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Lights, Camera, Action 

Rev. Dr. Glenda Hollingshead; January 22, 2023 

3rd Sunday after Epiphany 

Isaiah 9:1-4, Matthew 4:12-23 

 

It’s fitting that Matthew is the first of the gospels in the New Testament, for Matthew, 

more than any of the gospel writers, attempts to connect the past with the present. 

Repeatedly he refers to the Hebrew Scriptures in an attempt to present clear evidence that 

Jesus is the Messiah. In fact, Matthew quotes the Old Testament 53 times, and one of his 

favorite action words?  Fulfilled!  We read Matthew’s accounts of the birth, life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus and we see the connections with everything that has gone 

before. We are reminded that the story of Jesus doesn’t begin with Jesus. God has been at 

work for a long time. Salvation, which is the main business of Jesus, is an old business.  

Eugene Peterson says, “Jesus is the coming together in final form of themes and energies 

and movements set in motion before the foundation of the world.”   

 

Today’s reading serves as an important transition, bringing Jesus to Galilee where his 

ministry is to have its formal beginning. Jesus has been prepared by baptism and the 

temptation in the wilderness. The stage is fully set and now Jesus hears that John has 

been arrested.  

 

The scene being played out before us is quite dramatic. Imagine, for a moment, a stage in 

a theater. Great care has been taken in the building of the stage. Everything is in its 

proper place.  And on the stage, front and center is a strange looking man. His clothes are 

made of camel’s hair, and he has a leather belt around his waist. His diet would be 

considered low-fat by today’s standards: locusts and wild honey. We see this man, called 

John the Baptist, who has just completed an important task: the baptism of Jesus. Then 
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suddenly, John is snatched from the stage by a couple of Herod’s armed guards. Exit, 

stage left: John the Baptist.   

 

For a moment, the empty stage sits in darkness. All is quiet. Anticipation builds. Then 

light floods the stage when the Divine Director – God – shouts from the floor of the 

theater: “Lights!  Camera! Action!” Enter, stage right: Jesus, the Light of the World!  All 

eyes are upon him! 

 

Jesus’ first action is to change addresses. We are unsure of his motivation. Certainly, 

Matthew understands Jesus’ action to be the fulfillment of the Isaiah passage. But how is 

this particular prophecy significant?  Zebulun and Naphtali, the region of Galilee where 

Capernaum was located were two of the original tribes of Israel. They were the first to 

feel God’s wrath, being swallowed up by the Assyrians. Interestingly, Isaiah had 

proclaimed that the first territories to feel God’s wrath would also be the first to receive 

the news of the coming of salvation.   

 

But is there more to the story? Perhaps Jesus wants to get away from intense opposition 

in Nazareth, or since Capernaum is at the intersection of the busy trade routes of the day, 

maybe his goal is to impact a greater number of people. Regardless of his motive, Jesus is 

being led on his appointed path as a fulfillment of God’s saving purposes. He arrives in 

Capernaum beside the sea and begins to proclaim the presence of the kingdom by word 

and action. A great light appears to those who sit in darkness.   

 

Jesus proclaims, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” It is the same 

message spoken by John the Baptist. But in the presence of Jesus, repentance is no longer 

a precondition of grace. Repentance is a response to it. Jesus comes to inaugurate the 

reign of God in all human affairs. The idea of God’s reign is not new, but Jesus makes it 

central to his teaching. Conditions for participating in the kingdom are no longer national 

or racial, but moral and spiritual. Anyone can belong to God’s kingdom by accepting 

Jesus and following him faithfully. And the first to sign up are four fishermen whom he 

beckons to, “Come, follow me.”  

 

As modern-day Christians, we might say that at a certain level of reality, it is we who 

choose Jesus as our Master. We choose to follow him. We choose to be present where he 

is proclaimed. We choose to read the gospels and ponder their significance. However, at 

a deeper level of our being we acknowledge, if only in retrospect, that the reverse has 

always been true. In all our searching, we were being sought. The one whom we choose 

is the one who first chose us.   

 

Bob Benson was an ordained minister and an author who suffered from ill health 

throughout his shortened life. In childhood, he was small for his age and frail. In school, 

whenever Bob was able to join the other children on the playground, he dreaded games 

that required teams: kickball, basketball, etc. He would break into a sweat and his 
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stomach would knot up because he knew he would be the last child chosen by a team 

captain. What humiliation for a child! Healing came to Bob many years later when he 

was reading through the Gospel of John and came across words found in John 15: “You 

did not choose me, but I chose you.” In that moment, as Bob relays the story, "My 

childhood humiliation was replaced by God’s love because I recognized that I, too, had 

been chosen by God. Finally, the captain chose me for the most important team of all!” 

 

“Come, follow me,” Jesus says.   

 

Without hesitation, first Simon and Peter, and then James and John cast aside their nets, 

and follow Jesus. Leaving behind a lucrative career, they follow willingly. They follow 

eagerly. Jesus does not force discipleship on them. His light is not a huge bolt of 

lightning. It is a candle. It is a calm flicker that never goes out; a kindly light that 

enhances whatever it falls upon.   

 

Our text ends with Jesus going throughout all of Galilee—teaching preaching, and 

healing. It is good news because Christ offers freedom, hope, peace, healing, and eternal 

life with God.  

 

Through us, Christ’s work continues. Each day we wake up in the middle of something 

that is already going on—that has been going on for a long time. I am reminded of this 

truth each Sunday when, together, we pray the prayer Jesus taught his disciples. I imagine 

that disregarding time differences, our voices unite with the voices of all believers around 

the globe, united through story and tradition. And I am reminded that we are neither 

accidental nor incidental to the story.   

 

Matthew weaves the prophecy of the past into the life and ministry of Jesus, and we see 

God’s salvation story at work. The light of Christ still shines forth as we, the church, 

continue the work of Jesus—the work of shedding light into the darkness. Surrounded by 

fear, discrimination, oppression, loneliness, pain, poverty, addictions—God’s love invites 

us to be change agents. God’s love challenges us to testify to the truth that we have 

found, or more accurately, the truth that has found us. 

 

People are searching for light, and we who have been changed by the light can help. The 

cameras are now focused upon the church—upon us. We are on the stage. We have our 

script. We know what our part is. Our part, our role, our job is to reflect the light of 

Christ for all the world to see. In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

Amen.  
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