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Long ago, there lived a tribe of people who were a part of a tiny nation. The nation claimed a common
heritage and a common God, which was fairly common for that time and region. The national faith
believed that God had made a covenant with their ancestors Abraham and Sarah. This ancient couple
had spoken with God and God had promised that their descendants would outnumber the stars.

Throughout generations, the descendants of the wandering couple multiplied and struggled through a
rough world until the day came when they were more than just an extended family. Coming out of
captivity, they became a nation that controlled a great portion of land. They worshiped their God, the
God of Sarah and Abraham, while their extended neighbors worshiped everyone from Ba’al and
Asherah, to Ashur in Assyria, to Marduk and Tiamat in Babylon. They lived, bickered with their relatives,
and fought with their neighbors, which they themselves understood to be distant relatives.

As time went on, things began to change. Their closest neighbors were not the greatest threats they
faced. Nations became larger and larger, and there was no change in the way the whole region was
governed and ruled. Isaiah itself is set during a time before foreign powers would conquer the small
nation.

Generally, in those days when a nation was conquered, it was expected that the losing nation would
begin to worship the gods of their conquering nation. Clearly their gods must be inferior if they were to
allow their people to be conquered by a foreign nation and their deities. This was not just true of smaller
nations, but we rarely hear of temples to the Babylonian god Marduk or even the Assyrian god Ashur.
History swallowed such religions as the conquerors wrote the religious texts.

In the midst of these fears, the words of Isaiah and other prophets fell on people who often either
rejected the words of the prophets or who could not accept what would happen if they came true. It is
for this reason that our reading begins with a call to both understand that the world was about to
radically shift for the people of the small nation, and that the shift brought about would remain in the
hands of their God.

Some people cried that there was a conspiracy and they all would come to ruin. Others were fearful
and terrified of what the future might bring. Even as Isaiah prophesied that Assyria would come and
conquer the land, Isaiah also brought word that the people need not be afraid. Those prophecies would
be passed down from family to family until written down. Those written prophecies would find their own
context in a faith that had yet to be born.

This context of rumors, fears, and anxieties is the context of one of the most famous prophecies that is
read almost every Christmas. We ourselves not only just read it, we also read it as the Third of Nine
Lessons read on Christmas Eve. This passage has appeared in Peanuts cartoons and Christmas
specials by Charles Schulz and in Nativity plays performed by countless children over the centuries.
These words have been used in countless praise songs depicted on thousands of plaques, murals, and
other pieces of art. They have inspired amateur guitarists and composers like Handel. These words
have become integral to the religious celebration of Christmas.



We celebrate at Christmas because Jesus is our Emmanuel. Jesus is our wonderful Counselor and our
Prince of Peace. These words bring such hope and have brought that hope for generation after
generation. While we tend to focus our celebration on a day or two in modern times, this celebration lay
at the heart of nearly a fortnight of celebration in centuries past as twelve days was just enough time to
celebrate Christmas. They are an amazing gift that have been accepted and loved by so many, but we
often forget their original context.

We forget that the original message came with a warning that people would lose faith, look around in
the darkness and despair, and would begin to lose their way. Isaiah invites people to write these words
down and remember them, but he is also quite clear that he knows people will fear, will assume the
worst, and will even turn to the dead for answers regardless of what the Jewish law taught. For Isaiah,
this good news we celebrate so often comes in the context of fear, rumor, conspiracy, war, uncertainty,
and a thousand other challenges. For Isaiah, the original proclamation of the coming of Christ came in
the midst of fear.

For Isaiah, the coming of the prince of peace was great news. For Isaiah, hope was entering into a
world that was struggling and Isaiah knew it would only get worse. Isaiah’s message is good news
presented to people in challenging circumstances. For this I give thanks, not only at Christmas, but
every time I realize that the good news comes to an imperfect world full of imperfect people.

Strange to think that thousands of years later we are in a similar place. We could look at the world
around us and see people in need of the same good news. Over the holiday I listened to relatives
discuss vaccines, masks, and politics while thinking about the words we were preparing to hear today.
Conspiracies? Isaiah’s world had conspiracies and so does ours. People plotting and trying to
manipulate the people and world around them? Yup, we have that too. Fear and dread? I have seen
those things, haven’t you?

When Isaiah speaks about a world filled with desperation and fear that drives them into the darkness, it
is easy to have compassion on Isaiah’s people for our world has such darkness as well. Who are we to
judge the Israelites for being afraid? When we read the stories of a bickering people who cannot agree
on anything, who are we to judge? I sometimes wish we had prophets come down to knock our heads
together. For the record, I include myself in the list of all the people who occasionally needs to have the
truth knocked through their thick skulls.

The great news of Christmas comes in the simple proclamation of Isaiah. There is an end in sight to all
of the gloom and darkness. Although the people are afraid and lost, a Savior is coming into the world.
Of course, Isaiah was not clear that the long challenge ahead would not immediately end with the
coming of the Messiah, but the days of gloom and doom were officially numbered.

As Christians, we believe that this prophecy was fulfilled when a young woman named Mary, who was
engaged to a man named Joseph, gave birth to a son and named him Jesus. The Christ child is our
Emmanuel, our prince of peace, and we live with the joy and hope that was born at Christmas.

The great joy of Christmas is not simply that someone came long ago. The great joy is not that there
was a light that once rescued people from gloom, despair, and fear. We celebrate because Christ still
brings light into the world. We celebrate because we do not need to live in fear, dread, or anxiety. We



do not need to run from conspiracy to conspiracy, from fear to fear, or like chickens with our
metaphorical heads cut off. We celebrate because there is a light in the midst of a dark world. We
celebrate because we don’t need to remain in the darkness.

Personally, I think there is more than enough to celebrate for a day or two. I do not know that I have it in
me to celebrate for twelve days with the same gusto as I have shown on Christmas morning, but I do
believe that there is abundant good news here.

With this good news in mind, I invite you to take a moment this morning and breathe in the peace of
God. After weeks and weeks of chaotic preparations, I agree that it is a big ask, but I invite you to slow
down for a moment and let the good news soak in this week. It is still Christmas weekend and many
people may still have travelling or parties to attend, but I invite you to find a moment to slow down.

Between you and me, the conspiracies probably are not going anywhere fast. I wish the world would
give up paranoia for the new year, but I somehow doubt it will happen. In the end, we are the only
people whose behavior we can choose. I invite you to choose to take a moment for joy and peace.
Lean into the promise of Isaiah and know that all shall be well.

Isaiah 8:5-9:7

8:5 The Lord spoke to me again: 6 Because this people has refused the waters of Shiloah that
flow gently, and melt in fear before Rezin and the son of Remaliah; 7 therefore, the Lord is
bringing up against it the mighty flood waters of the River, the king of Assyria and all his glory; it
will rise above all its channels and overflow all its banks; 8 it will sweep on into Judah as a flood,
and, pouring over, it will reach up to the neck; and its outspread wings will fill the breadth of your
land, O Immanuel.

9 Band together, you peoples, and be dismayed;
listen, all you far countries;

gird yourselves and be dismayed;
gird yourselves and be dismayed!

10 Take counsel together, but it shall be brought to naught;
speak a word, but it will not stand,
for God is with us.

11 For the Lord spoke thus to me while his hand was strong upon me, and warned me not to
walk in the way of this people, saying: 12 Do not call conspiracy all that this people calls
conspiracy, and do not fear what it fears, or be in dread. 13 But the Lord of hosts, him you shall
regard as holy; let him be your fear, and let him be your dread. 14 He will become a sanctuary, a
stone one strikes against; for both houses of Israel he will become a rock one stumbles over—a
trap and a snare for the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 15 And many among them shall stumble; they
shall fall and be broken; they shall be snared and taken.

16 Bind up the testimony, seal the teaching among my disciples. 17 I will wait for the Lord, who
is hiding his face from the house of Jacob, and I will hope in him. 18 See, I and the children



whom the Lord has given me are signs and portents in Israel from the Lord of hosts, who dwells
on Mount Zion. 19 Now if people say to you, “Consult the ghosts and the familiar spirits that
chirp and mutter; should not a people consult their gods, the dead on behalf of the living, 20 for
teaching and for instruction?” surely, those who speak like this will have no dawn! 21 They will
pass through the land, greatly distressed and hungry; when they are hungry, they will be
enraged and will curse their king and their gods. They will turn their faces upward, 22 or they will
look to the earth, but will see only distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be
thrust into thick darkness.

9:1 But there will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. In the former time he brought into
contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make
glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the nations.

2 The people who walked in darkness
have seen a great light;

those who lived in a land of deep darkness—
on them light has shined.

3 You have multiplied the nation,
you have increased its joy;

they rejoice before you
as with joy at the harvest,
as people exult when dividing plunder.

4 For the yoke of their burden,
and the bar across their shoulders,
the rod of their oppressor,
you have broken as on the day of Midian.

5 For all the boots of the tramping warriors
and all the garments rolled in blood
shall be burned as fuel for the fire.

6 For a child has been born for us,
a son given to us;

authority rests upon his shoulders;
and he is named

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

7 His authority shall grow continually,
and there shall be endless peace

for the throne of David and his kingdom.
He will establish and uphold it

with justice and with righteousness
from this time onward and forevermore.

The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.


