
Third Sunday of Epiphany 
Sunday 26 January 2020 
 
Introduction and Call to Worship 
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. Mindful of the light 
of Christ that shines in our hearts and lives, let us come before God in prayer and 
praise. 
 
Invitation to Confession 
Repent, says Jesus, for the kingdom of heaven has come near. Let us confess 
our sins in faith. 
 
For the times when we have forgotten the kingdom of heaven and adopted the 
values of the world. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
For the times when we have considered ourselves to be better than our 
neighbour. 
Christ, have mercy. 
 
For the times when we have failed to love one another as God has loved us. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Today’s Readings 

First Reading Isaiah 9:1-4 
Isaiah declares that in time to come light will shine in the darkest corners of the 
land of God’s people. 
 
Second Reading 1 Corinthians 1:10-18 
Paul reminds the church in Corinth that the Christian faith is not about being 
better than others, and appeals to them to unite around the cross of Christ. 
 
Gospel Matthew 4:12-23 
The prophecy of Isaiah is lived out by Jesus, who makes his home in Galilee, 
where God had promised his light would shine. 
 
HOMILY 
 “Galilee of the Gentiles.” (Matthew 4:15) 
 
Illustration 
One of the hit films of recent years has been The Greatest Showman. It tells the 
story of P. T. Barnum, the circus entrepreneur. As the film tells it, the young 
Barnum goes with his tailor father to work for a wealthy local family, and falls in 
love with Charity, their daughter. Later, orphaned and having to steal food, 
Barnum continues to exchange letters with Charity, who is at finishing school. 
They marry and have two daughters, and Barnum pursues his dream of 



entertaining the public, eventually putting together a highly successful circus 
show. But he still feels himself an outsider, unwelcome in the society inhabited by 
his in-laws, and carries on trying for more and more success and acceptance 
until his ventures come crashing to earth and he has to start all over again. His 
despair is turned around by his circus friends, regarded as freaks by society, but 
finding identity and value in the circus family. Eventually Barnum comes to see 
that in his wife and daughters and friends in the circus he has everything he 
needs. Love is what counts, wherever you fit in society. 
 
Gospel Teaching 
According to Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus makes a point by transferring his home 
from Nazareth to Capernaum, by the Sea of Galilee. For centuries, Galilee had 
been regarded as being on the fringes of the land of God’s people. It was part of 
the land conquered by the Assyrians in the eighth century BC, and was not part 
of Judea. It was some distance from Jerusalem, and there was a suspicion that 
Jewish law was not always applied as rigorously there as in the capital. “Galilee 
of the Gentiles” it was called.  
 
But Galilee features in Isaiah, dating from around the time of the Assyrian 
invasion. God promised that the area, darkened by defeat and death as it was, 
would one day be bathed in God’s light. 
 
So it is appropriate that Jesus comes from Galilee. It will set the tone for his life’s 
work. He appears on the margins of Judea and of Judaism. The one who will be 
called the light of the world comes from a place where God promised to turn 
darkness to light. 
 
And it is in Galilee that Jesus begins his ministry. There he proclaims for the first 
time the near presence of the kingdom of God. And there he selects his ministry 
team, the companions who will travel with him. Simon and Andrew, James and 
John are Galileans. Everyone knew that religious leaders did not come from 
Galilee, but here they are – drawn away from their jobs around the Sea of Galilee 
to fish for people. They came from the margins and took the world by storm. It 
turned out that the righteous people at the centre of things, the rabbis and priests 
of Jerusalem, had a lot to learn about God and about love in action from a 
wandering Galilean and his slightly unsuitable friends. 
 
Application 
It is easy for us to forget that, at its very beginnings, the Christian faith was 
marginal and odd and caused the deepest suspicion in the religious and political 
establishment. In many places across the world, Christianity is the established 
religion. In the United Kingdom Christians have a place in government and a 
voice in national and international affairs. Christians are respectable. It is hard for 
Christians to be radical in social matters or theology. It is hard for Christians to 
make room for new ideas. It is hard for Christians to change their ways of 
worship and witness. 



 
So perhaps the currently declining influence of the Church in the Western world 
might not be a bad thing. Perhaps it is all part of God’s plan. Being marginal 
again might be good for Christians. It reminds us of where it all began, in slightly 
disreputable “Galilee of the Gentiles”, on the edge of the promised land, on the 
edge it seemed of God’s blessing, but nonetheless the place where light would 
shine. It takes us back to Jesus from Galilee, for whom status and respectability 
never mattered, and who showed us that what really counts is unconditional love. 
 
Summary 

1. The film The Greatest Showman tells of a man who learns that great joy can 
be gained and given without being a member of the elite of society. 

 
2. Jesus came from “Galilee of the Gentiles”, a region regarded as not quite 

respectably Jewish, and that is where he chose his disciples and began his 
mission. 

 
3. The Church needs to be reminded of its origins on the margins of 

respectability, so that it can focus on the values of the kingdom of heaven 
and not on those of this world. 

 
INTERCESSION 

President 
St Paul says that, to those who are being saved, the cross is the power of God. 
Calling to mind Christ’s self-giving love, we bring our prayers to the foot of his 
cross. 
 
Biddings 
Jesus said, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” We pray for Jesus’ 
followers today, as we seek out those in need of God’s message of love and 
salvation. 
 
“The kingdom of heaven has come near. ” We pray for our local communities, 
especially those that seem far from the harmony and love of the kingdom of 
heaven, and those where there is greatest need. Help us to know how best to 
reach out across society’s divisions. 
 
“The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.” May the light of Christ 
shine in the dark places of our world, exposing corruption and violence, and 
revealing the way to peace. 
 
“For those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.” We 
pray for the sick, for those near to death and for those who watch with them. We 
pray too for those who have recently died. May they rejoice for ever in the light of 
the kingdom of God. 
 



President 
God of those who are rich and those who are poor, God of those who are strong 
and of those who are weak, God of the centre and of the margins, hear our 
prayers, and inspire us to follow in the footsteps of your Son, Jesus Christ.  
 
Introduction to the Peace 
We are called to be one, united in the name of Jesus Christ, fellow citizens of the 
kingdom of heaven. Let us show our unity with a sign of peace. The peace of the 
Lord… 
 
Blessing 
May the light that shines in the darkness illuminate your hearts and minds,  
and bring you at the last to the eternal glory of the kingdom of heaven. 
And the blessing of God almighty…  


