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(Matthew 4:12–17 ESV)  Now when he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew 
into Galilee. And leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the sea, in the 
territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might 
be fulfilled: “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way of the sea, beyond 
the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles— the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great 
light, and for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a light has 
dawned.” From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand.”


PRAYER


We are into the last section of text before Jesus enters into his formal ministry. This 
week we’re going to be looking at his transition into his earthly ministry. His 
temptations are done for now, the devil has left him and the angels have ministered to 
him, feeding his hungry body and caring for his weary soul. He is 100% man. God in 
the flesh.


After his temptation, Matthew turns our attention to Jesus’ transition from his coming 
down to the south to be baptized by John and now we learn that because John was 
arrested, Jesus decided it was time to go back to the north. The arrest of John is a cue 
for Jesus. The text tells us it was because of the news of John’s arrest that Jesus 
withdrew to Galilee. Luke 3 tells us about John’s arrest. 


(Luke 3:15–20 ESV)  As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in 
their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Christ, John answered them all, 
saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of 
whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the 
wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” So with many 
other exhortations he preached good news to the people. But Herod the tetrarch, who 
had been reproved by him for Herodias, his brother’s wife, and for all the evil things 
that Herod had done, added this to them all, that he locked up John in prison.


John wasn’t out to make friend, just followers. He didn’t mince words, and we’ll see 
Jesus do similar things, but John called out sin where he saw it. 


This passage in Luke tells us that the people were asking if John was the Christ, and 
John’s answer was that he was not, but someone mightier than himself was coming 
and that the judgement of the one who would come was an unquenchable fire. So this 
testimony of the gospel from John came to Herod the Tetrarch’s ears, as did the 
unveiled threats about Herod’s sinful relationships with his brother’s wife and other evil 
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things. All that added up to John being a stench in Herod’s nose and Herod had power 
and ambition and did something about it. He locked up John in prison. 


Now Herod was annoyed that John is making these threats that Herod would be 
judged for his evil actions, and that judgement would com from the Messiah. When we 
put all this together it makes quite a bit of sense why Jesus would withdraw to the 
north. John’s baptism ministry in the countryside of the capitol city was seen as a 
threat to Herod Antipas, but a traveling preacher up in the northland was less of an 
issue. Jesus gets out of harms way. There is a plan for his ministry impact, and he’s 
going north to begin it. He goes to Galilee, to Nazareth and spends a little time there 
but then later settles in Capernaum, which is what Matthew is drawing to our attention 
here. 


TRANSITION FROM DARKNESS


(Matthew 4:13–14 ESV)  And leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the 
sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what was spoken by the prophet 
Isaiah might be fulfilled


We’ll get to that prophesy in our second point but here I want to highlight the darkness 
that Matthew is showing us.


In the capitol city of Israel, Jerusalem, the city of peace, the city of the king of Israel, 
there is darkness. We saw it earlier in chapter 3 with the interaction of John with the 
pharisees. We saw it back in chapter 2 with the slaughter of every baby boy 2 and 
under in Judea. These are the people of God. They have been waiting for 400 years for 
a new word from the Lord. They have been waiting thousands of years for the coming 
of the Messiah. They want to see him. They’re expecting him to come and bring them 
freedom from oppression. But the crazy thing is that they’re so lost in their own 
struggle against flesh and blood that they’ve missed the coming of the Messiah. 
They’ve forgotten their first love. As we move forward we’re going to see Jesus 
addressing this over and over again. The people of God have become so passionate 
about living to the letter of the law, they forgot that the law points them to God in the 
first place. Jesus came as the reminder for that for them and for us. We easily jump into 
our self-righteous mindset that we’re more passionate about people obeying a civil law, 
even if it is against the law of God. We become the ones Jesus talked about who strain 
out a gnat but swallow a camel in Matthew 23.


He left Judea and Jerusalem in the south and went back to the north, first to Galilee, 
where he was before he ever went to Judea, and then he moves and settles in 
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Capernaum. Jesus leaves Galilee to be baptized by John in Judea, John gets arrested, 
and Jesus goes back to Galilee, then relocates to Capernaum.


This is the transition. The beginning of the first big turn in Jesus’ ministry. These are 
God’s people. And as it says in John, the light shines in the darkness, (John 1:11 ESV) 
He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. He goes to the north to 
stay under the radar. An itinerant preacher in the countryside is not as big a threat as 
an evangelist inside the city gates. 


Matthew mentions specifically the tribes to whom these lands belong, Zebulun and 
Naphtali, and he does it to make the Isaiah prophesy we’re going to look at even more 
poignant. 


We’re going to keep building on this darkness we see in point one, and build on it as 
we begin to understand more about this prophesy in point two.


INTO LIGHT


The purpose statement of verse 14 points us to the prophets of Isaiah. This move 
occurred to fulfill prophecy.


(Matthew 4:15–16 ESV)  The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way of the 
sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles— the people dwelling in darkness have 
seen a great light, and for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a 
light has dawned.”


I’m going to cite the Isaiah original as well for greater context. 


(Isaiah 9:1–2 ESV)  But there will be no gloom for her who was in anguish. In the former 
time he brought into contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the 
latter time he has made glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, 
Galilee of the nations. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; 
those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shone.


The former time of contempt for these two tribes was in actuality broader than just 
Zebulun and Naphtali but its talking specifically about the northern kingdom after the 
split of Israel. The northern Kingdom was called Israel, and the southern kingdom was 
called Judah. The northern kingdom was the first part of Israel to fall to invaders. 
Scripture tells us that this all happened because the people turned away from God. 
They gave into their temptations and great calamity came upon them because of it. 


The Assyrians of the north came in and defeated them, took over their lands and 
displaced their people. A remnant was left to care for the ground and to cultivate it and 
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bring tribute to the Assyrian King, but families were split, neighbors disappeared, 
brokenness was the theme of the day, deep sorrow, and a massive tragedy.


So with the most of the northern kingdom carried away in exile, God gives Isaiah a 
message. “There will be no gloom for her who was in anguish. In the former time he 
brought into contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter 
time he has made glorious the way of the sea”


So hope exists. Though in the past things have been hard and even harsh, and 
horrible, hope abounds for the people of the land of Zebulun and Naphtali. In the 
former days they saw contempt, bu in the latter days hope abounds. This is prophesy 
has two fulfillments. First, the exile of the people was ended. They eventually got to go 
back home and return to their land. That was a glorious day on the way by the sea. But 
even more so, now the light of the world, the radiance of the glory of God and the 
exact imprint of his nature  has come to the land of Zebulun and Naphtali. We also 1

have to recognize what the way of the sea is. “Way” is a word which here means road 
or path. Starting in the Northeast, the way of the sea is a heavily traveled trade route 
the connects Damascus in Syria, with Capernaum in Galilee and continues all the way 
to the Mediterranean in Caesarea in the northern part of Samaria. This is the path many 
of the exiles would have taken to come back to their homes when the exile was ended. 
But now in Christ, we see a new fulfillment of this prophesy. So after their exile, their 
time of darkness, they are finding light, hope in begin back in their homes and their 
homeland. Assyria was a land of deep darkness where they dwelt, but now light has 
shone on them because their exile was over. When Israel returned to their land so 
much had changed, and continued to change over time. As time passed and the 
Assyrians and the Babylonians and eventually the Romans came to rule the area, an 
increasing of homogenization happened that make the area less and less exclusively 
Israel, thus Isaiah calling it Galilee of the Gentiles, or of the nations. Israel became like 
their neighbors and became ruled by their neighbors, just like God said would happen 
to them if they turned way from him.  


Now the greater fulfillment of that prophesy is that Christ has come. He is the light and 
he has entered into that land of Zebulun and Naphtali, and Capernaum is right on the 
“way of the sea”. If we continue to read that passage from Isaiah 9, well see that 
Christological language used: (Isaiah 9:6–7 ESV)  For to us a child is born, to us a son 
is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase 
of his government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over 

 Heb 1:31
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his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from 
this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.


I mentioned earlier that we saw the transition from darkness as Jesus left the south and 
the area around he capitol in the Jordan valley. He laves this dark place and goes to 
another place of darkness. The region of Galilee where he went was considered a place 
of darkness because there was so much dire hopelessness. The transition to it being a 
place of light or hope was because the exiles were able to return home. Now Matthew 
references this prophesy again.


(Matthew 4:16 ESV) the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great light, and for 
those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a light has dawned.”


Judah is dark, the government and the religious rulers have rejected the forerunner of 
the gospel. How much worse would they treat the gospel himself in the person of 
Jesus Christ. He leaves this dark place, and goes to another dark place, foreshadowing 
with the Isaiah passage that the light is coming to Galilee of the Gentiles. The nations 
will receive this good news go hope and receive it. Israel will continue to reject it.


Look to the east ad the coming of the sun, light has dawned, and with it, hope has 
come to a people who are lost in darkness. And this isn’t just a flashlight shining in a 
dark corner, this is a great light. The greek word for this is where we get our word 
MEGA. It’s a MEGA light that those in darkness have seen. Christ comes and though 
his geography has changed, his message hasn’t changed. Which brings us to our last 
point.


MESSAGE


(Matthew 4:17 ESV) From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand.”


Jesus proclaims a message of repentance, just like the forerunner John the Baptist did 
before he was arrested. Hope is here, light has come to the darkness and it is found by 
responding to the Call of God to repent. To turn away from the path you are on and 
turn toward the path of repentance. 


We talked about repentance backing chapter 3. We real that this was John’s message 
too, and that the idea of repentance is about changing ones mind and direction. I used 
the analogy of driving down the road and having one destination and changing one’s 
mind to pursue a different destination. Like if you’re going o drive to Wal-Mart and you 
change your mind and decide to get gas first, you have to change lanes and move into 
the path you need to follow to get to your new destination. 
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The fact that this prophesy from Isaiah and the instruction to repent are paired together 
here is not coincidental. It is purposeful. God is working out his plan for Israel. He is 
working out his plan for the Gentiles. He is working out his plan for Jesus. He is 
working out his plan for us. The call to repent is in recognition here that the same thing 
that Israel needed in chapter 3 when John called them to repentance and baptism, the 
Gentiles of the north also need. Repentance is needed universally. Jesus calls first to 
the chosen people of God, but he doesn’t turn away the gentiles that come to him 
either. In fact we’re going to hear him boast about how amazing their faith is in the 
coming weeks. 


The opening of this passage is a significant turning point for us to look at as well. Look 
at the first 5 words of verse 17. “From that time Jesus began”. We’ll see this same 
formula used in chapter 16 where another signifiant turn is made in Jesus’ ministry. For 
now, his message is clear, and it will remain this way, his pattern will be consistent. He 
preaches a message of repentance. 


Jesus says that the reason to repent here is because the kingdom of heaven is at hand, 
this is a turn of phrase which here means near or coming quickly.


His kingdom is not one built with hands. It is a kingdom of people, priests who love 
him, and desire to be in his presence. It isn’t a kingdom that has walls for borders. It 
isn’t a standing army ready to fight for him, it is hearts and minds that live to glorify 
him.


Repentance is needed because there is no room for pride in the kingdom of heaven. 
You can’t stand proud against God when you’re taking a posture of repentance. Before 
repentance can happen, we have to recognize that we have something to repent for. 
We’re living life in a trajectory that is contrary to God. What we read in God’s word 
helps us to see that we are at enmity with God. Jesus calls us to repentance because 
we have something to repent of. The temptations that we looked at for the last three 
weeks are God proving that in every way we fail to maintain righteousness. He is 
perfectly righteous and Holy and we are the opposite of that. If we have failed in one 
aspect of the law, then we have failed in every aspect of it. There is no greater 
sentence for those of us who have sinned more than others. The reality is that the 
longer we live the more guilty we are. But thanks be to God for the grace we are given 
through the life and death and resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord. He calls us to 
repentance, to shift lanes in our life, to move out from from our addiction to selfish 
sinfulness and into living life in accordance with what we believe about who God is. 
Leave our hypocrisy behind us and to come into accordance with God’s will. That’s the 
purpose behind his calling us to himself int the first place. He desires to be with us 
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eternally. The creator of the universe wants to be in relationship with you forever. We 
can’t get there on our own so he sent himself, Jesus Christ the son to be the maker of 
our path to be with him. 


New Believers: Respond to his call. He loves us more than we love ourselves. Jesus 
came and died for you. He is our path to God. We become sons of God by the son of 
God. He gives us his free grace, the righteousness of his son. On our own we are 
unworthy, but through believing and repentance, shifting our lives to live what we 
believe about him, that he is our Lord and Savior, we find peace with him. The sin of 
the world doesn’t go away, the temptations don’t disappear, but through Christ we 
have an advocate who gives us the gift of his Holy Spirit and helps us to die to 
ourselves day by day.


Saints: You are believing. Good. Jesus calls for repentance because repentance is 
needed. This is not a one and done kind of thing. We are in constant need of 
repentance. Think of it as constant calibration. We set our eyes on Christ and start 
moving in that direction at the point of salvation. But we are never not distracted and 
pulled off court by the things of earth and the temptations of the eyes. We are in 
constant need of calibration. 


It is precisely because of the brokenness of the world that we need repentance. We all 
need his help in becoming more like him. We are being sanctified, day by day to 
become a new creation and be with him forever. Jesus came, the light of the world, to 
shine his light into the darkness of this world, the darkness of our own hearts to 
transform us into his new creation. 


(Revelation 5:11–13 ESV)  Then I looked, and I heard around the throne and the living 
creatures and the elders the voice of many angels, numbering myriads of myriads and 
thousands of thousands, saying with a loud voice, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, 
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and 
blessing!” And I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in 
the sea, and all that is in them, saying, “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 
be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and ever!”


PRAYER
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