
First Reading  Isaiah 8: 23 – 9: 3 
 

When the prophet Isaiah wrote these lines (c. 740BC), Palestine was 
divided into two kingdoms: the northern kingdom of Israel, and the 
southern one of Judah. Isaiah wrote from Judah, while the prophets 
Hosea and Amos, who came before him, wrote from the northern 

kingdom.  The kings of the kingdom of 
Israel were corrupt and weak, so it was 
easy for it to be overrun by the Assyrians in 
733 BC, including the provinces of Zebulun 
and Naphtali, the two northernmost 
provinces. Most of the population was 
deported to Assyria to live as exiles. For 
Isaiah, the Lord had 'humbled' these lands. 
However, Isaiah here promises his audience 
that the  Lord will restore their land to its 
former glory, especially in three other areas 
of Israel which had by now become 

Assyrian provinces: the Way of the Sea (the region around the coastal 
city of Dor); the land on the far side of Jordan (which the Assyrians called 
Gilead); and the province of the nations (another name for Galilee). 
The nation will then be ruled by an ideal king who will introduce an era 
of peace and justice. He will be the 'great light', giving the people hope 
and freedom. (For Matthew, in today’s Gospel, the light was Jesus.) 

Captivity, in contrast, is compared here to being in harness, like oxen: 
Isaiah speaks of the yoke, the bar, the rod: common images in an 
agricultural country. The yoke was usually made of wood, sometimes of 
metal. Isaiah compares being freed from this yoke to Gideon defeating  
the Midianites (see Judges 7: 16–25). 

Gospel    Matthew 4: 12–23 
‘Follow me!’ 

This episode in Matthew’s Gospel occurs just after Jesus’s temptations in the 
wilderness. It marks the beginning of his public ministry as recorded in the Gospels. 
Jesus goes to settle in Capernaum 
Capernaum was a thriving, predominantly Jewish, town on the banks of the 
western shore of the Sea of Galilee. It was larger than Nazareth. Scholars offer 
different reasons why Jesus left his own town of Nazareth in favour of Capernaum. 
He may have wanted to reach a wider audience or he may have felt it was a safer 
place to start his ministry: Matthew uses the Greek verb meaning ‘to move as a 
result of imminent danger’ to indicate Jesus moving here. John the Baptist has just 
been sent to prison. 
Land of Zebulun and Naphtali 
This is the land of the first two tribes of Israel to be conquered by the Assyrians 700 
years previously. This reference enables Matthew to introduce his quotation from 
Isaiah 9: 2 (see First Reading, opposite). 
The Prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled 
Throughout his Gospel, Matthew is at pains to show that Jesus’s ministry stands in 
line with God’s purpose as stated in the Old Testament. There are no fewer than 
fourteen instances where he shows how what is happening to Jesus is fulfilling an 
Old Testament prophecy.  
The Kingdom of Heaven 
This is a specifically Matthean phrase. The word ‘Kingdom’ does not refer to a 
geographical area but to the exercise of a particular power. It is synonymous with 
the word ‘reign’. 
Jesus calls four fishermen 
Jesus calls people where they are, as they are. In this case, the men he chooses are 
at work; they have no formal education. He does not give them any indication of 
what they will have to do. 
Being a fisherman in Jesus’s time was not easy. Their social ranking was low. They 
were not self-employed but worked for masters or for toll collectors who exerted 
control over fish quotas and licensing. Following Jesus meant breaking with their 
masters and their Roman rulers in favour of the Kingdom of God. 
Fishers of men 
The whole society around the Sea of Galilee revolved around fishing and boats; 
people were very familiar with fishing-related metaphors. It is worth noting that 
gathering fish in this instance is done with nets, rather than with line, hook and 
bait.  

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Third Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 

Pope Francis has recently designated today as ‘The Sunday of the Word of God’ 
in the Roman Catholic church. It is ‘a Sunday given over entirely to the word of 
God, so as to help us appreciate the inexhaustible riches contained in that 
constant dialogue between the Lord and his people’. It is also intended to help 
us ‘experience anew how the risen Lord opens up for us the treasury of his 
word and enables us to proclaim its unfathomable riches before the world’.  


