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Every year about this time, I once again get out and dust off my CD’s of Handel's "Messiah" as performed by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.  As much as I love Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas” and Nat King Cole’s “The Christmas Song,” nothing THEY’VE ever sung has given me as much joy or hope than hearing the exultant "Hallelujah Chorus" or my FAVORITE piece from the Messiah, "For Unto Us a Child is Born, Unto Us a Son is Given."  I especially love how it erupts into a thrilling crescendo as the divine titles of the long-promised Messiah are sung: "Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace."  

These are wonderful words and they harken back to a promise that had been given to God's people more than seven hundred years before the birth of Christ.  At the time, though, they seemed anything BUT wonderful.  It was during a period of great national crisis.  Israel, which formerly had been a collection of tribes, had been consolidated into a single nation under the reign of King David around 1000 B.C.  But now, some three hundred years later, she was divided into two separate kingdoms with Israel to the north and Judah to the south.  Assyria, at the time the world’s greatest superpower, had decisively defeated the northern kingdom--reducing it to rubble, and now she was poised to invade Syria and Judah to the south.
To defend themselves, the smaller nations of Ephraim and Syria joined forces together.  However, without the aid and support of the kingdom of Judah, they really didn’t stand much of a chance.  Therefore, they appealed to Ahaz, the king of Judah, to enlist him into their coalition.  But fearful that just such an alliance would only serve to antagonize the Assyrians, the king did the political thing and chose to remain neutral.  Upon hearing this, the rulers of Ephraim and Syria felt their only chance was to launch a coup d’etat- to depose Ahaz and replace him with someone more supportive of their coalition.  But Ahaz learned of their plot and panicked.  Therefore, forced with what he felt was the lesser of two evils, he cast his lot with mighty Assyria, thinking that such a move might yet save his throne.  To ingratiate himself, he sent tribute to the Assyrian king, pledging with it his complete loyalty, and then appealed for help against the growing threat posed by Ephraim and Syria.

The prophet Isaiah saw this new allegiance with the fierce and bloody Assyrians as a great betrayal against God and he warned Ahaz, predicting disastrous consequences for both him and the country if he proceeded with it.  He assured him that Syria and Ephraim could NEVER overthrow him for God was in control and would never allow such an event to happen.  God had promised that only a son of David would ever rule upon that throne.  However, if Ahaz REFUSED to trust that promise, believing that Assyria could provide him greater security than God, he and his people would be punished far more than any of his predecessors ever had.

In a final attempt to change the king’s mind, Isaiah gives him a sign from God- the birth of a child.  Judah is on the verge of extinction by the greatest military power in the ancient world and God’s response is not to raise up a mightier army from within her own borders, nor is it to send another country to her aid.  Rather, it is the promise that a young girl would give birth to a baby and his name would be Emmanuel or “God with us.”  Of this new king, the government would be upon his shoulders; he would bear the titles " Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace" and his reign would be marked by everlasting peace and righteousness.  This promise was reaffirmed in Isaiah 11 where this child is described as possessing the spirit of wisdom and understanding, of counsel and might, of the knowledge and fear of the Lord.  A new age in history would be inaugurated- an era in which oppression and bondage would cease, and where the poor and exploited would be defended- only, the king had to believe and not surrender to his worst fears.  

Ahaz’s sin is that he opts for the security of a powerful yet spiritually bankrupt nation rather than trust the GREATER security offered by the One who controls all history.  He is more concerned with the “ARMIES OF MEN” than he is in the “arm of the Lord”; more interested in his OWN survival than faithfulness to the One who had endowed him with that authority in the first place.  Yet, in spite of her faithlessness and disobedience, Judah is given a NEW promise- one which includes the inauguration of a new king and a new era of peace and prosperity for God's people.  God’s covenant oath to David would NOT be broken; his royal tree would NEVER be terminated.  
Thus, Judah’s judgment will not be total like the northern kingdom of Israel(s was.  Rather, it is intended to chastise and discipline her in order that a faithful remnant might arise from out of her.  As a result of her punishment, a righteous few who truly loved God and delighted in serving Him would emerge.  It would be THESE-- the TRUE Israel, the REAL people of God--who would trust that promise, who would preserve the line of David until that day when Immanuel should be born.  Of this, Isaiah was so certain that he even named his OWN son "Shear-jashub," a name meaning "A Remnant Shall Return." 

This promise remained a light for the Jews even during her darkest nights.  For centuries afterwards, Israel was conquered by one civilization after another- first by the Assyrians, then the Babylonians; then came the Persians who in turn were followed by the Romans.  Over a thousand years of Jewish history with all its glories and successes were eventually brought to a close.  Yet, despite their bondage, they never stopped watching for that child.  The expectation was SO great that hundreds often believed that THEY were the Promised One.  Mothers all over Israel named their first-born sons Jesus or "Savior" in the hopes that perhaps THEIR son just may be the long-awaited babe.  It was a simple sign given by Isaiah to the king of Judah on the eve of her greatest national crisis and yet that one sign, more than any other, galvanized Judah's hopes and faith for the next seven hundred years- the sign of a baby's birth, their future Deliverer.

While visiting a friend of mine in Maryland some years ago, I noticed a bowl set next to the sink halfway full of water.  Floating in the middle was a small piece of wood, part of a branch perhaps three inches long.  I asked my friend, "What’s that?"  She said, "Take a closer look."  At first, I saw nothing but a floating stick.  However, upon closer inspection, I could see that there was a small green shoot emerging from out of its side and roots were starting to extend down underneath.  "Oh, you're trying to grow something," I said.  She then led me into the living room where there was a large leafy plant on the coffee table.  It had broad green leaves and stood almost a foot and a half high.  "Meet my Hawaiian Tea plant," she said.  "This one started out the same way as the one in the dish- a small piece of wood.  See what became of it with a little love!"  What seemed at first glance as nothing more than a small piece of dead wood floating in a bowl was in fact the beginning of a great plant- it turned out that there was life in that short, shapeless stick as the small green shoot extending from its side testified.  In time and with some faithful care, another Hawaiian Tea plant would emerge to complement the one on her coffee table, and it would be equally as large and as verdant as the other.  

As I stood looking at her plant, it was then that the words of Isaiah 11 came to my mind:

"There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,


  
  And a branch shall grow out of his roots."
That plant had become a sign, a metaphor for me of what Immanuel is all about.  It spoke of hope arising from a situation which seemed all but dead and hopeless, of looking beyond the reality of our perceptions to a deeper reality based in God’s promise.  This is a message the world desperately needs to hear this morning- not “Santa,” not “Frosty,” not even “the Grinch who stole Christmas.”  Rather, it needs to hear of “Immanuel”- of God’s everlasting and inseparable love to faithless, disobedient children such as ourselves; “Immanuel”- the fulfillment of God’s covenant promise to David in the birth of Christ almost a thousand years later.  

But you don’t have to be a prisoner in a foreign country to experience such despair- one can be in exile in one’s own home or even in one’s own skin.  Throughout our country this morning, people are looking for hope where there seems to be none.  Although reforming our nation’s healthcare system is important, most polls clearly show that the highest priority before this nation is to address the surging rate of unemployment which has now surpassed 10% and is almost as high as 20% in some of our inner cities.  Families struggling with job losses, home foreclosures, and personal bankruptcies are falling out of the middle class at an alarming rate with no relief promised for at least for another year or so. The President admitted as much the other day in his weekly radio address when he said, "As much as we all have to be thankful for, we also know that this year millions of Americans are facing very difficult economic times.  Many have lost jobs in this recession- the worst in generations. Many more are struggling to afford health care premiums and house payments, let alone to save for an education or retirement. Too many are wondering if the dream of a middle-class life--that American Dream--is slipping away."  Meanwhile, we are beginning the eighth year in a war in Iraq and Afghanistan that has cost us over a trillion dollars with no clear end in sight.  As the first decade of the 21st Century draws to a close, Time Magazine this past week took a critical look and concluded that it is the "worst decade ever."  The writers of their cover article wrote: 

Bookended by 9/11 at the start and a financial wipeout at the end, the first 10 years of this century will very likely go down as the most dispiriting and disillusioning decade Americans have lived through in the post-World War II era.  We're still weeks away from the end of '09, but it's not too early to pass judgment. Call it the Decade from Hell, or the Reckoning, or the Decade of Broken Dreams, or the Lost Decade. Call it whatever you want -- just give thanks that it is nearly over.
One song that is powerfully evocative of hope rooted in God’s promise is this morning’s opening hymn- "O Come, O Come, Immanuel."  This Latin hymn begins by pleading for Immanuel, "God With Us," the promised Messiah, to come and deliver his people, the Jews, from their lonely exile.  It could be a plea made by the Hebrews in Egypt, or possibly those taken captive to Assyria, or even still to Babylon in the Sixth century B.C.  The refrain instructs them to REJOICE, that indeed Immanuel SHALL come to them as was promised by God.  The second verse pleads for this "rod of Jesse" to free us from Satan's tyranny, to save us from the depths of hell and grant us victory over the grave- a point reaffirmed again in the third and fourth verses.

When you reach the fifth and final verse, it looks BEYOND Christ's first Advent to his SECOND Advent as it pleads for Christ--the "Desire of nations"--to bind all the peoples in one heart and mind; that envy, strife and quarrel cease; and that all the world be filled with heaven's peace.  Then comes the familiar refrain: "Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel shall come to thee, O Israel!"  This great hymn looks back to the people of God in bondage and exile and recalls the faithful character of God.  Then it looks to the promise of God's long-awaited son and the deliverance he brought with him. Finally, it looks to the future hope with the Messiah shall return a second time and establish God’s kingdom of peace throughout the world forever!

Well, God’s prescription for US--as it was for the Israelites--is the same- it remains “IMMANUEL”!  As that child became God’s sign of hope to a people in the midst of their greatest national crisis, so does it become God’s answer for US in the midst of our OWN personal crises.  Advent serves as our guarantee, our surety that regardless how hard times may be or how difficult our lives may become, there is always reason to hope for God has pledged himself to us; he has promised that he will always be there for us, that he will never forsake or abandon us- EVER!  By extending his promise to redeem the Jews when they least deserve it, by continuing to look after his own like a loving, caring Parent when this prodigal nation had already squandered her inheritance, God displays an unconditional love for all the world to see.  And THEN, by fulfilling this promise with the birth of his only-begotten son, Jesus, some 700 years later, God assures us how his word is his bond, that when Jehovah speaks, God CAN be trusted to fulfill his vows.  God CAN be depended upon to be faithful, compassionate, and long-suffering towards us--even when we don't deserve it--and the birth of that small child in a manger in Bethlehem is our PROOF!  Immanuel, "God With Us," the birth of Jesus- THIS becomes the greatest sign of God's faithfulness to his people, the greatest testament of God’s love for you and for me.  Let us pray... 

Gracious God, in this season of Advent, may we always remember that with the birth of your Son Jesus Christ, the long-promised Immanuel, you birthed hope for the world when without him there was none.  The unconditional love we have received by being forgiven our sins and then given the promise of your abiding presence has more than equipped us to overcome whatever would beat us down and rob us of your peace and joy.  Help us to remember what a gift your Son has been to us and to trust that he will indeed help us through each trial and every difficulty that shall ever confront us.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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