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SUMMARY
We are the light of the world, and at no time are we more aware of this truth than at Christmas.

AT A GLANCE
We light our candles together. We hold them high to represent the light that has shined on us, beaming into our darkness. But how will we carry that light back into the darkness after the last carol is sung? 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The First Carols: The Gloria,” December 24, 2019. 

Why candles? As we mount the pulpit to preach on Christmas Eve, there’s a fair likelihood that most of our listeners will be holding candles or have them at hand. Because candles are such a big part of the evening’s proceedings, here — in the interests of science — are a few fun facts about them:
Candles are composed of two parts: a plaited wick of cotton yarn treated with boric acid and other chemicals, and a cylinder of wax. When you light a candle, heat from the flame melts the wax, which is pulled up the wick by capillary action and vaporized. Hydrocarbon molecules are then released into the air, along with particles of soot — which are themselves rich in carbon, because they have a relatively low hydrogen-to-carbon ratio.
That may be more about candles than you ever wanted to know!
Our people faithfully turn out for candlelight services, year after year, but not because they’re interested in candles. Candles are wonderful for scenting a room with bayberry or vanilla. They make a lovely centerpiece for a holiday table. But if it’s light you’re looking for, old Tom Edison’s bulb — or one of its more recent halogen or LED descendants — wins out over candles every time.
There’s an old pulpit story about a grandmother struggling with a life-threatening illness. She had her young granddaughter visiting with her one Christmas. The granddaughter was watching her as she lit a candle and placed it in the window. “Grandma,” the little girl asked, “why do we light candles on Christmas?”
“We light candles on Christmas, my dear, to tell the darkness we beg to differ.”
That’s why our people come out on Christmas Eve, isn’t it? They’re eager to end this service in the dark, holding candles in their hands and softly singing the words of “Silent Night.” We all have a desire, deep within us, to tell the darkness, “We beg to differ.”

Darkness Never Sleeps
We don’t have to look very far to find darkness on Christmas Eve, or any other night. Somewhere, even in the most affluent community, a child will go to bed hungry. Somewhere another child will cry himself to sleep, because Christmas Eve is one of those times one parent drinks too much and the other parent pays the price.
The county jail will be especially dark after “lights out” … no candles there. And not far away from those barred windows, someone will be cruising the streets in a car without headlights, looking for a shadowy figure selling tiny plastic envelopes of white powder.
Darkness never sleeps. It’s always open for business. Darkness entices its victims with whispers of illicit pleasure, then springs the trap. Darkness has swallowed up far too many lives and devoured them whole.
Our feeble candle flames make no impression on that darkness. Candles don’t shed a lot of light, really — just think back to your last power failure at home. Maybe you had to go rummaging around in the kitchen drawer until you found that old candle stub and struck the match. Then you breathed a sigh of relief, even as you inhaled that sulfurous match odor. Maybe you even sat there and stared at the glowing flame for a moment or two, just to reassure yourself: Sorry, darkness, you won’t get me tonight.
In a power failure, you discover just how many candles you need to make up for one darkened light bulb, and that’s just indoors. Carry your candle outside at night and hold it up to the starry heavens. You’ll discover how utterly insignificant that light seems, how effectively it’s swallowed up by darkness.
Yet, we still feel compelled to do it. Still, we light the candles. Why?

We’ve Seen the Light
The answer to why we do it is found in the book of Isaiah: 
The people who walked in darkness
have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness — 
on them light has shined (9:2).
We come to the sanctuary on Christmas Eve not because it’s well-lighted, and not because we physically need the illumination of the candles we hold. We come because something inside us calls us to that place.
Maybe you can’t put a name to it, this power that calls you. Maybe you’re not even sure if you believe in it — but you feel better, somehow, when you’re in a roomful of others, holding candles high and singing familiar carols. Call it sentimentality if you want, call it romanticism, call it celebrating the culture — something about this season of Christmas speaks even to the most cynical of hearts, something that can bring even the hardest of hard-core doubters and the most self-absorbed of self-convinced skeptics to the edge, to the border — the very de-militarized zone — between doubt and faith.
Something rises within our souls and warms to the glow of the Christmas candles. The rational mind can’t explain it. Take a candle into a laboratory, if you want. Dissect it, analyze it, melt it down and recast it, probe its chemical components. You won’t find an explanation of what you’re looking for. The power that calls us to the sanctuary is not a light of our own creation. It’s not jolly “Christmas cheer,” nor human good will, nor hope, nor accomplishment. As we raise our candle to receive light from a neighbor, we acknowledge that we are already in darkness — that we possess not, within ourselves, the power to push back the gloom of human or natural evil. We light the candles in hope that light will come to us, unbidden, from beyond ourselves.
It’s a most particular kind of light, not a finite source. It’s quite unlike the flickering candles that will burn out and die once their wax is consumed, their wicks burnt down to nothing. This is the distinctive light of which the Nicene Creed speaks:
God of God, light of light,
Very God of Very God;
begotten, not made,
being of one substance with the Father,
by whom all things were made,
who for us … and for our salvation
came down from heaven,
and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit
of the Virgin Mary …
The greatest wonder of it all is this: that same light took on human form and was laid down on the prickly straw of a Bethlehem manger. It cried, it slept, and it ate. In time, it played and learned. It fought and loved, taught and healed — and, gently and lovingly, led others to a vastly greater light.
Then came the day when that “God from God, light from light, Very God from Very God,” stumbled to Calvary and allowed his light to be extinguished. His enemies sealed him inside a dark tomb. Three days later, he burst forth, in a blaze of heaven-sent glory that has not been extinguished since — no, not ever. “The light shines in the darkness,” as John puts it in the prologue to his Gospel, “and the darkness did not overcome it.”

A River of Light
There’s a famous parable of a church — one version says it was in Switzerland — that lost its historic building to a tragic fire. After grieving for a time, the congregation moved on to construct a new sanctuary.
There was an architect in the congregation. He asked for the privilege of designing the church himself. He told them he would demand no fee, but that he must have absolute freedom to design the building as he saw fit. Knowing him to be a fine architect, the people agreed.
The entire community looked on with growing curiosity as the building went up. They were eager to see what sort of sanctuary would emerge from the construction site littered with lumber and stone.
What they saw, eventually, was very pleasing indeed. Some called it a masterpiece of simplicity and elegance. The materials were all natural and were displayed to their best advantage. The room was airy and open, the doorway inviting. A place was even found to display some of the old stained glass, salvaged from the former building.
It was when the church was nearly completed that one of the children looked up and noticed something that seemed to be missing. “Where are the lights?” she asked.
Sure enough, there was not a single light in the sanctuary — and nothing to indicate where any could be installed. Members began talking to one another — you know how churches are — and in no time at all the church board had gathered for a rump session, right there in the half-completed sanctuary.
They summoned the architect. When he walked in, they besieged him with questions. Surely, he’d made a terrible mistake, they chided. He’d left the lights out of the blueprints!
“There’s been no mistake,” he replied. “Trust me. Wait and see.”
The night of dedication for the new building finally came, and it happened to be Christmas Eve. As the members walked through the doors, each one was handed a small oil-lamp of gleaming brass. The architect had specially designed those lamps to match the design of the building. As one worshiper after another walked into the darkened sanctuary, the room was bathed in a beautiful glow, as light and shadow played upon the ceiling.
The pastor asked the architect to come forward and speak. He explained to the people that the lamps were his gift to the church. They were theirs to keep. He urged them to bring their lamps with them whenever they came to worship.
“You are the light of the world,” he continued. “If you are not present in worship, there will be a dark corner in need of light. When worship is ended, take your light home with you. Allow it to shine in your homes and in your lives, a reminder of the presence of Christ, to whose glory this building is dedicated.”
When the Christmas Eve service was ended, and the company of worshipers wended their way back down the hill, lamps in hand, it was, they say, as though a river of light were flowing from that church back into the community. Those who lived in a land of deep darkness — on them light had shined.

Such Light Cannot Be Hidden
On Christmas Eve, we — along with our congregants — will hold candles in our hands. It may last only a few brief moments, long enough to sing a carol or two. We’ll sing that beloved music, feel the warm embrace of Christian community, and celebrate the presence of the Christ child in our midst. Then, we will leave that place to go home, or to the home of others we may be visiting.
But how will we journey? Will we leave that place the same as when we entered? Will we step out into that dark night unaffected — untouched — by the beatific vision of Mary and Joseph and the babe lying in a manger?
He expects more of us than that, this Jesus, the babe of Bethlehem. “You are the light of the world,” he once told his disciples. “A city built on a hill cannot be hid” (Matthew 5:14). The lights we hold in our hands are not simply for our own personal illumination. Just as we will pass the light from one candle to another, the light of this Christian faith of ours is for sharing.
Did you ever notice that, when you light someone else’s candle, your own light is not diminished? The most important things in life — faith, hope and love — are like that. Sometimes we fear losing them, so we try to keep them to ourselves, and that’s a tragedy. Sometimes we fear that our flickering flame is not enough.
But not to worry. It’s not our light to begin with! The spirited little flame, dancing atop our candle wicks, came from someplace else. It’s part of a vastly greater fire, the flame of love that burns at the very heart of this God-touched universe.
During the most trying and desperate days of America’s early history, a man wrote a notably gloomy letter to Benjamin Franklin. He concluded his letter with these pessimistic words: “The sun of liberty has set.”
Old Franklin wrote back to him the briefest of notes. It said: “Then light the candles!”
The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness —
on them light has shined (9:2).
Because it is true that on us light has shined, because we have glimpsed the great light beaming into our darkness, we light our candles. We hold them high. We sing praise to the Son of God, whom our carol names as “love’s pure light”:
Radiant beams from Thy holy face,
With the dawn of redeeming grace,
Jesus, Lord at thy birth,
Jesus, Lord at thy birth.
Let us lift our lights high, so all the world can see. And may you have a glorious Christmas!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Luke 2:1-14 (15-20) 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Christmas Day Birthday. What do Isaac Newton, Jimmy Buffett, Pope Pius VI, Sissy Spacek, Annie Lennox, Muhammad Ali Jinnah (founder of Pakistan), Anwar Sadat, Justin Trudeau and Humphrey Bogart have in common with Jesus? Nothing. These famous people were all born on Christmas Day — except Jesus! Most scholars agree that it’s highly unlikely that Jesus was born on December 25, but for a variety of sometimes complicated reasons, we have been celebrating his birth on December 25 for more than 1,500 years. Except for February 29, December 25 is just about the rarest day on which to be born. No kid wants a birthday on Christmas Day because it’s not special. It’s like he or she is robbed of a special day of attention and presents. It’s a point well-taken because December 25 is a very special day. Granted, children born on December 25 probably will not be mollified by being told that they have the same birthday as Jesus, the Savior of the world! But, in fact, this is precisely why December 25 is so important to us. In your Christmas Eve or Christmas Day sermon, explain why this day is so important to us as Christians. You can start by noting that this is the day that the eternal God of the universe, who existed before time, during time and after time, visited us in human form. Pretty impressive. Incredibly special!
What Does the Text Say?
Luke begins his account of Jesus’ birth with a customary announcement: “In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered” (v. 1). Moving on, the narrative continues with the classic parts of the Christmas story in verse 4. Joseph travels “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem.” The journey from Nazareth — approximately 70 miles north of Jerusalem — to Bethlehem just a few miles south of Jerusalem was necessary because Joseph “was descended from the house and family of David.” With neither literary embellishment nor further comment, Luke simply reports that Joseph “went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. Luke’s plainspoken narration continues in verse 8: “There were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night” — a peaceful scene emblematic of a culture dependent on animal husbandry. However, the pastoral serenity is abruptly interrupted when “an angel of the Lord stood before them …” (v. 9; cf. 1:13, 30). The setting for the Savior’s birth was exceptional — outdoors in a stable surrounded by the squalor of animals. And this was the sign for the shepherds: “You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (v. 12). Incredibly, what they saw was Mary’s firstborn son lying in a “manger.” Jesus, the bread of heaven, born in Bethlehem — literally the “House of Bread” — was already being symbolically offered to God as a sacrifice. It’s no wonder that “a multitude of the heavenly host” declared, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, / and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” (vv. 13-14).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
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Of the many poems of Robert Frost, which was his favorite? Who’s to say? But there’s one poem he called his “best bid for remembrance.” It’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” He wrote it one dark Christmas in 1923.
Garrison Keillor retells Frost’s explanation of why that poem was his favorite:
“A young man named N. Arthur Bleau attended a reading Frost was giving at Bowdoin College. Bleau asked Frost which poem was his favorite, and Frost replied that he liked them all equally. But after the reading was finished, the poet invited Bleau up to the stage and told him a story: that in truth, his favorite was "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening." He had written the poem based on his own life, he said. One year on December 22nd, the winter solstice, he realized that he and his wife wouldn’t be able to afford Christmas presents for his children. Frost wasn’t the most successful farmer, but he scrounged up some produce from his farm, hitched up his horse, and took a wagon into town to try and sell enough produce to buy some gifts. He couldn’t sell a single thing and as evening came and it began to snow, he had to head home. He was almost home when he became overwhelmed with the shame of telling his family about his failure and, as if it sensed his mood, the horse stopped, and Frost cried. He told Bleau that he “bawled like a baby.” Eventually, the horse jingled its bells and Frost collected himself and headed back home to his family. His daughter Lesley agreed that this was the inspiration for the poem, and said that she remembered the horse, whose name was Eunice, and that her father told her, “A man has as much right as a woman to a good cry now and again. The snow gave me shelter; the horse understood and gave me the time.”
The ending of “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” contains its most famous lines:
The woods are lovely, dark, and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for March 7, 2012.
https://writersalmanac.publicradio.org/index.php%3Fdate=2012%252F03%252F07.html.
The full text of Frost’s poem may be found here:
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/42891/stopping-by-woods-on-a-snowy-evening.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.
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A lot of my life was spent on trying to find joy and then keep it, forever. It does not work like that. As with all things, joy comes and goes. That is more than okay. It is a magnificent aspect of joy. This feeling we so tirelessly seek was meant to go away. It is not forever, but present for a time. If we constantly experience a singular form of emotional stimulation, we get tired of it. That tight hug you receive from your favorite cousin during the upcoming winter no longer brings that same smile. The dogs at the park playing tag all evening long will not forever hold the same place in your lovely heart. The city of Oxnard, California, lighting up their magnificent tree in the plaza park will go unappreciated, unseen.
Joy, temporary as it may be, was meant to be this way. Life will throw you a masterful loop, and while we cannot prepare for everything, we can be ready to accept that joy will return. We need not to seek it out, but realize that all we see, all we do and all we feel embody our purest joys. When past pain shows up, I have found it helpful to be relentless with your joy. Persevere beyond all measure, and be the difference-maker you need.
—Jaivan E. Ortiz Mohorko, age 17, “Thoughts on Joy,” ECF Vital Practices blog, November 2021.
https://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-papers/article/972/thoughts-on-joy.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
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The most beautiful part of the story of Christmas is that God actually understands our human predicament. God was born between blood and feces, born of a woman in the poverty of a barn. This God would go on to be crucified and to die. God understands human pain. God understands human suffering and the experiences of grief. God knows what that is and is proximate to us in our realities of that.
What this story also reveals as we think about Herod, who asserted himself as the king of the Jews, which is the reason why he wanted to kill all of these children because of the word that was out that a messiah was being born — what we can attest to, living in these times, is that evil is real. It is present in the world. Despite that, though, we have a God who comes in light and in hope in the middle of the darkness. And the word of God tells us … that the darkness does not overcome it.
—Eboni Marshall Turman, “Theologian Discusses How Christmas Brings Light To A Dark Year,” interviewed on NPR Weekend Edition, December 19, 2020.
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/19/948316404/theologian-discusses-how-christmas-brings-light-to-a-dark-year.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
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This is no time for a child to be born,
With the earth betrayed by war and hate
And a comet slashing the sky to warn
That time runs out and the sun burns late.
That was no time for a child to be born,
In a land in the crushing grip of Rome;
Honour and truth were trampled by scorn — 
Yet here did the Saviour make his home.
When is the time for love to be born?
The inn is full on the planet earth,
And by a comet the sky is torn — 
Yet Love still takes the risk of birth. 
—Madeleine L’Engle, “The Risk of Birth, Christmas, 1973,” The New and Collected Poems of Madeleine L’Engle (Crown, 2009), 155.
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There is an obvious question about the plague of darkness that arises with no other plague [Exodus 10:21-29] — why didn’t the Egyptians just stop it?
When locusts are swarming in the sky, or hail is pelting the ground, human beings are helpless. You cannot trap every frog that infests the land. But we all know how to counter darkness — light a candle.
In 1994, a major earthquake struck Northridge, California. I lived in nearby Los Angeles, and the quake was felt over the entire region. It struck at 4:30 a.m. First came a giant rumbling sound, and then the world started to shake. After what seemed an eternity of rocking (in reality about 20 seconds), everything was dark.
In an era before cellphones, if one was without a flashlight (as was most everyone in the neighborhood apparently), the world was truly dark. Not a porch light, not a streetlight. It reminded me of the title of William Manchester’s book about the Middle Ages, A World Lit Only by Fire. People poured onto the street and waited for the sun. If you had no candle, there was only darkness. … Why did they not seek out fire? …
In 1915 the philosopher William James wrote an essay, “On a Certain Blindness in Human Beings.” The essay concerns “the blindness with which we all are afflicted in regard to the feelings of creatures and people different from ourselves.”
Part of the Torah’s emphasis on the stranger is to alert us to the reality that we do not always understand the emotions and aspirations of those unlike ourselves. We are inclined to turn away and ignore them. People of a different ethnic, political or social group become invisible and irrelevant to us, “not our kind of people.” The Egyptians were blind to others. …
Blindness sometimes arises from accumulation. The Egyptians had things the Israelites did not. The Rabbis comment that the blindness was the “thickness of a gold dinar” — that is, a gold coin. … Wealth insulates people from need and from dependence. Those among us who are fortunate must battle against that tendency to allow the gold dinar to blot out the suffering of others. …
Finally, there is the simple human reality of being trapped by one’s own narcissism and refusing to actually see the other. The Mishna asks, What time do we begin praying in the morning (literally, reciting the shema)? The answer is — when one recognizes the face of his friend. In other words, we turn to God through acknowledging the face of another human being.
—Rabbi David Wolpe, “Parashat Bo: The conundrum of darkness,” The Jerusalem Post, January 6, 2022.
https://www.jpost.com/judaism/torah-portion/article-691761.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
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Some years ago, I was stuck on a crosstown bus in New York City during rush hour. Traffic was barely moving. The bus was filled with cold, tired people who were deeply irritated — with one another; with the rainy, sleety weather; with the world itself. Two men barked at each other about a shove that might or might not have been intentional. A pregnant woman got on, and nobody offered her a seat. Rage was in the air; no mercy would be found here.
But as the bus approached Seventh Avenue, the driver got on the intercom. “Folks,” he said, “I know you’ve had a rough day and you’re frustrated. I can’t do anything about the weather or traffic, but here’s what I can do. As each one of you gets off the bus, I will reach out my hand to you. As you walk by, drop your troubles into the palm of my hand, okay? Don't take your problems home to your families tonight — just leave ’em with me. My route goes right by the Hudson River, and when I drive by there later, I’ll open the window and throw your troubles in the water. Sound good?”
It was as if a spell had lifted. Everyone burst out laughing. Faces gleamed with surprised delight. People who’d been pretending for the past hour not to notice each other’s existence were suddenly grinning at each other like, is this guy serious?
Oh, he was serious.
At the next stop — just as promised — the driver reached out his hand, palm up, and waited. One by one, all the exiting commuters placed their hand just above his and mimed the gesture of dropping something into his palm. Some people laughed as they did this, some teared up — but everyone did it. …
We live in a hard world, my friends. Sometimes it’s extra difficult to be a human being. Sometimes you have a bad day. Sometimes you have a bad day that lasts for several years. … There are times when everything seems cloaked in darkness. You long for the light but don’t know where to find it.
But what if you are the light? What if you’re the very agent of illumination that a dark situation begs for?
That’s what this bus driver taught me — that anyone can be the light, at any moment. …
No matter who you are, or where you are, or how mundane or tough your situation may seem, I believe you can illuminate your world. In fact, I believe this is the only way the world will ever be illuminated — one bright act of grace at a time, all the way to the river.
—Elizabeth Gilbert, “The Kind Gesture that Helps Elizabeth Gilbert Find the Light On Her Worst Days,” O Magazine, May 2016.
https://www.oprah.com/inspiration/elizabeth-gilbert-may-2016-o-magazine.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
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The poet Theodore Roethke wrote in his Journal, “Deep in their roots, all flowers keep the light.” I believe that deep in our hearts, all of us keep the Christ who was, who is, and who is to come, the Light of the World.
—Susan Langhauser, “Setting the Table for Jesus,” Day1.org, December 5, 2021.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/619bc1986615fb58eb000037/susan-langhauser-setting-the-table-for-jesus.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
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COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 9:2-7
Christians love to hear Isaiah 9:2-7 read during Christmas Eve candlelight services. How did this text, set within the complex material of Isaiah, come to be used this way? As with certain other OT prophetic texts, the verses had both an immediate application and one that came to be used fittingly later.
Verse 6a’s “A child has been born for us, a son given to us” (along with the rest of the passage) must be understood in its wider context. Outside forces threatened the Southern Kingdom of Judah and the God-blessed dynasty of King David. Ahaz was the current occupant of the throne. (Ahaz was condemned by the writers and editors of the Deuteronomistic History — see 2 Kings 16:2-4; v. 2b: “He did not do what was right in the sight of the Lord his God, as his ancestor David had done.”) We learn from 2 Kings 16 and Isaiah 7 that (about 734 B.C.) the Northern Kingdom of Israel (a.k.a. Ephraim) had allied itself with Aram and Syria against Judah. Rather than trust in the Lord to counter the threat, Ahaz had tried to ally himself with the dangerous and pagan Assyrian Empire. The Lord told Ahaz to ask for a divine sign; Ahaz refused. The Lord gave Ahaz a sign anyway (see Isaiah 7:14-16); verse 14 says: “Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” (The Hebrew word translated “young woman” is ‘almah, which means [marriageable] young woman — as in Genesis 24:43 and Exodus 2:8 [translated “girl”]; the Septuagint Greek translation of ‘almah is parqenoV [more specifically “virgin”]; Matthew 1:23 cites Isaiah 7:14 using parqenoV). “Immanu-el” means “with us is God.” The Lord promises soon to be with Judah to deliver them from the threat of Israel and Syria. But Assyria would then threaten Judah; also see Isaiah 8:5-10 (“Immanuel” appears in vv. 8 and 10 in the Hebrew). Sennacherib of Assyria would indeed conquer much of Judah in the time of King Hezekiah, but in about 701 B.C., God eliminated the Assyrian’s threat before he could conquer Jerusalem (see 2 Kings 19:20-37 and the parallel Isaiah 37:21-38).
The identity of the child named “Immanuel” in its original application is debated among scholars. Some suggest one of Isaiah’s own sons (two sons of Isaiah indeed have names given with significance for that period — see 7:3 and 8:3). Christopher R. Seitz (Isaiah 1-39, in the Interpretation series of Bible commentaries, 60 ff.), suggests Hezekiah (Ahaz’s son) as the likely immediate fulfiller of Isaiah’s prophecy. Hezekiah (along with Josiah later) was considered the most faithful king of Judah after King David himself (see 2 Kings 18:1-7). Whether or not Seitz is right, the first Immanuel, the child of Isaiah 9:6, is the one identified as God’s way to deliver Judah. Isaiah 9:2-7 indicates that God will bring shalom/peace to and through faithful kings in the line of David, whose lineage God will protect through the ages. (God promises to keep David’s dynasty going, but any individual kings who stray will face the consequences, for themselves and for Judah.) See also Isaiah 11:1-9. (Jesse is King David’s father.)
Light and darkness are universal themes in literature. Biblical literature is replete with these contrasting concepts. In Isaiah 9:2-7, the anguished people are walking gloomily in spiritual darkness, and the nation faces military defeat. They feel no hope for rescue. But suddenly, Yahweh’s prophet Isaiah proclaims (v. 2): “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness — on them light has shined.” “Deep darkness” is the same Hebrew word as Psalm 23:4’s “darkest” valley (or the valley of the “shadow of death”). Among many other biblical texts that speak of the contrast between light and darkness, see Isaiah 5:20; 42:16; 58:10; 59:9 (with justice and righteousness, a common pair in Psalms, Proverbs, Isaiah [as 9:7], Jeremiah and Amos). Also see Luke 1:78-79; 11:34-36; 12:3; John1:4-5; 3:19-21; 8:12; 12:35-36, 46; 1 John 1:5; 2:7-11.
How can this light come to the Judahites in their time of darkness? Isaiah turns his words heavenward, praising God (with “you” language) and laying out for the people how God will deliver them. Those without hope are suddenly filled with joy, as in times of plentiful harvest or when soldiers divide booty plundered from a defeated enemy; verse 3 speaks three times of joy/rejoice (and see Psalm 30:5b). The oppressor’s yoke, used to bind strong work animals to plows, has been broken. “Midian” refers to the Midianites’ defeat by Gideon (Judges 7).
In addition to verse 2, verse 6 is best known to Christian people. “A child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Some scholars see the passage as the use of a hymn upon the birth of God’s king or upon his accession to the throne. But there is more to it for Christians who find Isaiah to be a rich source of preparation of God’s people for the greater Deliverer — the messianic “Son of David.” The Hebrew word for God’s anointed one (God’s king) is mashiah (hard h), from which we get “Messiah” (cristoV/“Christ”). Correspondingly, Christians see the ultimate fulfiller of Isaiah 9:6 to be Jesus Christ (e.g., Luke 2:10-11; Matthew 1:1; 16:15-16; 21:9). As Seitz (75) says, “Out of that historical matrix a model for kingship emerges that is filled full in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews, Messiah of the nations. … Israel’s own vision of kingship … prepared the church to see in Jesus a king like no other.”
Christians also came to believe that Jesus is not only the Son of David (the Messiah/the Christ; Jesus was in the legal line of David — see Matthew 1) but also the Son of God in a unique way (e.g., see John 1:1-5, 14; 3:16; 8:58 in the light of Exodus 3:14; Mark 14:61-62 in the light of Daniel 7:13-14; Revelation 1:13-14 in the light of Daniel 7:9-10). The titles of verse 6 can be understood as divine titles: For “Wonderful Counselor,” see Isaiah 28:29. For “Mighty God,” see Deuteronomy 10:17; Nehemiah 9:32; and Isaiah 10:21. For “Everlasting Father,” see Isaiah 63:16; 64:8.
God guarantees that there shall be “endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom” (Isaiah 9:7). Shalom in Hebrew means more than just peace, or a time of cessation of war. It also means tranquility, wholeness/completeness, well-being, reconciliation between people, and harmony within the community, prosperity and safety. See the apostle Paul’s characteristic greeting (“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ,” as in 1 Corinthians 1:3); Philippians 4:7: “The peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
The authority/government/rule/dominion of God’s Deliverer will grow (Isaiah 9:6, 7); see Matthew 28:18 and 1 Corinthians 15:25. “Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Let earth receive her King.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 9:2-7
Ask the children to tell you what it feels like to be alone in the dark. Admit that it can be scary, and that it is no fun to stumble around in a dark room bumping into things and sometimes getting hurt. Then light a candle and ask them to say what it feels like to have a little bit of light in the darkness. Agree that it can help us to feel more peaceful and safer, which is why many people have nightlights to help them in dark rooms. Tell the children that the good news of Christmas is that the “people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness — on them light has shined” (v. 2). Point to the candle and say that when Jesus was born, a new kind of light came to people in darkness: Jesus came to be the light of the world. Explain that we call Jesus the light because he is a “Wonderful Counselor,” helping us to make good choices; he is our “Mighty God,” always strong to help us; he is our “Everlasting Father,” loving us forever; and he is the “Prince of Peace,” helping us to feel peaceful and safe, even on dark nights (v. 6). Lift the candle and say that Jesus is always with them, to help them and guide them like a light in the darkness.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Christmas
Christmas Eve
Leader: The angel of the Lord announced to Mary that she would bear the Holy Child.
People: He was born in Bethlehem then. We pray that he might be born again tonight in our hearts.
Leader: The angel reassured the shepherds who were frightened by the brightness of God’s glory.
People: He directed them, just as he would direct us, to the gentle light shining from the manger.
Leader: A choir of angels filled the night sky with hymns of praise for God’s Christmas gift.
People: We would join that song with thankful hearts. We would offer our best gifts to God’s gracious Son. Amen.

Prayers — Christmas
Christmas Eve
One: The night long ago was shattered by a thousand lights,
All: All of them singing, “Gloria.”
One: All of them telling of a humble birth,
All: An amazing child,
One: Jesus …
All: The One who saves;
One: Immanuel …
All: God with us and for us.
One: Our darkness is shattered by the flickering of candlelight.
All: We feel the thrill of hope,
One: The tears of joy,
All: The overwhelming sense that we are loved!
One: O holy night,
All: The stars are brightly shining.
One: It is the night of our dear Savior’s birth!

Benedictions — Christmas
May the stars be extra bright.
May the song of the angels be clear.
May the love of God hold you tonight, and
May God bring joy to you and all who are near.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming
Oh, Holy Night
Silent Night
Worship and Praise* 
Light of the World (We The Kingdom)
Living Hope (Bethel Music/Johnson)
King of Kings (Hillsong Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Nativity of the Lord (Proper I) Christmas Eve, Cycle A
Isaiah 9:2-7
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
