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A LIGHT SHINES IN THE DARKNESS 
Rev. Dennis Kelly 

 
I, for one, am glad to say goodbye to the year 2015. That is not to say that there weren’t 
any good moments this past year. I have been blessed to work with all of you as your 
Interim Pastor this past year and look forward to the time we have remaining together. 
However, it just seemed as if 2015 was filled with bad news. Some of the top national 
and international stories included in 2015 included:  

 The growing global conflict with Moslem extremists resulting in the bombings in 
Paris including the escalating conflict in Syria and Iraq and the resulting refugee 
crisis,  

 The devastating earthquake in Nepal 

 Global warming as evidenced by the shrinking ice caps in the Arctic and 
Antarctic, droughts throughout the world, and wildfires out west. 

 Not unrelated (to me) is the increasing acts of violence that is playing out in our 
cities and on our streets, including the killing of 7 members of Emanuel AME 
church in Charleston South Carolina.  

That is not to say that there haven’t been some good moments in 2015. But somehow 
the good news is always overshadowed by the bad. So what can we look forward to in 
2016? Only time will tell.  
 
Today we celebrate Epiphany Sunday. It is the day that Christians throughout the world 
celebrate the journey of the three magi, or wise men, to Bethlehem to pay homage to 
the Christ Child. It brings the stories of our Christmas season to a close, and ushers us 
into the season of Epiphany, which begins this week and runs through the middle of 
February, at which time we begin the Lenten season.  
Epiphany is often called the season of light. The lessons of the Epiphany season the 
story of how the world came to know that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah, the chosen 
one of God. And what we see in our lessons for today how Jesus of Nazareth comes 
not only to the descendants of Abraham, but in fact comes to reveal the glory of God to 
the entire world. 
 
Our lessons begin with Isaiah’s announcement of coming of the light: “Arise, shine; for 
your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.” These words are 
spoken to a community who were in desperate need of words of hope. They come at 
the end of a long period of exile at the hands of the Babylon, an experience that was 
very difficult for them physically, emotionally, as well as spiritually. Many of them began 
to question the presence of their God, the God of Abraham. Was the god of the 
Babylonians more powerful than the god of the Israelites?  
 
Isaiah’s words assure them that one day the darkness will disappear. On that day, the 
glory of Yahweh will be revealed. This glory will not only shine upon them, but will be 
revealed to all of the nations. All people, young and old, from every nation will one day 
gather to behold the glory of God. Among those gathered will be the kings from those 
other nations, even those whose power and oppression once filled their lives with 
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darkness. Furthermore, the people of God will, on that day, experience the abundance 
of God’s creation once again. 
 
We should not underestimate the significance of this passage in the development of Old 
Testament theology. Prior to this time, the Israelites believed that Yahweh was their 
God and only their God. And because Yahweh was their God, only they could know the 
one true God and only they could receive the benefits of a relationship with him.  Yet 
this passage from Isaiah opens up the possibility that others beyond Israel could know 
the glory of God.  
 
A similar theme is echoed in our Psalm 72. This passage speaks of a time when the 
kings from all nations will come to Israel to in response to the glory of God. This time 
that glory is reflected in the one who comes to lead Israel in justice and righteousness. 
Unlike the others rulers of this world, this king will not abuse his power, but rather will, 
“…defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the needy, and crush 
the oppressor…” (Psalm 72:4) 

 
In both of these passages, in both of these visions, it will be justice and righteousness 
that unites all of the people of this world. For when God’s justice and righteousness 
prevail, all people benefit from the abundance of this world. 
 
Several hundred years later, a child is born in a little town called Bethlehem. Soon after 
his birth, word begins to spread that God is doing something new. The angels shout this 
news from the skies and lowly shepherds watching their flock in the Judean countryside 
are the first to hear it. They run into town and there see Jesus, the Christ Child. And 
they run to tell others. That is how the story of Christ’s birth is told to us in the Gospel of 
Luke. 
 
However, in the Gospel of Matthew, the world begins to hear the good news in a 
different way. This time a group of Magi in some place far away from Judea receive the 
message by watching the stars. They don’t know exactly what has taken place. All they 
know is that the one who is destined to be “King of the Jews” has been born. And they 
have come pay their respects befitting of a king.   
 
To the author of Matthew, the telling of this story of the the wise men from the East is a 
sign that the Old Testament vision of people gathering around the glory of the Lord is 
about to be fulfilled. Jesus came to reveal the glory of God, as was promised in Isaiah. 
Jesus came to bring justice and righteousness to the world, as was promised in the 
Psalms. Jesus came to bring new light into the darkness and new life into a world grown 
cold and indifferent. Jesus came, as the Messiah, God’s chosen one, in the form of a 
little baby born in a manger in Bethlehem. His birth is significant, not only to those within 
the covenantal faith (the Jews), but also those who were considered outside of the faith 
(the Gentiles). 
 
This was a very difficult shift in theology for many of the Jews in the time of Jesus. The 
Gentiles were people to be avoided, in fear of endangering one’s righteousness. Now 
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they were being asked to reach out to the Gentile world. And Jesus even lifts up 
individuals from the Gentile world as examples of true faith and righteousness. This was 
not a change that they would easily make. The Apostle Paul, in his letter to the 
Ephesians acknowledges this shift in thought when he speaks of his understanding of 
the “mystery of Christ”. Paul tells them that: 

In former generations this mystery was not make known to humankind, as it has 
now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the 
Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the 
promise in Christ Jesus through the Gospel. (Ephesians 3:5-6) 

 
The world still waits in anticipation that this vision will one day be fully realized. We still 
live: 

 In a world that is bitterly divided by borders, language, tribe and culture.  

 In a world which people still suffer from oppression, poverty and injustice. 

 In a world where some live in physical, emotional and spiritual darkness.  

 In a world in which many substitute the abundance of things in place of the 
abundant life that God offers to us.  

 In a world in which we believe that our God is different than their God and that 
our God chooses sides between nations and between peoples.   

 
However, we still have hope. We believe that Jesus is the Messiah, chosen by the God 
of all creation to reveal to us his glory, to show us the way of righteousness and true 
justice, and to lead us to experience the peace and the joy of the abundant life that God 
desires for us. We believe that Jesus is the one sent by God to unite the world in one 
body. 
 
We aren’t there yet. But sometimes we get a glimpse of what could be. It’s like the torch 
lighting ceremony at the Olympics, which we will see later this year. For one brief 
moment, the entire world is united; illuminated by one brilliant light. And for that 
moment, nothing else matters: not our nationality, not our skin color, not our language, 
not our politics, not even our religion. We become one people.  
 
That is what we celebrate this morning as we welcome the wise men from the east, who 
come from some distant Arabic land, yet symbolically represent the entire world.  That is 
but a glimpse of how it can be in the kingdom of God: One light, one world, one vision, 
with justice and blessings for all.  Thanks be to God. Amen. 


