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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for December 31, 2017 

First Sunday after Christmas 

 
THE READINGS 

Note: This week’s readings are taken from the Lectionary for the Episcopal Church. 
First Reading: Isaiah 61:10-62:3 
1:10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,  

my whole being shall exult in my God;  
for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation,  

he has covered me with the robe of righteousness,  
as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland,  

and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.  
11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots,  

and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up,  
so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise  

to spring up before all the nations. 
62:1 For Zion's sake I will not keep silent,  

and for Jerusalem's sake I will not rest,  
until her vindication shines out like the dawn,  

and her salvation like a burning torch.  
2 The nations shall see your vindication,  

and all the kings your glory;  
and you shall be called by a new name  

that the mouth of the LORD will give.  
3 You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD,  

and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.  

Worth Noting: The prophet assures the people that their struggles to rebuild their society, epitomized 
as the city of Jerusalem, some three generations after the Babylonian exile, would be successful. What 
is the message of today’s prophets? Are you energized by assurances of a bright future?  

 
Psalm 147 or 147:13-21 

[1 Hallelujah! 
How good it is to sing praises to our God!  
how pleasant it is to honor him with praise! 

2 The LORD rebuilds Jerusalem;  
he gathers the exiles of Israel. 

3 He heals the brokenhearted  
and binds up their wounds. 

4 He counts the number of the stars  
and calls them all by their names. 
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5 Great is our LORD and mighty in power;  
there is no limit to his wisdom. 

6 The LORD lifts up the lowly,  
but casts the wicked to the ground. 

7 Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving;  
make music to our God upon the harp. 

8 He covers the heavens with clouds  
and prepares rain for the earth; 

9 He makes grass to grow upon the mountains  
and green plants to serve mankind. 

10 He provides food for flocks and herds  
and for the young ravens when they cry. 

11 He is not impressed by the might of a horse;  
he has no pleasure in the strength of a man; 

12 But the LORD has pleasure in those who fear him,  
in those who await his gracious favor.] 

13 Worship the LORD, O Jerusalem;  
praise your God, O Zion; 

14 For he has strengthened the bars of your gates;  
he has blessed your children within you. 

15 He has established peace on your borders;  
he satisfies you with the finest wheat. 

16 He sends out his command to the earth,  
and his word runs very swiftly. 

17 He gives snow like wool;  
he scatters hoarfrost like ashes. 

18 He scatters his hail like bread crumbs;  
who can stand against his cold? 

19 He sends forth his word and melts them;  
he blows with his wind, and the waters flow. 

20 He declares his word to Jacob,  
his statutes and his judgments to Israel. 

21 He has not done so to any other nation;  
to them he has not revealed his judgments. 
Hallelujah! 

Worth Noting: The LORD reigns supreme as creator of the universe (verses 4, 8-9), protector of 
Israel (verses 14-15), and disdains the power of armed forces (verses 5, 11). More than anything the 
LORD gives his people his word and his judgments. The LORD teaches his people how to live in 
right relationships. Birth family, Church teaching, and Bible lessons often form the core attitudes of 
Christians. What other sources are important to you? Social media? Education? 
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Second Reading: Galatians 3:23-25; 4:4-7 

3:23 Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith 
would be revealed. 24 Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we 
might be justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a 
disciplinarian . . .  
4:4 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under 
the law, 5 in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive 
adoption as children. 6 And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into 
our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” 7 So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child 
then also an heir, through God.  

Worth Noting: For Paul, all creation lived “under the law.” Gentiles just didn’t realize that they 
too were subject to the discipline of the Law. Christ brought Gentiles into God’s family, a status 
already enjoyed by Israel to whom the terms and conditions of the law had been revealed (see Psalm 
147:20-21 above). As a child, Christians are heirs to God’s promises. What do you think is your 
inheritance? (Note: The new tax bill does not alter this status.) 

 
Gospel: John 1:1-18 

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 
overcome 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 God the only Son, who is close to the Father's heart, who has made him 
known.  

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
 Close readers of the Gospel of John have long reasoned that the text is the product 
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of a series of edits by a number of writers. Further, the Prologue to the Gospel, John 1:1-18, 
the Gospel selection above, stands alone as a literary work among the Gospels. Most are 
convinced that the Prologue includes a “Christ hymn” familiar to the Johannine community, 
with a number of later interpolations that introduce John the Baptist and clarify certain 
points. (Think of a narrator standing to the side of a choir interjecting comments during the 
performance of a hymn.) Since the only evidence we have of the hymn comes in this 
Prologue, a number of versions are possible. Set out below is one – broadly acceptable to 
most but specifically endorsed by none. 

In the beginning was the Word,  
and the Word was with God,  
and the Word was God.  

He was in the beginning with God.  

All things came into being through him,  
and without him not one thing came into being.  

What has come into being in him was life,  
and the life was the light of all people.  

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

The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.  

He was in the world,  
and the world came into being through him;  
yet the world did not know him.  

He came to what was his own,  
and his own people did not accept him.  

But to all who received him, who believed in his name,  
he gave power to become children of God, 

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.  

From his fullness  
we have all received,  
grace upon grace. 

The Greek term logos, translated here “Word” is notoriously difficult to render in English. It 
may mean a single word, or a full statement, or a dialogue between parties, a narrative, or, 
here, the meaning of life. The modern reader may wish to take all of these possible meanings 
and connotations into account when hearing this selection, for they add to the richness of 
the person of Jesus, the Word of God.  

Logos sets the table for the rest of the hymn that explains how the logos acts in the 
world.  First, the logos is the definitive statement by God of the relationship between the 
divine and creation. The logos participated in the initial act of creation and provides light, 
meaning, to the world. As the logos lives in creation, all creation has the power to recognize 
the glory of the logos and to participate in it.  
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Only indirectly can this hymn be considered a typical prologue for the Gospel of 
John, as it ignores important themes in the Gospel. On the other hand, its preservation by 
the authors of the Gospel offers readers throughout the ages an opportunity to experience 
insights from the earliest Church’s meditation on the person of Jesus the Christ. 

 
“Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” 

 How do we “do theology”? How can we express the inexpressible? Professional 
theologians readily, and humbly, acknowledge that to speak of God can only be done 
analogously – “God is . . .” they will say, while quickly adding “But not like any . . . we have 
ever seen.” They say “God is good, but God’s goodness is so transcendent that it is unlike 
any good thing or person we can ever imagine.”  
 Enter poetry. Poets, like theologians, express truths indirectly. Struggling to express 
the wonder of the Incarnation, the poet of John 1:1-18 hit upon “the Word,” and expanded 
on what a divine Word might be like. Because best seller lists feature escape literature and 
not the latest works of Billy Collins or Tracy Smith (past and present poet laureates of the 
United States), we think that poetry is dead. But poetry lives on – notably and vigorously in 
rap, and hip hop, and pop songs. Powerful songs rally a nation to a cause, lead a 
congregation into communion, and mark the passage of the years. They give us words to 
express our fears, our rage, and our loves.  

 
Questions for Discussion 

What are the consequences for you of being a child of God? What does it mean to be 
a member of the family of God? Are only co-religionists really your brothers and 
sisters? 
 
 “Auld Lang Syne,” originally a poem by Robert Burns, will be sung around the world 
on December 31. What makes that song so special at the end of one year and the 
dawn of the next? What other songs stir your blood? 
 
Greek logos, English “Word,” has multiple connotations including computation, 
meaning, action, statement, narrative, and dialogue. (For an exhausting list see 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0057
%3Aentry%3Dlo%2Fgos.)  When thinking of your current relationship with Christ, 
which is most relevant for you?  
 

  
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to engage academic and general audiences for the New Testament. To hone his 
skills and burnish his credentials, he earned his PhD in Biblical Studies in the 
University of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint program.  He appreciates any 
correspondence: dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 

 
Quotations from the First Reading, Second Reading, and Gospel are taken from the New Revised Standard Version, © 1989, Division of 
Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Psalm 147 is taken from the Book of Common Prayer, 
1979. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0057%3Aentry%3Dlo%2Fgos
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0057%3Aentry%3Dlo%2Fgos
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