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[bookmark: _Hlk191395563]“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 1:2, NRSVUE) (2) Amen.
Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to each and every one of you out there in the pews and on the conference call. I am glad that you are here, and I must say that it is a blessing to be up here with you all on this first Sunday of 2026! As a matter of fact, it is also a blessing to still have all of our Christmas decorations up. Now, of course, we aren’t just lazy because we haven’t taken them down yet. We are just simply unlike a good majority of the rest of the world who has already torn them down and put them back into storage. And, if I would go with one of the very first beliefs that I had as a child, then I would be worried that if I took them down early that I might experience some kind of bad luck. Thankfully, I also learned that it was just an improper practice to take them down early as we have yet to arrive at Epiphany. Yes, that day that comes each year on the sixth of January that marks when The Magi, The Three Kings, The Wise Men arrive on the scene with their gifts of honor for the Christ Child. Now, believe it or not those very “gifts have been interpreted in various ways in the church’s history. Some have seen them as statements about Jesus’ identity as king (gold), priest (frankincense), and the crucified (myrrh). Others have seen them as representing practices of discipleship (specifically as): faith and mercy (gold), prayer and love (frankincense), good works and mortifying the flesh/purity (myrrh).” (11) However, no matter what sense, or what importance they specifically hold, they were indeed an honor to receive. 
Now, what I also want to draw you towards, or remind you of, is that the biggest act of disobedience occurred when these three individuals did not obey the orders that they had directly from the King. These three individuals did not return to Herod because a dream provided them with divine intervention and instructed them to do otherwise. A dream instructed them to protect themselves, and more importantly to protect the location of Jesus from a jealous and concerned ruler that was looking to eliminate any threat to his kingdom. We actually heard about Herod’s response to this last week right in the middle of our Gospel Reading, and I may have glossed over it a bit because we were just not there yet in our story, even though the text pushed this point forward. However, what I pushed past last week comes back to light today, for Herod’s response for these Three Kings not returning to him with the location of Jesus would be to unfortunately kill all male children two years and younger, and as we know, he was not successful in eliminating the Christ Child. Herod’s worldly plan was thwarted by the much larger Divine plan. 
So, now that I have let that little bit of information break in, now that I have addressed that which our readings did not seem to do for us here today, let us come back to that topic of those decorations. The very reason that our decorations are not put away, the very reason that is most simple and straight forward is that we just have not actually arrived at the end of our journey, we just have not arrived at the end of our Christmas season together folks!
Yet there is also more that comes with the very blessing of having these Christmas decorations still up. We actually have the opportunity to have eyes into the somewhat awkward and even confusing words from our Gospel Reading today. For we have the ever-present reality of God in the flesh breaking into the world pictured right here before us as the baby in the manger. We also get the very marking of the light breaking into the world as our Christmas trees are still lit, and the candles on our Advent Wreath are still twinkling. With these very signs, these very decorations, we really do come to realize that “The Twelve Days of Christmas” are real, and that it is not just some silly Christmas Carol that gets sung with a bunch of goofy and awkward stuff in it. We get to experience all there is to be taken from Christmas in this season.
So, as we start a new year together, we are also reminded that this really is our call to keep Christmas alive in our hearts all year long. For there simply is way too much joy and love to be shared and celebrated with one another out there in the world. We cannot simply wrap it into such a limited few days that are marked out on our calendars. It truly is a season that is meant to live on in our hearts even when all of our decorations come down. The birth of Christ, the breaking in of the light of the world, is meant to be passed along as a gift the entire year, and it is our responsibility to do so.
As I thought more about things today, I also came to realize that at times we all tend to look at the Word and how it applies to the here and now, or we happen to look at it in a way so that we have things we can actually conceive or picture. By doing this we unfortunately tend to limit what the message really does have in store for us, and for that fact, for the entirety of creation as well. Our so-called normal human processes tend to take over on some form of auto-pilot and they just want to jam everything into its own little defined box, and by doing so this often tends to have us missing some important things. However, I will tell you that there is indeed a lot of comfort in this Gospel Message today when we really do try and explore it, and even open it up in a much broader sense. Initially, it reminds us of the very beginning, of creation, of the readings we are all too familiar with from the beginning of our Bibles, the very words from Genesis. The Gospel Writer definitely has a lot of intent with that, and that was to remind us that without God there would be nothing, and with God there of course is everything. We also learn that there is no depth too far and no darkness too wide that the light will not shine in and through. God is truly everywhere and anywhere, wherever we turn and wherever we do not turn, and thanks be to God for that because the world would be a scary place otherwise.
Speaking of creation, and one character that has been doing some heavy lifting, one character that has been opening the hearts and the eyes of many, one character that has been in the thick of things for several weeks is John. He has been out there in our stories testifying time and time again, and he is really promoting that people believe in all that is, is yet to come, and that is actually coming into the world. He was not selling some false bill of goods, but John the Baptist was paving the way by enlightening people with the Word. He was opening up the scriptures to many in a way that just was not being done, and his role in all of this is really so remarkable. John even tries to limit his importance all too often, but we are reminded that he was created for this specific purpose, and thanks be to God for that.
You know, even with all that John did and said, even with all that was written in scripture, the people back then, and those of us right here and right now tend to be a little stubborn or hard headed at times. The truth that we have right in front of us, yet what we make so hard to understand at times, is that God was already in and of the world before he sent Jesus. God created all things and put things in order. As a result, God stepped in further and sent His only Son. God came down to us, to be with us, and to show us true love and compassion. God chose to deliver grace right to our front doors, and that is the front doors of our hearts. God did not have us wandering in the darkness anymore. God of course did not need to do this. This is precisely where John 3:16 rings through and through, and we know it to be written and say that, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” (2) We get the distinct honor and privilege of becoming Children of God. Not through some bloodline, and not through any form of magic. We get that very distinction and privilege by being baptized into God’s family and coming to truly believe in God. Christ has truly made God known to all of us in the flesh, and we need to take hold of that, and be ever so thankful for that blessing.  We also need to be thankful that we are no longer bound by the law given through Moses that we heard about yet again in verse 17 of our Gospel text today, but we indeed have been given and granted with grace and truth that only could come through Jesus Christ. We have been shown the light in true human form, and we really do need to consider following it day in and day out. I pray that we all allow Christ into our hearts fully, and continue to allow God to be our guide in all that we do and say each day, from now, until eternity.         Amen.
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     John begins his gospel with this prologue: a hymn to the Word through whom all 
     things were created. This Word became flesh and brought grace and truth to the 
     world.

     [1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
     God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through 
     him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 
     4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. 5 The light shines in the 
     darkness, and the darkness did not overtake it.
  
     6 There was a man sent from God whose name was John. 7 He came as a 
     witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8 He himself 
     was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. 9 The true light, which 
     enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.]
  
     10 He was in the world, and the world came into being through him, yet the world 
     did not know him. 11 He came to what was his own, and his own people did not 
     accept him. 12 But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave 
     power to become children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood or of the will of 
     the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.
  
     14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, 
     the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 15 (John testified to him 
     and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead 
     of me because he was before me.’ ”) 16 From his fullness we have all received, 
     grace upon grace. 17 The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth 
     came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God. It is the only Son, 
     himself God, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.
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