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                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Jesus Christ is born! We celebrated that fact only 16 days ago. But, as usual, we 
have moved quickly past Christmas. Yet according to the church’s liturgical 
calendar, this is the third Sunday in Christmastide - the first Sunday of Epiphany – 
epiphany meaning “an appearance” - a coming to light. 
    That is in part why we are addressing this passage from the first chapter in 
John’s Gospel. John is introducing the ‘appearance’ of Jesus to the world, but not 
in the same way as Matthew and Luke do in their writings. Luke tells the charming 
story of the nativity – the angels and the shepherds we so love. Historically 
speaking, the wise men arrive a couple of years after the birth of Jesus, but we 
have the quaint custom of including them in the nativity scene. 
    But the gospel writer, John has Jesus introduced to the world by John the 
Baptist. John the Baptist is introduced to us as - a witness. John is not the light 
that enlightens the world, but serves as a witness to the light – to the appearance. 
    Note a couple of things we can learn from these first verses of John’s Gospel. 
First, as Jesus begins his ministry, his identity is not self-evident. Some – maybe 
most – people looked at him and saw not ‘the light of the world,’ but rather just 
another wandering rabbi. In fact, “He came unto his own and his own received 
him not,” writes John. 
    Also note that Jesus does not come right out and proclaim his true identity as 
the Son of God, the light of the world. Rather, he just goes to work healing, 
teaching and blessing, as if people will eventually see what he does - THEN, on the 
basis of his work, figure out who he is. But most importantly for our purposes, 
from the first, Jesus needs someone else to point to him – to testify as to his 
identity. From the very first, someone like John the Baptist is needed to direct the 
attention toward Jesus and to say to a darkened world, “Here… here is the true 
light that enlightens the whole world.” 
    Of course, we know the way Jesus works. From the first - in ALL the gospels – he 
calls ordinary women and men not only to follow him, but also to represent him 
to a world that doesn’t immediately know who he is.  Jesus was a teacher and a 
preacher, but he was also a delegator who commissioned others, from the very 
first of his ministry to declare his identity. Thus, John the Baptist is a forerunner.   
It is as if we cannot get to Jesus in any of the gospels except through him.  John 
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the Baptist is presented as the first to look at Jesus, and even before Jesus says or 
does anything, John sees and declares who this man of God really is. 
    And yet John goes beyond merely personal recognition; he doesn’t simply offer 
an introduction. John becomes a witness. He proclaims to anyone who will listen, 
“Here, in this young rabbi from Nazareth, is the long-awaited, desperately needed 
light of the world!”  As the Fourth Gospel puts it, John the Baptist was not the 
light, but rather a witness to the light. So it’s right here, with John the Baptist, 
that you and I enter the story of Jesus. Why? Because you and I are also called to 
be witnesses to the light – to his appearance. 
     A witness doesn’t concoct a story and add to the significance of some event.  A 
witness simply testifies as to what has been seen and heard; yet for others to also 
see and hear, a witness is required.  And that is precisely where we come in. 
In our own time, each of us in our own way, are called to be witnesses to the light 
of the world. We are not the lights to the world either; we merely reflect the light. 
What is our main job? Simply to tell what we have seen and heard of the light. So 
in that sense, John the Baptist is not only the forerunner of Christ, but the 
forerunner of all of us here this morning. 
    Who is a Christian? Well, not necessarily someone who is courageous, 
theologically astute, a Biblical scholar - someone living a perfect life (as if any of 
us ever could.) In the light of this morning’s good news, a Christian is a witness; a 
Christian is someone who dares to show and declare, in deed and word, the 
identity of Jesus. 
    The word “witness” comes from the Greek word for martyr. Before the word 
martyr took on the connotation of someone who died for the faith, it simply 
meant someone who testifies to the faith. Yet the witness has little significance in 
him or herself. Rather the witness is that one who points beyond oneself toward 
Jesus. 
    Perhaps we might be tempted to offer the excuse that we are not good with 
words, that we are shy and basically timid about talking about our faith. Well … 
okay. God can still use us just as we are. Our lives can still be a witness to Christ. 
    However at some point, each of us has had and will continue to have the 
opportunity to say on what basis our lives are as they are: Namely that we owe 
our lives and the shape of the way we live our lives to Christ.  So that means that 
in some way or other, the light of the world has shined on us. 
    I’ve come to think that why so many contemporary Christians are reluctant to 
witness to their faith in Christ is the problem of cultural relativism. Modern 
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sciences like anthropology and sociology hold that various cultures have an 
integrity of their own and we are to be tolerant and respectful of each. 
    Sadly, we know from history that the church has too many times been guilty of 
pushing our given culture as if that culture was itself the gospel. Thus some 
missions and missionaries promoted Western ways and values as a part of the 
package of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In some of our missions we have ‘ridden in 
on the coattails’ of what might have been Western Imperialism, devastating 
entire cultures that stood in the way. 
    In response to that error, some now argue that we ought NOT intrude on 
someone else’s culture by attempting to convert, promote or even welcome 
others to the Christian faith. In a good part of our society “culture” has become 
much more important and sanctified than religion. It now seems it is fair to 
criticize someone else’s religion, as is often done. But it is considered out of 
bounds and ‘politically incorrect’ to criticize someone else’s culture. So now once 
someone says, “Well, this is my culture,” discussion ends. 
    As writer George Lindbeck has argued, Christianity is itself a culture with its 
own distinctive language, practices, dress and habits. To become a Christian is to 
be initiated into a particular kind of culture. Admittedly, that Christian culture 
may be at odds with one’s native culture; yet there may be advantages to that 
factor. For example, as we know from our not too distant history, a great deal of 
the segregationist, racist culture was obliterated because of the message and 
efforts of the Christian church. Sure, there are still pockets of racism and injustice, 
but Christian culture with its emphasis on justice and inclusion is still on course to 
dispel them.  And we can thank God for that. 
    For eons of time women were considered to be second class citizens, having 
few if any rights in male-dominated societies. Then the culture of the church 
came to terms with its own teachings that, “… in Christ Jesus you are all children 
of God through faith….There is no longer… male and female; for all of you are one 
in Christ Jesus.”  Now women serve in all offices of the church: deacon, ruling 
elder and teaching elder. And we can thank God for that. 
    Not all cultures are of equal value. Christianity has shown a genius for adapting 
itself to a wide diversity of cultural expressions. However, there is no denying that 
Christianity always brings with it a collision of cultures. Things are gained and 
things are lost. And this means that it is not enough to simply say, “Well, you have 
your culture and I have mine; who am I to question you?” - then turn our backs 
and walk away without engaging with the other person. Cultures are always 
colliding with one another. Each day, each of us moves easily between any 
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number of cultures, with Christianity being one of them. So does that mean we 
are to reserve the witness of our Christian faith for Sunday’s only, or when around 
other Christians only?  
    We Christians may have quite an argument among ourselves about which 
expressions of the Gospel are absolutely essential and unique to Christianity. That 
in part is why we have so many Christian denominations. We Presbyterians would 
affirm that our faith is “reformed and always reforming.” Constant debate is 
welcome here as we continually ask ourselves, “Can we accept this particular 
cultural expression as our own or not?” 
    However, to be a Christian means to be someone who witnesses to that culture 
which says that Christianity is the true faith. We are the ones who believe that we 
worship the One who is ‘the light of the world,’ and it is through this Light that all 
cultures find their best fulfillment. 
    I fear this witness is difficult for us, not because we are part of the African 
American culture, the Southern U. S. culture, or the North American culture. It 
think our Christian witness is difficult for us because most of us, whatever our 
race or nationality, are generally baptized into the culture of materialism and 
consumerism, and we find it very difficult to image any culture more powerful 
than that. However I believe it is a claim of Christian faith that these cultures – 
materialism and consumerism – are cultures which are to be overcome, 
conquered in baptism. 
    As far as I can tell, the greatest adversary to the gospel is not that we speak 
many different languages. It is not that we live in many different regions. But 
rather that many of us are rich – at least rich by the world’s standards; whereas 
the gospel of Christ seems tilted toward those who are poor, in all the senses of 
that word. We North American, Western Christians have much to repent of 
because our past unfaithful attempts to coerce other into believing in Christ. We 
are not permitted to do that, not because we believe in tolerance or because we 
believe all cultures are equal; but because the gospel of Jesus itself does not 
permit us violence or coercion. Too often in the past we have tied the faith to our 
culture and values. Thus we expected all converts to look like us, act like us, to 
dress like us, to worship like us, to sing our songs of faith, to behave like us, and 
adopt all the trappings of our Christian culture. But our scriptures never said, 
“…we are the way, the truth and the life.” Rather it says, he – Jesus, “… is the way, 
the truth and the life.” He is the light, and our call is to witness to that light – to 
share and tell in deed and word in the simplest and purest way possible. 
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      I often hear Christians say that they do not know how to witness. There is 
nothing further from the truth, for if witnessing is simply telling what we have 
seen and heard there is no shortage of witnesses among us. I have been in Florida 
for about 25 years and from day one I have met one witness after another for the 
Florida Gators and the Florida State Seminoles. Thousands upon thousands could 
tell me and have told me the latest news from Tallahassee or from the 
Gainesville’s Florida Nation. Of course same could be said about the Dolphins, the 
Bucs, the Panthers, the Buckeyes, the Falcons and an endless list of fan favorites. 
Witnesses abound, and they wear shirts and hats and put flags on their cars that 
openly declare what they have seen and heard – what they value. Wouldn’t it be 
wonderful if we got half as excited and informed about our faith as we do about 
our favorite teams? 
     It’s rather intriguing that in the Gospel of John Jesus eventually says, “I am the 
light of the world.” Yet, in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus turning to his followers 
says, “You are the light of the world.” So which is it? Is Jesus the light of the world 
or are we the lights? In a way, today’s gospel implies that it is both. Jesus is the 
light of the world, and yet, like John the Baptist, we too are called to be 
witnesses. 
    It is the intended nature of our Christian faith to want to share its joy with 
whoever will listen.  Of course, Christianity is not unique in this regard. As 
Christians it is fine to be intensely curious about the faith claims of others. We 
ought to be open to listening to them, both in order to understand our neighbors 
better, and to understand ourselves all the more. 
    However at some point we are to long for the opportunity to witness, in deed 
and word, to the truth that we have found; or more properly, the truth that has 
found us in Christ.  For “Here … here is the true light that enlightens the world.” 
So … Go Jesus!   Amen.    
 
  
 
 
 
 


