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Lessons for January 22 – The Third Sunday after Epiphany 

 

Isaiah 9:1-4 

When we continue reading Isaiah 9 we begin to hear familiar words. 

Isaiah 9:2-7 is read on Christmas Eve and/or Christmas Day. 

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. 

Those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined. 
 

For a child has been born for us – a son given to us. 

He is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

 

Epiphany is the season of light! 

 

Central to the text is the image of light shining in the context of deep darkness. 

Sense of fear, hopelessness, and anguish is associated with not being able to see in the dark. 

Hope, relief, and deliverance come with the light being switched on. 

 

For the people of Israel, light in the midst of darkness was not limited to one period of time. 

Verse 1 refers to the former time and the latter time. 

Past: The Israelites suffered during the time of Ahaz  

A hopeful future was expected during the time of Hezekiah   
 

Present: The reason for the deep darkness was likely the cruel assault by the Assyrian Empire 

who would eventually destroy the Northern Kingdom and terrorize the people of Jerusalem. 
 

Future: The people would experience a very dark time under the Babylonian Empire.  The 

enemies invaded Jerusalem three times and during the second of these attacks the temple was 

utterly destroyed.  The light breaking into the darkness aligns with the hopeful visions 

outlined in Isaiah 40-55 that speak of a new dawn that is breaking in and of the exiles that 

joyously will be led home. 
 

New Testament writers – the former time and latter time will be understood in terms of the 

coming of the long expected Messiah.  The Messiah will (from verse 4) … 

Break the yoke of the oppressor 

Bring liberation to those in bondage – the poor, the needy, and the marginalized 

Will offer a radically different world view in the context of tremendous oppression 

 

Without imagination, without a vision of what life could and should be, people might remain 

trapped in darkness. The prophet’s objective in providing his readers images of light while it is 

still dark, joy while people are still sorrowing, peace when the war is still raging is captured well 

in the quoted saying of William Arthur Ward:  

If you can imagine it, you can achieve it.  

If you can dream it, you can become it. 

 



Application: 

1) What have been the darkest times in our nation’s history? 

2) How did the light of God break into that darkness? 

3) Where do we see the light of God breaking into our present darkness? 

 

Psalm 27:1 and 4-9 

The psalm expresses trust in the Lord and claims absolute dependence on God. 

The psalm is a prayer for help and presumes the psalmist is in some type of trouble. 

The Lord is called light because light drives darkness away. 

Light represents order and stability.  

Whatever trouble plagues the psalmist, the Lord’s protection is sufficient. 

In times of trouble the natural impulse is to flee to a place of safety. 

Psalm 27 declares the Lord is that place. 

 

The lectionary skips to verse 4 (the reason for omitting verses 2-3 is not clear). 

All the statements that show the difficulties individuals face in their lives of faith are omitted. 

We are left with only the very general, sanitized language of a day of trouble and foes. 

It downplays the hard situations that people must overcome to reach a level of trust. 

 

Verse 4 is worthy of our attention because it sums up the faith of the psalmist. 

It is the emotional heart of Psalm 27. 

His only desire is to be in the presence of God and to allow the Word of God to direct his life 

The guidance of the Lord provides all that is needed for life. 

We are to live into that kind of trust that is complete and comprehensive.   

 

Verse 5 continues to express confidence in the Lord’s protection – God is our stronghold. 

In Verse 6 the psalmist intends to worship with song and sacrifice in response to his salvation. 

 

The psalm turns to complaint and petition for the rest of the lectionary (and the rest of the psalm) 

The sharp break has led some scholars to conclude that the psalm was originally two psalms. 

The psalmist speaks of personal threats – evildoers, adversaries, foes, enemies, false witnesses. 

A sense that people are at odds with each other links this to the epistle lesson for today. 

It names the challenges faith communities have to keep disagreements from escalating to 

hostile situations. 

 

Application: 

1) What positive images do you have of darkness (if any)? 

2) What one thing do we ask of the Lord? 

3) Name a fear you have. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 Corinthians 1:10-18 

The church in Corinth was more than likely a small congregation with about a dozen members. 

But no matter the size of a church leadership styles seem to divide the members –  

Worship practices 

Ethics  

Social and economic class 

Spiritual gifts 

Educational level 

 

Paul sounds like a parent who is trying to enforce a ceasefire among siblings. 

The members have divided themselves based on their favorite evangelist. 

He urges them to be of the same mind and the same purpose. 

Paul is not uncomfortable with conflict. 

He wants something greater than keeping the peace. 

He wants the people to understand that the cross of Christ defines us and gives us value. 

 

If their allegiance is to any individual then it negates God’s work in Christ. 

Paul illustrates this with a discussion on baptism (and as seen in other passages). 

Romans 6 – We are buried with Christ and raised up to live a new life in him. 

I Corinthians 12 – We are baptized into one body and drink of the one Spirit. 

Our old ways are replaced by membership in the one body of Christ. 

Galatians 3 – We put on Christ. 

Current text – Christ is not (and cannot be divided).  Christ (not Paul) was crucified for them. 

They are baptized in the name of Christ. 

 

The unity that Paul seeks for the church comes from their shared connection (through baptism) to 

the one who was crucified and (through him) to one another.  Unity of mind and purpose comes 

not because a particular leader is able to create consensus or because all possess knowledge or 

some other spiritual gift.  The unity that Paul seeks is born from a baptism that connects all 

participants to Christ’s death and resurrection. 

 

To be baptized is to be joined with all the other baptized to the risen life of Christ. 

We are numbered among God’s children. 

We have all the identity and purpose we need. 

 

Application: 

1) How has leadership styles affected the life of a church? 
2) Why do we baptize? 

3) What difference does it make that we are baptized? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Matthew 4:12-23 
This passage contains four sub-scenes and tells us about the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 

 

Scene 1 – Jesus in Galilee 

John has been arrested and Jesus replaces John in Galilee and he settles in Capernaum. 

The territory of Zebulun and Naphtali are tribal allocations that go back to the time of Abraham. 

These names frame the land as divine gifts but the land is now occupied by imperial powers. 

Reference is made to our Old Testament lesson – Isaiah 9:1-2 

In this case the text is read to describe Roman rule as darkness and death. 

It positions Jesus at the beginning of his ministry. 

He is the light or saving presence that shines in the darkness of Rome’s imperial domination. 

 

What does this light look like in the darkness and death of Roman rule? 

How does Jesus shine his light? 

 

Scene 2 – Jesus Declares God’s Empire  

Jesus calls people to encounter the kingdom of God.   

God is active and intervenes in a world that does not live according to God’s purpose. 

God asserts his rule in saving the world. 

He invites the people to repent. 

 

The Gospel of Matthew envisions the kingdom of God as already established in the heavens. 

It is now being extended among humans through the ministry of Jesus. 

 

Scene 3 – Jesus Call Followers 

Jesus then calls two sets of brothers to be his followers. 

They are fishermen and worked closely with Roman authorities. 

Rome had control over the land and sea, their production, and transportation and marketing. 

 

Jesus disrupts these men’s lives and calls them to a different loyalty and way of life. 

He wants to teach them about a new community and give them a new mission. 

This is how Jesus begins to shine a light in the darkness. 

The men immediately give Jesus a positive response. 

Their positive call experience anticipates other people willing to become followers of Jesus. 

 

Scene 4 – Jesus Preaches and Heals 

Jesus preaches and teaches the good news of the kingdom of God that has invaded Galilee. 

His acts of healing repair the damage done by the Roman occupation. 

The kingdom of God is life-giving and restores the lives of people. 

They anticipate the completion of God’s work that creates a world as envisioned by Isaiah. 

All people enjoy abundance good food and physical wholeness. 

 

Application: 

1) How does the light of Christ shine in your life? 
2) Where have you seen God active in your life this week? 
3) How well do respond to Christ when he calls us to follow him? 


