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Christmas Eve
The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned. For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 7Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this. (Isaiah 9:2,6-7)
To Us a Child is Born!


This past week, I got a phone call announcing good news: a baby had been born to a member family of our congregation.  I talked to the husband.  I asked if mother and child were both OK.  And then we got down to the real important stuff: the baby.  He was a boy and the key statistic was his weight: almost eleven pounds.  Wow!  My first two children together were just a little over twelve pounds.  After I hung up, I realized that it had been a few hours since the baby was born.  I wondered how many phone calls dad was making.  His parents, her parents, pastor, family, friends. – do you think he was getting tired of telling everyone how much the baby weighed?  Maybe.  But it’s such good news to have a child.  I think he probably was glad to share the whole story over and over again.  That’s a natural response to having a baby.  Whether you’ve ever had a baby or not, tonight you have.  We are all sharing the good news, sharing the joy, because to us a child is born!
I.


Parents spend a lot of money on a new baby.  They need so much stuff.  But a new baby gives you far more than you give them.  Each one contributes something unique and special to your life.  We’re raising all three of our children in the same way, yet, each one makes a unique contribution to our lives.  Now I won’t embarrass my children this evening by listing publicly what they’ve brought to my life and to that of my wife, but I will say that we cherish what each one brings us.  You know what?  As precious and special as our children are, the baby who was born in Bethlehem brings even greater gifts to the whole family of mankind.  To us a child is born!  He brings light to our darkness.
Isaiah says, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a light has dawned.”  When he wrote these words, Isaiah was thinking of a specific part of Israel – Galilee, the northern third of the nation of Israel.  Two hundred years before, Israel had broken into two kingdoms and Galilee was in the other kingdom, the northern one.  That part of Israel was in darkness because the northern kings introduced idol worship and led the people away from the true God.  But centuries later Jesus came.  He is the great light.  He was born in Bethlehem in the south, but Joseph and Mary eventually moved back north to their hometown in Galilee which was once again part of Israel, all of which the Romans ruled.  Jesus grew up in Nazareth in Galilee.  Jesus began his ministry in Capernaum in Galilee.  In that way, the people living in darkness saw a great light.

The darkness of Galilee was spiritual.  It was separation from God.  In the time of Christ, almost all of Israel was living in darkness because they had forgotten who Jesus was supposed to be.  They were looking for a king who would free them from the Romans and establish an empire on this earth.  Jesus came to show them the true light of faith and forgiveness.  In that spiritual sense, Galilee was not the only place that was dark.  All people everywhere live in darkness.  We are born in the land of the shadow of death because every one of us is born an unbeliever.

Now, personally, I don’t remember the darkness of unbelief because I was baptized as a baby.  I don’t remember the time when I didn’t trust in Jesus as my Savior.  I’ve often wondered how I would be different and how my life would be different if I didn’t know the Lord.  I’m pretty sure that if I were an unbeliever, I wouldn’t be a pastor today.  I’m pretty sure that I never would’ve met my wife, since we started dating when I was a vicar in her church.  I’m pretty sure that even if we had met, she wouldn’t have married me unless I joined the church.  So I would’ve had a different career, I would’ve lived in different places and associated with different people and had a different family.  Maybe I would’ve made more money.  Maybe I would’ve associated with people who are more influential, or creative, or exciting.  Maybe my life would’ve been more interesting.
You can never know.  But it would not have been better, even if I had more money, even if I had friends in high places and I were respected by the important people of this life.  All that would mean nothing without that baby who was laid in the manger of Bethlehem.  It would all be worthless if I still lived in the land of the shadow of death.  Whether we remember it or not, we all were born in darkness.  We all were on the way to hell and we all thumbed our noses at God all the way there.  If the light of Christ had not reached us and changed our hearts, we would’ve all spent eternity in hell.  But on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a light has dawned.  Jesus came and paid for our sins.  Jesus came and shined the light of his gospel on us and he made us believers – for many of us gathered here today, he did that before we could even remember it.  He did it in the waters of holy baptism right after we were born.  Now we will live forever.  That’s what this baby gave us.

II.
All babies are special, but the child of Bethlehem sets a standard no other baby can measure up to.  A few moments ago, we sang, “Glory to the newborn king.”  That’s who this child is: the newborn king.  In the middle ages, when a king had a son, it was the cause of great rejoicing because that king had an heir.  If he died, there would be a king to continue his reign.  The Bible sometimes calls Jesus God the Father’s heir, but not in the sense that God the Father is ever going to die and leave the kingdom to Jesus.  Rather, the Bible means that Jesus is on the same level as his Father.  In the prophecy, Isaiah speaks of him as the heir not of God the Father, but as the heir of King David.  Jesus is the natural born king over the people of God.  
What does a king do?  We tend to think of kings in terms of ruling and governing.  Certainly, those ideas are here in the prophecy.  Isaiah says “the government will be on his shoulders” and that he will establish and uphold David’s throne forever.  But there’s a part of an ancient king’s work that we don’t always think about today: ancient kings fought battles for their people.  They protected them from their enemies.  Their job was to risk their own lives so that their people could live in peace.  That job was very much on the Holy Spirit’s mind as he inspired this prophecy.  To us a Child is born.  He brings peace to our strife.
To give that peace, this baby had to be the true King.  So, God gives us his pedigree.  Isaiah says, “And he will be called Wonderful Counselor,﻿﻿ Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” The infant Mary wrapped in strips of cloth and laid in a manger was Wonderful.  Now, by that God means more than just that baby Jesus was beautiful or precious.  He means that Jesus was a wonder to behold.  The Hebrew word here really means “Miracle.”  Jesus is called Miracle because the baby born that night is far greater than any other baby ever born.  He is God.  That makes him our one perfect Counselor.  In Jesus, we find the only true wisdom that we can ever have in this difficult and confusing world.  We can’t know how to live, we can’t know what’s really important in our lives, we can’t know how to raise our children or what lessons to teach them or what gifts to give them, until we know Christ.

Jesus is the Mighty God.  Isaiah says it so simply that it astounds me that the Jewish people didn’t understand it.  The child born as the heir of King David is the Mighty God.  He is the Creator and Ruler of the Universe.  He is the Everlasting Father.  Not that God the Father was born in the stable, but that Jesus is one with the Father.  Jesus is a father to all his children by faith.  He will take care of us forever.
Above all else, Jesus is the Prince of Peace.  He is the Prince who brings peace.  But don’t misunderstand this word.  He wasn’t the kind of pacifist that we think of today.  The only way that an ancient king could bring peace was with the sword.  He had to be strong enough that his enemies didn’t think it was worth it to fight him.  He had to destroy his enemies when they did attack his people.  He had to be a mighty warrior and still be just to his people.  Very few ancient kings succeeded in bringing peace.  But Jesus did.  He brought peace by winning the battle with Satan.  
But the Prince of Peace does not put an end to warfare between nations – not yet anyway.  Jesus gives us peace in our hearts because he defeated our enemies.  On the cross, he defeated our greatest enemy: our own sin.  We deserve to go to hell because we were born God’s enemies.  But Jesus conquered the sin we were born with and all the sin we’ve ever committed when he died and rose for us.  In our baptisms, God applied that payment to you and me.  He made peace with us personally by planting faith in our hearts.  We have peace in our hearts because he defeated death for us.  We will live forever because of Jesus.  He gives us peace every day when he reminds us that he gave his life for us.  He will not now let the upheavals and disasters of this life keep us out of heaven.
This world is in torment.  Strife is all around us – it even invades our churches.  I’ve never served a congregation that didn’t wrestle with tough decisions.  In every church on this planet, there will be times when people get angry and argue about their future.  We’re sinners.  In every society, there is strife and tension.  War never ends in this sinful world.  But no matter how much we suffer here, no matter how divided our churches become, and even if our country tears itself apart, the Prince of Peace still brings peace to our hearts because he has won the victory.  We will live with him in peace forever.  When Jesus returns, war and strife will end.  Our enemy, the devil, will go to hell forever.  Jesus will wipe away the sin in our hearts and we will live in true and lasting peace for all eternity. 
Until that day comes, Jesus reigns through his word.  But he does reign.  He does sit on the throne of King David.  Jesus is the true King who rules over God’s people.  And his kingdom will expand forever.  Until he returns, we share the gospel and every day his kingdom grows.  When he returns, his kingdom will go on forever.  Millions and millions of years will pass, and always there will be more of Jesus’ kingdom left than we have already experienced.

Isaiah says, “The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.”  For Isaiah, the manger and the shepherds and the angels of Bethlehem all lay in the distant future.  But Isaiah never doubted that God’s promises would come true because this is God’s purpose.  God’s zeal is for the gospel.  God loves us and he will not let go of us.  We live long after that child was born and that son was given.  But we’re still waiting for his return and the visible coming of his peace.  The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish that, too.  Because God’s purpose is to undo all that sin has done to us and to our world.  He will not be finished when we die and go to heaven.  God was born in the stable of Bethlehem for much more than that.  He will not be finished until he returns and raises the dead and glorifies the living saints.  He will not be finished until every ounce of sin is gone and we live physically in a perfect world ruled by the true King.
To us a child is born.  To us a son is given.  I got to go up to the hospital on Friday and hold that giant baby who was born.  When I got back to church, some of the teachers were a little jealous.  Everyone wants to see a new baby.  One of the perks of the ministry is that I occasionally get to hold a newborn baby.  We don’t get to hold baby Jesus in our arms.  The Bible never tells us how big he was or any of those other important newborn facts.  But that baby is our Prince who gives us peace.  To us a child is born. Amen.
