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The Sign of the Virgin

A sermon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Osxcford Presbyterian Church on the 4th Sunday of Advent, Decernber
20, 1992, Seripture Lessons: lsaish 7:10-16; Matthew 1:12-25,

IN THE HAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

Years ago [ was given a pamphlet: “Seven Cancer danger signs.” | looked at it
quickly and forgot a1l about it until about threé years aqo. | noticed s painful
swelling. |ignored it for about & week and then | remembered that this is ane af the
seven danger signs. | was alarmed and went immediately to the doctor, It was
cancer. “It's @ good thing you didn’t Tet this go any longer”, the doctor told me. | had
surgery and radistion. My doctor assures me that I'm one hundred percent cured and
should have no fesr of the cancer camning back. I'm glad | didn’t ignore the signs.

| was talking to @ man not long ago. He is ighoring one of the signs of cahcer
rar manths and marnths. "'f;'hg don’t you get it checked ’:'m_,?-,f,l urged hirn. "I'mefreid
it might be cancer”, he é'éid.. “But if it is”, | ﬁnswered,r"magbe something can he
done. If you just ignore the problem it could get worse.”

Toa often we refuse to recognize danger signs. A teenage hoy is becoming
rare and mare dependent on alcahol but his parents ignore the signs. A young girl is
Loy sexuglly sbused by her father. Her mother says she had no idea what was going
an. But the sighs were there. She just cauldn’t biring hérself to believe them.

Signs! They can save our lives. We ignore many signs at. our own peril. That’s
what happened to King Ahaz. The year is 734 B.C. The Assyrian empire has begun to
thresten the tiny independent countries of the Middle East. Syria and Ephraim, two
tiny nations to the north of the kingdom of Judah, have joined together in a military

coalition againet Assyris, but Ahaz of Judah refuses to go slong. So Syris and
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Ephraim decide to overthrow the government of Ahaz and to put sameone else on the
throne in Jerusalem. King Ahaz ond oll of Jerusalem tremble like leaves on a tree o=
the enerny armies approschse.

The prophet Isaiah geas ta the king to assure him that Gad is with him. Ahaz
was & descendant of the great King David. God had promised that the line of David
would never fail. Bul Ahaz has trouble trusting the promise of God surrounded as he

is by enemy armies. “Trust God’s promisel” Isaiah urges. “4sk God for & sign ta

confirm his prormise.

well, King Ahaz didnt really want & sign from God because he had glready
decided to rely on Assyris to defer;d hirm rather than on the Lord. When Ahaz refused
to ask for & sign, Isaish really got ticked off. fssish sddressed Ahsz and all the
prin;es a}nd princesses gathered in the royal pa]ace.‘ “He sa‘_i_d, ”_Heq_[ ’_L_h_}er;, 0 house of
Daﬁdl Is it ta&a litﬂﬁe"ft;'r gtxu to wé&rg rartals, that you weary my God also?
Therefore the Lord himself will give you & sign. Look, the young wornan is with child
and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel (which means &ag jits i)’

Perhaps lsaiah pointed to & young pregnant Jewish princess and said, “Unlike
you, King Ahaz, that young wornan trusts the promise of God so much that, despite the
Bnemy armies surrounding us, she's going to name her child, immanuel, Gad with us.”

How do we know that God is with us? If we're really honest we have to admit
that there aren’t a whole lot of signs of God’s presence with us in this warld. Read
the newspaper! Thousands of men, women and children will die this morning in
somalia because young armed gunraen rob foad and i1l their bellies while letting the

weak and defenseless starve. |n Bosnis, Chiristian Serbs attempt to exterminsgte
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Moslern Basnians to avenge ancient wrongs. Hundreds of Palestinians sre deported
from their home tend which hes been occupied by & hostile power far nearly fifty

years. Bombs go off in London depsriment stores killing Christmas shoppers. And

- closer to hame, so many are dieing at such a young age of cancer, marrisges are

breaking up, crack cocaine, poverty, homelessness and unernployment are destroying
us and demoralizing us.

what is the sign that God is with uz? The Hollywoad film makers want us to
think that God speaks to us audibly with the voice of Charlestan Heston. Military
leaders tell us that victory in battie is a sign of God’s presence. Satne preachers
will tell you that the signs of God's presence are religious experiences. Or we look

for mirscles. We pray and pray. We laok for those who are terminally i1l to be
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rpiracuiously healed. That would be a sign of God's presence. We look for broken

marriages to be miracu!dus}g fixed. We look for a world at war suddenly st peace.
And, yes, we corme to church with the hope of getting & warm, comfortabie feeling
but are often disaspainted becsuse it's easier to see sofrre sign of God's presence in &
beautiful sanctuary with stained glass windows than it is to see in a cold school
auditariurm.

But Iseiah points to the child of & young Jewish girl who believes Gad’s
promises and names her baby, Immanuel, even thaugh her city is surrcunded by a
hostile army? Matthew refers to this passage in his Christinas stary and transiates
the Hebrew word for gowng wamer as Virgis following the lead of the Greek
tranelation of lssish 7:14. Ask Matthew what the sign of God's presence is. With the
whole Christian Church in every age, he points to Jesus, born of the Yirgin Mary. He
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is the sign thet God is with us.

It’s very easy to ignore this sign. It's not easy to see God in this homeless
child. Irnagine you were there that first Christmes. You see the face of Mary
wracked with the pain of childbirth. You hear the cold night wind blowing outside the
stable cave at Bethlehern. You see an anxious husband tending the birth of & son that
isn’t even his. There’s the dust of straw, and the smell of animals and the biood of
the afterbirth. There’s nathing in that stable which could convince anyone that the
Savior of the world is present. “God hides himself”, Elizabeth Achtemeier writes,
“God hides hirmself behind bloed and flesh, snd gives us no certain sign. His
redeeming work among us is veiled in weakness and poverty and pain.”

Karl Barth, the most profound theclogisn of the twentieth century, tells us, in

one of h]‘-‘i thick vulume ﬁtuout a pfnntmg of the Nutmtq of desus he sav in l?ermang
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ln the hackgmund the viewer sees God in aﬂ hzs glorg surrounded by angels but

nobiody in the picture, ety sees God directly because they a1l have

”NM‘,MM‘MN by Yesurs,

their backs turned to him? The baby Jesus laoks far off into the distance, directly
*ouldois

Voves heommgfhes ;

into the face of Gad who i3 looking tenderly al his beloved son. As the shepherds,
Joseph and Mary 1ook into the eyes of Jesus they see God reflected in the eyes of
Jesus. That’s what Christmas is all about. In Jdesus, we see Gad a5 we see him
nowhere else,

But Christmas is not just the birthday celebration of & Jewish baby who lived
long 8go. It's true that he really lived in Palestine nearly two thouseand years ago and
he really died & harrible death. But he also rose from the dead: he lives and is

present with us now. The Virgin born son of Mary is God with us and for us now.
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Jesus 15 God hurabling himself in order to make himself known to us, to call us back
to him, to revest the full extent of his love towards us. Christianity doesn’t teach
that we have to climb a ladder into heaven in order to be with God - rather, it
teaches that God hos come down that ladder in order to be with us and for us. Jesus
is the sign that God has a heart that bears and shares our sorrows. He is the sign
that God takes our sin and misery upen himself and away from us. We would not know
this gbout God apart from Jesus. Jesus is able to do this becsuse he is not only
human, but elso &eg the almighty Creator and Lord.

Do you believe this? Faith means much more than merely intellectual assent.
| suppose most of us here in this &iﬁﬁ vt'i‘nvivs“r'r;c:rning theoretically accept the
Christmas message, just as King Ahaz had s theoretical belief in the Lord snd spoke

respectfullu ta the Lcu d prophet But fmth meam thatwwe lcmk ngwhere _glse than
to Jesus of Nazaretﬁ 8S our only hope and our Savior. If the stock market fsllsg, if
your girli-friend shoots you down, i you lose your jobs, we look to Jesus a5 our hope
gnd consolation and see thet God is with us. ‘Faith in desus Christ means thet we

ovd hes persrosnts o bes prepts

value him and his word' mare than anything else and in spite of anything eise Faith in
hirn means that we trust God's word and pramise even when we are surrounded by
whatl seem to be insurmountable problems.

King Ahaz locked st the surrounding ermies, ignored the sign God offered him,
and yrould not trust God’s promise. Isaiah sternly warned hﬁﬂ that rejection woutd
rnean that “The Lord will bring an you and on your people and on your ancestral house
such deys as have not came since the day that Ephraim departed fram Judsh - the king

of Assyrian.” We ignore Jesus, the sign that God gives us, slso at grest peril to
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aurselves, to our families, and Lo our posterity, not becsuse God is against us, but
becouse God is with us and for us ond will do whotlever is necessory to get us to look
to Christ and trust and ocbey him.

But 1 can’t end on the note of warning. | must end with good news. | must end
proclaiming the Gospel thet Gad is with us sinners. God is with you and you snd you.
Mo ohe is excluded. Jesus is the sign that God was with us when we were conceived
in our mother’s womb. God with us when we were born and 1aid in our crib. God with
us when we're canfranted with life threatening diseases and events. God with us at
the wedding feast. God with us in the valley of the shadow of death standing before &
tarnb. God with us when we feel forsaken by friends and God. We may try to avoid
him, deny him, crucify him but, in Jesus, God remains with us and for us. Evenif we

make our own bed in hell, the Psalmiet tells us, he is with us even there. "A%tﬁﬁW{
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could not know this good news spart from Jesus He is the One whom we worslnp and

celebrate at Christmas. Thanks he to God. Amen.

Let us pray: O Ged, by uour prophet you promised a sign of your presence, a son called Iramaruel. And in
Jesus Christ you chose te Tive in our midst, taste our suffering, and feel our needs. He rnakes known your will,
teaches your way, calls us te follow him, and saves his people from their sins. Open our eyes to see our need of
Jesus. Free our wills to embrace Christ in faith, Enlighten our rinds to know him. Open our hearts o prepare for kim
a place for him to live. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
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