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Advent 4
Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, 11 “Ask the Lord your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights.” 12 But Ahaz said, “I will not ask; I will not put the Lord to the test.” 13 Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try the patience of my God also? 14 Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel. (Isaiah 7:10-14)
What Does this Sign Tell You?


Have you ever misunderstood a traffic sign?  You think it means you’re supposed to turn left but it really meant turn right and suddenly, you’re going the wrong way with no easy way to get back?  That kind of thing happens to me all too often.  I hope it isn’t an indication that old age is already creeping up on me.  When we lived in Colombia, understanding road signs was a greater challenge because they were written in Spanish.  My brain had to work fast enough to comprehend what the sign said in time to make whatever turn I needed to make.  My wife was puzzled by an instruction that we saw frequently.  It said, “turn left” or “turn right” – but the Spanish word for “turn” looks similar to the Spanish word for “shout.”  Now, she never actually thought it meant “shout to the left!” but one of the other missionaries had a lot of fun teasing her about shouting to the left when I was driving.  Signs are supposed to tell us things.  If you understand the language and pay attention to wording, then you know that “merge left” means you better get out of this lane before it’s too late.  God gives us signs, too.  This morning, we’re considering one of the most famous and most debated signs in all of Scripture: the sign of the Virgin’s Son.  My friends, what does this sign tell you?
I.


God originally gave the sign of the Virgin’s Son to a king named Ahaz.  Ahaz had a problem: an enemy army was camped right at the gates of Jerusalem.  Isaiah tells us that “the hearts of Ahaz and his people were shaken, as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind.”  But God was going to defend his people.  He understood that Ahaz had a very weak faith.  So he made a remarkable offer to him: “Ask the Lord your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights.”  God offered to do any miracle Ahaz wanted as proof that he would save Jerusalem. What would you ask for?  If you faced a real trial – maybe not an enemy invasion, but what if someone you loved was dying in the hospital or deployed to Iraq?  What if your business was on the verge of going under and the banks were foreclosing on your home?  What if in the middle of that crisis, God said to you, “I will protect you.  Ask me for any sign you want, in heaven above or on earth beneath, or right down into the depths of the grave.”  What kind of a sign would you ask for?  There are so many possibilities that I don’t know where I’d begin.  Would I ask for our church’s mortgage to be paid off?  Would I ask for roses to bloom in January?  Would I ask for a trip to the moon?  I don’t know.  What would you ask for?  
Do you know what King Ahaz asked for?  He said, “I will not ask; I will not put the Lord to the test.”  What do you think of that answer?  Doesn’t it sound kind of pious?  When the devil took Jesus up to the pinnacle of the temple and told him to jump off because God had promised to protect him, Jesus told him, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”  Wasn’t Ahaz showing that kind of faith?  Well, that’s not how God saw it.  Speaking through Isaiah, he said, “Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try the patience of my God also?”  Jesus was warning us not to try to force God to prove his love.  “Come on, God, I’m going to jump off this roof because you said you’d take care of me.”  That’s not the attitude of a believer.  But God came to Ahaz and said, “I’m going to rescue you.  Name a miracle that I can perform to show that you can trust me.”  And Ahaz refused.  In fact, Ahaz turned away from God completely.  After this, he offered his son as a sacrifice to a heathen god.  Then he built an altar to foreign idols inside the temple of the Lord!  Rather than naming a sign and giving God the chance to build up his faith, Ahaz rejected the Lord completely.

Ahaz wouldn’t ask for a sign, but God gave one anyway.  Rather than a sign that he would deliver the physical city of Jerusalem from horses and chariots and men in armor, God gave a sign that he would deliver all people from the devil and his evil angels.  Rather than promising one people that they would escape from their immediate danger, God gave a sign that says that all people everywhere can escape from death and hell.  God gave a sign that lay in the distant future, a sign that Ahaz would never see.  He gave a sign that speaks to you and me and to every generation of Christians.

God said, “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son …” Seven hundred years later Mary conceived a baby in her womb without any human father.  God did something impossible, something that only happened once in all of history.  Even in Mary’s day, that was hard to accept.  Joseph thought she’d been unfaithful to him and God had to show him the truth.  Today, many people have a problem with what God did.  People who don’t believe the Bible raise all kinds of objections about this prophecy.  One of the finest sounding objections has a very scholarly ring to it.  Some people claim that the Hebrew word used here does not mean “virgin,” it means “a young woman.”  They say that Isaiah was only predicting that God would deal with the problem of the invasion within the time it took for a young woman to conceive and have a baby.


Don’t be fooled by this supposed scholarship.  It is true that there is another Hebrew word for virgin.  But it’s also true that when this prophecy was quoted in Greek in the New Testament by people who actually spoke Hebrew, by God’s will, they chose the Greek word for “virgin.”  There are places in the Old Testament where this word is used in technical, legal language and it has to refer to a virgin.  The real question is why would anyone make these arguments?  The New Testament fulfillment of the prophecy is clear.  Mary became pregnant by the power of the Holy Spirit.  She was a virgin until after the baby was born.  The reason is unbelief.  Those people don’t what to believe in a God that can see into the future.  They don’t want a God who can suspend the laws of nature and do what he promised.  Those who study these prophecies and come up with arguments to deny God’s promise are exactly Ahaz who heard the gospel and rejected the Lord.


God promised to do the impossible for you.  That’s what this prophecy is really about.  Every day, we face trials to our faith.  The devil is always trying to lead us down the path of Ahaz.  He wants us to believe in anything except what the Bible says.  He wants us to enslave ourselves to the gods of our age.  He wants us to spend money and effort and time on our bodies, on our jobs, on popularity and fashion and lifestyle.  He wants us to believe that we won’t be happy unless we have everything that everyone else has.  He wants us out there this afternoon, trudging from shopping mall to department store desperately seeking that last Christmas gift because our children will suffer if we don’t.  He wants us to think doing all that is freedom, but coming to church on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day is slavery.  He wants us to rebel against the life of faith that God calls us to.

The devil wants all that because his only joy is seeing sinners in hell with him.  But to us, who live in this world with all its struggles, to us who face the devil’s wrath every day, God offers the greatest sign of all time.  Not a sign that lights up the sky.  Not a miracle that you could even know about unless you were told.  When that baby was born in Bethlehem, he came out like any other baby.  But in this miracle God turned the universe upside down for you.  God loved you so much that he reached into his creation and did something so dramatic that unbelievers can’t help but attack it.  God promised that a virgin would conceive and bear a son.  He kept that promise.  That teaches you and me the extent of his love for us.  What does this sign tell you?  It tells you that God loves you.

II.

.  During his ministry, the Virgin’s Son, Jesus, often did “miracles, signs and wonders.”  These dramatic and impossible acts communicated who he was.  Not everyone understood those signs.  Some people passed by too quickly to grasp them.  Some people didn’t understand the language of miracles and what they mean.  Some people didn’t want to understand.  But to those who paid attention to God’s Word and who viewed Jesus with eyes of faith, those miracles revealed the greatest miracle God ever did.

Understand that the greatest miracle was not the virgin birth. That was unique and impossible, but Isaiah spoke of the greatest miracle right at the end of the prophecy.  He said, “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and﻿ will call him Immanuel.”  Those last five words take us into the deepest recesses of the mind of God.  The virgin would name her son Immanuel.  Now, no one ever called Jesus “Immanuel” while he lived on this earth.  Mary and Joseph named him Jesus, just as the angel told them to. So, when his mother called him for dinner, she didn’t call “Immanuel!”  She called, “Jesus! It’s time to eat.”  


So what does it mean that she named him Immanuel?  In the Bible, naming something tells what it really is.  Immanuel means “God with us.”   God who spoke and light came to be.  God who made the universe and keeps it running today.  God who raises up kings and levels kingdoms, who controls fires and floods and earthquakes.  God who rules over the angels and knows everything that happens everywhere.  God who is everywhere all the time. God is with us.  

“With us” means much more than what we mean when we say, “God be with you.”  God is certainly with us always.  He’s with us in a special way when we gather to hear his word.  He’s with us in a different way in communion.  But when Isaiah says that Jesus is “God with us,” he’s saying that Jesus really is one of us.  He is a human being.  God the mighty maker became man – without ever stopping being God.  That is the miracle of Christmas.


All that we believe rests on this miracle because Jesus was born to take our place in life and in death.  He lived a perfect and sinless life.  That one life replaces all our lives.  It replaces the life of every one who has ever lived.  Jesus died on the cross to pay for us.  His one death takes away every sin ever committed.  He rose and we will all rise.  How is that possible?  It’s possible because Jesus is God with us.  God commanded us humans to live according to his law so Jesus had to be a real human being for his life to count for us.  God condemned us humans to death and hell because of our sin.  Jesus had to be a real human being for his death to take our place.  A person had to be perfect.  A person had to pay.  A person had to rise so that we can all rise.


But no human being could ever be enough for us.  To save us, Jesus had to be a man.  But he also had to be more than a man.  He had to be God.  God was born in Bethlehem and so God was perfect in this life.  God was nailed to a cross and God died. Three days later, God rose from the dead.  Not God the Father, but God the Son.  Only the life and death of God was enough to pay for us.

So God entered his creation.  Imagine that you were a great artist and you painted a masterpiece.  Everyone was impressed by your work.  But you wanted it to be more than just a painting – you wanted the figures to live and be a part of your life.  So you entered the painting.  You became paint yourself, but you remained a living being, and you found a way to lift those figures off the canvass and bring them into our world.  That’s what Jesus did.  God entered our world and became one of us so that we can enter his world.  That’s what this sign means.  What does this sign tell you?  It tells you that God is with us.


There’s a funny thing about signs.  When you first move to a new place, you pay careful attention to the signs you see.  But once you’ve lived there for awhile, you get to know the area around your home and your job, and you tend to stop reading those signs. Sometimes, you don’t even see them anymore. God has given us the greatest sign of all: Jesus.  It’s easy for us to stop paying attention to that sign because we’ve seen it so many times before.  But my friends, this sign is special.  It’s so simple, even a child can understand it.  But the greatest scholar on earth could spend his lifetime studying it and never learn all that it says.  My friends, this sign tells us that God loves you.  It tells us that God is with you for all eternity.  Never stop studying this sign.  Amen.
