-existed with God (not in human 
form but in Spirit) and that he was God’s agent in Creation: through Him all things were 
made. So here, at the very start of the Gospel, we have the clearest possible statement 
that Jesus shares the nature of God: v1 again: The Word was with God and the Word 
was God.  

So this is a really important text in defining what we believe about Jesus. There are many 
religious groups that acknowledge Jesus as a prophet or teacher or holy man, from 
Baha’is to Unitarians and very many in between. They hold Jesus in very high esteem but 
they don’t see him as God. These are genuinely-held views. I had a Christadelphian 
colleague with whom I had many discussions about faith: for him, the Bible is central and 
study of it is intensive; he believes that Jesus is God’s Son, but not pre-existing, not part 
of a Trinity. In our sharing of the Gospel, and in our discussions with people who hold 
different beliefs, we need to know why we do believe Jesus to be God – and this passage 
is key. 

As well as for fellow Jews, John is writing for a Greek readership, who would be familiar 
with the idea of the ‘logos’ (which is here translated as ‘word’) but which would have 
meant more than that to the Greeks. According to Britannica.com, it meant “the divine 
reason implicit in the cosmos, ordering it and giving it form and meaning” – so up there 
with God really! But John’s intention is to point his readers beyond an abstract idea to the 
person of Jesus: that same Word, the Logos, God’s own Son, says John in v14, was born 
as a human baby and actually lived in Palestine. 

John is making it clear who Jesus is to 2 distinct groups of people. But why does he 
bother? The clue is near the end of his account, Chap 20 v31: “These (things) are written 
that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing 
you may have life in his name”. John wasn’t just writing a historical account for general 
interest, he was introducing people to Jesus so that they would put their trust in him. 

So, as we explain who Jesus is/share our stories, we also need to remember our purpose 
and, like John, start where people are. To Muslims he’s a prophet – that’s a good start. 
But to your next door neighbour, Jesus might be in the same category as Father 
Christmas or the Pied Piper, so we need to start by establishing that he’s a historical 
character (Alpha/Xtnty Explored helpful here). Then we can go on to introduce him as the 
one who wants to know them personally 

Tom Wright says that the theme of John’s gospel is “If you want to know who the true God 
is, look long and hard at Jesus”.  And that’s because he is the eternal Word.  

(Incidentally, v. glad that Jesus the Word is more reliable than the Word program – and 
me. I lost half of this sermon on Friday and couldn’t get it back. Clearly he is able to save 
– and I am not!)  



Secondly, Jesus is the True Light 

We love our festivals of light, not just here but across the world. Some of you will have 
seen the houses lit for Diwali a few weeks ago, it will soon be the Jewish festival of 
Hanukkah and it won’t be long before we have the chance to love - or hate- the way local 
houses are lit for Christmas. 

Pictures of Diwali, Hanukkah (commemorating the Jewish story of the cruse of pure oil 
which miraculously went on burning in the Temple for 8 days), Chinese Lantern festival, 
Japanese Winter Illuminations festival. 
 

We’re all attracted to light. The Gospel of John has more references to light than any other 
NT book. It’s a great metaphor for Jesus. 

v.5 John says, The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it. My 
youngest granddaughter likes to have her bedroom door open so that she can see the 
landing light; it makes her feel safe. Tatsam Mukherjee (who put those light pics on the 
web) says that seeing the diya lamps lit in the living room each year, with all the lights 
switched off, was when the power of light conquering darkness, really dawned on her. 
Light always trumps darkness. It’s a bit like playing stone, paper, scissors with light and 
dark – the light always wins! We know that even the darkness of the cross failed to 
extinguish the light because God brought Jesus back to life in victory over the darkness of 
death. 

But some lights are more effective than others. In our early camping days we had fairly 
feeble gaz lights; when we got more sophisticated we had an electric strip light run off the 
car battery – that seemed amazing. But one night in W. Wales in August 1983 we were all 
fast asleep in the tent when suddenly the whole sky was lit up – it was like broad daylight! 
Simultaneously, everyone on the camp site leapt out of their tents and we stood in 
amazement, gradually realising that, sadly, we were looking at an oil refinery fire at Milford 
Haven, which had started in the day but had suddenly exploded into life at night. (It 
burned for 60 hours; thankfully no-one was killed.) It’s an experience I won’t forget.  

The coming of Jesus was not just ‘a candle in the darkness’ but, as William Barclay writes, 
‘like a blaze of light’. 

Because, as John says in v 9, Jesus is the true light. 

There are many lights that we could follow today. Most religions and philosophies aim to 
shed light and to make people’s lives better, but they are not the true Light, because 
that’s Jesus.  

It’s not certain what John means when he says ‘the true light that gives light to everyone 
was coming into the world’ (v9). We know that there is light for everyone in the sense that 
all that’s good comes from God – and all people benefit from that. Then there is the 
general revelation that Paul talks about in Romans 1, where he says that what can be 
known about God is plain for all to see, especially in Creation (as we heard earlier) and 
therefore people are without excuse. In other words, we all have enough light to know 
right from wrong.  



But there is the further sense (and perhaps what is meant here) in which the light of Jesus 
is on offer to everyone, but not everyone accepts. At this time of year, and in the current 
economic climate, special offers are coming at us from every possible source – on TV, to 
our inboxes, in online ads, through the post etc. – and we have a choice to take them up 
or bin them. The light is for everyone, says John, but you have a choice. In chap 3 v19, 20 
he says that light has come into the world but people loved darkness because of the fear 
that their deeds would be exposed. Not everyone welcomes light. 

Just as the darkness was dispelled by the Word at the first Creation, so Jesus came to 
dispel the darkness by bringing in a new creation and by challenging the darkness that 
existed in the world, and this was one of the factors that led to his death. In chapter 2, 
John writes about Jesus clearing the temple courts because of the corruption he found 
there. Today there are those who challenge darkness and pay the ultimate price, including 
journalists and politicians in some parts of the world; doctors and aid workers in war zones 
risk their lives; others risk their jobs by reporting abuse; whistleblowers in the workplace 
are often vilified. Speaking out against injustice is never comfortable. Are we, as the 
followers of the true Light, prepared to challenge the darkness of injustice in our society or 
the idle talk that maligns whole groups of people because they are different from us? 

In some places in the world there is a deep darkness and Christians need great courage. 
On the front of this autumn’s Tear Fund prayer diary it says, “The darkness is passing and 
the true light is already shining”. It focuses on Honduras, where there is a culture of 
violence and drug-trafficking, corruption and injustice. We are asked to pray that the 
church in Honduras will be a shining beacon of light, and for their protection and strength, 
so that they can continue their life-changing work in Jesus’ name. 

There are certainly dark places in the world where people are afraid for their lives. For us 
here, the darkness is often inside ourselves. If that’s a health issue (or triggered by abuse) 
we can commit that to God but it’s important that we ask for professional help. But if our 
darkness is caused by our own behaviour, by our refusal to forgive, by hanging on to 
things that have no place in our lives, then we need to allow Jesus to shine his light and 
transform us from the inside.  

I’m well aware that many of us experience the darkness of loss or loneliness, of pain or 
rejection – and that often lasts a long time. But the One who says, I am with you always, is 
also the light in our darkness and will walk alongside us in our trouble – and give us others 
to support us.  

The light of Jesus is for everyone who will allow him into their lives.  

There was another reason for John talking about the true light.  

In v 6-8 he talks about John the Baptist, who was sent by God to call people to 
repentance and to prepare the way for Jesus. 

John the gospel writer spends a lot of this first chapter emphasising that John the Baptist 
was not the light, but a witness to it. John’s purpose, he says in v7, is that people will 
believe in Jesus. He backs this up in the rest of the chapter, and again in chapter 3, by 
noting how regularly John himself insisted that he was not the Messiah and pointed 
people to Jesus. John the Baptist even likens himself to what we would call the ‘best man’ 
at a wedding (Chap 3 v29) who attends and waits for the bridegroom, and he points out 



that the bride belongs to the bridegroom. He was not trying to usurp Jesus, but to prepare 
for him. A best man at a wedding is charged with making preparations, but he’s not 
expected to upstage the bridegroom or run off with the bride (though it’s probably 
happened somewhere!….) Our son-in-law’s best man took the opportunity in his speech 
to advertise for a wife - though the length of the speech probably didn’t improve his 
chances! (Now happily married!) John was a reliable witness, but he was not the light. 

The true light, says John, was coming into the world. John really labours this point, even 
repeats himself.  But there was good reason. It appears that there were those who 
continued to follow John and claim that he, not Jesus, was the light, the Messiah. (We 
know from Acts 19 that there were those in Ephesus who had only received John’s 
baptism.) John was making sure that no-one who read his gospel could be misled.  

As Christians we can get so caught up in what we do – all good and useful - that we can 
forget to let people know that it’s all about Jesus. Like John, we are first and foremost 
witnesses to him.  

And there’s a message here about who we follow. Christian leaders and teachers and 
even song writers can be great sources of inspiration. But they are not the people we are 
to follow. They, like us, are fallible human beings and ultimately they are bound to 
disappoint us. Sadly, there have been charismatic (small c!) leaders over the years, often 
in Mega Churches, who have encouraged a cult-like following, have let success go to their 
heads and behaved in ways that are not worthy of Jesus - and turned many people away 
from Him. Last week in Shine, the children were learning the importance of keeping their 
eyes fixed on Jesus. If we look at other people instead we might stray off the path. Jesus 
is the true light. 

Finally, Jesus is the Giver of Life 

 v 4 In him was life – and, as John explains in v 12-13, that life is ours for the asking: 
‘to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become God’s 
children’. While we are naturally God’s children through creation, John says that we need 
a new birth - one that’s spiritual rather than biological - through Jesus. It’s what Jesus was 
explaining to the somewhat confused Nicodemus in Chapter 3, when he said, you must be 
born again. John says that it’s only by believing that the eternal Word came as a 
vulnerable human being to live and die for us, and by receiving him into our lives, that we 
can come into a real relationship with God as his child. The simplicity of this invitation is 
striking in a complex passage: To as many as received him – that’s all. Like opening a 
door and saying ‘Come in’: We sometimes make it sound too complicated, too exclusive. 
Just receive him, says John, and you will be God’s child, part of his kingdom. 

vs 9-13 contain the Good News and the Bad News!  

First the Good news: v 9 Jesus came with the offer of life and light to everyone. 

Bad News: v 10, 11– though the world was made through him, it didn’t recognise him. 
Despite the wonders of the natural world, the amazing order of the universe (that we saw 
earlier) people did not – and still do not – recognise the Word, the Creator of it all. He 
came as the promised Messiah to his own nation - but they were looking for the wrong 
kind of Messiah – and so they didn’t receive him. The beginning of v11 can be translated 
as ‘he came home’. Leon Morris notes that the use of this very personal phrase highlights 



the tragedy of his rejection. Imagine going home to your own family and being turned 
away! 

Charles Causeley portrays the act of rejection through the eyes of Jesus in his sonnet,  

I am the Great Sun (He could equally have said, I am the light): 

I am the great sun, but you do not see me,  
  I am your husband, but you turn away.  
I am the captive, but you do not free me,  
  I am the captain but you will not obey.  
I am the truth, but you will not believe me,  
  I am the city where you will not stay.  
I am your wife, your child, but you will leave me,  
  I am that God to whom you will not pray.  
I am your counsel, but you will not hear me,  
  I am your lover whom you will betray.  
I am the victor, but you do not cheer me,  
  I am the holy dove whom you will slay.  
I am your life, but if you will not name me,  
  Seal up your soul with tears, and never blame me. 

But there is Good News again in v12: there were some who did receive him, who did 
believe – and those were the ones to whom he gave life, the power to become God’s 
children. 

Nikki Goodrick, writing about St Augustine, says, ‘It is here, in John 1, that Augustine truly 
finds his saviour. This is the Jesus Christ that his soul has yearned for, the Logos, the 
Light, the Truth and the Way’.  Augustine himself wrote, "Our Life himself came down into 
this world and took away our death ..... we might have thought that your Word was far 
distant from (us), and so we might have despaired of ourselves, if he had not been made 
flesh and come to dwell among us"  

So, God comes to us in Jesus - as the Word, so that we can hear him, as the Light so that 
we can see him and help him to challenge the darkness, and as the Life so that we can 
experience life to the full.  

I have been overwhelmed as I’ve thought about this chapter –- and it’s only the first half 
page of John’s writing! While it’s just an introduction, it summarises the whole story of God 
and us from Creation to Redemption. I want to say, you’ve heard the trailer – now read the 
book! But more importantly, this book was written that you and I and the whole world 
might believe - so through it let Jesus show you who he is, and receive the life that he 
offers you.  Amen 

        Hazel Rendle, November 2018 

 

 

 

 


