
Light in the darkness  
Isaiah 8:11-9:7 Matthew 4:12-17 

In 1968, the year I was born, 52 years ago this Christmas, on a clear night with stars in the sky, a 

Saturn V Rocket blasted into Space from the Kennedy Space Center. Apollo 8, as the mission was 

named, consisted of three astronauts, Frank Borman, Jim Lovell and William Anders. Leaving earth 

on the 21st of December, as they reached Lunar orbit on Christmas Eve, they were greeted with a 

sight never before seen by human eyes, the earth rise from behind the surface of the moon. At that 

moment Anders spoke these words, “We are now approaching lunar sunrise and for all the people 

back on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message that we would like to send you. “In the beginning 

God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness 

was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God 

said, Let there be light; and there was light.” After taking turns reading the first 10 verses of 

Genesis Borman ended, “And from the crew of Apollo 8, we close with good night, good luck, a 

Merry Christmas - and God bless all of you, all of you on this good earth.”    

An astonishing moment in human history, just as Christmas is an astonishing moment for us to 

reflect on this time of year. The 8th man on the moon, Colonel James Irwin compared the earth from 

the moon to a Christmas ornament. But later he made an even deeper reflection, that his 

experiences in space made God more real to him, and that “God walking on earth is more important 

than man walking on the moon.” As another astronaut recently spoke, 50 years ago man went up in 

space in peace and 2000 years ago God came to earth in peace just as the angel announced, "Glory 

to God in the highest, and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests." A peace we still need. 

Because in 1968 the earth was anything but peaceful.  

(Point 1) There was darkness on the good earth  

The Vietnam war was raging. On April 4, Martin Luther King, the non-violent civil rights activist was 

assassinated with a nationwide wave of riots erupting in more than 60 cities. Robert F Kennedy, 

standing beside martin Luther King in the photo behind me, who was running in the Presidential 

Election, made a powerful speech the moment he heard of King’s death calling for a refusal to give in 

to bitterness and division but reconciliation between blacks and whites, something he said was only 

possible when against our will “comes wisdom through the awful grace of God." Sadly, Kennedy 

himself was assassinated just 8 weeks later, on the 6th of June. The whole world was tearing itself 

apart.   

   And in Israel, as Isaiah is writing these words, is the same atmosphere of fear. In 740 BC the 

Assyrian Empire, north of Israel, was gaining strength. So, to form a blockade, Northern Israel tried 

to persuade the Kingdom of Judah to join forces. But Judah refused. So Northern Israel attacked 

Judah. And chapter 7 begins with God sending his prophet Isaiah to King Ahaz in Jerusalem with 

these words, “Be careful, be quiet, don’t be afraid, trust me.” But instead of trusting God, King Ahaz 

charts his own course, making a deal with Assyrians. Not thinking that once the Assyrians removed 

Northern Israel, his own Kingdom of Judah would be next in the firing line.  

So, in verses 12 to 14 of chapter 8 God warns his people through Isaiah his prophet, "Do not call 

conspiracy everything this people calls a conspiracy; do not fear what they fear, and do not dread 

it. The LORD Almighty is the one you are to regard as holy, he is the one you are to fear, he is the 

one you are to dread. He will be a holy place; for both Israel and Judah he will be a stone that 

causes people to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”  



 

It’s a timely message for us this Christmas. Fear God not what’s happening in our own world right 

now. Because these are dark times, unprecedented – a word so overused this year I heard a 

journalist say it should be banned in 2021. With over 150000 Coronavirus infections in the US on 

Friday and 60000 now hospitalized. But imagine God’s strong hand on your shoulder this morning. 

What would he be lovingly saying to you? Fear me, don’t fear the virus, though we need to be wise 

not foolish, and take all the recommended precautions. Fear me, not how much you’ve got to get 

done before the year ends. What would God be saying to you? Whatever your circumstances, don’t 

panic but fear me, and I will be your holy place, I will be your sanctuary, I will be your refuge and 

your peace. While those who don’t trust me will continue to stumble and fall and God himself will be 

a stone to trip over.  

   Recently I read Kevin De Young’s book, Just Do something. And what Kevin says is timely and 

powerful. That the number one thing God cares about, more than what suburb we live in, or our 

level of income, or what school we send our kids to, or whether we’re married or single. The number 

one thing God cares about is that we’re holy, that we’re obeying him, that we’re growing to be more 

like Jesus.  

Because this is Isaiah’s firm resolve. Verse 17 “I will wait for the Lord, who is hiding his face from 

the descendants of Jacob. I will put my trust in him.” 

Will we trust Jesus, finding our light in God’s word each day, waiting patiently on him? Or will we 

chart our own course, refusing to let Jesus guide our steps, and continue stumbling around in the 

darkness?   

In Tim Keller’s book, Hidden Christmas, he finds that the word darkness in the Bible refers to both 

evil and ignorance. Our world is filled with suffering and no one knows how to cure it. No amount of 

tinsel will hide it. And no present under the tree, no matter how big, can provide the long-term cure 

we need. Last Sunday when I picked up Sushi after Church the Plaza was packed. There was no social 

distancing as people gear up for Christmas after a difficult year. Yes, they undoubtedly stock the very 

best selection of Christmas ornaments (including reindeer antler candle holders) but we can’t buy 

happiness at Bed Bath and Table this Christmas. Or in my own home renovations, new skirting 

boards and a freshly painted lounge room (in snowy mountain white) will not provide a way out of 

the darkness.  

Just as in their time of uncertainty, the Israelites were looking for answers in all the wrong places. 

Verses 19 and 20, even consulting mediums and tarot card readers, inquiring of the dead rather than 

the living God. Seeking light in dark places which only leads to further darkness and distress and 

anger at God. As the chapter ends, “Then they will look toward the earth and see only distress and 

darkness and fearful gloom, and they will be thrust into utter darkness.”  

Have you discovered this for yourself? That as we seek relief and release from the pain in our lives in 

dark places, in sinful habits and addictions, as many of us who have suffered trauma often look for 

solace. There is no help to be found there, only more darkness which proves even more destructive 

than the original trauma. We need to seek solutions in God.     

   As Tim Keller quotes Václav Havel, the first president of the Czech Republic, one of the most 

thoughtful world leaders of the twentieth century who said, “‘Pursuit of the good life will not help 

humanity save itself, nor is democracy alone enough’ ‘A turning to and seeking of… God, is needed.’  



   We don’t seek God. But the good news of Christmas is that God seeks us. Suddenly, the whole vibe 

of Isaiah changes as…  

(Point 2) a great light shines in the darkness.   

Chapter 9 verses 1 to 3 Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In 

the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honour 

Galilee of the nations, by the Way of the Sea, beyond the Jordan— The people walking in darkness 

have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned. 

   Just as God at creation announced, “Let there be light,” God was about to do a new creative work. 

Northern Israel had felt God’s hand in judgment, but judgment is never the last word with God. The 

people of Northern Israel, humbled by the Assyrians, like those astronauts rounding the moon, are 

first to see God’s light dawn. And first stop, Galilee of the nations, a hint that this good news is for 

everyone.  

Because if we don’t have the answers inside us to solve the darkness of our world, then we need 

light from outside. We need light to shine from outside this world to make sense of our world and 

illuminate our darkened hearts. When every attempt to find our own way out of the darkness fails, 

as was the case in my own life, God brings light, and not because he must but purely by grace.    

In verses 3 to 5 God promises a great victory followed by peace. Peace like never before. When all 

army boots and blood-stained uniforms are tossed onto a massive bonfire, the end of all war. And 

just as in Midian’s defeat, verse 4, God himself would bring about this victory, God himself would 

shatter every yoke that burdens us, God himself would lift every weight from our shoulders.  

In the book of Judges, Israel’s defeat of the Midianites was the strangest victory this world has ever 

seen. A massive army had gathered against God’s people and a timid man named Gideon was raised 

up by God to meet them. “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.” “Pardon me Lord, how can I save 

Israel? My clan is the weakest in Israel and I’m the weakest in my family?” And as the battle draws 

near, just in case the Israelites were tempted to boast that their own hand had saved them, God 

whittled Gideon’s army down from 32000 to 300. If your fearful in any way go home. See ya. If they 

drink water with their hands rather than lapping like a dog send them home. Bye. And instead of 

swords give them trumpets and clay pots with torches hidden inside. So, left with just 300 dog 

lapping jazz playing pot smashing fire twirling warriors, as they approached the Midianite camp,   

blew their horns, smashed their pots, and twirled their torches, the Midianites turned on each other 

and ran. The victory was Gods just as this new salvation dawning is a work of God alone, nothing we 

can claim credit for. Just as the form this new salvation would come wrapped in would also be 

completely unexpected.  

(Point 3) A child – God’s Christmas gift to us  

Verses 6 and 7 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his 

shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s 

throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from 

that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this. 

   As some of you may know from my Facebook page, I’ve recently been scanning our old family 

photos, hoping to send them to my brothers and sisters as a gift this Christmas. In the process I even 

discovered a set of black and white negatives that were never developed. Some from a wedding I 



attended that I’m about to send James and Jackie who I used to work with, and photos of my 

brother John and his firstborn son James that he’d never seen.  

There really is nothing more helpless than a newborn child. But this, is God’s rescue plan, sending 

someone so totally weak and vulnerable into our world.    Love came down in the form of a child, in 

the form of a son. But a child with some fairly impressive titles. Titles too wonderful for any human 

being to wear. Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of peace. Descriptions 

of God now worn by this newborn. This child is the mighty God. This child is our Everlasting Father. 

This is what we celebrate at Christmas, God now wrapped in human flesh. As the revolving door of 

political leaders keeps turning, as Trump departs and Biden steps in, this child’s term in office will 

never end, the peace he establishes will never end. And though weakness and humility would be the 

sign of his coming, the zeal of the Lord Almighty would accomplish salvation for everyone who 

receives him. Through this baby, God would act decisively. Through this child, God would powerfully 

act to save us. Worthy of our worship. Something no other religion could even imagine, a God who 

enters our world and walks in our shoes, who truly understands us. Born into poverty, who knows 

what it means to be abandoned by his friends, to be wrongly treated, and even die. A God so 

wonderful, finally we have someone worthy to gaze upon this Christmas to fulfil our every longing. 

Whose beauty can break our every addiction. Jesus who said, "I am the light of the world. Whoever 

follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life."  

But how do we receive Jesus this Christmas? Notice verse 6 doesn’t just say, For to us a child is born, 

but also, to us a son is given. It’s a gift. At that very first Christmas God gives us himself, wrapped in 

clothes and lying in a manger. And so, he can only be yours if you receive him as a gift.  

And in Matthew chapter 4 Matthew sees the fulfilment of Isaiah’s words as the start of Jesus’ 

ministry. John the Baptist is imprisoned and Jesus withdraws to Galilee and begins to preach, 

“Repent, for the kingdom of God is has come near.” Repent means to turn to God. To stop charting 

our own course and embrace Jesus as King of our lives, to live each day by the light of God’s word 

fulfilled in Jesus. Because we cannot save ourselves. But at the cross Jesus died the death the 

darkness of my life deserved. So, to receive him we need to admit our helpless state, to come to him 

as a little child, and humbly accept him by faith.     

What is your heart set on this Christmas? 

Will we push God out of Christmas and seek created things not our creator? Reindeer candle 

holders. Or will we receive God, who to earth, as the only gift we ever need.  

During the Apollo 15 mission, a plaque was placed on the surface of the moon. A plaque with the 

names of 14 astronauts who all died, who all gave their lives to make those first steps of space 

exploration possible. But at Christmas we reflect on an even costlier mission. That God would pay 

the ultimate price of his son, so we can have peace with God. This Christmas, will you receive the gift 

of Jesus, light in the darkness?  


