
17. Setting the Scene: Matthew 4:12–17 
 

Verse 12 — “When he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee.” 

This verse might seem like just a passing note, but it's loaded with meaning. 

• John’s arrest marks a turning point. The baton is passing. John’s prophetic voice has 

been silenced by political powers—and now Jesus steps forward. This is the beginning 

of his public ministry. 

• The word “withdrew” is strategic. It doesn't mean Jesus ran away in fear. In Matthew’s 

Gospel, Jesus “withdraws” multiple times when opposition arises—not to escape, but to 

reposition. It signals a deliberate, discerning movement. 

• Galilee was not the religious center. That would’ve been Jerusalem. Galilee was rural, 

diverse, and looked down upon by many in Judea. So why Galilee? Because Jesus 

chooses to begin his ministry on the margins. His light rises outside the expected 

places. 
 

Verse 13 — “He left Nazareth and went to live in Capernaum by the sea…” 

• Nazareth was his hometown—but Jesus doesn’t stay where people “know” him. 

He moves to Capernaum, which becomes his home base for ministry. Why Capernaum? 

o It was a major trade route, a fishing hub, and a place of cultural intersection—

Jews and Gentiles alike passed through it. 

o It was also economically vulnerable, under heavy Roman taxation. 

o In short: a place full of spiritual hunger, where the light was desperately needed. 

• “By the sea” is not just a poetic detail—it signals proximity to openness, movement, 

encounter, and the world beyond. 
 

Verse 14–15 — “…in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali, that what had been said 

through Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled…” 

Here comes the big prophetic connection. 

• Zebulun and Naphtali were two of the northern tribes of Israel—lands that were among 

the first to fall when Assyria invaded in 722 BC. They were associated with loss, 

conquest, and spiritual gloom. 

• By beginning his ministry there, Jesus reverses the story. These once-conquered lands 

become the first to receive the Gospel. The darkness of exile now receives the light of 

salvation. 
 

Verse 15 — “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way to the sea, beyond the 

Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles…” 

This is a rich and layered line, brimming with geography and theology: 

• “Way to the sea” refers to the Via Maris—a trade route connecting Egypt and 

Mesopotamia. This is no backwater—it’s a crossroads. 

• “Beyond the Jordan” suggests distance from Jerusalem—not just physically, but 

spiritually. Yet this is where the light shines first. 

• “Galilee of the Gentiles” is a stinger. It was a mixed region, seen by Judeans as 

religiously impure or compromised. But this is exactly where Jesus goes. 



→ This hints at the universal scope of the Gospel. This light is not for a chosen few—it’s 

for the whole world. 

 

What Happened in Zebulun and Naphtali? 
The tribal regions of Zebulun and Naphtali, located in the northern part of ancient Israel (later 

known as Galilee), were among the first territories invaded when the Assyrian Empire 

attacked the Northern Kingdom around 732 BCE. Under King Tiglath-Pileser III, the 

Assyrians conquered the area, destroyed towns, and carried off many of the inhabitants into 

exile (see 2 Kings 15:29). Isaiah poetically described this as a time when the land was "brought 

into contempt" —a place of gloom and suffering. By the time of Jesus, this region was still 

considered spiritually and culturally “on the margins.” So when Matthew highlights Zebulun 

and Naphtali in his Gospel, he is showing that the first places to fall into darkness are the 

first to receive the Light—Jesus begins his public ministry in the very place once devastated 

by foreign conquest. 

 

Next up: 

“The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light…” 

This all sets the stage for that moment. Everything we’ve just explored—John’s arrest, Jesus’ 

strategic move to the margins, the history of loss in Zebulun and Naphtali, the diversity of 

Galilee—all of it is the perfect backdrop for God’s light to break in. Now, it all builds toward. 

Jesus—having stepped into Galilee, into history, into human brokenness—fulfills Isaiah’s 

ancient promise in real time. But what exactly does it mean to be in “darkness”? And what is 

this “great light” that’s now dawning? Matthew, quoting Isaiah, is doing more than just 

fulfilling a prophecy. He’s intensifying it. Let’s look closely: 

 

    Key Observations and Insights 

Isaiah 9:1–2 Matthew 4:15–16 

Walked in darkness Sat in darkness → implies greater helplessness, stagnation 

Land of gloom Land overshadowed by death → intensifies the imagery 

A light has shone Light has arisen → a more resurrection-like, active image 

Joy and rejoicing 
Not quoted, but fulfilled in Jesus’ ministry—healing, hope, beatitudes, 

and more 

 

    Key Point 

Isaiah paints a picture of a people moving through darkness and then erupting in joy when 

light breaks in—using metaphors of harvest and victory. Matthew shifts the focus to the arrival 

of light itself. These are people who aren’t walking anymore—they’re sitting. Stuck. Helpless. 

Hopeless. And then: Jesus shows up. This gives us a beautiful opening to explore: 

• What is spiritual darkness—and how is it more than just “doing bad things”? 

• What is true spiritual light, especially in a world filled with counterfeit versions? 

• Why does joy come naturally when people finally see? 
 

This is the spiritual movement Matthew is inviting us into. Now let’s go deeper... 


