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 This Advent we are approaching the manger by way of a deep dive into the four titles 
ascribed by the unparallel 8th Century prophet Isaiah to the coming Messiah Savior Deliverer.  
Isaiah has been termed the Shakespeare of the Bible, and the 5th Gospel Writer.  In Isaiah chapter 
9 we read: 
 

“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, 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.”i 

 
 We have considered how the Messiah will be a Wonderful Counselor, whose wisdom 
will surpass all others.  We have considered how the Messiah will be the Mighty God, who will 
win the battle of all battles for he will be Very God and full of might.  Today we consider that he 
will be the Everlasting Father.   
 
 Each of these titles pulls together what seem impossible, to combine - God and Man.  
How can Holy God be at the same time a humble human?  How can sinful humans reconnect 
with the eternal God?  The Christmas story, the story of all stories, shows us.  
 

The title Everlasting Father has both the images of eternity, forever, which is a long 
long time.  “From everlasting to everlasting, you are God.”  And yet, to this perennial image of 
the Holy One, comes this additional image of Father, like unto a human father.  This is the image 
of loving care, relationship, personal connection, regeneration of life. God as our Father is a term 
we find repeatedly used in the Old Testament.  As in our Psalm, “Father of orphans and protector 
of widows is God in His holy habitation.”   
 
 God is not the man in the sky.  God is our loving Father, whose love is everlasting, 
having neither beginning nor ending.  “of the Father’s love begotten, ere the world began to be.” 
He is Alpha and Omega, He is the Source, the Ending He.” 
 

Now let’s quickly be clear, we know that for many the image of “father” does not evoke 
love and care.  That was not their experience. That may not have been your experience.   For 
many there are memories of abuse, absence, neglect, indifference, or performance demanding by 
their father.  

 
 Nevertheless, we all know the value of a father who truly loves, cares, supports, protects, 

and forgives.  A father like Jesus describes in his most famous parable, of the Prodigal Son, 
which many have noted should better be called, “The Parable of the Waiting Fats for, goes out 
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to, and welcomes home, both his sons – the prodigal and the elder brother.”  Such a father is our 
God in heaven.   
 
 Then too, when we think of God as Father it is not usually Jesus that comes first to mind 
but God the Creator, the Father Almighty, the first person of the Trinity.  We may think of this 
Father like the one Michelangelo painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, with his flowing 
robes and long white beard sparking life into Adam.  Well sure those may be our more 
immediate images.  But remember the Trinity is not about three gods sitting on three separate 
thrones as co-regents.  We believe in One God in three modes of being.  With the Early Church 
we speak of the three Persons of God, but these are three different manifestations of the same 
One God, and they are always inter-related.  The three cannot be separated from each other but 
are interwoven together.   
 

In that majestic passage we heard from Ephesians we get a sense of this inter-
relationship.  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing… through him we have been adopted as God’s Children 
through Jesus Christ. “Now, in Jesus Christ, the Father has enacted “a plan for the fullness of 
time drawing all things, all of us, all of creation together.”    The assurance that this is so comes 
to us through the Holy Spirit, who is the guarantor in whom we are indelibly marked.  Like a 
guaranteed signature you get at the bank for some important document where a notary public 
imprints their seal to assure any who might ask that you are you and that you have a right to sign 
what you have signed.   
 
 All this is bound up in the Holy Trinity.  So that Jesus, who will come to earth in a 
humble birth, in a backwater province out behind an inn in an animal stall, is yet the Everlasting 
Father.  This is what the Angel declares to the shepherds. 
 

“Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people; 
to you is born this day in the city of David, a Savior who is the Messiah, the Lord.  This 
will be a sign for you; you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a 
manger.”ii 

 
 Here we come to the heart of the mystery of faith.  Jesus is human, Jesus is divine.  Jesus 
cries as an infant.  Jesus will forever be our Everlasting Father.  “The unsentimental truth about 
Christmas is that he who was to be Bread of Life for human beings is laid in the feedbox of 
animals,”iii said Martin Luther.  
 
 Consider this: the whole Christmas story is in large measure about fathers.  Oh, Mary 
gets major billing most of the time for sure. Yet certainly without God the Father, there would be 
nothing heavenly about this.  And without Joseph, the father nothing earthly about this. Jesus 
likely would not have survived infancy or even birth.  Joseph is the earthly father who protects 
Jesus and his mother, most dramatically we hear in Matthew how he flees with them quickly to 
Egypt to escape the slaughtering of the infant Jewish boys by King Herod.  
 
 In today’s Gospel, as we approach this birth of all births we hear of this aged pensioner, a 
volunteer in the Temple named Zechariah, a dutiful member of the Temple priesthood, almost a 
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retiree long past his prime, an old man who had no children. serving his time in the rotation 
making the offering of incense.  Yet it is to him, this old fellow, that the angel Gabriel appears 
there before the altar of incense and tells him, “do not be afraid.   
 

“Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John.  You will have 
joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the 
Lord… He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God.” 

 
 Old Zechariah asks what we might consider a very normal question, “How?... for I am 
old and my wife is getting on in years.”iv  Yet for this impertinence Gabriel says, because you 
have responded with doubt rather than belief you will become mute, unable to speak until the 
day these things occur.”   
 

Mary remember responded with immediate acceptance, “Let it be with me according to 
your word.”v  So too does Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth, “This is what the Lord has done for me 
when he looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among my people.”   

 
Zechariah needs more time for this to sink in.  So, for nine months he is struck dumb. 

Silent. Then - at the baby’s birth the neighbors all say, you should call him Zechariah Jr. But 
Zechariah agrees with what his wife Elizabeth had already said, “His name is not Jr.”   “He is to 
be called John.”  And immediately on writing this on the tablet they gave him, “his mouth was 
opened and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God.”vi  Now he who was mute, 
burst forth into joyous song, “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, He has raised up a mighty 
Savior for us in the house of the servant David – by the tender mercy of our God the dawn from 
on high will break upon us.”vii 
 
 In all these birth announcements we see the importance of fatherhood, the family heritage 
from one generation to the next.  This is what God had been doing from the very beginning.  
Throughout the Old Testament we find this long family line of patriarchs and kings through 
whom the ultimate sign of God’s Messiah is slowly generation to generation being carried 
through.  Both Matthew and Luke give us that long seemingly boring list of Jesus’ ancestors.  All 
those begets.  Matthew carries the list all the way back to Abraham.  Luke all the way back to 
Adam.  The point in both is simply that Jesus had people, a family line through whom God was 
slowing working out his plan from the very beginning.  The image of fatherhood is strong 
throughout the Bible.   
 

I 
Here then are three things to keep in mind as you grapple with the Good News all these 

characters are put in place to bring us.  First God’s power is subordinate to God’s love.  Love 
is the deepest force in all the world.  While we see these occasions where God’s power breaks 
forth in anger to route armies and thwart evil kings, and punish idolatrous people – always the 
controlling factor is love. God says through Hosea, “How can I give you up, Ephram? How can I 
hand you over, O Israel? My compassion grows warm and tender. I will nit execute my fierce 
anger, for I am God and not human.”viii 
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 Many of us appreciate the editorials of Birmingham News op ed writer John Archibald.  
He wrote a thoughtful book about his relationship with his Methodist pastor father, who led 
congregations in Birmingham and across Alabama for many years.  John came here and 
presented a wonderful Wed. Night Live program about the book during the middle of our Covid 
partial shut-down.   
 

In that book, Archibald writes about when his brother Steve came out as being gay.   John 
recounts in that book of his parents’ unconditional love for Steve and the welcome they 
continued to offer him and his partner.  At his Dad’s funeral Steve stood and told how it was 
only because he was loved and accepted by his Father that he could return to a Methodist Church 
and feel love for and loved by God.”   God’s power is subordinate to God’s love.  
 

II 
 Second, God loves us so much that he sends himself.  Through the ages God had been 
sending signs, setting apart a special people Israel to be the vehicle of his love for this world, and 
sending them prophets, priests and kings as sign.  Yet again and again these signs failed, the 
people forgot, and turned back to their sinful selfish ways.   Finally, in the fullness of time, at 
just the right moment in time, God sent his own Son.   

 
“God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whosoever believes in him 
should not perish but have everlasting life.”ix   
 
“In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
atoning sacrifice for our sins.”x 
 
“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God, and that 
is what we are.”xi 
 
At his baptism God spoke, heaven was opened, and a voice from heaven said, “You are 
my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”xii 

 
 It is love that motivates us to travel at Christmas, to gather with family and friends, we go 
to considerable expense and often inconvenient uncomfortable travel through crowded airports 
or along busy highways to be reconnected.  Because we love we make the journey.   
 
 A few weeks ago, I received a beautiful note from Rev. Salam Hanna, one of our hosts in 
Syria. He is pastor of the National Presbyterian Church of Latakia, Syria, where I was privileged 
to preach the first Sunday of our journey in October. Salam wrote,  
 
 “We are blessed to have you as sisters, brothers and partners in Christ and ministry.  

I am always impressed by the motivation that leads faith partners from the USA to leave 
their families for weeks, fly thousands of miles, take all types of risk and fatigue to visit 
their little brothers and sisters in a war-torn country, stand with them, pray for them and 
give them courage and support...  what motivation can there be other than the  
Spirit of Agape (Divine Love) embodied in you. 
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As I retrospect the 11 years of the Crisis in Syria, and I remember all the traumas we had 
as a family and church, I always thank God, for He was with us at all times and in various 
ways. 
 
One of these main ways was through you – our sisters and brothers in Christ from the 
USA and many places in the world.  We were not left alone at any single moment.” 

 
III 

First God’s power is subordinate to God’s love.   Second, God loves us so much that 
he sends himself.   Third, God’s love is God’s ultimate action.   As Victor Frankl, who 
survived 3 years in a Nazi prison camp wrote,  

 
“Love is the ultimate and highest goal to which all humans aspire.  To love and be loved 
is the deepest of all yearnings of the human heart.  Love transforms us, and it is not 
surprising that we experience the greatest joy in this life when we love.”  

 
While the Bible is filled with stories of judgment and rebuke and punishment of God’s 

own people for their failure to hear and heed God’s messages, always there is return and 
restoration, the demonstration of love.   
 
 Again, and again God reaches out to us and woos us, calling us as a loving Father, come 
home, come back into relationship with me and with your family.   God’s greatest proof that he 
is a loving eternal Father is a loving community like this one, where we can put his sort of love 
into practice.  To be that is the meaning of our lives on earth.  
 

So, I plead with you today: 
Come home.  Return to this child who is your Everlasting Father.   
 
 
Amen. 
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