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Isaiah 60:1 – 6 

Psalm 72 

Ephesians 3:1 - 12 

Matthew 2:1 - 12 

 

The people that in darkness walked  
 

 

The twelve days of Christmas end today but the season does not conclude in a way 

that is closed off.  It ends on a note of radical openness to God.  The great theme that 

the prophet Isaiah celebrates in the second part of his writing (Ch 40 – 55) is the 

joyful anticipation of the exiles’ return from Babylon to Palestine, an event in history 

in which he sees the saving hand of God at work.  Arise, shine, your light has come… 

these words are an invitation to Israel to get on their feet and get moving, because the 

light of God has come to shine on them.   

 

But something new is here as well.  The prophet’s proclamation about the release 

from Babylon takes on a larger dimension related to a new act of salvation in the 

future.  Isaiah goes beyond the idea of the return home to introduce something that 

stretches him, and his audience, much further.  The light of God that rises to show the 

way will draw all people towards its light.  The idea of a motley crew of exiles 

limping their way across the desert is probably what the return was really like.  But 

the prophet’s words give birth to an image of a flood of people from all nations who 

are drawn to the Light that shines forth from Jerusalem.  From remote places, where 

they dwell in thick darkness, the peoples of the world will come to worship and 

rejoice greatly in the reality of the light, bringing gifts in homage to God.  If the return 

of the people of Judah to Jerusalem demonstrated the hand of God at work in the 

world, Isaiah now offers us a much grander, inclusive vision.  God’s presence that 

shines from Jerusalem is a gift for all the people of the world.  

 

This theme is central to the New Testament.  Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, 

embodies the belief that what God has to give is for all, not just for some.  And 

Matthew’s announcement about the star that drew foreigners to pay homage at 

Bethlehem, relates directly to the inclusive vision found in Isaiah.  The Magi were 

keepers of different sorts of wisdom to that found in Israel.  On the basis of what they 

knew, they undertook a long and difficult search for the one whose birth was heralded 

by the star.  And when the Magi brought forth their gifts, Matthew intended us to see 

that the world has come with its gifts, not to bolster the coffers of Jerusalem, but to 

pay homage to the Light of Life that shines from this child. That the Magi are 

foreigners and do not belong to the faith of Israel is a proclamation of the radical kind 

of sovereignty that pertains to the Light that shines.   



In the early chapters of Matthew the writer works hard to show that the child who was 

born was the Son of God.  One of the questions that concerns him is: what sort of 

response did he evoke?  The second part of Matthew’s story gives us the answer: 

when news of Jesus’ presence is known it exposes the underbelly of the leaders of 

church and state.  In so doing he foreshadows what is to happen later. Herod, whom 

the Magi unwittingly tip off about Jesus, is remembered as a cruel and vicious man, 

whose paranoia was kept alive by his not being a legitimate Davidic king.  He is filled 

with fear and suspicion at the news, and adopts a demeanour of false piety to disguise 

his real motives.  He consults his religious advisors on the matter, while at the same 

time plotting to eradicate his rival.  Empire will always have trouble with the kind of 

sovereignty manifested in the Light, and Jerusalem, the seat of religious and civil 

power rejects Jesus more than once.   

 

There is a sign of hope in the frustration of Herod’s evil plans, and we see it in the 

Magi.  Thanks to their openness to the Word that came in the dream they did not do 

what Herod asked.  They went home by another way – a way that is symbolic of what 

it means to choose the Light.  In a world as damaged and broken as ours is there is 

value in seeing that where people make this kind of choice, the power of darkness is 

frustrated. 

 

What is also exposed here is the danger in which Herod’s advisors lived - the chief 

priests and the scribes.  They were people of the Word/Light who knew the answers.  

But while they had the knowledge, they lacked the ability to perceive and respond to 

what God was doing among them at the time.  Able to advise where the Light would 

lead they were not living as if anything real would happen in connection with it.  The 

irony was they managed to help the Gentiles find the way, while ignoring the meaning 

of their own advice.    

 

The people of the Word also seem to have fallen victim to another slip: their ambition 

to cut a figure with the Emperor.  It was good to be called in to give advice, but they 

did not foresee the tragedy it would lead to for them or the children of Bethlehem.  

The question of what will happen to our advice given to the Emperor is a peril for all 

in the church who prize advising the state on its affairs.  In the last few years 

UnitingCare Australia has been boasting that it is the biggest provider of welfare 

programs in Australia.  An assumption that goes along with this is that the volume of 

work undertaken will enable our church to have influence in the political realm.  But 

the reality is the work UnitingCare does is Government funded and the danger is that 

in the face of a perceived conflict of interest, our mission in their pocket.  What would 

happen, if UnitingCare Australia chose to go on strike over policies relating to 

Asylum Seekers, or to cutting the support for Single Parents?  Would we dare to do it, 

or are we too enamoured by what the Empire thinks of us to risk such a thing?  There 

are reputational risks for the church, but at the end of the day, the only judgement to 

be concerned about is whether we have been true to the light of life in which we are 

called to walk.  Having faith and speaking the truth may not be the same as saying 

what the Emperor wants to hear, and we have to measure that risk.  



In the film Love Actually the children from Watford Primary School in London stage 

a Nativity play.  Their creative teacher has them standing around the crib dressed up, 

not as Ox and Ass, but as Crayfish, Octopus, and many other unusual beasts.  The 

children sing - Catch a falling star and put it in your pocket, never let it fade away...  

If it had been a Christmas Carol, there may have been some chance of it ringing true, 

but this innovation turns the faith on its head.  The Christmas star that lights up the 

Epiphany season is not pocketable.  It’s a compelling light that will not be contained 

or constrained by any human designs or devices.  The human urge is to domesticate 

the gospel, to tame it and bring it under our control.  But the gospel has its origin in 

transcendent reality.  Faith arises and mission is engaged in because the gospel 

confronts us and draws us into its purposes, and causes us to reshape our lives. 

 

Matthew and Isaiah witnesses to this Light.  It shames ecclesiastical authority, 

overturns imperial designs and draws all people into fullness of joy.  It shines to offer 

us a hope that transcends every form of darkness we know.  Arise, shine, your light 

has come… But remember this.  We are not the keepers of this light; everything here 

tells us, this light keeps us.   It has overcome the darkness, enabling us to live with a 

hope that is real.  

 

*** 

 


