Week 4: The Gift of Presence				Memory Verse: Isaiah 7:4a
Dec. 21, 2025						Scripture Reading: Isaiah 7:10-17
[SLIDE 1]
	When I was a young boy I was given the gift of an ant farm. It was a little plastic kit that came with white sand and clear walls.  The idea of the ant farm is that you get to observe what goes on underground.  You can see how they burrow and where their tunnels lead and how they all work together.  It seemed like a cool idea, but the reality is rather disappointing. At the end of the day, I had a container full of ants. They were just ants. They did not have names, they did not have personalities.  I could not relate to these insects in anyway, I could not interact, except maybe to take the whole farm and give it a good shake every now and then.  All I could really do was observe them. Needless to say, the thrill did not last long, at least not for me. I eventually lost interest and paid little to no attention to my ants.  I was their keeper I suppose, a giant they could see through the walls, but nothing more.
[SLIDE 2] 
	For many people, many Christians even, my ant farm experience characterizes the way we relate to God.  God might be real, he might even be our creator, but he exists out there, far away.  In his eyes we are nothing more than ants.  Nameless, faceless speaks running to and for pushing around dirt.  God is somewhere out there, maybe we can even catch a glimpse of him as he passes by, but we could never actually catch his attention.  And the longer we are a part of this farm, the more it seems like the farmer has lost interest and we have been left all alone on a shelf.
	This little scenario does touch on some important truths.  God is above and beyond us.  He is not a part of our world as we know it.  We are natural, he is supernatural. It is also true, that, indeed, we are able to catch glimpses of God as he moves and acts.  But you have to be looking for it.  If, as an ant, I keep my head down all day long digging in the trenches, I will never notice anything else.  I have to raise up my eyes in search of God.  I have to look beyond the dirt that is in front of me, out through the clear plastic walls in order to ever hope to see God. 
	But, the ant farm picture collapses into a pile of dust when it comes to the story of [SLIDE 3] Christmas and the gift of Jesus Christ. Because in Jesus was are given the gift of presence. We sing about it all the time during this season.  Immanuel, it means God with us. God is present with us. He is not aloof, he is not distant.  The gospel of John tells us that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. That means that he entered into our little plastic enclosure as one of us.  He pushed around dirt with the rest of us, he looked and talked like one of us, he was born, with the blood and the fluid and the pain, just like one of us.  Immanuel.  God in the flesh.  God in the dirt.  
	And in the moments after his birth, [SLIDE 4] Jesus went from laying in the straw on a dirty barnyard floor to being taken up into the arms of a man, a fearful and wondering man, a man who was in way over his head. Joseph, the new husband and now a new father.  We most often think of Jesus being lovingly cradled by his mother.  And rightly so.  That is probably where Jesus spent most of his first year.  But behind every loving mother stands a clueless father. It’s true!  I have had the great privilege of being a father [SLIDE 5] eight times over and having held eight newborn babies, there is always a lump in the throat, a sense of panic, a question in the back of the mind that asks, “What have I done?”  No father is up to the task.  It is too much to ask to be wholly responsible for another life.  It is straightforward enough to feed them and keep them warm, but to raise up a child is, to guide them and mold them properly, well, it makes your knees shake a little.  And here is Jospeh, mind racing, stomach churning, as he holds this child that is not his, this miracle child, the very son of God.
	Let’s read about it from Matthew’s gospel. [SLIDE 6] (READ Matthew 1:18-23). We are told here that Jospeh is an upstanding man.  He has done everything right and he tries to obey God’s laws and maintain respect within the community, so what a blow!  To find out that his wife-to-be has been unfaithful, that she is carrying someone else’s baby would actually be enough to have Mary stoned to death. It was a cardinal sin and should not be tolerated among God’s people.  Jospeh could have allowed his tempter to rage [SLIDE 7] and fume and he could have pressed charges so to speak, but Matthew calls Joseph a “righteous man.”  He kept his anger in check [SLIDE 8] and, in mercy, decided to call off the wedding in a quiet manner. Not only did he not want to kill her, but he did not even want her to be humiliated.  Then, after deliberating over his heart break, an angel [SLIDE 9] came to him in a dream to clarify all the questions. Mary is pregnant, not because of infidelity but because she is carrying a baby that was conceived by the Holy Spirit. His name will be Jesus, and he will save his people from their sins. Jospeh wakes up from his dream, and he trust all that the angel had told him.  I think I would have a bunch more questions, but Joseph is relived that his wife is not caught up in sin, that there is no need to divorce her, that he has somehow been chosen by God for this great task, and that things are quickly becoming very real. [SLIDE 10] Mary soon deals with morning sickness and swelling.  She is more fatigued and soon she starts to show.  Joseph can touch her belly and feel the Savior inside kick outward.  The happy couple smiles at one another, neither with a clue as to what they should expect. 
	Then word comes down, they have to travel to Bethlehem, a ninety-mile journey at nine months pregnant…at a slow and steady pace, it would take them a week. But every time Jospeh starts to question his situation, he remembers that dream and what the angel said, “Don’t be afraid. Your son will be called Jesus, and he will save his people from their sin.”   
	Jospeh was mired in numerous things that would make a father fearful. His wife was soon to have a son, he had a carpentry business to keep afloat, their bank account wasn’t great, and now they had to travel all the way down to Bethlehem…. maybe he could scrounge up enough to rent a donkey.  Why in the world, with all divine wisdom and power, why would God choose him and Mary to make his plan happen? [SLIDE 11] Who were they? No names from Nazareth and, oh great, now we are so late there is not even a room available. He can’t even provide a room for his wife who is about to go into labor. All of these things are swimming in Jospeh’s mind and as he finally holds Jesus for the first time, I can imagine that he is nearly crushed by a sense of inadequacy.  It’s a fear every human father faces.  But what did the angel say? [SLIDE 12] Do not be afraid. As much a Joseph has to worry about, and for as many questions that he has about the future, he cannot deny the feeling that God is with him.  That on this birthday, in a place where no one should be born, Jospeh experiences the gift of God’s presence. 
	   In verses 22-23, Matthew as the one reporting these events, adds a bit of commentary. It tells us that these things have happened all based on what Isaiah said nearly 700 years before. [SLIDE 13] “A virgin will become pregnant and give birth to a son and they will call him Emmanual, God with us.”
	  These words come from Isaiah chapter 7.  And in Isaiah chapter 7 we come to find that King Ahaz rules as king of Judah and Ahaz has a problem. The people of Aram have allied with other enemies and are poised to attack Jerusalem.  Verse 2 tells us that the hearts of Ahaz and his people shook like trees shake in the wind. A description that communicates well how it feels to hold your newborn child.  It’s scary! Life sets itself up against the development and good of a child much like and enemy army assembles itself at the gates.
	In this fearful state, Isaiah approaches the king with this message from God, “Be careful and stay calm.  Don’t fear and don’t loose heart.”  Again, perfect advice for a new dad. “Be careful, stay calm, don’t fear, don’t loose heart.” God will take care of you.  This is the message to both Joseph and King Ahaz. 
	Isaiah offers Ahaz a very interesting opportunity in verse 11 (chapter 7), [SLIDE 14] “Ask a sign from the LORD.  Make it as deep as the grave or as high as heaven.” In other words, go big!  Ask for something dramatic!  God is reaching out to you here, he really wants you to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that he truly is with you in this fight. Think of Gideon.  He asked for a sign with his little wool experiment and even when God answered, he went and asked for another sign.  So here is your chance, what can God do to show you that he intends to stay by your side, his plan is to be with you.     
 	And Ahaz, apparently not known for his creative thinking, simply refuses.  He presents no ideas that could serve as a sign. Isaiah throws up his hands and says, “Fine!  God is going to give you a sign anyway.” Then comes our famous verse, [SLIDE 15]“The young woman is pregnant and is about to give birth to a son, and she will name him Immanuel. By the time he is old enough to discern good from evil, this army that you fear so much will be no more. God promises to be with you and to save you from this calamity. So be careful, stay calm, don’t fear and don’t lose heart.”
	We don’t know who this woman is that Isaiah refers to.  Maybe it was one of Ahaz’s wives, but it likely could have been Isaiah’s own wife, who in the next chapter does have a baby. It is confusing though because when that baby is born, they do not name him Immanual, they name him [SLIDE 16] Maher-shalal-hash-baz, which has four hyphens in it and is considerably less catchy.  But strange name though it might be, it does have a meaning.  Maher-shalal-hash baz means [SLIDE 17] “spoil hastens, plunder hurries.”   And the Lord speaks to Isaiah in chapter 8 verse 4, He says, “before the boy can even speak the wealth of Damascus and the spoil of Samaria will be carried away before the king of Assyria.” So Assyria is going to sweep in, loot and destroy Damascus and Syria thereby protecting Judah and king Ahaz.  So in a very real sense, Maher-shalal-hesh-baz is a child who bears a promise of salvation.  So, let this be a sign to you oh king Ahaz: When Assyria comes to destroy your enemies, then you will know that God is with you.  Then you will know what Immanuel means. And throughout chapter eight, in several places, Isaiah reiterates, God is with us, God is with us, Be careful, stay clam, don’t fear and don’t loose heart. Immanuel.
	Well, 700 years later, Matthew sees a pattern.  The Holy Spirit inspires him, and he is able to connect the dots.  God is showing his presence once again through the birth of a baby. [SLIDE 18] It is an old sign presented in a new way.  It is an old promise reiterated and heightened.  It is a new child born not only from flesh and blood, but born of the Holy Spirit, not just the son of a prophet with a special name, but the Son of God who bears the name above all names, Jesus, God saves, Immanuel, God with us. And because of this birth, because of the gift of his presence in any and every situation, we can be careful, stay calm, don’t fear and don’t loose heart.
	[SLIDE 19] St. Patrick was made famous for his missionary work in Ireland, where for 30 years he established churches and schools and did what he could to spread the gospel message, to let all people know that there is no need to fear because, in Christ, God is with us.  Would you join me in praying one of St, Patrick’s best-known prayers. 
[SLIDE 20]
As I arise today,
may the strength of God pilot me,
the power of God uphold me,
the wisdom of God guide me.
[SLIDE 21]
May the eye of God look before me,
the ear of God hear me,
the word of God speak for me.
[SLIDE 22]
May the hand of God protect me,
the way of God lie before me,
the shield of God defend me,
the host of God save me.
[SLIDE 23]
May Christ shield me today.
Christ with me, Christ before me,
Christ behind me,
Christ in me, Christ beneath me,
[SLIDE 24]
Christ above me,
Christ on my right, Christ on my left,
Christ when I lie down, Christ when I sit,
Christ when I stand,
[SLIDE 25]
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,
Christ in every ear that hears me.
~ St. Patrick
[SLIDE 26]
This is a prayer spoken to a God who is not aloof or distant.  This is a God who has entered into the ant farm. Before me, behind me, beneath me, above me, to my right and to my left, Christ be with me. Thanks to his presence we can be careful and stay calm.  We do not have to fear and we don’t loose heart.  
Thanks be to God, Immanuel. Amen.   
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