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Isaiah says, “Your light has come.”  Zechariah, the future father of John the Baptist, says, 
“Dawn breaks upon us.”  These words from Isaiah and the gospel of Luke sound happy.  But 
each phrase, in and of itself, doesn’t sound very earthshattering.  Light does come 
sometimes, the dawn comes everyday.  But there are other words around these phrases that 
tell us more is at stake here.  Isaiah says, “Darkness covers the earth and thick darkness the 
peoples.”  Thick darkness.  Hmmm.  A light coming sounds important when you think about 
thick darkness.  And the gospel of Luke talks about us sitting in darkness and in the shadow 
of death.  The shadow of death—that’s grim!  You want a light in that situation. 
 
Both Isaiah and Luke were talking about a messiah, a messenger from God who would bring 
deliverance, coming like light into darkness.  But what did that Saviour mean to them?  How 
dark was it?  What was the context of these scriptures?  And if we understand what they 
meant in their own context, what do they mean for us today, in our own dark times? 
  
In order to understand these scriptures better, let’s look at how a context can illuminate 
words.  Some of you are old enough to remember the second World War. And many of you 
who are younger know very little about it.  Some of the most memorable and inspiring 
words from the war years were spoken by Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister of Great 
Britain.  It was 1940, he was speaking to the British House of Commons. He said that, in a 
thousand years, people will look back at this time and say, “This was their finest hour.”  
Their finest hour.  It sounds good, it sounds fine.  Everyone has fine hours once in a while, 
why is that a famous line?   June 1940 was significant, because France had just fallen to the 
German forces.  The war had officially begun in September 1939. In ten months the Nazi 
war machine had mowed down almost every country in Europe, and now Germany held the 
whole coast of Europe and had set its sights on England.  As Winston Churchill said, “The 
Battle of France is over, the Battle of Britain is about to begin….The whole fury and might of 
the enemy must soon be turned upon us.” There was fear and dread in the hearts of 
everyone in Britain as they expected aerial bombardment of civilian areas to begin, and an 
invasion at any time.  Would Britain fall to Hitler, like every other country? It was the 
biggest threat Britain had ever faced.   And it was in that darkest moment, June 1940, that 
Winston Churchill suggested that this was Britain’s finest hour.  Understanding the context 
helps us understand his words.  These hopeful words had a huge massive impact on Britain, 
inspiring them, encouraging them.   Knowing the context, helps you understand the 
meaning of the words! 
 
So what was the context for these biblical phrases about light?  Last week Kevin talked  
about the situation that Israel was facing when Isaiah was writing his words. Israel was a 
very small country with big, powerful neighbours, and one of those neighbours, Babylon, 
had invaded Israel and Judah.  King Nebuchadnezzar had come with armies and ripped 
apart Jerusalem, destroying the temple, and taking the majority of people into exile. 
 



Jerusalem, the once beautiful, proud capital, was a wasteland; the people who remained 
were starving. It’s hard for us to comprehend what this meant for the Jews.  It was not only 
a physical crisis, it was also a crisis of faith for them.  Their whole religion was centred in 
the Temple in Jerusalem.  They really didn’t think that God would allow the Temple to be 
destroyed.  They felt they had lost not only their government, not only their people, not only 
their land, but their God as well.  And Isaiah speaks into exactly this darkest hour. 
 
Isaiah 60:1-3 “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon 
you.” Arise, shine, your light has come?  The Jews who are hearing Isaiah’s words are in  
Babylon, they are a scattered people. What was the impact of these words?   
 
Isaiah helped them to re-think hope.  Hope was not to be placed in land or politics or 
military might, but in God’s kingdom, which was measured in a different way.  They could 
be the people of God regardless of the circumstances in which they were living. God was 
their God no matter what. 
 
Fastforward to the time of Christ.  I am guessing that you have probably heard many 
sermons about the situation that the Jews were facing when Jesus was born.  “And it came to 
pass in those days that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world 
should be taxed.”   The Jews lived under the occupation of Roman forces, the oppression of 
Herod the Great.  It was a very dark political time when Jesus was born.  And the words of 
Zechariah would have been strong words of hope in that time of oppression:  “He has raised 
up a mighty saviour for us in the house of his servant David… the dawn from on high will 
break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death….” 
 
But since you have already heard sermons about that, I want to talk about something a bit 
different. I want to talk about the writing of the gospel of Luke.  Zechariah would have said 
those words around the birth of Christ, but the gospel writer was writing them down 
around the year, 80 or 90 CE.  Scholars are pretty sure about that dating. Things had been 
bad when Jesus was born, but what had happened in the 80 years since then? 
 
For now, let’s skip over Jesus’ death and resurrection in the early 30’s and come back to 
that.  Right now, I`ll tell you the rest of the history of that century.  After Jesus’ death & 
resurrection, life in Israel kept getting worse under the Roman occupation.  Modern 
historians think the average person may have reached the breaking point financially.  There 
are only so many years you can take crippling taxation, and it may have been that peasant 
farmers were at the point where they were mortgaging and losing their land in order to pay 
the taxes.   
 
The long and the short of it is that in 66 AD revolt erupted.  The Jews stood up together and 
tried to overthrow the Roman garrison occupying Jerusalem.  And surprisingly, they were 
successful! They were free!  Rome responded by sending the garrison from the 
neighbouring Roman province of Syria to squash the rebellion. This garrison was also 
defeated!  This gave the Jews a wild sense of hope that they could defeat Rome. 
 
But it was only a matter of months before emperor Nero sent his general Vespasian to 
Israel.  He landed with 60,000 troops.  Israel is not a really big country, imagine a force of 
60,000 troops landing near Edmonton, say in Fort Saskatchewan.  They attacked the north, 
Galilee, first, and utterly destroyed the rebellion there, killing and enslaving tens of 
thousands of Jews.  



Meanwhile the general Vespasian had himself been declared emperor of Roman Empire 
because Nero had been murdered, so Vespasian’s son Titus continued the campaign.  Titus 
came and surrounded Jerusalem, and he built a wall around their wall.  He cut down all the 
trees from a 50 km radius around Jerusalem.  This wall was to prevent people from 
escaping.  The city was packed with people who had fled there for protection from the 
Romans.  But as they started starving some desperate people tried to escape, and they were 
all captured and crucified. Up to 500 people a day were crucified on the hills surrounding 
Jerusalem. 
 
The siege ended with a terrible battle that is described by Josephus, the Jewish historian.  
You can read that account here:  http://sacred-texts.com/jud/josephus/war-5.htm.  The 
doors of the city were battered in, and there was a terrible battle.  Josephus describes the 
hatred that the Romans had for the Jews, and the blood that ran in the temple as tens of 
thousands of starving people were slaughtered.  The Temple itself was looted and burned, 
the walls of the city were torn down. Israel was destroyed. 
  
The campaign was a success for Titus, and he returned to Rome, with around 100,000 
Jewish slaves.  Many of these slaves ended up working on the Coliseum. As was the custom, 
when Titus got to Rome, there was a victory parade in their honour, where all the slaves 
were paraded through the streets, and the holy items brought from the Temple, from the 
Holy of Holies, were displayed for all to see.  When Titus eventually died, his son erected a 
victory arch in his honour.  It’s still there, in the city of Rome, and I was actually there in 
October, and took this picture. 
 

 
 
Here is a closer up picture of the arch that I downloaded: 

http://sacred-texts.com/jud/josephus/war-5.htm


 
The inside of the arch has relief sculptures, and one of them depicts the victory parade, and 
it shows the holy articles from the Temple being paraded through the streets.  These are in 
fact some of the only pictures made of those articles, since they were in the Holy of Holies 
and no one saw them except the High Priest once a year. 
 

 
 
The Romans also minted a coin with the spoils they looted… JUDAEA CAPTA. 

 
 
Israel as a nation was defeated in every way.   
 



The Roman/Jewish war ended in 73. I have told you about this all in this detail, because 
Luke’s gospel was written around the year 80 or maybe at the latest 90. People reading the 
gospel, or hearing it if it was read to them, would have known that their country was and 
their capital Jerusalem had been destroyed.  Some of them would have been through the 
war, literally.  Imagine if you were one of the survivors of the fall of Jerusalem. Now let’s 
read Zechariah’s song again with those ears,   
‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
   for he has looked favourably on his people and redeemed them.  
He has raised up a mighty saviour for us 
   in the house of his servant David,  
as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,  
   that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.  
Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
   and has remembered his holy covenant,  
the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
   to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness 
   before him all our days.  
 
How would those words have sounded to some of Luke’s readers?  You might think, “Well 
these words are certainly ironic, because obviously Israel has been defeated, their enemies 
destroyed them, and they can’t even worship in the Temple now because it’s been 
destroyed.” Perhaps you might think that given the events of that war, it would have made 
sense for Luke to just drop these words of Zechariah, as not applicable, not appropriate, not 
actually politically correct.  
 
And yet, Luke chooses to feature Zechariah’s words and to include them in a prominent way 
in the beginning of his gospel.  The reason he does that has to do with the event that we 
skipped over earlier.  The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

 



Jesus, through his life, his death and resurrection, brought a hope that could not be 
destroyed by things that happened on earth. Jesus brought a hope, a light that could not be 
put out by mass exile, by mass murder, by mass enslavement.  Persecution could not stop 
the early church from being hopeful.  They believed that Jesus was with them. Filled with 
the Holy Spirit, they could not stop preaching about the good news that Jesus brought.   
 
Now you might be tempted to think that the good news Jesus brought was about heaven, 
and so anything that happens to you on earth doesn’t matter, you don’t have to concern 
yourself with it.   
 
That’s not exactly it. Jesus did talk about heaven a few times, but most of the time he was 
very concerned about what was happening around him.  He was concerned when people felt 
far away from God here on earth. He was concerned when the poor were hungry, he was 
concerned when they were sick.  He spent a lot of time helping people, and preaching about 
what it means to live in the love of God, which is possible here and now, right in the present. 
 
But Jesus’ idea of success, and success in the eyes of the world, are very different.  Doing 
what God calls you to is what important, even if it doesn’t seem to end in success.   
 
Jesus said, “I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat….I was a stranger and you 
invited me in.” (Matthew 25:36).  Our church is taking that literally, as we welcome three 
families who fled from Syria and have been living in refugee camps.  Does taking in three 
families solve the refugee crisis that the world is facing?  Does providing homes for refugees 
bring peace to the Middle East?  Actually, no.  We are not solving those big problems. The 
problems can seem so big, you might feel like throwing up your hands, or just locking your 
borders and saying, “Go away.”  
 
But by showing love in a desperate time to desperate people, we are lighting a candle.  

 
 
 A small candle, but a candle of hope that glows in the darkness.  That is what we are called 
to do.  Maybe our guiding motto in this sponsorship should be Zechariah’s words, “By the 
tender mercy of our God,  the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those 
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  We 
shed a little light. We do this in the name of Jesus, who showed us the way, through his life 
of sacrificial love. 
 
This week at the church board meeting, Ernie shared that a person from the community 
came in, and gave a cheque for our Syrian refugee fund.  That person said that he and his 
wife had decided not to give each other Christmas presents this year, but instead donated 
the money they would have spent on themselves to helping these families from Syria that 
we are sponsoring.  I find that gesture enormously hopeful.  That person doesn’t attend our 
church, but they are familiar with our community, familiar enough to know that we are 



working on this project, and that is something that they wanted to be a part of.  They 
wanted to join in to offer hope to these three families. 
 
We will have many opportunities in the coming year to offer hop, not just in monetary ways 
but by helping new Canadians to practice English, taking them to appointments, playing 
with children, inviting them for meals, and being their new friends at a time when they 
could be very homesick.  
 
That’s one example of how to shed a little bit of light, but there are so many other ways. 
Maybe you know someone who is wandering aimlessly in their life, maybe making bad 
choices, maybe wondering what the meaning of it all is.  We can share the good news of 
Jesus’ love with them, the good news of a purpose and a plan.  We can invite them to be part 
of our congregation, where they can experience acceptance and support. Jesus changing 
lives, redeeming lives, redeeming communities.  
 
This week, the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was presented. 
There is such a dark history of racism in our country, that is still very real;  how can we sort 
out these convoluted relationships?  It seems impossible.  But God calls us not to solve the 
whole problem, but to light a candle of hope.  And I know there are people who have been 
lighting candles of hope in this area for a long, long time.  A million small efforts of 
reconciliation are needed between settler peoples and aboriginal peoples. Points of light, 
like morning stars. 
 

 
 
Long ago, Isaiah spoke hopeful words of light to a despairing people in exile.  Much later, 
Zechariah spoke words of hope as a baby was born.  The writer of the gospel of Luke, a 
survivor from a country that was devastated by the terror of war, picked up his pen and 
wrote, “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon us.” 
 
We are called to be a light in Edmonton.  It’s not about being a spotlight or a laser light 
show.  It’s not about us being responsible for banishing darkness forever.  No.  We trust in 
God for that.  In the meantime, it’s about faithfulness. Small, continued, sustained acts of 
kindness wherever we go.  This Christmas season, Jesus is handing out the candles. What 
kind of light can you be in your family, in your neighbourhood, in our city? 
 
 
 
 
 
Luke 1:67-79 



Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy:  
68 ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
   for he has looked favourably on his people and redeemed them.  
69 He has raised up a mighty saviour for us 
   in the house of his servant David,  
70 as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,  
71   that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.  
72 Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
   and has remembered his holy covenant,  
73 the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
   to grant us 74that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve him without fear, 75in holiness and righteousness 
   before him all our days.  
76 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 
   for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,  
77 to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
   by the forgiveness of their sins.  
78 By the tender mercy of our God, 
   the dawn from on high will break upon us,  
79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
   to guide our feet into the way of peace.’ 
 
 
Isaiah 60:1-3 
Arise, shine; for your light has come, 
   and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.  
2 For darkness shall cover the earth, 
   and thick darkness the peoples; 
but the LORD will arise upon you, 
   and his glory will appear over you.  
3 Nations shall come to your light, 
   and kings to the brightness of your dawn.  
 
 

 

 

Sermon November 27/04  

 

Before and after moments in the gospel of Luke 

Sermon at The First Mennonite Church, Vineland, ON  by Carol Penner 

December 13, 2009  

 

 


