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Summary:  I am the light of the world.  
  
  
Our gospel passage from Matthew this morning describes the very beginning of 
Christ's ministry, and Matthew tells us that the very first thing Jesus did was to leave 
his hometown of Nazareth and move to a town called Capernaum, which is right on 
the coast of the lake of Galilee, in what he calls “the regions of Zebulun and 
Naphtali,” and he quotes Isaiah giving a prediction about that region 700 hundred 
years earlier, and that prediction from Isaiah is what was read for us this morning.  
  

Those of you who have been with us in our Bible Study group recently will recognize 
Zebulun and Naphtali as the names of two of the twelve sons of Jacob, who in turn 
fathered many descendants who formed tribes that were named after them. When 
the Israelites entered and conquered Canaan after wandering in the desert for forty 
years, each of the tribes was allotted a certain portion of land that became its tribal 
territory in the confederation of tribes that came to be called Israel.  
  

Well, Zebulun and Naphtali were regions of land up in the north, part of a larger area 
that eventually came to be called Galilee.  It was wonderfully fertile land that also lay 
along the main north-south and east-west trade routes that connected the great and 
prosperous countries that surrounded Israel, and so became both strategically and 
economically important in the region.   
.  
That's the good news. The bad news is that it also made a region an attractive target 
for invading armies wishing to profit from all that wealth, many of whom settled 
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there and were non-Jews, or gentiles. The worst such invasion happened in 722 B.C., 
when the great empire of Assyria to the north conquered the whole region. It 
remained under that subjugation for centuries, but that initial conquest was what 
Isaiah, who actually lived during the time of that conquest, was writing about when 
he made his prediction about the future.  
  

He predicted a time when the heel of occupation would be lifted from the neck of 
Galilee, and he prophesied that it would be a conquering hero of Israel who would 
accomplish it.  That’s what he’s talking about in our passage.  Let me read it again.  
  
1Nevertheless the gloom will not be upon her who is distressed, 
As when at first He lightly esteemed 
The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, 
And afterward more heavily oppressed her, 
By the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, 
In Galilee of the Gentiles. 
2The people who walked in darkness 
Have seen a great light; 
Those who dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, 
Upon them a light has shined.  
  

And so, since Jesus had begun his ministry on Galilee, Matthew in effect said: look, 
here’s another fulfillment of a prophecy in our holy scriptures.  
  

It was through eyes of faith that Matthew read these old verses from Isaiah, and 
through eyes of faith that he saw their promise fulfilled in the rising of Jesus, the 
light of life, in Galilee, the ancient regions of Zebulon and Naphtali.  
  
And if we turn our own eyes of faith to that region, I think we can also discern God’s 
providence in shaping the perfect place for Jesus to begin his ministry.  
  
  

 First, Galilee. Why was it important for Jesus to launch his ministry in Galilee? The 
answer is because only there could he have found an attentive and sympathetic 
audience. Unlike Judea to the south, Galilee had been conquered and reconquered 
many times over the centuries, each time bringing in new ideas and new blood, 
much of that blood not even Jewish. It was a country full of energetic and even hot-
headed people, who were not stultified by ancient Jewish traditions. The roads I 
mentioned earlier connected it with the rest of the world, and on a daily basis those 
worldly travelers would pass through its precincts, with their different ideas about 
culture and religion.   
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Nowhere else in Israel could Jesus have found an openness to his revolutionary 
message except in Galilee, because of its unique history and location. And surely that 
speaks to the providence of God. Just as Jesus himself promised his disciples that he 
would prepare a place for them, surely Galilee was the perfect place prepared by 
God for his Son to do his work.  
  

Or again, think about those first men that Jesus called into his company, the 
fishermen who made their living on the Sea of Galilee...surely they were themselves 
a product of God's providence. For being fishermen requires a certain character, a 
character that would have qualified them to be Christ's own representatives.  
  

Fishermen must be patient, and not expect immediate results. They must have 
perseverance, the quality of continued effort, even when the efforts do not seem to 
bear fruit.  They must be inured to returning to shore after a long day of fruitless 
labor with empty nets.  So also must those who were eventually to venture out 
seeking converts to draw from a hostile world   
  

And on a lake like Galilee, which was notorious for its sudden and deadly storms, a 
fisherman required hardiness and courage: he must be prepared to withstand the 
fury of the sea. Just so would the apostles need strength of body and character to 
weather the storms of rejection and ridicule and violence that would await them on 
their journeys.  
  

Fisherman must select the right bait, the bait appropriate to the fish. It's the same 
lesson that Paul learned, and then taught that he must become all things to all 
people, in order to win some. That's something the fisherman already knows from 
long experience.  
  

Considering all that, is it too much to conclude that God's hand was involved in the 
creation of exactly that sort of lake in exactly that place, for the formation of people 
of exactly the right character and personality to serve as Christ's representatives? I 
don't think so. I think it’s entirely plausible, if you’re looking at them through eyes of 
faith.  
  

And finally, think about the synagogues where Jesus began to spread his message. 
Although there was only one temple and that was in Jerusalem, every town and 
village, however small, had its synagogue. But where the temple was exclusively 
reserved for blood sacrifice, the synagogues were exclusively used for teaching. And 



those synagogues were the perfect place for a new preacher to deliver a new 
message.  
  

Each synagogue service had three parts: prayer, then a reading from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, and finally an address or sermon. But it was very different from what we 
do in our churches. There was no professional ministry. Any distinguished person 
might be asked to give the address, and anyone deemed qualified by the 
administrator of the synagogue might be allowed to do so.  
  

That was exactly what Jesus needed: an audience of people who were sincerely 
interested in religion and willing to listen to him. And after the address, there would 
always be a time for questioning and discussion, so that Jesus might elaborate on 
whatever the subject of his address had been.  
  

In other words, it was the very best, and possibly the only way that the message of 
Christ could have been introduced and have begun to take root.   
  
So Galilee was the perfect place, those Jewish fishermen the perfect personalities, 
and the synagogues in every village the perfect platform for Jesus to lay the 
foundation for the Kingdom of Heaven on earth.  
  
If we look with eyes of faith, in fact, I think we can at least begin see the whole 
history of the world leading to that place, to these men, and to those rough little 
synagogues.  
  
But what does this all mean for us?    
  
Here’s the instruction and the application:  to teach us to regard the place in which 
we find ourselves in a new light, and even to regard ourselves in a new light, with 
new eyes.  When we look around at where each of our lives have led us, if we do so 
with eyes of faith, we are able to see the world around ourselves as a suitable place 
and ourselves as suitable workers for doing God’s work.  
  
To take one obvious example from our own congregation, think about Jim and Jackie.  
Having led long and very different lives, they found themselves at a certain point 
living together in an assisted living facility in a small city in upstate New York.  They 
could of course have looked at the Manor House simply as a place to receive care 
and comfort and security.  But they were both blessed by God’s grace to see their 



situation through eyes of faith as an opportunity to do God’s work, and the result has 
been a great gift of Christian blessing to those among whom they live.  
  
And think not only about their physical circumstances but their qualifications.    
  
Jim’s life as a rough and tumble farmboy, a police officer, and a truck driver molded 
him to be able to minister effectively to those whose lives may have been less than 
privileged, to those who may have gone astray in many different ways, and to those 
whose circumstances require the support of someone hard-nosed and self-sufficient, 
who has seen a good deal of the world and who can use the experiences of an 
adventurous and obedient life to render that support to them.    
  
And Jackie’s life as a nurse, dealing with the ailments of others, as someone who has 
dealt with her own personal difficulties both familial and physical, and as someone 
who has been gifted by God with a hunger for the word along with an exceptional 
talent for communication, these qualities have shaped her into an instrument for 
providing effective advice, sympathetic understanding, and effective Christian 
nourishment to those among whom she now finds herself.  
  
I use these two as an illustration because of the public nature of their ministries, but 
everyone else in our church might also have served.  The illustration is really meant 
to show what it means to regard a life – especially one’s own life – through eyes of 
faith:  to see the various circumstances, good and bad, that have molded who and 
where we are at the deepest level not as random but rather as shaped by God’s 
loving and guiding providence, to provide each of us, in vastly different ways, both 
opportunity and ability to manifest God’s own nature, which is Love, into those 
circumstances.  
  

And so our sermon prayer for this morning, Heavenly Father, is to find deeper 
meaning and greater pleasure in contemplating your providence in each of our lives, 
the divine hand that prepared the ground for each of us that we might receive the 
seed of the great tree of grace under which all things on heaven and earth, visible or 
invisible, living and dead, past and future, will be gathered unto him who is before all 
things and in whom all things hold together, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, in 
whose name we pray.  
  

 


