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Reading the paper / book in dull light is almost impossible. You 

turn it one way and then the other, but it is no use, you have to 

get up and turn on the light. I state the obvious, you need light 

to see. It is difficult to live in a land of shadows 

The great image of Isaiah is based not on blindness, but on the 

contrast of shadow and light. You can almost imagine a group of 

people stumbling along in semi darkness. Their hands out 

stretched, feeling where they are going, to make sure they do 

not trip over and fall. There seems in the image, to be just 

enough light to walk, but not enough light to truly live by.  

I get the impression they have lived this way for a very long 

time, but now, light has entered their lives. Feel the contrast, a 

life of shadows has become one of joy, and there is recognition 

that this light is not of their own doing. Something has changed; 

it is a feeling similar to a great harvest or great victory in battle. 

This blinding light, is like the broken yoke of slavery torn 

asunder and oppression has become a dance of rejoice.  

What could possibly bring about such a change of mood and 

perspective?  The answer is simple, a child is born! I think we 

need a bit of background here. The Isaiah who probably wrote 

the first 39 chapters of the book, lived in Jerusalem the 8
th

 

century BC and prophesied through a turbulent period of 

history; the decline of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah and the  

 

rise of the great empire of Assyria, who invaded Israel, the 

northern kingdom, in 701 BC. Israel was finally destroyed and 

taken into exile in 721 BC. The southern kingdom of Judah 

would last a bit longer, exiled by the Babylonians in 587 BC. So 

as Isaiah writes, the situation seems hopeless, they lived in a 

shadow land created by their own hand, the darkness 

representing the broken relationship between people and God. 

Isaiah is both politically astute and prophetic in its true sense; 

he sees where this broken relationship is going; his prophecy 

does not predict the future, but gives insight to what must 

happen, if God’s people continue on this course of action. In 

chapter nine, light enters chaos. It is a prophecy of contrast and 

so one of hope.  

What happens in our world should make us live under no 

illusion; this also is a world of shadows. Darkness abounds. The 

context is very different, but humanity is exactly the same. We 

do not understand light as victory in battle, but today many try 

to survive as war rages all around them. They live in a land of 

shadows. We have become separated from the land, we do not 

dirty our hands with harvest; but many live in a world with little 

to feed them. They too live in a world of shadows. We are not 

exploited, but many today live in new forms of slavery. They live 

in a land of shadows.  



A little boy is killed not far from here. It brings it home, the 

fragility of life. We all live in a world of shadows.  

So a child is born. What of it? How does a child bring light to the 

shadow world? You think you know the answer; you think the 

prophet is talking about Jesus. After all, Jesus is always the 

answer. There is no doubt that such language of darkness and 

light was picked up by the gospel writers and applied to Christ, 

that famous opening passage of John’s gospel that takes Christ’s 

divinity right back to the beginning of creation.  

“In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The 

light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome
 

it.” (John 1:4-5) 

This is what God had already determined to do. A successor to 

King David who will reign with a power based on right and 

justice to the end of time itself. If only it was as easily 

understood as that! This initial child might have been a 

contemporty king like Hezekiah, who would follow the ways of 

God, the new king becoming God’s adoptive son. That is how 

they understood kingship. And what shall he be called, 

“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace.” (v6) He will be for the people what these names signify. 

He will bring about in history what these names mean. 

We are centuries away from the words of Isaiah and 

generations from the life of Jesus. But prophecy is for every age, 

Isaiah and ours. The challenge for us is not just recognising the 

shadow world we live in today, but to wonder, how does God 

bring light into shadows, and to acknowledge that Christ left his 

spirit to the church to do exactly such work. Not only have we 

walked in darkness and seen the light of God, we are asked to 

take this light into the world of shadows. This passage is 

therefore within touching distance of our lives. It is not some 

ancient text to blow the dust from. It speaks to us and its casts it 

light, and its shadow, and says, where does our light shine in the 

world today?  

When Jesus echoed these great words, it signalled the beginning 

of his ministry in Galilee. “Turn from your sins, the Kingdom of 

heaven is near!”. In the Kingdom there is light, shadows become 

joy and a way is opened up for us to see and to follow. Amen.  

 


