
 

“The Light Rises in the Darkness” 
(Matthew 4:12-17) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week Matthew reminded us of the spiritual warfare which was going on in 
Jesus’ life and ministry.  The devil questioned Him.  He put His faith on trial.  He tried to get 
Jesus to fall, so that He would no longer be a threat to him and his kingdom.  I hope that this 
helped to awaken you to the battle you are in.  This is one of the reasons why the Spirit guided 
Matthew to write this down.  I hope that this past week you were more aware that the devil is a 
real enemy to you.  He wants to stop you from doing God’s will, even as he wanted to stop 
Jesus.  And he will use every trick he has to do it.   
  But again, he wants to stop you so that you will not be a threat to him.  If you begin to 
serve Christ with all your heart and with all your soul, then you do become a threat.  Every thing 
you do to advance the kingdom of God, takes a little bit more away from his kingdom.  God 
uses faithful Christians to do His work.  That’s a great thought isn’t it?  You can be used by the 
Lord to take back some of the territory which the devil took from Adam?  But, of course, you 
wouldn’t have been able to do anything, if Christ had not come and destroyed the devil.  But He 
did.  And therefore your victory is assured, if you are walking with Jesus.   
  But this was only the beginning.  This wasn’t all that Jesus came into the world to do, 
although it was a very important part of it.  His whole work was still before Him.  And now 
Matthew goes on to show us that  
 
  It is time for Jesus’ ministry to begin, now that John’s is over.   
 
I.  Jesus’ work could not really begin until John was moved out of the way.   

A.  Remember that John was the forerunner of Christ.   
1.  He was the one who came to prepare the way before Him.   
2.  He was to bring the high mountains low and to make the rough places smooth.   
3.  This was just a figure of speech which meant that he was to preach that people should 

repent.  They had broken God’s covenant.  They needed to turn from their wicked 
ways, and show that they were sincere by being baptized.   

4.  But until John’s work was finished, Jesus did not officially begin His public ministry.   
 

B.  How did Jesus know when John’s work was finished?  It was when John was taken out 
of the way.  We read in verses 12-13, “Now when He heard that John had been taken into 
custody, He withdrew into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in 
Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali.”   
1.  Matthew doesn’t say much about this here.  But he does tell us later in 14:1-12.   

a.  Herod had arrested John, because John was bold enough to tell him that he had 
broken God’s Law.   

b.  Leviticus 18:16 says, “You shall not uncover the nakedness of your brother's wife; it 
is your brother's nakedness.”  But this is what Herod had done.   

c.  Herod had taken the wife of his brother Philip, Herodias, to be his wife.  This was 
allowed by God, if the brother was dead, but not while he was still alive.   

d.  And you know how the story goes.  Herod wanted to put John to death, but he was 
afraid of the people, for they believed that he was a prophet.  And they were right.   
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e.  But then Herod gave a great banquet on his birthday and invited many of his friends.  
And the daughter of Herodias, Salome, danced for him and pleased him.  He then 
promised to give her whatever she desired, up to one-half of his kingdom.  And after 
she asked her mother, she said, “Give me here on a platter the head of John the 
Baptist” (v. 8).   

f.  Now Herod did not want to kill John, for he knew he was a holy man, and he feared 
him.  But because he had made this promise in front of all of his guests, he couldn’t 
turn her down.  And so he had John beheaded and his head brought to her.   

g.  There are several lessons which we can learn from this.  But let me suggest to you 
just two.   
(i)  First, you should never let your fear of what other people might think of you 

make you do anything wrong.   
(ii)  Sometimes fear can be good.  It can help you to do what is right.  Herod 

feared the people who thought John was a prophet.  And because he did, he 
didn’t kill him.  Sometimes you won’t do certain things because you fear what 
others will think of you.  You don’t always say everything that’s on your mind 
around others, because you know they won’t like it.  There are things you think 
which are better left unsaid.  You children don’t always say what you think or do 
what the things you would like to, because you are afraid that you will get in 
trouble with your parents.  Maybe you don’t feel like picking up your room, but 
you will do it anyway, because if you don’t, you’ll get in trouble.  This kind of 
fear is good.  It helps you to what is right and keeps you from doing evil.   

(iii)  But sometimes fear can make you do the wrong things.  Herod was afraid of 
his guests and what he would look like if he didn’t fulfill his promise to Salome.  
And so he committed a terrible sin by ordering the execution of John.  
Sometimes you will do things out of fear that you would never think of doing 
otherwise.  We are all affected by peer pressure to one degree or another.  
Maybe the people you work with are telling stories you shouldn’t listen to, but 
you don’t leave because you are afraid of what they might think.  Or maybe you 
are even tempted to join them.  Perhaps some of you children have friends that 
are a bad influence on you.  But you don’t want to stop spending time with them 
because part of you likes what they are doing.  I had a friend like that growing 
up.  And he was a bad influence on me.  He was always getting us into trouble.  
But it was my own fault that I listened to him and let him lead me into trouble.  
Paul writes, “Do not be deceived; bad company corrupts goof morals” (1 Cor. 
15:33).   

(iv)  Fear can be good or bad.  But the warning here is to make sure that you never 
let it make you sin.   

(v)  The second thing we can learn here is from the example of John.  John was not 
afraid to tell the truth, even though it ended up costing him his life.   

(vi)  Listen to this quote from John Calvin, “This history shows clearly, what sort of 
reward awaits the faithful and honest ministers of the truth, particularly when they 
reprove vices: for scarcely one in a hundred bears reproof, and if it is at all severe, 
they break out into fury.  If pride of this sort displays itself in some of the 
common people, we have no reason to wonder, that cruelty to reprovers assumes a 
more hideous form in tyrants, who brook [put up with] nothing worse than to be 
classed with other men.  We behold in John an illustrious example of that moral 
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courage, which all pious teachers ought to possess, not to hesitate to incur the 
wrath of the great and powerful, as often as it may be found necessary: for he, 
with whom there is acceptance of persons, does not honestly serve God” (Ages, 
Commentary on the Harmony of the Gospels, 1:196-197).  

(vii)  The point he makes is that we should not be afraid to tell the truth, even if it 
means that we will be hated in return.  Don’t be afraid of what people will think 
if you tell them that they are in danger of hell without Christ, and that they need to 
repent and turn to Him.  Children, don’t be afraid of what your friends might 
think if you tell them that what they are doing is wrong.  Speak the truth.  
Solomon tells us, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend, but deceitful are the kisses 
of an enemy” (Prov. 27:6).  If you want to be faithful to your friends, tell them 
the truth about what they are doing.  But don’t forget, always do it with respect 
and with love.   

(viii)  John spoke the truth, and he suffered for it.  You might too.  But John was 
also rewarded by Jesus for doing what was right.  The Lord will also bless you 
for doing what is right without letting fear stop you.   

 
2.  Matthew tells us that after John was taken into custody, Jesus “withdrew into Galilee; 

and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the 
region of Zebulun and Naphtali” (v. 12).   
a.  At this point, Matthew gives us a brief summary of what Jesus did, leaving several 

events out of his Gospel.   
(i)  John tells us in his Gospel that during this time, Jesus called of some of His 

disciples, attended the wedding at Cana where He changed the water into wine, 
emptied the money changers out of the Temple, spoke with Nicodemas, and 
ministered to the Woman at the well of Samaria (see John 1:35-4:42).   

(ii)  Eusebius, an ancient church historian, wrote very early in the fourth century that 
John wrote his Gospel to fill in some of the gaps which were in the others.  
Nobody would have known these things better than John.   

(iii)  Another event which Matthew just barely mentions here is Jesus’ first trip to 
Nazareth.  Luke tells us that it was here that Jesus stood up to read the book of 
Isaiah in the synagogue.  And it was here that the people were so offended by 
what Jesus had to say that they took Him to the edge of a cliff and were going to 
throw Him off.  But Jesus simply walked through the middle of the crowd and 
left.   

(iv)  Here again is the same example.  Jesus spoke the truth to the people, even 
though He knew what was in their hearts and how they would respond to it.  He 
did it because it was right, because it pleased His Father.  Our love for God and 
for His Word should also motivate us to always speak the truth in love, if the 
situation requires it, without being afraid.   

 
b.  But after leaving Nazareth, Matthew tells us that He came to Capernaum.   

(i)  Capernaum was located on the shore of the Sea of Galilee.  It was in the land 
given to the tribe of Naphtali and right next to the territory of Zebulun.   

(ii)  Why did Jesus settle here?  It may have been because at least four of His 
disciples lived in that city.  It may have been because large numbers of people 
would pass through it during the annual feasts of the Jews.  It may have been 
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because Jesus could more easily cross the Sea from there, which He did several 
times in His ministry in that area.   

(iii)  But the most important reason was that Jesus needed to fulfill the Scriptures.   
 
II.  And this is the second point:  This is where Jesus’ ministry was to begin to fulfill the 

prophecy of Isaiah.   
A.  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” (vv. 
14-16).   
1.  The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali were as far north in Israel as you could 

go.   
a.  They were Israel’s northern border.  Beyond them was the rest of the nations.  This 

is why Galilee is here called “Galilee of the Gentiles.”  It was a natural barrier, a 
wall, that kept them separated from the Gentiles, who were their enemies.   

b.  But since this area was the furthest north, it was also the one that was in the greatest 
danger if someone was to attack from the north.  And except for Egypt in the south, 
Philistia on the west, and Moab and Ammon on the east, virtually all their enemies 
had to come from the north.  Especially their most dangerous enemies, Assyria and 
Babylon.   

c.  You would need to look at a map to see this.  But east of the Jordan, beyond 
Ammon and Moab, there was nothing but mountains.  Above that area, to the north, 
was an area called the “fertile crescent.”  It was called “fertile,” because the land 
was a rich farming area.  This, of course, is where most of the cities would be built.  
But it was called the fertile “crescent,” because it was shaped like a crescent.  
Whenever an enemy east of those mountains wanted to attack the nations on the 
coast, they would often do so by coming up over the crescent, and then down from 
the north.  And this, as I said, put Zebulun and Naphtali at the greatest risk, because 
they were the furthest north.   

 
2.  The point is this:  Matthew’s quote from Isaiah 9:1-2, in its context, is speaking of the 

devastation which would come upon Israel and Judah, at the hands of Assyria.  But it 
was also from here that their hope of restoration would come.   
a.  Ahaz, the king of Judah, was being threatened by two enemies, Ephraim, which is 

Israel, and Aram, which is north-east of Galilee.   
b.  Ahaz and Judah had been unfaithful to the Lord, and now God was giving them into 

the hands of their enemies.   
c.  But in the midst of this danger, the Lord gives them comfort.  A child will be born 

as a sign to Ahaz that this threat will soon be over.  Before this child is old enough 
to know the difference between good and evil, the two kings will be destroyed.  The 
Lord was going to bring Egypt and Assyria against them and carry them away into 
exile.   

d.  However, this army would not stop at Israel, but would also come into Judah.  
Those who feared the Lord and put their trust in Him would be safe.  But most of 
the people were not going to do this.  They were going to forsake God’s Word and 
talk to mediums and spiritists.  They would stumble and fall.   
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e.  As a result, utter devastation was to follow, the curse of God’s covenant.  Isaiah 
writes, “Then they will look to the earth, and behold, distress and darkness, the 
gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away into darkness” (8:22).   

f.  But even then there was hope.  In the midst of the darkness, a light will break in.  It 
would rise first in the area which was to suffer the most in the wars:  the land of 
Zebulun and Naphtali.  Isaiah writes, “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.  The people who walk in 
darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light will shine on 
them” (Isa. 9:1-2).   

g.  What was going to happen?  Isaiah continues, “For a child will be born to us, a son 
will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders; and His name will 
be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.  
There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of 
David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and 
righteousness from then on and forevermore.  The zeal of the LORD of hosts will 
accomplish this” (Isa. 9:6-7).   

h.  Many Jews may have thought that this light was their return from captivity.  But 
Matthew says that this land, at the time of Christ, was still in darkness.  But now 
God’s promised light is rising in Jesus.  Christ is the light of the world (John 8:12).  
He is the “true light which, coming into the world, enlightens every man” (John 1:9).   

i.  The darkness is ignorance and sin.  It is the blindness which sin brings to everyone.  
All the world is in this darkness.  They are, at least, until Christ rises upon them.   

 
B.  But how does this light shine?  Did Christ only need to come to the earth to be its light?  

Was there nothing more He had to do?   
1.  I believe there was more.  Certainly Christ is the light of the world.  He is the perfect 

and full revelation of what God is like in human flesh.   
2.  But light in Scripture also symbolizes truth.  Ignorance and deceit is darkness.  But 

truth is light.   
a.  The psalmist writes, “O send out Thy light and Thy truth, let them lead me; let them 

bring me to Thy holy hill, and to Thy dwelling places” (Ps. 43:3).   
b.  Paul writes, in Ephesians 5:8-10, “For you were formerly darkness, but now you are 

light in the Lord; walk as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all 
goodness and righteousness and truth), trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.”   

c.  And again the psalmist writes, “Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my 
path” (119:105).   

 
3.  And so the way Jesus shined was not only though His deeds, but also through His 

Words.  Matthew writes, “From that time Jesus began to preach, and say, ‘Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (v. 17).   
a.  This was the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry.  This was the beginning of His 

official heralding of the Gospel.   
b.  Jesus, as I said before, did teach and minister to others.  But He did not begin to 

preach, until now.  Preaching is the authoritative proclamation of the Gospel of God.  
And it may only be done by those called to do it by God.   
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c.  Jesus was called.  And what He preaches is exactly the same message which John 
preached, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”   

d.  The kingdom has come near.  It is not a political kingdom.  It does not have 
borders like a country.  You cannot be a citizen of it because you were born in that 
country.  But it is a spiritual kingdom.  To enter it, you must have the right spiritual 
qualifications.  You must repent; you must turn from your sins; and you must enter 
through the only door, Jesus Christ.   

e.  Have you believed in the Lord Jesus Christ?  Have you turned from your sins and 
embraced Him?  If not, then I invite you to come to the light now while He shines 
upon you.  You have heard His truth.  You have seen what Jesus requires of you.  
Come then, turn from your sins, take hold of Him, and be saved.   

f.  But if you have already embraced that light, if you are already in His kingdom, then 
let Christ’s example be yours.  Let your light shine through your actions and 
through your words, like Jesus did, that others may see the light and be saved.  And 
pray that God’s Word may continue to be preached, so that His kingdom would 
grow.  This is the way God set up His kingdom, and this is the way He extends it.  
Let us pray.   


