Jesus Revealed- The Light of God
Epiphany 3

Isaiah 9:1-4, Psalm 27:1, 4-9, Mt. 4:12-23
Dear friends in Christ,


I remember clearly the deepest physical darkness I have ever experienced.  I was a kid, maybe 10 years old, and we were on a family vacation in the Black Hills area of South Dakota.  We took a side trip down to Wind Cave  National Park and went on one of the tours offered.  At one point on the tour, deep down in the cave, I remember the park ranger turning out all the lights, to give us a sense of the deep darkness below ground.  In the darkness he had us put our hand in front of our face, which, of course, we could not see.  That made an impression on me, and was really pretty scary, and I was sure glad the lights came back on without a problem.

I’ve done a fair amount of wilderness camping, primarily in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area of northern Minnesota.  When you’re in the wilderness, without electricity, you become very aware of the darkness when it comes each night.  In fact, I always tried  to be prepared for the darkness.  So as dusk came, I made it a point to find my flashlight.  I’d try and go through my pack and lay out the essential things I’d need in the tent for the night.  Whenever possible, we’d try and get the dishes done and the camp site cleaned up before it was dark.  It was easier to do with some light, rather than depending on light from headlamps or lanterns. 

In our modern world, we normally have plenty of light available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  In some ways we’ve tamed the darkness.  A hospital hallway looks pretty much the same at 2:00AM as 2:00PM.  But that’s not the way it was in the Biblical world of the Old and New Testaments.  Everyday life back then was more like wilderness camping. The dark was not tamed.  The dark was scary.  It limited what one could do.  The contrast between dark and light was considerably greater than it is today.


It’s not surprising then, that the imagery of darkness and light is found often in scripture. It’s here in our lessons today for this third Sunday after Epiphany.  Jesus is presented as the light that has shined in the land of darkness.  So today I want to look at how Jesus is revealed to be the light and how we might carry that light into an often darkened world.

As Jesus begins his ministry, we see him on the move once again.  For a fourth time, his location changes.  This movement is not by accident, but the gospel writer Matthew presents it as a fulfillment of Biblical prophecy.  First  Bethlehem, then Egypt, then the return to Nazareth, and now Christ’s move to Capernaum, all fulfill prophecy.


The prophecy fulfilled in today’s lesson is from Isaiah 9 and quoted in verse 15.  “Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles- the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.”

What you need to understand about this is that Jesus, in moving from Nazareth to Capernaum, is going to a region in the north that had historically been a dark and broken place.  The reference to Zebulun and Naphtali are to the two tribes of Israel that had often been dominated by foreign powers.  These were often oppressed people, broken people, symbolically living in darkness.   This area is called Galilee of the Gentiles- indicating there were many foreigners and that the ministry Jesus was about to enter would  be for all people, not just his fellow Jews.    Light was about to reach those who formerly dwelled in darkness and death.  Jesus is that light.  

I had never really thought much about this, but in centering his ministry in Galilee and moving to Capernaum, Jesus was going to the darkest area in all of Israel.  He was about to bring light and hope to the people in that area, who had so often been broken.  Jesus intentionally goes into the darkness.


We all face dark times in our life.  When we lost Melissa’s dad to prostate cancer 8 years ago,  her mom to Parkinson’s disease , my dad to pancreatic cancer- those were dark and sad days.  The loss of a job, a crisis of health, a broken relationship- all those things happen and our world is darkened.  But remember from this lesson how Jesus begins his ministry by going to that part of Israel that had known the greatest darkness.  He went to bring light and hope.  He was the light to shine on the people.  He is now our light to lead us through to better days.  We can declare with confidence the words of Psalm 27, “The Lord is my light and salvation, whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life, of whom shall I be afraid?”  We can say those words with confidence, because we believe Jesus goes into our dark places, to shine light and to bring hope.   


Jesus is the light, and he speaks a message of light and hope.  It is the same message preached  earlier by John the Baptist who led the way, but was now in prison, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”


What a message!  The kingdom of heaven has come near.  That place where God is, was coming close and about to break into the world.  There was something about this message that grabbed people.  God was bringing about a new thing.  The old ways were about to change.  The days of trying to obediently follow countless religious laws, the righteous judging the unrighteous, the privileged having power over the underprivileged, the occupiers controlling the occupied, the healthy shunning the unhealthy,  the rich cheating the poor, all those things that were part of that world were about to be altered with the coming kingdom of heaven.  

And Jesus, in his teaching, preaching, and healing, would demonstrate what this new kingdom would look like.  He was bringing good news of God’s love for all people, especially those that were so often kept out and made to live on the fringes of society.  He would demonstrate God’s new kingdom of love and compassion by healing the sick and curing disease.  God was doing a new thing, showing a new way, and Jesus was that light who was also touching lives with the light.   

God’s kingdom has broken in and is still drawing near.  I believe that it is up to us to keep alive this message of hope.  We do that as we share the good news of God’s love with others,  assist others, break down barriers, and  accept the unacceptable.  The kingdom of heaven has come near, and just as it has touched our lives, so we touch the lives of others, even as Jesus did.


Jesus is the light, he touches lives with the light, and then the light begins to multiply. Think of our Christmas Eve candlelight services.  From one candle, the light is spread through the whole church.



In today’s lesson we see how Jesus, the light, invites and calls others to be light.  


First it is Peter and Andrew, then James and John.  I think their call and response is very much Spirit led.  After all, each of these men has little reason to leave their current way of life.  Each has a steady job in the fishing business.  They have families, homes, responsibilities.  And yet, Jesus doesn't have to pitch the idea to them nor does he need to persuade them.    They left immediately to follow the one proclaiming the kingdom of heaven was near.

One thing that strikes me about the call of these first disciples, is how ordinary they were.  These fishermen are not among the elite of ancient culture.  Though Jesus' disciples will play a vital function in the earliest days of the church, on this day they are utterly ordinary people called to follow the light and then to be light to the world.

You may think that you are too ordinary, too plain, too common, to be called and used by God.  You may mistakenly think the only person calls in the church is the pastor .   But I don’t believe that.  In fact, I believe it’s just the opposite.  It is the ordinary ones, the plain, and the common, that God calls and uses to usher in the kingdom of God.

Over the past five months or so that  I’ve been with you, I’ve observed that we’re all pretty ordinary people around here.  There may be some celebrities up in Park City this week for the Sundance Movie Festival, but I’m not aware of any celebrities in our church. We’re normal people, just like those first disciples, with families and jobs and homes and responsibilities.

But I’ve seen how God has called many of you to His service.  Some of you gather together to sing in the choir or worship band, and your music touches lives and inspires many.  Some of you gather together as a social ministry group and give leadership so that people can volunteer their time or make a financial contribution to a group that helps others.  Some of you pass on your faith as you teach our little ones in Sunday school.  Some of you provide a listening ear for someone in need through the Stephen’s Ministry.  Some of you provide leadership to help people find a sense of community in the church.  Some of you pray with others.  These and many other examples are pretty ordinary things carried out by rather ordinary people, but they each make a difference in God’s kingdom.  Thank you for doing what you do.  Thanks for responding to God’s call.  If Jesus could use some ordinary fishermen to carry on his work, he can surely use us, too.  As we receive his light, we become light to the world.   

There is a lot of darkness in life.  We have all known our own dark places, where we can hardly see the hand in front of our face.  But there is good news and there is hope.  Jesus is the light in the darkness.  He came to fulfill that prophecy, to be a light to the world.  As Jesus went to the dark places in his ministry, so he comes to us in our time of need.  As he proclaimed God’s kingdom to be near, so also we seek to help bring in this kingdom.  And as he multiplied the light by calling ordinary fishermen to follow, so also we respond to the call and do our part to share the light.  The dark times come.  But today we have heard again that Jesus is the light of the world to shine in the darkness.  May we trust this light to lead us through our times of darkness, and may this light of hope spread to others through us.  Amen 
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