
 

THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD 
Isaiah 2:1-5; John 8:12-20 (Becky Douglass) 

Introduction  

One Christmas tradition which I have always loved has to do with lighting candles on 

Christmas Eve. If you have used an Advent wreath and lit the four candles on the four 

Sundays leading up to Christmas, you’ll know that there is sometimes a fifth candle, the 

Christ Candle which is lit on Christmas Eve.  Traditionally, this is done as part of a Christmas 

Eve service, often held at midnight. The lights of the church are all dimmed, and the Christ 

Candle is lit to represent the coming of Christ, the Light of the World, into the darkness of 

this world’s sin. Then, the Christ Candle is carried to the people sitting at the front of the 

church and is used to light candles which they have. They in turn light the candle of the 

person next to them and so on. Slowly the light from the Christ Candle spreads throughout 

the whole church, pushing back the darkness and filling the space with wonderful light. I’ve 

only been a part of this once with real candles – we’re too concerned about fire hazards 

these days! – but it was an amazing moment of joy in the coming of the light. In times past, 

when people lived within walking distance from the church, and candlelight was the main 

source of illumination, they would take this a step further by walking home with those lit 

candles and using them to light the candles in their own homes. I’ve read that you could see 

the light travelling out from the church, spreading the Christ light throughout the village. The 

light from those candles would burn throughout the Christmas celebrations in honour of 

Jesus, the Light of the World. 

The LIGHT in the Old Testament 

Throughout the Bible, light is used to signify God’s presence and the hope He brings. We 

see this first with the Israelites as they walked through the desert after escaping from Egypt. 

God led the way by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. When the Egyptians 

came after them, This pillar came between the Egyptians and Israelites to protect them. 

When the tabernacle was constructed, this pillar came to rest above the Tabernacle and 

God’s glorious light filled the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle. This was transferred to the 

Temple when it was built by Solomon. The light of the glory of God filled the Temple, 

signifying God’s presence and His blessing on His people. God’s presence was further 

demonstrated by the lighting of the Menorah, a special lamp in the Tabernacle and Temple. 

Later, when the Israelites turned away from God, and consistently rebelled against Him, 

Ezekiel writes about the departure of the light of God’s glory from the Temple soon before 

the final fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. 



But this removal of God’s light was never intended to be permanent. One of the famous 

passages from Isaiah about the Messiah talks of His coming by saying, “The people who 

walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on 

them has light shone.” (Isaiah 9:2) God would return to His people and bring light to their 

darkness. And in our reading this morning, He calls the Israelites to respond to this coming, 

saying, “O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD.” (Isaiah 2:9) When 

they do turn back to God and walk in His light, the passage we read talks of all the nations of 

the world coming to Jerusalem to learn from God. In the Old Testament, God is pictured as 

Israel’s light and through them, the light of the world. 

The LIGHT in the New Testament 

Towards the end of Jesus’ three years of ministry, John tells us about His trip to Jerusalem 

during the Feast of Tabernacles or Shelters. This is when the Israelites celebrated God’s 

provision for them in the wilderness after He had freed them from slavery in Egypt. It was 

also a time to thank God for His continuing provision through the yearly harvest. It was one 

of the three festivals each year when the Israelites would travel to Jerusalem to celebrate at 

the Temple. While there, they would live in shelters made of branches and greenery and 

would attend the Temple each day for the ceremonies of the festival. In the evenings, the 

Temple courtyard was lit by four enormous Menorahs – over 15 metres tall! - signifying the 

light of God’s presence. These were so bright that they lit up the whole city and there would 

be dancing and feasting in their light.  

It was in this setting that Jesus made His startling statement, “I am the light of the world. 

Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12) For 

the Israelites, God was the light. Anyone claiming to be the Light of the World was 

essentially claiming to be God. This is why the Pharisees react so strongly! They accuse 

Him of spreading lies about Himself – of having grandiose ideas about His own importance. 

Then Jesus stirs them up even more by talking about His Father, whom the Pharisees would 

have identified with God. Jesus was not just claiming to be a Prophet, or a Teacher, or a 

Holy Man – He was clearly claiming to be God, the one who brought light out of darkness 

and whose glory filled the Temple. The only reason why Jesus was not arrested and stoned 

to death for blasphemy immediately was that God didn’t want Him to be killed yet and in that 

way.  

The early writers of His story understood the importance of this picture of Jesus. John, 

especially, talks of this in his celebration of Jesus at the beginning of the Gospel of John 

where he says: 

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. …  The true light, which gives light to everyone, was 

coming into the world. (John 1:4,5,9) 

Once the light of the glory of God filled the Temple, assuring the Israelites of God’s presence 

and blessing. Now, the glory of God is revealed in the person of Jesus Christ who not only 

reveals God’s awesome presence, but also God’s love and justice, God’s salvation and 

reconciliation as never before. Jesus is now the Light of the World. 

The LIGHT today 

But God’s light wasn’t removed from the earth when Jesus went back to heaven. His light 

now shines in us, His people. As Paul explains in 2 Corinthians: 



6 For God, who said, “Let there be light in the darkness,” has made this light shine in 
our hearts so we could know the glory of God that is seen in the face of Jesus Christ. 
7 We now have this light shining in our hearts, but we ourselves are like fragile clay jars 
containing this great treasure. This makes it clear that our great power is from God, not 
from ourselves. (2 Corinthians 4:4-7) 

If we allow it, the light of God’s glory will fill us and bring light to our darkness. This light is 

Christ’s very presence in our hearts. We all have darkness in our hearts from sin. Maybe it is 

sinful things done to us, or the inevitable darkening effects of living in a sinful, broken world. 

Maybe it is darkness from sinful things that we have done and continue to do. We are often 

ashamed of the darkness in ourselves and try to hide it. But as God’s light of truth and love 

fill us, we can face the darkness with Him. He can heal the darkness caused by the sin, and 

bring His light to even the darkest corners of our lives. This is a part of the transformation 

that He brings as we turn to Him and accept His salvation. As we come to know Him more 

and more, the light of the knowledge of Him will change the way we live our own lives and, 

through us, begin to impact our world. 

Yes, even ordinary, sinful human beings like us can be carriers of the glorious light of God. 

Paul says that we are “like fragile clay jars containing this great treasure”. In his time, the 

ordinary people would light their homes with simple clay jars or lamps which would be filled 

with oil, with a wick to draw up the oil. The flame would burn the oil, producing their only 

source of light in the night. Wealthy people might have large decorative lamps, possibly even 

covered with gold or silver and imbedded with jewels to reflect the light. But the fancy lamps 

really didn’t shed any more light than the clay ones! You see, the power of a lamp is not in its 

decoration but in the flame that it holds. In the same way, the power of God’s light doesn’t 

come from us who are just ordinary clay jars with imperfections and wear and tear from 

much use. No, the power of the light to push back the darkness and transform our world 

comes from God himself as He lives in us. 

To bring the picture into our experience, what is most important about a candle, how it looks 

or how well it burns? I remember at one time it was very popular to shape candles into all 

kinds of shapes and then paint them. Some were quite elaborate figurines! But the problem 

was that while they were very pretty figurines, they were lousy candles! The minute you lit 

them, their shape and colour was ruined and because they were often made of cheap wax, 

they didn’t burn very well. They looked good, but they couldn’t carry any light. 

On the other hand, this is a very boring candle. But when it is lit, it does a very effective job 

of pushing back the darkness. We’ve lost power a couple of times recently and have been 

very glad for our candles which look very boring but burn very brightly. Many years ago, I 

came across a simple, one-sentence poem which has stuck with me through the years. 

Though I am  
      but dull wax  
           and dead wick,  
Lord,  
      Thou wilt light  
           my candle. (Luci Shaw, Listen to the Green) 

This what a candle is made for! The candle itself can’t push back the darkness, but when it is 
lit, its light can overcome even the blackest darkness.  

 



A few weeks ago, we read from Jesus’ words from the Sermon on the Mount. He said: 

“You are the light of the world … let your light shine before others, so that they may 

see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 

5:14,15) 

As we allow God’s light to shine in our hearts, and overcome the darkness within us, He is 

able to use us to spread His light in the world. Remember the candle-lighting ceremony I 

talked about at the beginning? Just as they took the lighted candles back to their homes and 

the light spread throughout the village, so we take God’s light with us everywhere we go. Not 

in our own power, but as Paul said, “our great power is from God, not from ourselves”. By 

His power, we have the privileged to carry God’s light into our world. 


