                           1/27/08 Sermon:   “Christ’s Light in Our Darkness!”

                    (Texts:  Isaiah  9:1-4;  2nd Corinthians 4:1-6 ;  Matthew 4:12-23)

          Some younger children are afraid of the dark.  Why?  They imagine that things are hiding in the darkness – things that might scare them or even hurt them.  We adults then assure them that there’s nothing to fear.  They don’t have to be afraid of the darkness.  However, even though we adults realize there are no make believe things hiding in the darkness, we must admit that the darkness itself can be a scary thing.  

     For example, when the power goes out at night and we can’t see where things are or where we’re going, that can be scary – especially if the lights don’t come back on!  In addition, we know that criminals often prefer to do their work under the cover of darkness – which is why people tend to avoid dark alleys in bigger cities.  Let’s face it.  We don’t like the darkness.  It’s not safe.  We’d rather be in the light.

     Therefore, it’s not surprising that throughout history people have used physical darkness as a symbol for sadness, fear and evil.  Many cultures use the word “darkness” to describe the negative or evil things in their lives.  In fact, the bible itself used the word “darkness” to symbolize the deception, despair and death that is the result of our sin against God.

     Listen again to these words from our Old Testament reading.  Isaiah 9:2 reads:  “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.”  Let’s take some time to learn what God is teaching us with these words.

     Isaiah talks about the people “walking in darkness.”  That’s strange.  Usually people don’t walk around in darkness unless it’s absolutely necessary – and even then they walk slowly and carefully, using extreme caution.  But the people Isaiah describes are walking in darkness as though they have nothing to fear.  Why?  The reason is that they’ve been deceived!
     You see, the first thing that results from walking in darkness is that we end up in DECEPTION.  In our second reading the Apostle Paul writes:  “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers so that they cannot see the light of the Gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”
     The light of God’s Word points us to Christ, the Son of God, whose Truth sets us free.  However, the devil does not want us to be anywhere near Christ and His Word.  Sadly, some choose to believe the devil and remain in the darkness.  
     Jesus talks about this tragedy in John chapter 3, where He says:  “This is the verdict:  Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.  Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.”
     Here’s an example of how the darkness of our sin leads to deception.  First, we’re deceived into thinking that our sin is good for us and sometimes we actually learn to love the sin in our lives – even though it could lead to our eternal damnation!  Second, we are deceived into hating the light of Christ because the devil convinces us that God exposes our sin only to hurt us and harm us.  So, no wonder people avoid the light and stay in the darkness.
     But the truth is that Christ uses the light of His Word to expose our sin so that we might see how bad it is for us and then flee from it into His arms of forgiveness and healing.  You see, the very reason Jesus exposes our sin is so that we can repent and come out of the darkness into the light of His mercy and love.

     So, even though the devil blinds the minds of unbelievers with his dark deception, the good news is that Christ’s light shines in our darkness and thereby gives us the ability to see the forgiveness and healing that God wants to give us.

     In fact, that’s why WE are “children of the Light” – forgiven and living in God’s love.  The reason we live in repentance and faith in Christ is that the light of God’s Word has rescued us from the darkness of the devil’s deception.  We heard about this in our 2nd reading, where Paul writes:  “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made His light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”
     Now, the second thing that results from walking in darkness is that we end up in DESPAIR.  You see, when the devil tempts us with sinful ideas and behaviors that are condemned by God’s Word, the devil makes these sinful ideas and behaviors look very appealing.  Let’s face it.  The reason we sinners choose to think, say or do certain things, even though we know they are evil, is that we foolishly think these sins will be good for us somehow.
     Think about it.  When we break the 3rd Commandment by avoiding Church or Bible Class, we do this because we think that doing something else will be better for us.  

     When children disobey their parents, they do this because they think they know better and hope their rebellion will work out for good.
     When people nurture hatred and anger in their hearts or when people think that abortion is the answer to making their lives easier, they’ve convinced themselves that murder is a good thing.  

     Also, many people choose to become involved in various forms of sexual immorality because they believe the lie that such sin is not that bad and that it will make them happy.  As a result, many Christians sadly fall into the serious sins of *sex before marriage or *adultery in marriage or *homosexuality or *pornography.

     In addition, when people nurture greed or envy in their hearts they’ve convinced themselves that these sins are normal and the result is that they end up living lives of materialism or even theft.

     When we use our mouths to hurt others or use our ears to listen to gossip, we thereby show that we think that hurting others in this way is a good thing and will benefit us somehow.

     When people get involved in substance abuse – whether that be getting drunk, misusing various legal or illegal drugs, or even overeating – people do these things because they think it will bring them temporary happiness and escape from reality.

     My friends, I could talk all day about the various dark sins that are all too common in our lives.  The point is this:  all these sins and others that the devil makes to look so appealing and fun eventually take their toll on us and bring great misery and pain into our lives as well as the lives of others around us.  When we walk around in the darkness we will end up in despair sooner or later.

     In fact, not only does sin lead to despair because of the physical and emotional pain it brings into our lives.  Even more, sin leads to despair when we finally realize that God hates this sin and that our desires and deeds deserve eternal damnation.  
     Guess what.  When we end up in this spiritual despair the devil ceases to act like our friend and instead he accuses us and attempts to convince us that we have no hope of God’s mercy.  You see, the devil wants to keep you in the darkness of despair.
     But the good news is that Jesus’ Light shines in the darkness of our despair and brings us His Kingdom of mercy and love.  In our Gospel reading Matthew says that Jesus fulfilled our Old Testament reading when He began His ministry in Galilee. What did Jesus do?  Jesus preached the following:  “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near!”

     Jesus has two things to say to us.  First, He tells us to repent.  We need to confess the sins in our lives and turn away from them.  We need to see that these sins will only lead to physical, emotional and spiritual despair.  We need to recognize that these sins deserve God’s eternal wrath.  Second, Jesus then tells us that the Kingdom of heaven is near.  In other words, Jesus is near to forgive you, love you and bring healing to your despair.
     Jesus can forgive our many sins because He came into this world to suffer the dark damnation we deserved so that through faith in Him we might receive the light of His mercy and love.  Jesus’ Light shines in our darkness because He wants to rescue us from the physical, emotional and spiritual despair caused by our sins against Him. 
     However, Jesus does not only forgive our many sins.  He also uses the Light of His Word to lead us into His loving will for our lives so that we will know the peace and joy He wants us to experience as we live as His children.  Paul writes about this in Ephesians chapter 5:  “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light … and find out what pleases the Lord.  Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them … everything exposed by the light becomes visible … This is why it is said: ‘Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.’  Be very careful, then, how you live — not as unwise but as wise, 
making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. 

Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”
     Simply put, the same Jesus who rescues you from despair by forgiving your sins, this same Jesus will also use the Light of His Word to lead you away from the sins that cause despair and into His loving will for your life that will result in peace and joy for yourself and others as you live in this world.
     Well, so far we’ve learned that walking in darkness leads to deception and despair – and the Good News is that Jesus’ Light shines in our darkness and rescues us from them both.  
     Now we’re ready to learn about the third thing that results from our walking in darkness.  Simply put, walking in darkness results in DEATH!  In Romans chapter 6 the Apostle Paul says:  “The wages of sin is death.”  My friends, the physical death that is the norm for every person in this world was not part of God’s original creation.  God intended Adam and Eve and their descendents to live forever in His love.  But that plan ended when the devil tempted Adam and Eve to sin against God.

     Ever since then people are conceived as sinners, and the sign that we are sinners is that we must face physical death sooner or later.  Think about it.  Death is the one thing we simply can’t control.  No matter how safe we try to be; no matter how well we care for our bodies; no matter how much we try to protect ourselves from the dangers of this world, the fact is that we all must die and we can’t do anything about it.

     Death is not a good thing.  Death puts an end to all our hopes and dreams. If death had the last word we would be doomed to walk in darkness our whole lives.  But the Good News is that death does NOT have the last word.  Jesus has the last word – and His Word is LIFE!

     Jesus took the darkness of our sin upon Himself and died in our place on the cross.  But then He conquered our death when He rose from grave and He now LIVES – and He shines His resurrection Light into our darkness and proclaims that we who repent and trust in Him have hope even in the face of death itself.

     Just as Jesus died but then rose again, we who trust in Him can face physical death in the sure and certain hope of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.  This reminds me of the words of King David in Psalm 23:  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me … Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
     We are still in the Epiphany season.  That word “Epiphany” means “shine upon.”  Today Jesus’ Light shines in our darkness and rescues us from deception, despair and death.  Jesus will use us to shine the Light of His Word into the darkness of this world so that others might be saved from deception, despair and death along with us.

     I now close with these words from I John chapter 1:  “If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.  But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.”  Amen.
