
 

 
Ministry of the word 

Volume 15 Issue 48             December 4, 2016 
 
Sunrise from on High 
 
One of the books in The Chronicles of Narnia series is The Voyage of the Dawn Treader.  C. S. 
Lewis begins the story when Edmund, Lucy, and their cousin, Eustace, are sucked through a 
painting on a wall into Narnia where Caspian is at sea searching for the seven lost lords who 
were expelled from Narnia by Mraz, Caspian’s evil uncle.  On this journey, while onboard the 
Dawn Treader, the children are brought to such wonderful and faraway places like these: 
 

• Narrowhaven and Doorn on the Lone Islands.   
• Dragon Island- where Eustace is turned into a dragon.   
• The Island of the Voices- with the Dufflepuds and the Magician’s book.  
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And one of the most horrible places the ship goes is The Dark Island, which was in a land of 
complete darkness.  Here there was no sun, moon, or stars! No wind of any sort.  The Island 
existed in an oppressive, dark, gloomy stillness.  And it was here that Caspian and his crew 
find one of the seven Lords who, seeing the ship’s lanterns, cried out for deliverance.  We pick 
up the story with the rescued sailor on board: 
 

The moment his feet reached the deck he said:  
 
“Fly! Fly! About with your ship and fly! Row, row, row for your lives away from this 
accursed shore.”  
 
“Compose yourself,” said Reepicheep, “and tell us what the danger is. We are not used 
to flying.”   
 
The stranger started horribly at the voice of the Mouse, which he had not noticed 
before. 
 
“Nevertheless, you will fly from here,” he gasped. “This is the island where dreams come 
true.”  
 
“That’s the island I’ve been looking for this long time,” said one of the sailors. “I 
reckoned I’d find I was married to Nancy if we landed here.” 
 
“And I’d find Tom alive again,” said another.  
 
“Fools!” said the man, stamping his foot with rage, “That is the sort of talk that brought 
me here, and I’d better have been drowned or never born.  Do you hear what I say? 
This is where dreams- dreams, do you understand- come to life, come real.  Not 
daydreams: dreams.” 
 
There was about half a minute’s silence and then, with a great clatter of armor, the 
whole crew were tumbling down the main hatch as quick as they could and flinging 
themselves on the oars to row as they had never rowed before; and Drinian was 
swinging round the tiller, and the boatswain was giving out the quickest stroke that had 
ever been heard at sea.  For it had taken everyone just that half-minute to remember 
certain dreams they had had- dreams that make you afraid of going to sleep again- and 
to realize what it would mean to land on a country where dreams come true. (Lewis, 
1998, pp. 183-184) 
 

With this, Lewis masterfully described the equivalent of Bunyan’s Dungeon of Giant Despair.  
Whether on account of one’s sin (in the case of the non-believer) or a misplaced or lack faith (as 
in the believer), at times life can find an individual given over to despair, an oppressive land 
with no light or hope!  In 1 John, John describes the unbeliever this way: 
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1 John 1:11, “…in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he 
is going because the darkness has blinded his eyes.” 

 
Speaking of the believer Asaph describes the dungeon he found himself in when he removed 
his focus from God: 
 

Psalms 73:21-22, “When my heart was embittered, and I was pierced within, then I was 
senseless and ignorant; I was like a beast before Thee.” 

 
But herein lays the beauty and glory of the gospel! Paul was appointed by God to minister to 
the lost Jew and Gentile alike: 
 

Acts 26:18, “…to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from 
the dominion of Satan to God.” 

 
Speaking of the child of God living in the gloom and darkness of disappointment, difficulty, and 
suffering Isaiah wrote: 
 

Isaiah 60:1-2, “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen 
upon you.  For behold, darkness will cover the earth, and deep darkness the peoples; 
but the Lord will rise upon you, and His glory will appear upon you.” 

 
Both Christian and non-Christian alike can be overwhelmed by darkness, yet none of us need 
stay there when we have in Jesus the Light of the world! 
 
Luke describes how it is that the non-Christian and Christian alike can be freed from the Island 
of Darkness, from the Dungeon of Giant Despair.  The answer is found in the name Christ 
possesses as our Savior! He is the “Sunrise from on High”! Look with me at the Christ of 
Christmas. 
 

Luke 1:5a, “In the days of Herod, king of Judea...” 
 
This is Herod the Great who ruled over the Jews from 37 to 4 BC.  Though he is well-known for 
his building projects, His political gravitas, and his generosity, he nevertheless had a very dark 
side! 
 
Herod was a man pleaser! He bowed to whoever had the power.  As such, though he 
professed the Jewish religion, he frequently turned on the Jews to appease Caesar or any other 
influential Gentile.  He also was extremely paranoid! Whenever he felt threatened, someone 
usually died! And thus: 
 

• He killed his mother-in-law and his wife’s uncle because he viewed them a political 
danger.   
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• He drowned his brother-in-law, after which he provided a magnificent funeral where he 
pretended to weep.   

• He executed two of his sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, in 7 B.C.   
• Five days before his death in 4 B.C., he executed Antipater- another of his sons.   
• And when he neared his death, he arrested and imprisoned over 100 of the most 

distinguished citizens of Jerusalem to be executed upon his death so that there would 
be weeping in Jerusalem when he died! 

 
All of this explains why at the mentioning of another born “king of the Jews” Herod ordered the 
death of all babies two years and younger (cf. Matthew 2:13ff).  The “days of Herod” were 
truly a dark time for the people of God.  And yet during this darkness we read: 
 

Luke 1:5b, “…there was a certain priest named Zacharias, of the division of Abijah...” 
 
During the time of David, the priests were organized and divided into 24 divisions (1 Chronicles 
24:1-6).  The eighth division was that “of Abijah” (1 Chronicles 24:10), Zacharias’ division! 
Twice a year and for one week only, each division was charged with the duty of the temple (the 
Jewish calendar was based on a 48-week year).  And part of the duties included offering the 
morning and evening incense (Exodus 30:7ff).  Now, because there were so many priests, a lot 
was cast to determine which priest would perform this once-in-a-life-time duty of offering the 
incense (1:9).1  As the sacrificed animal burned outside, the selected priest entered into the 
Holy Place and poured incense over a hot coal on the Altar of Incense.  As the smoke rose, 
those outside knelt in silent prayer (1:10), while the offering priest prayed a set prayer for the 
blessing, peace, and messianic redemption of Israel! 
 
After the offering, the priest emerged from the building and concluded the service with a 
benediction.  This would have been the work Zacharias hoped one day to perform as he began 
another week of temple service! 
 

Luke 1:5c, “…and he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was 
Elizabeth.” 

 
From this we learn that Elizabeth was of priestly descent.  Thus, she complimented Zacharias 
nicely since it was viewed as a great blessing for a priest to marry a woman of priestly descent.  
In v. 6 we are told that both she and Zacharias were “righteous in the sight of God,” and yet in 
v. 7 we are told that “she was barren.” 
 
And with this, the stage is set for vv. 8-23 where Zacharias is chosen by lot to perform one of 
the twice-daily offerings! Having poured the incense over the coals and most likely begun his 
prayer for the messianic redemption of Israel, Zacharias received a visit from an Angel who 
heralded the news of Elizabeth’s pregnancy with John (who later would be known as John the 
Baptist). 
 
Yet Zacharias stumbled at this point in his faith; remember his response? “I am an old man” v. 
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18b! As such, he was struck with dumbness until the birth of the child (recorded in Luke 1:57).  
It is here that we pick up the story. 
 

Luke 1:57-64, “Now the time had come for Elizabeth to give birth, and she brought forth 
a son.  And her neighbors and her relatives heard that the Lord had displayed His great 
mercy toward her; and they were rejoicing with her.  And it came about that on the 
eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to call him Zacharias, 
after his father.  And his mother answered and said, ‘No indeed; but he shall be called 
John.’  And they said to her, ‘There is no one among your relatives who is called by that 
name.’  And they made signs to his father, as to what he wanted him called.  And he 
asked for a tablet, and wrote as follows, ‘His name is John.’  And they were all 
astonished.  And at once his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he began 
to speak in praise of God.” 

 
And so on the eighth day, when the child was presented for circumcision, his name was 
ascertained to be “John.”  While this was controversial- children customarily were named 
after relatives and there was no “John” in Zacharias’ or Elizabeth’s family- Zacharias and 
Elizabeth proved faithful to the Angel’s command.  Instantly Zacharias’ mouth was opened (v. 
64) and he began to utter praise to God! Our passage is part of Zacharias’ expression of praise: 
Luke 1:67-79. 
 
From this section, I want you to notice that Zacharias is taken back NOT by the angel, the 
miraculous birth of his son, or even the privilege of having a son, BUT by the working of God in 
bringing to light the fulfillment of His promise to save His people. 
 

Luke 1:67-68, “And his father Zacharias was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, 
saying: ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited us and accomplished 
redemption for His people.’” 

 
Truly, the faithful Israelite was one who looked anxiously for the Day of the Lord when the 
Messiah would come and redeem His people! Thus, we read about Simeon and Anna. 

Luke 2:25, 38, “And behold, there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; 
and this man was righteous and devout, looking for the consolation of Israel... [speaking 
of Anna] And at that very moment she came up and began giving thanks to God, and 
continued to speak of Him to all those who were looking for the redemption of Israel.” 

 
The response of Simeon and Anna illustrates the expectancy that many Jews at the time held 
for the coming Messiah and so the “consolation of Israel”!  Accordingly, it is excitement over 
the fulfillment of this expectation that compelled Zacharias to give a prophecy in which he 
detailed. 
 

• The Work of God, vv. 68-75.   
• The Work of his Newborn Son, John, vv. 76-77.   
• The Work of the Messiah, vv. 78-79- which is the passage we are interested in. 
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Luke 1:78-79, “Because of the tender mercy of our God, with which the Sunrise from on 
high shall visit us, to shine upon those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to 
guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 
This leads us to a discussion of the significance of the name:  Sunrise from on High. ἀνατολή 
(anatolē).  As we begin looking at this, note that there is little debate as to the significance of 
this term.  Almost all believe that it is a reference to Christ, and thus a Messianic title. And yet 
with this, there is much debate as to the correct understanding of this word in this passage and 
so this text. Some scholars say the best translation of this is “shoot from on high.”  They base 
this on the following: 
 

• The expression, “Sunrise from on high,” seems to have NO direct Old Testament parallel 
(which is why in dealing with this name we are in Luke and not somewhere in the Old 
Testament), and thus they insist that it is doubtful that Zacharias would have had this in 
his mind at this time.  

• Further, in the Septuagint, ἀνατολή (anatolē) is used three times as the translation for 
the Hebrew word for “shoot” (cf. Jeremiah 23:5; Zechariah 3:8; 6:12).   

• Lastly, in the Old Testament “Shoot from on high” has a strong Messianic flavor, cf. 
Isaiah 11:1. 

 
In contrast, the majority of Biblical Scholars suggest that the best translation is, “sunrise from 
on high” (we see this reflected in the primary Bible translations all of which choose “sunrise” or 
“dayspring” as the translation).  They base this on these facts: 
 

• The Primary definition of ἀνατολή (anatolē) is “rising,” “sunrise,” or “star.”   
• In Numbers 24:17 Christ IS described by the Messianic title, “Star of Jacob.” 
• And finally, Zacharias’ prophecy demonstrates a deep awareness of the prophecy of 

Malachi (e.g., Luke 1:17, 76; cf. Malachi 3:1; 4:4ff).  As that is the case, Malachi 4 is 
easily seen to be the backdrop for Zacharias’ statement here. 

Malachi 4:2, “But for you who fear My name the sun of righteousness will rise [ἀνατολή 
(anatolē) in the LXX] with healing in its wings...” 

 
So, which is the best translation? Thankfully we are not left to conjecture, the immediate 
context gives us the answer! Notice two things about Zacharias’ Messiah here; he will… 
 

Luke 1:79a, “…shine upon those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death…” 
 
This was taken from Isaiah 9:1-2.  It referred to a party of travelers who having been 
overtaken by the darkness of a moonless night, sit terrified and powerless, knowing that at any 
moment they could be overwhelmed and killed by wild beasts or an enemy.  As such, the 
expression indicates a condition of danger, fear, and hopelessness; a pining away, with no sign 
of help! The closest word in the English that accurately conveys the thought of this phrase is 
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“despondency.” 
 
Now those in a state of despondency have a great need.  They need  
 

1. Vision- the ability to see,  
2. The assurance of their safety, and lastly  
3. Joy and gladness.   

 
In essence, they need what all these together convey in the Bible as... “the shining of light upon 
their path” (v. 79a)! 
 
From this we agree with the majority that the Messiah that Zacharias had in mind here is that 
of LIGHT; He is the “sunrise!” In the mind of Zacharias, the advent of Christ marked the 
intrusion of Light, and thus hope, into a very dark and despondent world! Notice secondly: 
 

Isaiah 1:79b, “…to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 
 
The imagery of this is rich! In Christ’s day, there were no street lights.  And so, if you were 
overtaken by darkness, you either needed  
 

1. A Lantern that was strapped to your leg “to guide your feet” (cf. Psalms 119:105) or 
2. A Bright star or moon by which to travel.  

 
In other words, you would need a light!  In fact, both expressions not surprisingly convey the 
thought of Micah 4. 
 

Micah 4:2, “But for you who fear My name the sun of righteousness will rise with 
healing in its wings; and you will go forth and skip about like calves from the stall.” 

 
When a calf enters the sunshine after being confined to a small, dark space like a stall, they skip 
about! So it is those delivered from spiritual or moral darkness! 
 
Based on the activities that are associated with the Messiah in Luke 1:78-79, we conclude that 
the best understanding of ἀνατολή (anatolē) in this passage is “rising” or “sunrise.”  Thus, 
Zacharias’ reference to the Messiah is a statement that He is the “sunrise from on high,” the 
One who 
 

• Illumines the path of those in darkness.   
• Gives hope to those who dwell in the shadow of death.   
• Gives guidance to the blind… direction to the lost… hope to the despondent… life to 

those who are dead! 
 
From this we see another attribute of the Christ of Christmas, He is the Light of the World 
which fills the dark and empty soul of man and thus illumines the path that leads to life!  And 
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so, when we say that Christmas is the celebration of Christ’s birth, recognize the meaning of 
this birth.  Though our way is difficult and dark and is of such a nature that even though we 
are children of God we are tempted with despondency, nevertheless we must take courage! 
Jesus Christ is the “Sunrise from on High!” 
 
I hope you see the significance of this text! First, Christ as the “Sunrise from on High” means 
that depression/despondency need not be part of the Christian life!   
 
Depression occurs when inability meets with unfilled needs, wants, or expectations. The 
Christian who needs food and covering, and yet is exhausted of working harder than most and 
yet receiving less than seemingly everybody is liable to despair.  The Christian who wants 
success and yet has exhausted every means of achieving it is at risk of depression. The Christian 
who expects an easy life (few complications, interruptions, or frustrations) and yet has wearied 
of working for it is a candidate for despondency. 
 
When a the basis for Christian’s hope, joy, or satisfaction is upon money, health, attention, 
temporal blessing AND is denied, oft-times they enter into Dungeon Despair! How you must see 
that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of every need, want, and expectation of the traveler who sits 
in the despondency of darkness! In fact, to place your trust in Him is to enter into Light, as He is 
the “sunrise from on high”! 
 
Because this is the case, how is it that some Christians struggle at times with depression? While 
there is no amount of darkness that can diminish a light in the least bit, not even the darkness 
of sin, a light is of little help if it is neglected! And so 
 

• When Peter walked on the water toward Christ, he did fine- so long as he kept his focus 
on Christ! But the moment he forgot Christ and looked at the waves, he began to sink!   

• When Moses on the mountain relied upon the Lord with outstretched arms, the people 
of God battling the Amalekites in the valley prevailed.  But when he grew “weary in 
doing well” and lowered his arms (a picture of self-sufficiency), the enemy in the valley 
prevailed! (cf. Exodus 17).  

Truly, the only way we can be benefited from a light is if we avail ourselves of it! That is why 
Christ gave this exhortation to the disciples: 
 

John 12:35b-36a, “…Walk while you have the light, that darkness may not overtake you; 
he who walks in the darkness does not know where he goes.  While you have the light, 
believe in the light [trust, rely upon Christ], in order that you may become sons of light.” 

 
Based on this passage, what is it that can lift the darkened spirit? “Believing in the light”2 and 
so basing our hope, joy, and crown of exaltation on knowing, loving, and serving the Lord- not 
just for our forgiveness, but for all things!  I referenced Asaph at the beginning of this study.  
When he found himself in Doubting Castle, tortured by Giant Despair, what is it that delivered 
him?  
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Psalms 73:16-17. “When I pondered to understand this, it was troublesome in my sight 
until I came into the sanctuary of God; then I perceived their end.” 

 
And though the people of God were living in difficulty with threats of violence and doom upon 
returning to Jerusalem after the exile, nevertheless God gave them this promise; in Christ, 
though your days may seem dark, you will always be in the light.  
 

Isaiah 60:1-2, “Arise, shine [In other words, don’t live in despair]; for your light has 
come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.  For behold, darkness will cover 
the earth, and deep darkness the peoples [this is a state of sin and misery; it is going to 
continue to be hard! Yet the consolation is that as we trust the Lord, He…]; …will rise 
upon you, and His glory will appear upon you.” 

 
At a time when God’s people were living in darkness because the fear of death, the fear of 
Rome, God gave this promise to His people. 
 

Luke 1:78-79, “…the Sunrise from on high shall visit us, [and will] shine upon those who 
sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 
How do we in Christ today live in this light? I could not answer this any better than Peter when 
he wrote speaking of the word of God... 
 

2 Peter 1:19, “…you [would] do well to pay attention [to it] as to a lamp shining in a dark 
place, [as we pay attention to the word, notice what happens] until the day dawns and 
the morning star arises in your hearts.” 

 
God’s answer to darkness in the life of the child of God is living in the light of Christ as He is 
revealed in His word!   
 
Xecondly, Christ as the “Sunrise from on High” means that IF you are in darkness this day on 
account of your sin, your slavery to it, something you have done, and so guilt and regret, YOU 
need not stay there! 
 

John 8:12b, “I am the light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the 
darkness, but shall have the light of life.” 

 
In fact, the purpose of the gospel, the good news of Christ’s coming to this earth to save sinners 
is to,  
 

Acts 26:18, “…open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the 
dominion of Satan to God.” 

 
If you are one this day who stands before God guilty of sin, understand that you need not die in 
your sin.  God in Christ came to this world to deliver His people who were enslaved to fear and 
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worry on account of their sin.  By dying on the cross, He took our sin upon Himself that we 
might be clean.  You need only to lay your hands upon the Lamb of God- confess your sins- 
and you will be washed clean and so saved from death, hell, and the destruction of your soul! 
 
When we left The Dawn Treader after it had taken on board one of the seven lost lords of 
Narnia, yet it was still in the land of darkness.  How did it get out? 
 

“Look!” cried Rynelf’s voice hoarsely from the bows.  There was a tiny speck of light 
ahead, and while they watched, a broad beam of light fell from it upon the ship.  It did 
not alter the surrounding darkness, but the whole ship was lit up as if by searchlight.  
Caspian blinked, stared round, saw the faces of his companions all with wild, fixed 
expressions.  Everyone was staring in the same direction: behind everyone lay his 
black, sharply edged shadow. 

 
Lucy looked along the beam and presently saw something in it.  At first it looked like a 
cross, then it looked like an aeroplane, then it looked like a kite, and at last with a 
whirring of wings it was right overhead and was an albatross.  It circled three times 
round the mast and then perched for an instant on the crest of the gilded dragon at the 
prow.  It called out in a strong sweet voice what seemed to be words though no one 
understood them.  After that it spread its wings, rose, and began to fly slowly ahead, 
bearing a little to starboard.  Drinian steered after it not doubting that it offered good 
guidance.  But no one except Lucy knew that as it circled the mast it had whispered to 
her, “Courage, dear heart,’ and the voice, she felt sure, was Aslan’s, and with the voice a 
delicious smell breathed in her face.” (Lewis, 1998, pp. 186-187) 
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End Note(s) 
1 Once selected to serve in this manner, a person never could be selected again; his name was not 
permitted on the ballot! 
2 Cf. Epheisans 5:8! 
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