
“A Great Light Shall Dawn” 
(Isaiah 9:1-7) 

 
 
 

Isaiah 9 is written in the context of the impending judgment of God on His people 
Judah through the Assyrians.  Judah had forgotten her Lord.  They no longer looked to 
Him as their rock and defender against the enemy.  Instead they had trusted in Rezin, the 
king of Syria, and in Pekah, the son of Remaliah, a captain in the army of Pekahiah, king 
of Israel.  But they wouldn’t be able to so much longer.  The Lord was about to sweep 
Syria and Israel away into captivity.  Isaiah writes in chapter 8, verses 6-7, “Inasmuch as 
these people have rejected the gently flowing waters of Shiloah, and rejoice in Rezin and 
the son of Remaliah; now therefore, behold, the Lord is about to bring on them the strong 
and abundant waters of the Euphrates, even the king of Assyria and all his glory; and it 
will rise up over all its channels and go over all its banks.”  The army that Judah trusted 
in to protect her would be taken away, which would leave her exposed to the threat of the 
Assyrians.  Isaiah continues, “Then it will sweep on into Judah, it will overflow and pass 
through, it will reach even to the neck; and the spread of its wings will fill the breadth of 
your land, O Immanuel” (v. 8).  What they had feared would come upon them:  they 
would be swept into captivity because they had turned from the Lord.  Darkness would 
engulf them.  Isaiah writes in 8:22, “Then they will look to the earth, and behold, distress 
and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away into darkness.”   

This is the warning the prophet had to bring them.  Judah had broken God’s 
covenant and now the Lord was about to prosecute His lawsuit.  But because this 
righteous and just God is also a merciful God, He also gives them a promise of hope in 
the middle of their despair.  He shines a ray of light in their darkness.  A Child would be 
born to them, a Son would be given, One would be the light of the world, who would 
give them joy instead of sorrow, who would multiply the nation rather than decrease it, 
who would overcome their enemies and rule over them forever.  What I would like for us 
to do this evening is to consider the promise of this light, where it would begin, what its 
effects would be, and who it was that would bring it.   

First, let’s consider where this light would begin.  Isaiah writes in verse 1, “But 
there will be no more gloom for her who was in anguish; in earlier times He treated the 
land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali with contempt, but later on He shall make it 
glorious, by the way of the sea, on the other side of Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles.”  I 
hope you recognize from what you’ve learned about the ministry of Jesus that this is 
exactly where His ministry began.  After Jesus left Nazareth to appear publicly to be 
baptized by John in the wilderness of Judea (Matt. 3:1), He was led by the Spirit into the 
wilderness to be tempted by the devil (4:1).  He had to overcome the same temptations 
that Adam was subjected to, so that He could succeed where Adam failed.  Jesus was 
tempted at all points as we are, yet He was without sin (Heb. 4:15).  He did this not only 
so that He would be qualified to make the atonement necessary to save us, but also that 
He would be able to give us a perfect righteousness as a covering for our nakedness, our 
lack of righteousness.  But after Jesus overcame the devil, He went into Galilee and 
settled in Capernaum, which Matthew tells us “is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and 
Naphtali” (4:12-13).  “This,” he said, “was to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the 
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prophet.”  But why was His ministry to begin here?  The Lord said that this is where it 
would start, but why here?  It’s interesting that when Assyria invaded the land of 
Palestine back in the days of Isaiah’s prophecy, they first attacked and defeated Rezin, 
the king of Syria and Pekah, the son of Remaliah.  The reason they did was that these two 
forces were to the north of Judah.  They would have to come through them in order to get 
to Judah.  First, they swept through Damascus, the capital of Syria.  Then they came from 
the north of Palestine, and swept downward through Israel.  This path followed the major 
trade routes of those times, perhaps the same way Abraham would have made his way 
from Ur and Haran to Palestine.  Because of this, Zebulun and  Naphtali, being in the 
North next to the sea of Galilee, would be the first to be attacked.  We read in 2 Kings 
15:29, “In the days of Pekah king of Israel, Tiglath-pileser king of Assyria came and 
captured Ijon and Abel-beth-maacah and Janoah and Kedesh and Hazor and Gilead and 
Galilee, all the land of Naphtali; and he carried them captive to Assyria.”  They were the 
most vulnerable.  This is what Isaiah meant by the Lord’s earlier treating them with 
contempt.  But since this is where the darkness of oppression began, this is where the 
Lord was first going to relieve it.   

The darkness of their impending doom was really a reflection of the spiritual 
darkness that brought this oppression in the first place.  Israel had turned from the Lord to 
idols.  They no longer trusted in Him, but in false gods and in men.  Their hearts had 
become cold and they were ignorant of the Lord’s ways.  But the Lord was going to turn 
them away from this darkness by shining His light.  And this is what He did through His 
Son.  When Jesus came, darkness was still over the land of Israel.  His people were like a 
sheep having no Shepherd (Matt. 9:36).  Their traditions had led them away from the 
Lord, rather than to Him.  They needed instruction in the right ways of the Lord.  In the 
midst of this darkness, in the midst of “the land and shadow of death . . . a light dawned” 
(Matt. 4:16).  Jesus came preaching the Gospel.  For the people of Isaiah’s day, the Lord 
was promising them release from captivity and to return them to the land.  But this was 
only symbolic of the true spiritual release He was going to send them in His Son.  Jesus 
was the One who was coming to free them from their bondage to the kingdom of 
darkness through His prophetic role.  Matthew writes, “This was to fulfill what was 
spoken through Isaiah the prophet, saying, ‘The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, 
by the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles – the people who were 
sitting in darkness saw a great light, and to those who were sitting in the land and shadow 
of death, upon them a light dawned.’  From that time Jesus began to preach and say, 
‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (4:15-17).  This prophecy has primarily 
to do with Jesus and His ministry of shining the light of the Gospel into the spiritual 
darkness of His people.  The light for the people of Isaiah’s day included the hope of 
return from captivity, but it was mainly the coming of the Christ that the Lord was using 
to encourage His people.   

This is where the light would begin to shine:  in Zebulun and Naphtali.  But now 
what would be its effects?  First, there would be those who would see it.  Isaiah writes, 
“The people who walk in darkness will see a great light” (v. 2).  This would have two 
results:  there would be those who would ignore or hate the light, and there would be 
those who would receive it.  We know from the Gospel accounts that many in Israel 
rejected the Gospel of God.  Because they did the Lord brought the Roman army on them 
in A. D. 70 to destroy their city and their temple.  Jesus said to the leaders of Israel, 
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“Behold, your house is being left to you desolate (Matt. 3:38)!  Notice that the Lord 
called it their house.  He was no longer willing to own it, since they had rejected His Son.  
But what about those who did receive Him?  The result was blessing.  Considering this 
from its spiritual meaning and not its typological meaning at the time of Isaiah, I believe 
we see the following blessings:  First, an increase in the number of conversions:  “You 
shall multiply the nation” (v. 3).  In terms of the typological blessings, this would mean 
an increase in the number of Jews, the children of Abraham, according to the Abrahamic 
Covenant, when they returned from captivity.  Spiritually, it would mean an increase in 
the spiritual children of Abraham, or true believers.  This is what the promise really 
pointed to.  Paul writes in Romans 9:8, “It is not the children of the flesh who are 
children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants.”  But who 
are the children of the promise?  It’s those who trust in Christ.  Paul writes in Galatians, 
“Therefore, be sure that it is those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham” (3:7), and 
“You brethren, like Isaac, are children of promise” (4:28).  The first result of the 
preaching of the Gospel would be an increase in the number of true believers in Israel, 
which, we know from the Scriptures, would eventually be added to by Gentile converts.  
But second, their joy would increase:  “You shall increase their gladness; they will be 
glad in Your presence as with the gladness of harvest, as men rejoice when they divide 
the spoil” (v. 3).  What will bring this about?  First, certainly the fact that the Lord was 
among them, “They will be glad in Your presence.”  The presence of God was a sign of 
blessing to Old Covenant Israel.  The presence of the Lord is what every true believer 
yearns for.  It is the desire of his heart.  It’s like water to a thirsty soul (Ps. 42:1).  It’s like 
the satisfaction of working hard during the year and receiving an abundant harvest.  It’s 
like those who win a battle and rejoice when they divide the spoil.  The second reason 
their joy would increase is because they would be free from the oppressor.  Isaiah writes, 
“For You shall break the yoke of their burden and the staff on their shoulders, the rod of 
their oppressor, as at the battle of Midian.  For every boot of the booted warrior in the 
battle tumult, and cloak rolled in blood, will be for burning, fuel for the fire” (vv. 4-5).  
In Isaiah’s day, this meant freedom from Assyria, release from their captors, the 
destruction of the weapons of warfare, and peace.  Spiritually, it was pointing to the 
release of God’s people from the kingdom of darkness, from the oppression of the enemy 
of our souls, the devil.  Christ, through the Gospel, has destroyed the enemy, He has 
pulled his teeth, He has crushed his head (Gen. 3:15), He has released us from his 
bondage, from spending eternity in the same fiery pit into which he will be thrown, and 
He has given us peace with God.  Can you think of anything that could possibly bring a 
greater joy and gladness to the people of God than freedom from this enemy and peace in 
the presence of God?  These were the blessings the prophetic work of Christ was to bring 
into the middle of a world full of darkness.  This was the light of hope held out to Israel.  
And by God’s grace, these are the blessings we have received in Christ.   

And so the light of the Gospel would begin to shine in Zebulun and Naphtali.  It 
would bring with it the salvation of God’s people and blessing in His presence.  But 
lastly, who is the One who would bring this light?  I already told you that it was Jesus.  
But here Isaiah gives us a fuller description of who He would be.  He would be a child, 
one who would be born into the world, a Son of man.  Jesus took upon Himself our 
nature and was born of a Virgin to bring about our salvation.  He would be a son, not just 
any son, but the Son of God, the Second person of the Triune God.  He would be a King:  
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“the government will rest on His shoulders” (v. 6).  And He would be God.  His name 
will be called “Wonderful,” which means incomprehensible, beyond knowing fully, 
because Jesus was not only a man, but also God; “Counselor,” which means One full of 
godly wisdom, and this is also what Jesus was by virtue of the Spirit of wisdom and 
understanding resting upon Him (Isa. 11:2); “Mighty God,” the only true God, the God of 
infinite power, the hero and deliverer of His people; “Eternal Father,” the Father of 
eternity or from eternity, which means that He is a Father to His people from all eternity, 
the One who is faithful, tender, wise, and who guards and provides for His people; and 
the “Prince of Peace,” the One who brings peace to His people and to the world by 
bringing an end to the warfare between His people and His Father, and by eventually 
destroying the enemies of His people.  He is the One who would bring everlasting peace, 
sitting “on the throne of His Father David over His kingdom, to establish it and to uphold 
it with justice and righteousness from then on and forevermore” (v. 7).  This is what His 
Father was intending to with Him and for Him because of the zeal He has for His own 
name and glory.   

And so the light coming into the world would begin to shine in Zebulun and 
Naphtali in Israel.  It would bring many into the kingdom of God and increase their joy 
and gladness because they would be freed from the tyranny of the enemy of their souls.  
And this would all be done through the One who is God Himself, who took to Himself a 
human nature in the line of David, in order rightfully to sit on His throne until all His 
enemies submit to Him.  We need to remember that this work that Christ began continues 
today.  He still shines the light of His Gospel through us.  He still brings freedom, peace 
and joy through the Gospel, reconciling His enemies to Himself.  And His Father 
continues to subdue His enemies either through the Gospel or through His judgment.  
Let’s not forget that while this work continues we still have our part to do in it as well.  
As long as there are those who are sitting in the land of the shadow of death, as long as 
there are those who haven’t heard the Gospel, who haven’t seen the light, we have a work 
to do:  to get the Gospel out to them, to throw them a spiritual life-preserver.  So let’s 
continue to pray that the Lord would use us everyday to reach them, to witness to them 
and to convince them of our sincerity through our words and deeds of love, until the 
knowledge of the Lord covers the land as the waters cover the sea (Isa. 11:9).  Amen.   


