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Isaiah 9:1-4 (5-7)

The Third Sunday After the Epiphany

January 26, 2020

I could understand if you checked your calendars when you heard our Hebrew Bible 

reading just now, because Isaiah 9 is typically read on Christmas Eve. "The people who 

walked in darkness have seen a great light." With those words we are whisked away to 

the star-filled nighttime darkness surrounding a Bethlehem stable, with the quiet sounds 

of animals, and perhaps a distant light in the hills and the strains of an angelic song.

But today the bounds of our reading are slightly different, to remind us that the 

original context addressed a different darkness, a different child of promise, and a 

different light of hope - although of course the same God was at work.

The mid 8th century BC was not a happy time for the southern kingdom of Judah, 

nor for the northern kingdom of Israel. Israel in particular was in trouble, because the 

Syrian king Rezin dominated the lands of the Israelite tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali, 

west and north of the Sea of Galilee. Meanwhile, a man named Pekah, an ally of Rezin, 

controlled the Way of the Sea, which was an important trade route in western Israel, the 

area of Galilee which was in northern Israel, and all parts of Israel east of the Jordan 

river. In 737, Pekah captured the capital city of Samaria, and with it the rest of the 

1



Sermon for January 26, 2020 Tim Bowman

kingdom of Israel. He immediately joined others in the region in plotting a revolt against

the regional superpower, Assyria.

But there was one problem. King Ahaz of the southern kingdom of Judah refused to 

join their revolt. The rebels couldn't tolerate an Assyrian ally at their backs to the south 

when they were preparing to face Assyria in the northeast, so Judah came under 

harassment from the conspirators from all directions. Soon Jerusalem itself was under 

siege. The entire region was in darkness, suffering warfare and the death and destruction

that came with it.

The resort to war and violence brings death and destruction, the course and the 

victims of which are unpredictable once that violence is unleashed. That lesson was 

driven home a few weeks ago, a thousand miles east of Jerusalem, with the destruction 

of Ukrainian Airlines Flight 752.

Conflicting desires for power and influence in Washington and Tehran led to the 

collapse of the Iranian nuclear deal, which led to increasing violence by Iranian proxies, 

which led to the assassination of General Soleimani, which led to a frightened Iranian 

soldier in the morning darkness, mistaking a civilian airliner for a cruise missile.

Hundreds of people; hundreds of families have been plunged into the darkness of 

shock and grief. All because we can't seem to avoid repeating the same destructive 
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habits. All because the voices of fear and anger and our animal instincts drown out other 

voices, other alternatives.

Politics at the international scale is done by individual, fallible human beings, and so

we know this darkness in our personal lives as well. We react with instinct instead of 

consideration, with habit and learned dysfunction rather than as the kind of people we 

dream of being.

But no night is so long as to be without a dawn.

The siege of Jerusalem is broken when King Ahaz submits himself to Assyrian 

vassalage; the Assyrians kill or subjugate all of Judah's attackers, and the land finally 

knows peace. This is all in the past, as in verse 6 Isaiah issues his famous proclamation: 

a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he

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

We apply this prophecy seven hundred years later at the birth of Jesus, but in its 

original context Isaiah was writing on the coronation of a new king, probably Hezekiah. 

Kings were often metaphorically spoken of as being 'born' on their coronation day, 

possibly to emphasize that they were children, and thus agents, of God.

"Prince of Peace" was a common title for kings in that time, but I think in this case it

is more than just words. God will bring peace, and not through the usual method of 

military supremacy. "All the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled 

3



Sermon for January 26, 2020 Tim Bowman

in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire," Isaiah proclaims. What do you do with your

uniforms after a war is over? You clean them and patch them up to prepare for the next 

war, of course. But not in this case. To burn the uniforms is a statement of confidence 

that they won't be needed any more.

Our God doesn't work that way. We are saved through the power of God that is 

known in something different, more creative, more amazing than the tired old cycles of 

armed conflict. Our God brings light, not the darkness of conflict and death.

Our god's victories look more like the day of Midian.

That's a fairly obscure allusion, so I'll remind you.

Many years earlier, the Hebrews were oppressed by the Midianites. Gideon raised an

army to oppose them and free his people, but through a series of tests God reduced the 

army to a ridiculously small three hundred soldiers, so that there could be no doubt that 

the victory would be due to God's action, and not the valour of the soldiers. Then - it 

gets even crazier - Gideon took their swords away and give them each a trumpet and a 

torch, with its light concealed by a jar. They crept up to the huge Midianite camp, 

surrounded it, and then suddenly blew their trumpets and smashed their jars, revealing 

the torches. The Midianites, confused, surprised and thinking themselves surrounded by 

a superior force, fled into the night.

How does God deliver us? How does God bring us peace?
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Not with swords, or with missiles. But by bringing light into the darkness.

Our God separates day from night, and order from the chaos of Creation. Our God 

leads us to salvation through the wilderness with a pillar of flame.

Our God brings light into the darkness.

Our God brings light into your personal darkness. Even though the night may still 

surround you, God is the light that defies the darkness and lets you find your way.

Our God brings light into the darkness of the world. Our God brings light into the 

empty living rooms of grieving families. Our God brings light into the Parliament 

building. Our God brings light among frightened soldiers, sitting in darkened bunkers, 

fearing a cruise missile attack, with the power to wipe out a civilian airliner.

Which is not to say it is easy. It was God who won the victory over Midian, but 

Gideon and his three hundred had the faith to carry out that crazy plan. Once God has 

brought light into your life, once God has handed you a torch and you have found your 

feet in the darkness, God calls you to go forth and bring that light to others who live in a 

land of deep darkness.

It will require creativity. It will require resisting your animal instincts, resisting the 

easy answer, resisting your fear. It will require faith and thought and trial and error. It 

will require compassion when you would prefer vengeance, ambiguity when you would 

prefer certainty, vulnerability when you would prefer security. But you can do it, 
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because there are at least three hundred of us, walking alongside you, God's light in the 

darkness. Together, we will call people out of their bunkers.

We can do it. God is with us.

Amen.
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