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January 26, 2020, Third Sunday after the Epiphany, Rev. Karen Freeman 
Isaiah 9:1-4; Psalm 27:1, 5-13; 1 Cor. 1:10-18; Matthew 4:12-23 

 

Our readings this morning revolve around the theme of hearing God’s call in the 

midst of our darkness to live in God’s light.  In the days of the prophet Isaiah, 

gloom, anguish and darkness covered the lands of Zebulun and Naphtali, in the 

northern part of Ancient Israel’s Promised Land. This was the region known as 

“Galilee of the Gentiles” because it was now under the control of the King of 

Assyria.  The people who lived there who were not Jewish – the Phoenicians, 

Syrians, Arabs and others – they were considered “heathens” – they were the 

Gentiles.  It was a far cry from the vision given to Moses long before of a 

Promised Land where the people would live in accordance with God’s sovereignty 

and justice.  But in the future, Isaiah prophesies in today’s Old Testament 

passage, the “rod of their oppressor” would be shattered, “Galilee of the Nations” 

would be honored, and God’s light would shine upon that land.  

 

The fulfilment quotation in our Gospel passage from Matthew 4 comes directly 

from this Isaiah prophecy.  Some 700 years later, in the days when Jesus walked 

the earth, this same region was still a mix of Jewish and Gentile people, but now 

the land fell under Roman Imperial control.  Galilee was the area where Jesus was 

brought up and lived most of his life – Nazareth and Capernaum are in Galilee.  

This area was the place where Jesus first began his preaching ministry.   

Matthew quotes only a portion of the Isaiah passage, but his audience in the first 

century would have understood the reference as resonating with Jesus’ mission.  

And by mentioning these two Galilean places, Zebulun and Naphtali, Matthew 

encourages his audience to see that through Jesus, God is fulfilling his promises to 

his people. 
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“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.”  This 

is the epiphany moment of today’s gospel passage:  that in Jesus himself this 

“great light” has dawned – and because of the Light of Christ, we need not be 

gloomy or full of anguish – we can instead rejoice. Jesus is the One who gives light 

by his teaching and healing, by his suffering and his rising and through the 

community of his disciples.  One commentator calls this passage the 

“inauguration” of Jesus – and this inauguration, though a threat to the ruling 

powers, gives hope to all people as it calls all people to action.    

 

God speaks to us in the midst of our attempt to stay focused on living a routine, 

orderly pleasant life.  God calls us each in our own setting to repent – to turn in a 

new direction, to open our ears to hear Jesus. And Jesus doesn’t force people to 

listen, but continues to call and to gather for the sake of healing and restoration.   

 

The gospel passage begins with Jesus hearing that John the Baptist had been 

arrested.  John had also been proclaiming God’s reign and the need for 

repentance, and this led to John’s arrest and later to his beheading.  The rulers 

feared the message of God’s power and rule – they were afraid of Jesus because 

as people began to follow him, their powers were at risk. 

 

Jesus walks by the Sea of Galilee and finds two sets of brothers who were fishers 

of fish:  Simon Peter and Andrew, casting their nets, and James and John, 

mending their nets with their father Zebedee. Jesus calls them to be fishers of 

people!  Both sets of brothers immediately leave their everyday lives behind.  



 3 

Jesus’ call transformed their world.  Jesus reshapes people’s lives. “Jesus’ call to 

the first disciples displays the disruptive, world-shaking character of discipleship. 

God calls us from our families and everyday vocations, regardless of whether 

these are humble or high-powered. Even those of us whose calls do not seem so 

dramatic, the demands of God’s call are no less disruptive” (Stanley Saunders). 

 

And so Jesus begins to move throughout Galilee, teaching, proclaiming the 

kingdom, and healing and restoring people.  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 

is at hand” - the vocation of the church is to be a repentant and repenting body, 

turning and returning each day to Christ, giving witness to God’s reign, especially 

in the face of human powers and systems of domination.  

 

Throughout the gospels, Jesus is shown ministering on the margins.  Somehow 

the people on the margins were more receptive to the good news! In contrast, 

“His message and presence have never been good news for those who are deeply 

invested in the preservation of the current order, or who benefit from the 

imbalances of human social, political, and economic arrangements.  For those 

who suffer under these systems, however, the message of the Gospel generates 

hope, vision, and renewed life, which in turn fuel their participation in and 

realization of God’s rule” (Stanley Saunders). 

 

In Jesus, a great light has dawned for those in darkness.  Jesus announces the 

advent of God’s kingdom and reign and calls people to repentance (Mt 4:12-17).  

Jesus calls people from their families and vocations to follow him in mission (Mt 

4:18-22).  Jesus gathers people from far and wide, Jews and Gentiles, to 

participate in God’s empire (Mt 4:23-25).    
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Perhaps you’re feeling too worn down by the cares of the world to hear or to 

follow God’s call, or too hurt by painful things happening in your life to believe 

you can live in God’s light.  If so, remember that these sufferings, these 

imperfections that we all have, these cracks or wounds of life are what make it 

possible for the light to shine through.  It’s important to acknowledge our 

struggles, fears and doubts – wrestle with your darkness by all means, with God 

through prayer and scripture and perhaps someone you can trust – and the light 

will begin to break through.    

 

One of my favorite blog writers, Jon Foreman, says this:  “living well begins by 

acknowledging the wound.  After all, the dark wounds of our world are 

inescapable – the wound is you, it’s me, it’s humanity.  The wound is Afghanistan, 

it’s Palestine, it’s the United States. The wound is our broken homes, our broken 

marriages, our broken hearts. The wound is Golgotha, the wound is the cross. But 

rather than running away, let’s embrace the truth about our broken humanity, 

and the truth will set us free! …Do we really believe in a Living God who is our 

redeemer, strong and loving – capable of healing these wounds?  If so, then let’s 

bring our darkness to [the light of Christ]”, who calls us to follow him into new 

adventures of faithful service.  Amen.  


