
A light shines: making metaphors visible 
An Epiphany Bible Study on light/dark in the Bible 

 
A note: whenever the subject of race and racism comes up, strong feelings also come up. The strength of these feelings 
tells us how important it is. I ask that you approach this conversation with honesty and humility. That is what I’m 
going to do. I am not going to ask you to keep yourself in a situation or conversation that feels unsafe: but know that I 
will keep this space open for questions and honest struggles with issues and emotions.  
 
Introduction 
So many of the passages and prayers we read in this season after Epiphany are framed with the 
metaphor of God’s light shining upon the dark world. This is one of those cross-cultural, basic 
human metaphors1. We cannot see in the dark like a cat. Darkness/nighttime is dangerous for a 
human being. The physical ability of sight is, on the whole, good for humans. And so, the metaphor 
gains traction in a culture and language. Things that are good, but don’t have anything to do with 
photons, like hope and happiness, and especially in our Bible, truth, are associated with light, and 
their opposites with dark.  
 
Collect for the Second Sunday after Epiphany: 
Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ is the light of the world: Grant that your people, 
illumined by your Word and Sacraments, may shine with the radiance of Christ's glory, that he may 
be known, worshipped, and obeyed to the ends of the earth; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who 
with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
 
There is much to be gleaned from this metaphor! And there are also dangers of accepting 
uncritically the theme of light=good and dark=bad in our culture today. The authors of the Biblical 
texts never imagined a world with our particular version of race-based discrimination. “Dark” is 
used to refer to the literal skin color of human beings. Maybe the Bible texts never meant light/dark 
to be about race, but our culture has both this light/dark metaphor and anti-black racism so 
ingrained that black skin is subconsciously associated with bad/evil. 
 
What was life-giving to the first audience of the Bible can still be life-giving today. We do not have to 
throw out the baby with the bathwater by any means. One way to combat this subconscious growth 
of a fruitful metaphor into the rot of racism is to simply notice when the metaphor is there. That is 
my hope for the next few weeks: that we take a close look at “light” and “dark” in the Bible and 
just…notice…what is literally being said, what we think it means metaphorically, and perhaps ask 
ourselves what preconceptions and biases we are importing or extrapolating.  
 
Jan 26: The traditional light/dark metaphor, Isaiah 60 (BCP, NRSV)  
Feb 2: Applying light/dark to human beings, Song of Songs 1 (NRSV, RSV) 
Feb 9: The variety of experiences with “dark”, Psalms (BCP) 
Feb 16: The light continues to shine, John 1:1-5 (NRSV, The Voice, KJV) 
Extra: The Christian appropriation, Ephesian 5:6-14 (NRSV, CEV) 
 

 
1 George Lakoff has written several books on this from a linguistics/sociology perspective (e.g. Women Fire and Dangerous 
Things (1987); Metaphors We Live By (1980). John E. Sanders wrote a book on these basic human metaphors from a 
Biblical studies perspective: Theology in the Flesh (2017). 



From the BCP 1979: Canticle 11 The Third 
Song of Isaiah    Surge, illuminare 
(Isaiah 60:1-3, 11a, 14c, 18-19) 
 
Arise, shine, for your light has come, * 
    and the glory of the Lord has dawned upon 
you. 
For behold, darkness covers the land; * 
    deep gloom enshrouds the peoples. 
But over you the Lord will rise, * 
    and his glory will appear upon you. 
Nations will stream to your light, * 
    and kings to the brightness of your 
dawning. 
Your gates will always be open; * 
    by day or night they will never be shut. 
They will call you, The City of the Lord, * 
    The Zion of the Holy One of Israel. 
Violence will no more be heard in your land, * 
    ruin or destruction within your borders. 
You will call your walls, Salvation, * 
    and all your portals, Praise. 
The sun will no more be your light by day; * 
    by night you will not need the brightness of 
the moon. 
The Lord will be your everlasting light, * 
    and your God will be your glory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Isaiah 60:1-3, 11, 14, 18-19 (NRSV) 
1 Arise, shine; for your light has come, 
    and the glory of the Lord has risen upon 
you. 
2 For darkness shall cover the earth, 
    and thick darkness the peoples; 
but the Lord will arise upon you, 
    and his glory will appear over you. 
3 Nations shall come to your light, 
    and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 
11 Your gates shall always be open; 
    day and night they shall not be shut, 
so that nations shall bring you their wealth, 
    with their kings led in procession. 
14 The descendants of those who oppressed 
you 
    shall come bending low to you, 
and all who despised you 
    shall bow down at your feet; 
they shall call you the City of the Lord, 
    the Zion of the Holy One of Israel. 
18 Violence shall no more be heard in your 
land, 
    devastation or destruction within your 
borders; 
you shall call your walls Salvation, 
    and your gates Praise. 
19 The sun shall no longer be 
    your light by day, 
nor for brightness shall the moon 
    give light to you by night; 
but the Lord will be your everlasting light, 
    and your God will be your glory. 

 
Questions: 
1. What are your first impressions of the passage? What can you tell about the character of God 
from an initial reading? (Or the character of the author/subject?) 
 
2. Reading this passage in a second translation, is there anything that you notice that is different?  
 
3. What metaphors can you find in this passage? What is being compared? What does the metaphor 
do that a literal description would not? 
 
4. Considering our context in modern America, with all the complications of a history of racialized 
slavery and systemic oppression: how might we read this passage differently from the original 
audience?  
 
5. In your life today, what is this passage calling you to consider or do?



Song of Songs 1:4-7 NRSV 
4 Draw me after you, let us make haste. 
    The king has brought me into his 
chambers. 
We will exult and rejoice in you; 
    we will extol your love more than wine; 
    rightly do they love you. 
 
5 I am black and beautiful, 
    O daughters of Jerusalem, 
like the tents of Kedar, 
    like the curtains of Solomon. 
6 Do not gaze at me because I am dark, 
    because the sun has gazed on me. 
My mother’s sons were angry with me; 
    they made me keeper of the vineyards, 
    but my own vineyard I have not kept! 
7 Tell me, you whom my soul loves, 
    where you pasture your flock, 
    where you make it lie down at noon; 
for why should I be like one who is veiled 
    beside the flocks of your companions? 

Song of Songs 1:4-7 RSV 
4 Draw me after you, let us make haste. 
    The king has brought me into his 
chambers. 
We will exult and rejoice in you; 
    we will extol your love more than wine; 
    rightly do they love you. 
 
5 I am very dark, but comely, 
    O daughters of Jerusalem, 
like the tents of Kedar, 
    like the curtains of Solomon. 
6 Do not gaze at me because I am swarthy, 
    because the sun has scorched me. 
My mother’s sons were angry with me, 
    they made me keeper of the vineyards; 
    but, my own vineyard I have not kept! 
7 Tell me, you whom my soul loves, 
    where you pasture your flock, 
    where you make it lie down at noon; 
for why should I be like one who wanders[c] 
    beside the flocks of your companions? 

 
 

 

 
 
Questions: 
1. What are your first impressions of the passage? What can you tell about the character of God 
from an initial reading? (Or the character of the author/subject?) 
 
2. Reading this passage in a second translation, is there anything that you notice that is different?  
 
3. What metaphors can you find in this passage? What is being compared? What does the metaphor 
do that a literal description would not? 
 
4. Considering our context in modern America, with all the complications of a history of racialized 
slavery and systemic oppression: how might we read this passage differently from the original 
audience?  
 
5. In your life today, what is this passage calling you to consider or do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
John 1:1-5 (NRSV) 
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,[a] and the life was the light of all 
people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 
 
John 1:1-5 (The Voice) 
1 Before time itself was measured, the Voice was speaking. 
    The Voice was and is God. 
2 This celestial Word remained ever present with the Creator; 
3     His speech shaped the entire cosmos. 
Immersed in the practice of creating, 
    all things that exist were birthed in Him. 
4 His breath filled all things 
    with a living, breathing light— 
5 A light that thrives in the depths of darkness, 
    blazes through murky bottoms. 
It cannot and will not be quenched. 
 
John 1:1-5 (KJV) 
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 
2 The same was in the beginning with God. 
3 All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made. 
4 In him was life; and the life was the light of men. 
5 And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not. 
 
Questions: 
1. What are your first impressions of the passage? What can you tell about the character of God 
from an initial reading? (Or the character of the author/subject?) 
 
2. Reading this passage in a second translation, is there anything that you notice that is different?  
 
3. What metaphors can you find in this passage? What is being compared? What does the metaphor 
do that a literal description would not? 
 
4. Considering our context in modern America, with all the complications of a history of racialized 
slavery and systemic oppression: how might we read this passage differently from the original 
audience?  
 
5. In your life today, what is this passage calling you to consider or do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Ephesians 5:6-14 (NRSV) 
6 Let no one deceive you with empty words, 
for because of these things the wrath of God 
comes on those who are disobedient. 
7Therefore do not be associated with them.  
 
8For once you were darkness, but now in the 
Lord you are light. Live as children of light— 
9for the fruit of the light is found in all that is 
good and right and true. 10Try to find out 
what is pleasing to the Lord. 11Take no part 
in the unfruitful works of darkness, but 
instead expose them. 12For it is shameful 
even to mention what such people do secretly; 
13but everything exposed by the light 
becomes visible, 14for everything that 
becomes visible is light. Therefore it says, 
 
‘Sleeper, awake! 
   Rise from the dead, 
and Christ will shine on you.’ 
 
 
 

Ephesians 5:6-14 (CEV) 
6 Don’t let anyone trick you with foolish talk. 
God punishes everyone who disobeys him 
and says[a] foolish things. 7 So don’t have 
anything to do with anyone like that. 
 
8 You used to be like people living in the 
dark, but now you are people of the light 
because you belong to the Lord. So act like 
people of the light 9 and make your light 
shine. Be good and honest and truthful, 10 as 
you try to please the Lord. 11 Don’t take part 
in doing those worthless things that are done 
in the dark. Instead, show how wrong they 
are. 12 It is disgusting even to talk about what 
is done in the dark. 13 But the light will show 
what these things are really like. 14 Light 
shows up everything,[b] just as the Scriptures 
say, 
 
“Wake up from your sleep 
    and rise from death. 
Then Christ will shine on you.”

 
Questions: 
1. What are your first impressions of the passage? What can you tell about the character of God 
from an initial reading? (Or the character of the author/subject?) 
 
2. Reading this passage in a second translation, is there anything that you notice that is different?  
 
3. What metaphors can you find in this passage? What is being compared? What does the metaphor 
do that a literal description would not? 
 
4. Considering our context in modern America, with all the complications of a history of racialized 
slavery and systemic oppression: how might we read this passage differently from the original 
audience?  
 
5. In your life today, what is this passage calling you to consider or do? 
 
 


