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“ Nations Shall Come to Your Light” — December 31, 2017
Isaiah 60:1–3; 62:1–3
60:1 Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 

2 For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples;
but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. 

3 Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. . . .

62:1 For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest,
until her vindication shines out like the dawn,

   and her salvation like a burning torch. 

2 The nations shall see your vindication, and all the kings your glory;
and you shall be called by a new name

   that the mouth of the Lord will give. 

3 You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord,
and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.

Luke 2:22, 36–40
22 They brought the boy up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord. . . . 
36 There was a prophet [at the temple], Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband for seven years after her marriage, 37then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshipped there with fasting and prayer night and day. 38At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.

39 When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. 40The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.

The Isaiah passages are from Third Isaiah, which we believe were written after the Jews have returned to Judea from the Babylonian Exile. The Babylonian Exile is when the Jews started having daily contact with Gentiles, and this continues all the way to Jesus’ time. Furthermore, Jesus quotes this portion of Isaiah several times, so there is an important linkage.
The first passage stresses the glorious teaching role that the Jews will have. God’s glory will appear over the Jews, and other nations will “come to [their] light,” that is, will flock to them to learn about God (Isa 60:3). Earlier chapters of Isaiah had said “I have given you as . . . a light to the Gentiles . . . . that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (42:6; 49:6). They are to teach the Gentiles about the one God. So that is the background of the famous saying “arise and shine.” The ones who shine are the ones who teach about God.

The next passage promises that the nations will see the vindication of the Judeans who have returned from exile. The Jews will be blessed with a new name, which probably means a new status and power in the world. They will “be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord” (62:3).

This certainly speaks about the Jews being used by God, uplifted, and vindicated by God. The prophet sees the Jewish people functioning as a prophetic group, proclaiming the truth about God to the Gentiles. 

Between these two chapters comes Isaiah 61, which speaks about one who is anointed by the Spirit, who preaches good news to the poor and liberty to the captives. So you see that these promises that occur throughout Isaiah sometimes mention a messianic figure, and sometimes do not, but they always talk about spreading of worship of the one God, and they always promise a reign of peace and goodness. In Isaiah 62, the Jews who help to proclaim the truth about God to the Gentiles will be vindicated and glorified.

I think this was fulfilled in the life of Jesus, and in the success of the Jewish apostles who took the message to the Gentiles after his Resurrection and Ascension. But did it really make the Jews glorious? Were they vindicated in the eyes of the Gentiles, and did the latter see them as a crown of beauty? Probably not. Now, Jesus and the apostles certainly were admired and loved—even glorified—by their closest followers, but that did not stop them from being sometimes rejected or even killed by unbelievers. 

So it turns out that there was no national vindication for Israel, and no glory except for a few Jewish teachers, and only in the eyes of those who loved them. There rarely is much glory, at least correctly placed glory, in this lifetime. It means that we have to understand these texts in a more spiritual way than they were initially understood. We can’t look for either national or personal triumph. We should think of these promises as spiritual ones, pointing toward spiritual progress, and not to worldly success or vindication. 

Even if we are a royal diadem in the hand of God (Isa 62:3), the world might not know it, and might treat us with contempt. Worldly success is not part of the promise. The reward is an eternal relationship with God. Set your sights on the distant heights, even while you live in the lowlands.

Do you ever feel that you are being used by God, or that God has, after a long time, finally stepped in and vindicated you? Have you ever felt that God has shown you something? These will be treasured moments for you. You may tell others about them, but their real meaning is hidden in your heart.

Let us look at the very brief story of Anna. Anna was an independent prophetess who stayed at the temple praying and fasting. Really, she lived on hope, as did her friend Simeon, whom we read about last week. When they saw the child, both Simeon and Anna knew that they had seen the Messiah, but it seems to have been a very personal revelation to the two of them. They probably could not say why they knew this was the Messiah. They just knew it in their hearts. That’s where it was revealed to them. All it says about Anna is that she began to praise God and to tell everyone about the child. Evidently, she had been given a special insight.

When Simeon saw Jesus, he said “my eyes have seen your salvation . . . a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel” (Luke 2:30, 32). Again we see that dual theme of revelation to the Gentiles, and glory for Israel. 

But actually, Jesus is the glory of Israel. Jesus the Jew was the Messiah, but really the World Messiah. The Messiah, an idea that emerged from Israelite tradition, turned out to be the World Savior for all who would live by faith. 

The Messiah idea was held by “all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem,” Luke says (2:38). But it turned out to be a spiritual, not a political or worldly, redemption. To combine the words of Isaiah and Jesus, nations have come to this light, and salvation burns like torch for all who hunger and thirst for righteousness (Isa 60:3; 62:1; Mat 5:6). 

Has the Lord arisen upon you (Isa 60:2)? The answer will be very personal to you. It’s part of your walk with God. Are you among those who are looking for the redemption—not of Jerusalem but of yourself and those you love? Are you one who looks for the vindication—the public vindication—of truth? Can you obey the command to “arise and shine” because you have felt the warmth of God’s love? Are you ready to be called by a new name (Isa 62:2) if God wills it? 

What a great promise! “You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord” (62:3)! That must mean that God is working to beautify us, to transform us. 

Isn’t that the spiritual meaning of these sayings? Like Anna and Simeon, we are excited by seeing the Messiah, but we have done more than just glimpse the infant. We know about the adult Messiah, his deeds and sayings, his healings, his death and resurrection. 

And we want to follow him into his heavenly mansions when our time comes. Meanwhile, we have work to do here on earth. This earth life is very special, and will not be repeated, so we should do our best down here in the nursery, before we move on to the higher grades. We are getting our spiritual education, but it’s not the same as our experience of school, because it is so much more personal, and some of what you are learning doesn’t always translate into words. It is a treasure that you ponder in your heart. 
But you are allowed to praise God and tell everyone about this child!
