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Introduction:

It is easy to imagine, as we listen to the stories, that Christ began His existence in that dismal stable two millennia ago.  Was the world totally caught off guard by the arrival of this little baby?  Was no one expecting Him beside His Mom and Dad?  We are usually too busy at Christmas to think much about such questions.  It is easy to celebrate the events that surround Him and still not think much about Him.  Who was He really?  What was actually happening on that night?  Does His birth and being have any serious and meaningful impact on a single solitary life like yours 20 centuries later?  
Let’s think about our Christmas theology? 
· Gabriel told Mary that the child was virgin conceived.  But only Mary knew that.  Others would have thought that Mary had broken her marriage vow.   
Luke 1:31-34   31 "And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus.  32 "He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David;  33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His kingdom will have no end."  

· The angel then told Joseph that the Baby would be “God…with us!”   But how can such things actually happen?  Can God become a man…I mean a real man?
Matthew 1:23   23 "BEHOLD, THE VIRGIN SHALL BE WITH CHILD AND SHALL BEAR A SON, AND THEY SHALL CALL HIS NAME IMMANUEL," which translated means, "GOD WITH US."
· And what about the greeting to the Shepherds on the night of His birth?  If Christ came to bring peace was He not a monumental failure? Doesn’t this make the whole event suspect?  Superficial Christmas beliefs can leave us sounding like the false prophets that Jeremiah spoke of: 
Jeremiah 6:14  14 "They have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, Saying, 'Peace, peace,' But there is no peace!
The Scripture and all true believers have always affirmed that Jesus was and is still The Living God. So, if Jesus is God, where was He before Christmas?   Here are some other Christmas questions that beg to be answered: Why pick a way to come into the world that would make people think you are an illegitimate child?  How can God really become a man?  Is that even possible…really?  If it is possible, why was it even necessary.  Could God not have just forgiven us from heaven with a simple word and been done with it?   If we say that “Jesus is the reason for the season,” without seriously considering “why,” might we miss the spiritual spectacle of the incarnation even while we are celebrating it?
Isaiah spoke of the coming of Christ into the world.  Jesus often quoted Isaiah when He preached.  Why?  Because Isaiah. like many prophets, chronicles the descent of all mankind into the slough of darkness from which there is no escape.  Take your Bibles and turn over to Isaiah chapters eight and nine and we will look at some of this together today.  For the sake of organizing our thoughts I want us to notice four things this morning:
· Religion is “meaningless to God” and “powerless for Men.”  [8:13-16]
· God reveals Himself to men.  Men do not discover Him!  [8:17-18]
· When men turn away from God Himself they descend into Darkness. [8:19-22]
· In this total darkness God acted to save and bring light. [9:1-7]
Religion is meaningless to God and powerless for Men.  [8:13-16]

Isaiah 8:13-16   13 The LORD Almighty is the one you are to regard as holy, he is the one you are to fear, he is the one you are to dread,  14 and he will be a sanctuary; but for both houses of Israel he will be a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall. And for the people of Jerusalem he will be a trap and a snare.  15 Many of them will stumble; they will fall and be broken, they will be snared and captured."  16 Bind up the testimony and seal up the law among my disciples.
Perhaps you will remember the accounts of how Israel entered her land in the presence of her God.  He shone upon her by night, lighting her way in the wilderness.  He led her across the Jordan at flood stage. There were hundreds of thousands, with all their possessions and their little ones crossing over on dry ground.  They were in the presence of their God. 
Joshua 3:10-13  10 Joshua said, "By this you shall know that the living God is among you, and that He will assuredly dispossess from before you the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Hivite, the Perizzite, the Girgashite, the Amorite, and the Jebusite.  11 "Behold, the ark of the covenant of the Lord of all the earth is crossing over ahead of you into the Jordan.  12 "Now then, take for yourselves twelve men from the tribes of Israel, one man for each tribe.  13 "It shall come about when the soles of the feet of the priests who carry the ark of the LORD, the Lord of all the earth, rest in the waters of the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan will be cut off, and the waters which are flowing down from above will stand in one heap."
But now, nearly 5 centuries have past.  Religion and custom have eclipsed the presence of God.  They seldom talk about Him, few talk to Him; fewer still ever seek Him. The priests are on auto pilot, performing the same sacrifices endlessly.  Israel has left God even while practicing a religion that was designed to reveal Him.  When men are in this state they are in serious spiritual peril.  Isaiah warned them that God Himself was about to become a stumbling stone to them and even a snare to them.  Why, because God, seriously interrupts our lives.  He reveals our sin and apathy.  In His light we see our fallen condition and we are appalled.  Only God can have this effect on me.  Religion and  ritual hypnotize men into self-righteous apathy about God.  Here is how Isaiah describes it. 
Isaiah 8:14b-16  for both houses of Israel he will be a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall. And for the people of Jerusalem he will be a trap and a snare.  15 Many of them will stumble; they will fall and be broken, they will be snared and captured."  16 Bind up the testimony and seal up the law among my disciples.
Now let me ask you;  Have you ever known someone who looks right through you.  You are the invisible person to them.  If you laid down in the middle of the hallway they would stumble right over you before they would acknowledge your presence.   Some people treat their spouses this way. Children and parents can be like this too, but Israel did this to her God and untold thousands of “Christians” today are doing it to their Savior. 
God said to Isaiah, “I have told you about this.  Because they act as though I do not exist, I am going to act to cause Israel and Jerusalem to stumble right over me.  I will appear in their midst in such a way that they will no longer be able to pretend that I do not exist.  Then we will see what happens.  For now, “Bind it up.”  Write this down and move on.
God reveals Himself to men.  Men do not discover Him!  [8:17-18]

Isaiah 8:17-18   17 And I will wait for the LORD who is hiding His face from the house of Jacob; I will even look eagerly for Him.  18 Behold, I and the children whom the LORD has given me are for signs and wonders in Israel from the LORD of hosts, who dwells on Mount Zion.  19 When they say to you, "Consult the mediums and the spiritists who whisper and mutter," should not a people consult their God? Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living?  20 To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, it is because they have no dawn.
God’s response to Israel’s rebuff was to hide His face.  Can you imagine a loved one who will no longer look at you when you speak or call out.  You have offended them that badly!  Men imagine a God who is never offended, but think again.  This is our main sin.  We do it in a hundred different ways.  We refuse to be identified with God.  We do not see ourselves as His creation.  We evolved. We defy our God ordained roles as men and women.  We never listen to His Word as if it were important and binding. We can go to church and seldom hear Him mentioned.  We never hear Him mentioned in the world. In Isaiah’s day Israel had become like an unfaithful wife.  
Isaiah 1:21  21 How the faithful city has become a harlot, She who was full of justice! Righteousness once lodged in her, But now murderers.

God had been preached in Israel by the prophets, but how did she respond?
Isaiah 8:19-20    19 When they say to you, "Consult the mediums and the spiritists who whisper and mutter," should not a people consult their God? Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living?  
Israel asked anybody, but God, how to live.  They consulted spiritists and mediums. Today we call them  “Astrologers and psychics,”  New name; same offense.  God calls men to leave the path they are on because it is a path of darkness.  God is consulted in His Word. Return again to God through His Word.  If they do not speak the Word of God, it is because they have no light. 
Isaiah 8:20     20 To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, it is because they have no dawn.  

So, was Christmas the first time anyone knew that God was going to become a flesh and blood human man… Immanuel?   Not at all.  Isaiah spoke about it vividly 500 years before it happened. What is so surprising is this:  Israel was a nation steeped in its religion and Scripture.  They knew this passage.  They knew it was about Messiah.  They could read the details, but the story of the Messiah became more important than Messiah Himself.  Jesus confronted the religionists of His day this way.  
John 5:37-40  7 "And the Father who sent Me, He has testified of Me. You have neither heard His voice at any time nor seen His form.  38 "You do not have His word abiding in you, for you do not believe Him whom He sent.  39 "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me;  40 and you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life.

Jesus said that they loved the Scripture more than the one it testified to. They loved their religion more than the God it pointed them to…..And has His church in the world done the same?  Have we become so enamored with what Christ has given us that we have basically looked right through the Giver.  Do we celebrate Salvation, but fail to adore the Savior.  Speak of Redemption, but not speak to the Redeemer.   Do we think that man and his world has changed so much that Jesus Christ is unable to help us?  Is the last place we look, to Christ Jesus Himself?  Are you able to remember how you once loved Jesus?  How the knowledge that He loved you filled you with awe?  Like Isaiah called in His day, God calls today to turn again and behold your Savior. 
When men turn away from God Himself they descend into Darkness. [8:20-22]

Isaiah 8:21-22  21 They will pass through the land hard-pressed and famished, and it will turn out that when they are hungry, they will be enraged and curse their king and their God as they face upward.  22 Then they will look to the earth, and behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away into darkness.
Now, why do we preach Christ from the Bible and proclaim Him as altogether sufficient and lovely?  Because otherwise men will live in eternal night.  Night works for sleeping, but we want to get up and live!  It is in the light of day that we live and see and rejoice.  It is in the light that we walk without stumbling. In the light we see clearly. 
Ephesians 5:13-14  13 But all things become visible when they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light.  14 For this reason it says, "Awake, sleeper, And arise from the dead, And Christ will shine on you."

Men without light are hard pressed and famished. Even Christians can get this way. We think little or not at all about the glories of our Lord. “The Light of the World is Jesus.”   
I have often wondered how a society like ours, with such wealth and technology is so desperately unhappy?  Because what satisfies is impossible to see in the dark. When it is not found, men curse God.  Now I ask you simply; Don’t men curse God and turn away when religion does not satisfy them? Is there anyone more hardened than a disappointed follower of religion? 
Perhaps only those who then look to men alone for hope.  Evolutionists, abortionists, environmentalists are sliding into an abyss of gloom.  Species are dying, but human babies are living.  Men who were created in the image of the Living God are killing their god, which is the earth.  To those who look to the earth, everything is going to die because of humankind.  Darkness, grief, shadow and anguish are the hope of those who will not see God. 
Isaiah 8:22  22 Then they will look to the earth, and behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away into darkness.

Men prefer religion to God, but religion is “meaningless to God” and “powerless for Men.”  Religion promises everything and delivers nothing.  Religionists live in fear:  Am I religious enough?  Have I attended church enough?  Have I been righteous enough?  In the end millions discover that nothing is enough, because God is not revealed, but obscured.  This was God’s indictment against Israel and against men today. 
God reveals Himself to men.  Men do not discover Him!  [8:17-18]  God gave His Word, to reveal Himself to men. He sent preachers to herald it.   Although God was spoken of in Israel she looked right through Him when He appeared, and now the church is turning from the fountain of Christ to drink water that runs in the streets.  We need the refreshing spring of Jesus Himself, who said:   

John 4:14  14 whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall never thirst; but the water that I will give him will become in him a well of water springing up to eternal life."  
When men turn away from God Himself they descend into darkness.  After men have tasted the darkness of religion they curse and turn to the earth.  There they find despair and anguish.  No to Religion and No to everything Else.  What is the hope of men?
In this “total darkness” God acted to save by bringing the light of Himself. [9:1-7]

Isaiah 9:1-2  But there will be no more gloom for her who was in anguish; in earlier times He treated the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali with contempt, but later on He shall make it glorious, by the way of the sea, on the other side of Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles.  2 The people who walk in darkness Will see a great light; Those who live in a dark land, The light will shine on them.

Zebulun and Naphtali: are two tribes of Israel.  They were always among the first to absorb the wrath of Israel’s enemies for they were on the northern border from where most invasions took place. 
The way of the sea:  Is a road that runs along the western side of the sea.  Capernaum was at the northern end and Tiberius at the south. 
Galilee of the Gentiles:  When Assyria conquered then deported the ten northern tribes she resettled the area with “non-Jewish” people.  This is how it got its name.
Spiritually and politically, this is a dark place.  Most of these people have never known anything at all about the God of Creation. They live in despair and grief.  The Jews that were there had slipped away into the religious darkness we have been discussing.  By the time the first century dawned, Galilee groaned under the oppression of Rome, who brought another layer of pagan darkness to her already bleak existence. And, within the territory of Zebulan, amid all this hopelessness,  existed an obscure little town called Nazareth.  Isaiah foresaw it all.  In the halls of eternity past God had decreed and designed it all.  He would act to bring light into agonizing and desperate darkness. 
Isaiah 9:2  2 The people who walk in darkness Will see a great light; Those who live in a dark land, The light will shine on them.

Brothers and sisters, do not fear the darkness that is descending upon our post-Christian world. It is not new and it is dispelled in exactly the way it always has been. By God revealing Himself in His Word. Christ is the light of the world.  Therefore, walk and live in the light of Christ. His light cannot be quenched, and like all light,  it shines brightest in the darkest places.  

Remember this when you are tempted to believe that men will not come to Christ when we tell them of Him.  Our God chose the darkest hour and the darkest geographical spot within it to burst upon the minds and hearts of men. 
Ill:  Countless thousands were saved out of drugs and immorality and despair in the sixties and seventies.  There was no truth then either. We were helpless and hopeless and lost.  This is the best year of your life to behold Christ and reveal Him to others. You need to love and trust Him again.  If He can save you He can save anybody.
Isaiah tells us here that God is coming for His people and He will be the centerpiece of their affections.  In this passage Isaiah looks past Christ’s Suffering and goes directly to His Reign.  He does not always do that.  
Isaiah 53:3-5  3 He was despised and forsaken of men, A man of sorrows and acquainted with grief; And like one from whom men hide their face He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.  4 Surely our griefs He Himself bore, And our sorrows He carried; Yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken, Smitten of God, and afflicted.  5 But He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, And by His scourging we are healed.

BUT, here the prophet exalts Him as King and Lord.  Christ’s suffering is past.  This will be your next glimpse of Him on the earth.  

Isaiah 9:3-5   3 You have enlarged the nation and increased their joy; they rejoice before you as people rejoice at the harvest, as men rejoice when dividing the plunder.  4 For as in the day of Midian's defeat, you have shattered the yoke that burdens them, the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor.  5 Every warrior's boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire.
And how will He do such a thing?  How will God once and for all extinguish the darkness that has descended upon His once shimmering creation?  He will do it by becoming one of His own creatures.  This should not shock us, but it does.  God created man in His image.  It is not our humanity that is our downfall, it is our sin.  God the Son became a man with out sin, but with deep humility.  He reached down for the lowest men not just those of status and wealth. 
Isaiah 9:6-7   6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, 
Not a royal or wealthy son.  BUT, a plain and poor son.  Hounded to death by Satan while He still nursed at His mother’s breast.  Pursued to death by the Kings of the Earth and His own religious leaders.   
Who is this child?  He is the Living God and He has appeared right in the path of those who do not wish to or cannot see Him.  Many in His day stumbled over Him.  They murdered Him…on a cross….but the light of His glory still burst upon the souls of men and women.  If you have seen His Glory why do you  doubt that God can and will reveal it to others also.  This splendid incarnation is how it starts,  but Isaiah also tells us how it ends.  

Isaiah 9:6-7  His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  7 Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this.

Wonderful Counselor:  This is counsel that astounds men.  It is counter intuitive because it is of God and from God and not of and from men.  Paul described it in New Testament terms to the Ephesians.  It was his unceasing prayer for them. 
Ephesians 3:17-20  17 that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in love,  18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth,  19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fullness of God.  20 Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us,

Mighty God:  This Child will wield the sum total of all power in the universe.  He is the complete and awesome Sovereign of Creation.  Mighty describes one who magnifies Himself and acts boldly and audaciously.  John saw and described Him in the New Testament this way.
Revelation 19:11-16  11 And I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse, and He who sat on it is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness He judges and wages war.  12 His eyes are a flame of fire, and on His head are many diadems; and He has a name written on Him which no one knows except Himself.  13 He is clothed with a robe dipped in blood, and His name is called The Word of God.  14 And the armies which are in heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and clean, were following Him on white horses.  15 From His mouth comes a sharp sword, so that with it He may strike down the nations, and He will rule them with a rod of iron; and He treads the wine press of the fierce wrath of God, the Almighty.  16 And on His robe and on His thigh He has a name written, "KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS."

Everlasting Father:  He always was.  Jesus takes a turn in the New Testament to describe Himself to the Jews in John 8.
John 8:56-59  56 "Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad."  57 So the Jews said to Him, "You are not yet fifty years old, and have You seen Abraham?"  58 Jesus said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I am."  59 Therefore they picked up stones to throw at Him, but Jesus hid Himself and went out of the temple.
Prince of Peace:  The Czar of complete soundness, health and peace.  Let me quote Jesus once more as He fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah in His day: 

Luke 4:16-21  16 And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read.  17 And the book of the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. And He opened the book and found the place where it was written,  18 "THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD IS UPON ME, BECAUSE HE ANOINTED ME TO PREACH THE GOSPEL TO THE POOR. HE HAS SENT ME TO PROCLAIM RELEASE TO THE CAPTIVES, AND RECOVERY OF SIGHT TO THE BLIND, TO SET FREE THOSE WHO ARE OPPRESSED,  19 TO PROCLAIM THE FAVORABLE YEAR OF THE LORD."  20 And He closed the book, gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on Him.  21 And He began to say to them, "Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." 
God the Eternal Son;  entered humanity as a tiny homeless child. Your creator stooped low, unspeakably low, to rescue you. There is no one lower in this world than Christ became. None He cannot reach from where He stood.  This is the Babe in the manger.  He grew, He preached, He gave Himself in place of your sin and died.  He rose again.  He lives in His people and in His church and is exalted by them through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  Men may still know Him and be saved. He is the light of the world! 
Isaiah 12:1-6   "I will praise you, O LORD. Although you were angry with me, your anger has turned away and you have comforted me.  2 Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The LORD, the LORD, is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation."  3 With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.  4 In that day you will say: "Give thanks to the LORD, call on his name; make known among the nations what he has done, and proclaim that his name is exalted.  5 Sing to the LORD, for he has done glorious things; let this be known to all the world.  6 Shout aloud and sing for joy, people of Zion, for great is the Holy One of Israel among you."

PAGE  
9

