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	The people who sit in darkness have seen a great light…
	Is 9, Mt 11.28


Hard to try to be good! Hard to keep it up!
So many pressures on us! – so many responsibilities – so much need around us – work, friends, family & relatives depending on us, busy church, community much in need of volunteers – perplexing! Hard to go the extra mile, keep faithful to all our responsibilities.
So much pressure not to bother! So many people don’t! most people think you’re mad

Feel like your swimming against the tide – in the company of a few others who also seem

Get discouraged, confused, failure, guilt – feel like giving up – don’t want to, but exhausted? resentful?
Message of Is 9 was a message for people who were in a similar situation.
Mid 8th Cent BC – Southern Kingdom of Judah – time of national crisis – division, injustice, people turning away from God. Country surrounded by great forces and powers that threatened to overwhelm. Government appears weak.

Many people of Judah disenchanted with God and with the King of Judah. Turning to other God’s, other governments. The dark shadow of the Assyrian empire to the north east threatening to engulf all of Isreal and Judah. Abandoning trust in God as protector – looking to form alliances with other powerful governments – wanting to trust in Human resources rather than God. 

Turning to other gods like them. Worship of idols weakened the moral backbone of the country. Faith of the country failing. Many giving up. 
Isaiah’s message in the opening section of Chapter 9 is a message of hope and encouragement to those who are wavering.

The land of the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali was once disgraced, but the future will bring honour to this region, from the Mediterranean eastwards to the land on the other side of the Jordan, and even to Galilee itself, where the foreigners live. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. They lived in a land of shadows, but now light is shining on them.

Why do Zebulun and Naphtali get a special mention? It is because they were at the northern extremity of the land of Israel, vulnerable to intrusion by foreign godless cultures, vulnerable to syncretistic tendencies (ie they would merge different streams of religion, mixing up parts of then near Eastern religious deities with the worship of Jehovah). That part of Israel was often overrun by non-Israelite forces who subjected them to various different yokes. Many foreigners had come to live in that part of the land, and so it was no longer seen as pure Israelite stock. The misfortunes of that region was considered a result of failure to remain faithful to Jehovah, failure to keep to the law. This was in fact a very harsh judgement by the vast majority of people who weren't that pure themselves! 

It would have been particularly difficult for any righteous person living in that land to try and keep the faith, keep faithful to the law, keep abiding by the moral commandments of God. Much easier to go with the flow. Especially since life was so harsh for them. 
But to these people Isaiah preaches a message of hope, saying that the people who walked in darkness has seen a great light. This has an immense significance for the people of that land bringing tremendous relief and joy. He uses powerful imagery to communicate the degree of joy which this hope brings:

You have given them great joy, Lord; you have made them happy. They rejoice in what you have done, as people rejoice when they harvest their corn or when they divide captured wealth
He goes on to explain something of the content of this hope:

For you have broken the yoke that burdened them and the rod that beat their shoulders. You have defeated the nation that oppressed and exploited your people, just as you defeated the army of Midian long ago.
(The reference to defeating the army of Midian concerns the supernatural deliverance of God's people from the vast forces of the Midianites, when God used the very much weaker army of Gideon, and indeed routed the army of Midian without use of the sword at all. Thus once again God's deliverance will be by the power of the spirit, not by human might)
Such liberation does indeed bring light into their darkness. Isaiah then goes on to explain the source of this light, the source of this hope:
A child is born to us! A son is given to us!

We are now in a position to understand why a child, a son could have such an impact. St Luke's in chapter 4 shows very clearly that the person being referred to here is none other than Jesus himself.

Matthew 4.12:

When Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, he went away to Galilee. He did not stay in Nazareth, but went to live in Capernaum, a town by Lake Galilee, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali. 

This was done to make what the prophet Isaiah had said come true: “Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, on the road to the sea, on the other side of the Jordan, Galilee, land of the Gentiles! The people who live in darkness will see a great light. On those who live in the dark land of death the light will shine.”
So Jesus is the one of whom it can be said; For you have broken the yoke that burdened them and the rod that beat their shoulders. You have defeated the nation that oppressed and exploited your people, just as you defeated the army of Midian long ago.
How is it that Jesus brings relief from the yoke that burdens us, the rod that beats our shoulders and sets us free from being oppressed and exploited?

Isaiah goes on to talk about the qualities and authority of this child who was born to us, a son who was given to us:
a) And the government will be upon his shoulders.

Often the greatest pressure we have is that the burden of responsibility is upon our shoulders, and this can be very heavy indeed, trying to juggle so many different things, often not getting the balance right, often spending time in doing things that seemed right at the time but are less important, whilst neglecting those things which are very important. Jesus never once asked to bear the ultimate burden of responsibility in this way.

Indeed in Matthew 11.28 he says, "come to me all who are tired from carrying heavy loads and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me for I am humble and gentle in spirit, and you will find rest to your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

We have many different yokes that we there, a number of which are self-imposed. We end up feeling of failure because we neglect to do other things which are very important and so we feel guilt and stress.

The government should be upon his shoulders, not upon hours. When we learned to let Jesus the Lord in our lives, when we surrender to him and looked to him for guidance regarding the priorities of our daily lives, then we will find peace.

b) He will be called, “Wonderful… 
we can be confident in letting the government of our lives, of our world fall upon his shoulders because he is indeed wonderful. He made us in our mother's womb, and he knows every part of our being. He knows us better than we know ourselves, and he died for us upon a cross. He is truly wonderful, and eminently worthy to bear the government of our lives.
c) he is also called…Counsellor”,
it makes every sense to come to him for advice and guidance over every aspect of our lives, and of the responses we bear. It is wonderful to lay before him all the issues that currently stress us and cause us anxiety. He is the one who can show us the path to follow, that leads to freedom.
d) “Mighty God”, 
not only is he a wonderful Counsellor, and all wise, but he is also “mighty God” and so all-powerful and able to deliver his promises.
e) “Eternal Father”
Jesus is the eternal father in a sense of being the source of all the blessing that we need. We sometimes speak of something being the mother or father of all wisdom, in the sense of being the beginning the original.
f) “Prince of Peace”.
Jesus came to make peace between us and God. He came to end our rebellion, to restore us into harmony with God. Often the biggest source of stress and oppression in our lives is caused by our rebellious nature, in refusing to be in harmony with God, and therefore refusing to be in harmony with others and ultimately with ourselves. If we are to know true freedom, then we must surrender. But once we surrender to Jesus, then we can no peace with God, piece with others and peace with ourselves.

Isaiah goes on to give further encouragement:
His royal power will continue to grow; His Kingdom will always be at peace.
As we surrender to Jesus, as we take his yoke upon ourselves, his royal power continues to grow in our lives, as does his peace. 
And as we allow the Son of God to be lord of our lives, then he can use us to make an impact on the lives of others in need, to be a source of light shining in the darkness, to others who dwell in darkness.

This then is some indicator of the kind of hope that brings personal and corporate freedom as Jesus becomes Lord of our lives. Isaiah tells us that we had to choose to hold on to this hope and not begin to slip away and trust in other resources to give us strength amidst the pressures of our daily lives:

Isaiah 8.11
With his great power the Lord warned me not to follow the path which the people were following.

He said, “Do not join in the schemes of the people and do not be afraid of the things that they fear. 

Remember that I, the Lord Almighty, am holy; I am the one you must fear.

It is both a warning for us not to be involved in the schemes of other people who look outside of God for resources, but also an encouragement for us and a warning not to be afraid of the things they fear. If we are at peace with God we can look to the future with complete confidence.
Questions to consider

The message of Isaiah chapter 9 seems to bring the hope of physical deliverance to the beleaguered Northern region of Israel, suffering under the political and military yoke of foreign nations who oppress them exploit them and beat their shoulders with rods.
The salvation that Jesus brings does not necessarily bring us physical deliverance from political or military yokes. 
1. What kind of yokes does Jesus bring deliverance from? In what way does he bring freedom from oppression and exploitation? 
2. Who is the oppressor, who is the exploiter? Could it be ourselves? Who else?

3. In what way does Jesus bring deliverance? How does he break the yoke that burdens us, or the rod that beats our shoulders?

4. The Good News Bible says that he will be our ruler (Isaiah 9.6) the Hebrew more literally means, "the government will be upon his shoulders". In what way is this good news for us? In more ways than one?

5. Consider the ways in which Jesus fulfils prophecy of being “Wonderful… Counselor… the Mighty God… Everlasting Father… Prince of peace”
6. Do we experience the reality of this light - shining into our dark places?

7. How might we make these blessings a greater reality in our lives?

8. Why are these things good news for us to share with others this Christmas?
9. Have you thought of anybody you might bring to any of our Christmas services or events?

