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Hope in the Promise 

Isaiah 7:10-16 (Mt 1:18-25) 

John Breon 

 

 Our children, when they were around three or four, asked those 

questions parents love to deal with. Who is God? Where is God? Why can’t 

we see God? Your kids probably ask those kinds of questions too. When 

our kids asked those questions, we talked about how even though we can’t 

see God, God is always with us. 

 But the questions aren’t just for children, are they? Even as adults, we 

sometimes wonder where God is and how we can know God is with us.  

 Our Scripture today and the promises and stories of Christmas are 

about where God is and who God is. The key in this Isaiah passage is 

“Immanuel,” which means “God with us.” 

 Around 735 B.C., the king of Aram and the king of Israel (the northern 

Hebrew kingdom) were advancing on Jerusalem to attack it. They wanted 

to get rid of King Ahaz of Judah and replace him with someone who would 

join them in their coalition against Assyria. Ahaz and his advisers were 

shaken up by this attack and they were considering going to Assyria for 

help. 

 In the middle of this situation, God gave Ahaz a message through the 

prophet Isaiah: “Be careful, keep calm and don’t be afraid. Don’t worry 

about these two smoldering stubs of firewood. They won’t defeat you. In 

fact, they’ll be defeated and no longer be a threat to you. Stand in faith, 

trust in God, believe” (Isaiah 7:3-9). It’s interesting that this message comes 

during a political and military crisis. God comes to us in the real world 

where we live. God is with us in the situations we have to deal with. 

 I read about a family who had carried their Christmas decorations up 

from the basement. The dad, Greg, then had to go to church, so the serious 

work of decorating needed to wait until he returned. In the meantime, the 

5-year-old daughter, Lauren, was content to play with a miniature plastic 

nativity set they kept in an old Lifesavers tin. When Greg arrived home, he 

was greeted by his wife, Wendy, and the inviting aroma of dinner. Stealing 

a peek at the table, he saw that Lauren had placed pieces of the nativity set 
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at each person's plate. Apparently shepherds, wisemen, cows, and sheep 

would be joining them for dinner. He thought it was very sweet. 

 Just then Lauren raced into the kitchen. "Oh, Daddy, Daddy!" Her 

voice was panicked. "Jesus is missing! We've looked everywhere and can't 

find him!" As he glanced at the supper table, he didn't see baby Jesus 

anywhere. "We'll find him," he said, sure that he was stuck under the couch 

cushions or behind a chair somewhere. "Let's look after we eat!" And they 

did look. Low and high. High and low. Under the couch. In the plants. In the 

Barbie playhouse. They scoured Lauren's cluttered coloring desk that 

seemed to hold everything but Jesus! Then Greg thought to look in 

Lauren’s backpack. 

 Much like her older sisters, Lauren carried her backpack everywhere. 

She transported her treasures in it. Hairbows. Hats. Barbies. Her stuffed 

kitty. Her Polly Pockets. Her plastic wallet. Gummi Bears. Greg looked in the 

backpack and at the bottom of her treasure trove he saw Jesus. "Here he 

is!" he proudly announced. "Jesus was in your backpack, ready to go with 

you to preschool tomorrow." 

 Thinking about this later, Greg realized that Jesus wasn't "missing in 

action" at all. He was in the middle of the action. His place in Lauren's 

backpack was appropriate. There, among all the symbols of Lauren’s 

interests and activities, was the Lord of life. And that reality extends beyond 

5-year-old girls. 

 

As we face a new year crammed with commitments, each of us can 

begin the year confident that Jesus is right there in the middle of it 

all. As much as it drives us crazy not to have the Jesus piece in its 

proper place in the crèche (or at the dinner table), he belongs in our 

minivans, briefcases, purses, gym bags, suitcases, and checkbooks. 

God's uncontainable love for his creation spilled over into a manger, a 

carpenter's shop, a fishing boat, a tax collector's home, a Roman 

execution scene, a rich man's grave, and an upper room. The good 

news of Christmas that catapults us toward Easter (and beyond) is 

that we are not alone. The one who made us has come to us and 

remains with us in all that we attempt. 
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(https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2008/november/4111

708.html)  

 

 A little while after hearing God’s promise that their enemies would be 

defeated, Ahaz and the rest of his court are apparently not convinced. 

Because Isaiah comes to Ahaz again with a message from God: “Ask the 

LORD your God for a sign” from as deep or as high as you can imagine. 

 God offered him a sign, proof that God would do what he’d said.  

God was willing to strengthen Ahaz’s faith through a sign, an event that 

would soon happen and prove that the Lord had spoken through Isaiah. 

 Ahaz sounds pious as he responds, “I will not ask; I will not put the 

LORD to the test.” He’s been invited, even dared, to name something in 

heaven, on earth, or under the earth that would be proof of God’s word to 

him. But he refuses, putting a religious veil over his fear and doubt and 

wavering. He doesn’t really want to be convinced because then he’ll have to 

commit himself to the direction God is giving him. 

 Or possibly Ahaz is too timid even to ask God for something God 

wants to give him. My praying is sometimes timid and cautious. I 

sometimes hesitate to ask God for something. But God’s grace offers more 

than we’re often willing to ask. And when God has said, “Here! I want to 

give this to you,” it’s not pious or noble not to ask. 

 Isaiah makes that clear to Ahaz and the royal court. He says, “Listen 

well, you royal family of David! Not only are you trying my patience, but 

God’s as well. You won’t ask for a sign? Then the LORD himself will give you 

a sign. Here it is: The virgin [or, young woman] will conceive and give birth 

to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” This newborn will be the sign that 

God is with us to deliver us. By the time he’s old enough to know wrong 

from right, the two nations threatening Judah will be laid to waste. 

 Whoever this young woman was, the king and rulers of Judah would 

have known her and her child. They would see their enemies destroyed 

before the child reached a certain age. He was a sign, he pointed to the fact 

that God was with them, protecting them. 

 So Isaiah’s message, God’s promise to Ahaz, was fulfilled. The people 

in Isaiah’s day saw its fulfillment. But like so many promises in the Old 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2008/november/4111708.html
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Testament, there was more meaning in this one than the people realized at 

the time. God’s promises are more than we could or would ask and they’re 

fulfilled beyond our wildest dreams. 

 Now let’s look at Matthew 1.  

 

This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother 

Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came 

together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 

Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not 

want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her 

quietly. 

     But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to 

him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to 

take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is 

from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give 

him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

     All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the 

prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they 

will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). (18-25) 

 

 As Matthew writes about the birth of Jesus, inspired by the Holy 

Spirit, he recalls God’s word to King Ahaz through Isaiah. Matthew sees in 

Jesus a deeper meaning in what Isaiah said. Jesus is, in fact, Immanuel—

God with us. The child that Isaiah spoke of was a sign of God’s presence 

with his people. Jesus is not just a sign of God presence, he is God’s 

presence. Jesus is God coming to be with us, sharing our humanity. Part of 

our answer to our kids was that we can’t see God, but people saw Jesus and 

he is God with us. Jesus is the Promise fulfilled. We have hope in God’s 

promises and our hope is fulfilled in Jesus. 

 Jesus was God with us. Jesus continues to be God with us. Someday 

he will fulfill all that it means for God to be with us. What great promises! 

We couldn’t have dreamed this up by ourselves. It’s more than we would 

ask, more than we could hope for. 
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For a thousand years the dreamers dreamt 

And hoped to see his love 

But the Promise showed their wildest dreams 

Had simply not been wild enough 

 (Michael Card, from The Final Word, also on The Promise: A 

Celebration of Christ's Birth and The Life boxed set) 

 

 Jesus was the name Joseph was told to give this baby Mary would 

have. Joseph was noble and righteous, faithful to God’s law. He was also 

compassionate. Instead of exposing Mary to public shame and even 

danger, he was going to break his betrothal to Mary quietly. But then an 

angel spoke to him in a dream and told him to go ahead and marry Mary 

because her child was from the Holy Spirit. Joseph obeyed God instead of 

doing what would have been easier on himself in this awkward situation. 

 Mary had said yes to God and she became the Messiah’s mother. 

Now Joseph was saying yes to God and to the responsibility of caring for 

Mary and giving Jesus a family and a name. 

 The name “Jesus” means “Savior.” It’s the Greek form of the Hebrew 

“Joshua” and it means “Yahweh/the Lord Saves.” God is with us to save.  

 A Savior implies a need to be saved. And God comes as Savior 

because we need to be saved. “He will save his people from their sins.” He 

delivers people from our destructive resistance to God. God is both with us 

and for us. God wants the best for us. He comes to be with us to save, 

deliver, heal, forgive, restore. 

 There’s an old story that still makes the point. A man stayed home as 

his family went to church on Christmas Eve. He said, “I can’t believe the 

Christmas story.” As he settled down to read the paper, he began hearing a 

thumping noise. He discovered that birds were trying to fly into the warm, 

lighted house and were hitting the picture window. He decided to help 

them. He went out, opened the barn and tried to direct the birds in there. 

But they were frightened of him. They flew away and kept trying to get into 

the house. He scattered bread crumbs, hoping to lure them to the barn.  

But they still wouldn’t follow. He thought, “If only I could be a bird, I could 

tell them what I intend and lead them to safety.” At that moment, the 
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sound of bells and music from the church reached him and he heard “O 

Come, All Ye Faithful.” And the man prayed, “God, now I realize—you had 

to do that for us.” 

 God has come in Jesus Christ to show us himself, to show us his will, 

to save us, to lead us home, to show us what God intends us to be. Don’t 

miss out on that. Advent has been telling us that there’s something on the 

horizon the likes of which we’ve never seen before. But it’s possible not to 

see it. It’s possible to miss it, to turn just as it brushes past. So Advent 

invites us to stay, to sit. “Linger. Tarry. Ponder. Wait. Behold. Wonder. There 

will be time enough for running. For rushing. For worrying. For pushing. For 

now, stay. Wait. Something is on the horizon” 

(https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2008/december/2121508.ht

ml). 

 Like King Ahaz, we’re challenged to receive what God wants to give 

and to stand in faith. Like Mary and Joseph, we’re called to accept that 

Child, to receive him, to claim him as our own. When we do, we find that in 

Christ, God really is with us. What a promise! What a gift! What hope we 

can have because God wants to be with us.  

 If you wonder what God wants, what God desires, this is it: God wants 

to be with us. God created human beings so he could be with them. When 

we turned away from God, God kept seeking us. The tabernacle in the 

wilderness and the temple in Jerusalem were intended to be God’s way of 

being with his people. Jesus is Immanuel, God with us. After his death and 

resurrection, God comes to us in the Holy Spirit. The Bible ends with this 

great promise and affirmation: “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among 

the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them and be their God” (Revelation 21:3). 

 We have hope in that promise as we welcome Jesus now, as we 

receive God’s presence now. Lines from Christmas carols tell us about this. 

 

Let every heart prepare him room 

 

O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray; 

cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today. 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2008/december/2121508.html
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Veiled in flesh the Godhead see; hail th’incarnate Deity, 

pleased with us in flesh to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel. 

 

 Some years ago, a woman in Tulsa was sitting in church praying when 

another woman approached her and asked her to watch her baby while she 

went to the restroom. Then she left and didn’t return (The Oklahoman Dec. 

16, 2004 , 6A). What will you do with the baby offered to you at Christmas? 

As you sit here, God comes to you and offers himself to you in his Son 

Jesus. 

 The Promise is yours! Embrace that baby in the manger. Take him into 

your heart. Put your hope in him.  

 The Reality is yours! He’s more than you realize. He will come to be 

more to you than you can imagine. He wants to be with you in all your 

hopes and fears, in all your thoughts, in all your actions, in all your 

relationships, in all your struggles, in all your accomplishments. Will you 

welcome him and receive him? 

  


