
WHAT’S IN A STORY: The Anticipation

We begin our Christmas sermon series today, a series I’m calling “What’s in a Story,” with a well known verse
from the seventh chapter of Isaiah (7.14).... And for good measure, let’s look at another familiar passage at this
time of year (Is 9.6-7)....

If you’ve spent much time in church at this time of year, those verses are familiar to you, so I don’t think I need
to explain their content to you. What I want to do today is talk about why those verses matter - but more
specifically, when those verses matter.

The prophet says people who walk in darkness have seen a great light. The prophet says a child is born as a sign
of God’s involvement in human activity. The prophet says the child’s name will mean “God with us.” The
prophet says through the child to be born, God will bring justice and righteousness.

We know the name of the child, don’t we? The entire Christmas story is rooted in the child we know as Jesus.
Through him God sends light. Through him God delivers righteousness and justice. It is he of whom we
understand the prophet wrote when he said this.... (Is 42.1-4) and then this... (Is 53.2-6).

Those Old Testament texts form the foundation of the story we read in the New Testament.   Matthew quotes a
version of the Isaiah 7 verse about the child named Immanuel. John the Baptist understood his personal mission as
a fulfillment of the prophet’s word in Isaiah 40 - a voice crying in the wilderness, shouting prepare the way of the
Lord. 

We need those prophetic stories. We need the promises God made through those wise and courageous people who
often spoke unpopular popular truth, and found themselves in trouble because of it. 

We can’t tell the Christmas story without the anticipation those Old Testament prophecies reveal. We need to
know that the baby Jesus was in the works. We need to know that long before the manger, God had it in mind,
that God didn’t wait all that time to come up with a plan to save humanity. We want to know that God was on top
of the human crisis long before God resolved the human crisis.

My grandfather was a pastor, and he had a three part formula for sermons - tell ‘em what you’re going to tell; tell
‘em; then tell ‘em what you told ‘em. These Old Testament prophecies serve the first of those three elements.
They tell us what’s going to come, they tell us what’s in store. They tell us God has a plan! Hallelujah!
But those prophecies, powerful and beautiful though they are, serve little purpose, do little good, without
something else. The anticipation they incite, the excitement for what and who’s coming is little more than
background noise without something else. And this is the part of the story that we don’t pay much attention to at
Christmas.

* When the prophet says the young woman will bear a child and his name will be called Immanuel, his words
do no good until you and I believe them.
* When the prophet says the people who walk in darkness have now seen a great light, he sounds good, but he
accomplishes nothing until we join the chorus of those who testify to the light we have seen.
* When the prophets tell us to look ahead, not back - to anticipate what God is about to do - it doesn’t make
difference until we decide to look ahead.

My point is the prophets don’t inspire and encourage us until WE become prophets ourselves, until each of us
says, into my world, into my mess, into my confusion, God will break with the gift of a child who will be called
Immanuel and prince of peace. Not until WE believe, WE welcome the prophecies into our lives, until WE
announce our faith in them, will those prophecies matter. It’s not enough for the pages of the Old Testament to
predict God’s intervention on our behalf. We have to believe the predictions, and live in faith until they come
true.



When is that likely to happen, when are we most likely to accept the prophecies as accurate indicators of what’s
to come? When we surrender, when we give up control, when we stop believing in our self-sufficiency, when we
recognize our need for them.

God, the world is a crazy place - our nation is a crazy place - our politics are crazy, our nation’s capital is crazy,
our White House and capitol hill is crazy. Our level of gun violence is crazy. The leader of North Korea is crazy.
The president of the united states is... ooops. Because the world is crazy place, I accept your word, I welcome
your promise, I believe your prophets, I anticipate the fulfillment of what you said through them.

God, my life is a challenge. Financial woes. Physical distress. Family dysfunction. I’m challenged on all sides, or
so it seems sometimes, God, and as a result I surrender control and I believe your promise through the prophets
and anticipate the fulfillment of what you said through them.

God, there isn’t much about my life about my world that I commend right now. Hard times all around. But I
believe you’re going to do something about that, you’re not going to leave me to battle these many challenges on
my own. I trust your word. I trust your promises. I count myself among the prophets. And I will tell the world
that a child will be born, and his name will be called immanuel, God with us, God with me, and God with all of
us. Hold on.

The Christmas story is a great story. The prophecies we hear at this time of year add dimension and strength to
the good news of Jesus’ birth. But those stories lack something important when we’re not among the prophets.
We must contribute to the anticipation. Come here on Sundays eager to praise God for what’s about to happen.
Welcome others in the lobby with joy and encouragement because of what’s about to happen.  We must respond
to the needs of people in our orbits with the news that God isn’t done with the world, God is going to do
something, God is going to intercede on our behalf - the prophets said it, we believe it, and forever we shall
repeat it. God is coming. Help is on the way. We’re about to be reborn. No matter the craziness. No matter the
mistakes. No matter the shame. No matter the decline. No matter the whatever. Today we are voices crying in
the wilderness. A child shall be born. And the government will be upon his shoulders, and his name shall be
called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his
government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to
uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. 

The zeal of the LORD of hosts WILL do this. 

If you believe it, say Amen. If you believe it, say praise God. If you believe it, raise your hand. If you believe it,
pray with me.....


