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Sermon for Saturday, December 24, 2011

Christmas Eve

Dr. Dan Doriani

Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace

Isaiah 9:1-7

9:1 Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan — 2 The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned. 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. 6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he 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.

1. God offers hope in distress (9:1-5)

Light in gloom 

The arc of the Christmas story is simple: darkness to light. No one knows the actual date of Jesus' birth. But long ago someone decided to celebrate the Incarnation in late December, just as days begin to lengthen. It's a good symbol, since the Bible compares the birth of Jesus to the dawn of day in a dark time.

The birth of Jesus, Son of God, is a big event in Scripture. It's customary to prepare for big events, to talk about them, plan for them. When a woman is expecting her first baby, people tell her what to expect, what she will need, how to prepare. Some offer a quick thought, others go into detail.

So it is in the Bible. Prophets, historians, song-writers all told about the birth of Jesus, covenant keeper, brother, Redeemer, Son of God. Isaiah the prophet went into the most detail. Perhaps the Lord simply chose to tell him more. Perhaps he was so hungry for God's help.

I don't know why you are here tonight. You may be here because of family tradition.  Maybe you long for a break from the commercialism of Christmas. Maybe you want to meditate on the meaning of life and birth. You may be here out of joy. You love Jesus and are here with a family that shares your faith. You may be skeptical – Virgin birth, God in a baby's flesh. You may be in pain and hungry to hear a word from God. May Isaiah have something for all of us.

Isaiah spoke in a dark time - for him personally, even more for his nation, Israel. His word about Jesus came to a nation divided, weak, declining. God's people doubted him and flirted with idolatry daily. More pressing, southern Judah, where Isaiah lived, faced a terrifying invasion. The king, Ahaz, had no idea what to do.

King Ahaz was like a lot of people. He had lost faith in the faith of his fathers. During the invasion, Isaiah offered King Ahaz God's grace, but Isaiah's religion didn't interest king Ahaz. He experimented with alternative, pagan religions. He worshipped the sun and the stars and gods of prosperity and fertility. For he wanted to curry favor with pagan kings who worshipped those gods. That may seem far removed from any of us today, but there's a point of contact: King Ahaz had an interest in religion if he thought it could do something for him.

Isaiah told Ahaz he was heading for trouble. If he rejects God's help and turns to pagan kings, Isaiah said, those kings will 'help' their way. They will plunder and subjugate. As a result, Ahaz will see “distress, darkness, and fearful gloom” (8:18-22). Yet Isaiah promised the darkness will end. Speaking of Jesus’ day, he said, “There will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. The people walking in darkness have seen a great light” (9:1-2). The distress came from sin, poverty, ignorance, fear of invasion, fear of death. But Isaiah sees God's light dawn.

Specifically, Isaiah mentions two things: “In the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned” – as objective fact. And, he says, the people “have seen [that] great light.” So the light came and people saw it.


Isaiah 9:1 mentions places that mean nothing to us: Zebulun and Naphtali. “In the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles.” Zebulun and Naphtali were the darkest spots in Israel. They were conquered and corrupted by pagans (especially Assyria). But they were part of Galilee, where Jesus begun his ministry. Where darkness was deepest, light first shone (Matt 4:12-16).

The parallel: To New York City – Newark. To Philadelphia – Camden. To Chicago – Gary. To San Francisco  – Oakland. We think of St. Louis –  East St. Louis, the Dominican Republic, Haiti. In east Africa, Somalia. The Romans thought of Thor-worshipping north Europeans. For every arm-pit and outhouse of the world, Isaiah promises: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.” This is God's way: He gives light to all, but he often brings the first light to the darkest place.  


If you are in a dark place, today, I hope you hear this as God's word to you. Isaiah says, “Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before you, and the glory of the LORD will” [protect you] (58:8).

Solomon said, "The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter till the full light of day" (Prov. 4:18). So the prophecies say, the light will dawn, and grow, shining ever brighter." Isaiah 9:2-5 says the growing light brings joy and peace.

There is joy and peace because the nation is restored and grows again. If you read everything the prophets and apostles said, it's clear that the faith brings more than personal renewal. They hope for a new nation, a just nation, composed of people from every nation who love and respect God " (Acts 2:5, 1 Pet 2:9). 

That joy is like the joy of harvest, when Israel gathered life giving crops, so they could live safely through winter. Today we think of the joy when we land a job after college or a season of unemployment. We think of the joy when a big deal comes through, so a business is profitable again. It's the promise of reasonable prosperity in this life – that God won't let his people starve this winter. 

Isaiah also compares the light to the joy when war ends and foes are defeated; when peace is so sure we can burn our battle gear and weapons. Today, we think of the joy we would feel if every nuclear weapon were dismantled. If every army were disbanded, every tank and attack helicopter melted for scrap metal because we had God-given peace for so long, that armies and weapons are silly. See the day of Midian's defeat. A great peace-giving victory for Israel by Gideon – victory as gift of God.

These are the hopes Isaiah shares in the first part of his prophecy (9:1-5). In the second part he explains how these hopes will come to pass. He says, "every warrior's boot" and every blood-stained garment is destined for burning – not because diplomats suddenly become more skillful and angry nations become tender and forgiving. It happens because a child is born of a virgin, a child who is also God's Son, God come in the flesh.


If you doubt that, I'm not going to try to persuade you of everything at once. I invite you to listen and see if it makes sense.
2.  Jesus is the child who gives us hope (9:6-7)


Isaiah 9:6 says, "to us a child is born, to us a son is given." How so? We believe God created the world and governs it. What changes with the birth of Jesus? In a way, nothing changes. Yet when the Son of God takes flesh, we know that the government of the world rests on the shoulders of God become man. 

This answers those who think God is so far above us, he can't take interest in us. Someone once told me she believes God exists, but "It's silly to pray about lost kittens and colds" and the trivia that cannot interest God. I said, "A child can pray about lost kittens because even if he doesn't care about the kitten, God cares about the child. If it's important to us, it's important to God." The birth of Jesus, Son of God incarnate, shows that God notices and cares for the details of life – the beauty of flowers, the fleeting life of birds, the pleasure of a well-made table. God governs both the grand sweep of history and human details.

The names, titles and offices of Jesus tell us precisely what this child is like. Each title describes his glory, his power, his love, and why his birth matters. 
Wonderful Counselor


Literally, he is wonder counselor. The word "wonder" means a miracle in the Old Testament. God did wonders to lead his people out of Egypt (Ps 78:12). "Wonder" is even a name for God in the Old Testament. It means He is the God who surpasses our comprehension or control.

Wonder and counselor means he is the supreme counselor, the one who gives supernatural counsel. The best counselors both plan and have power to fulfill those plans (Isa 11:2). Isaiah says Jesus counsels as only God can – with full wisdom and knowledge. Israel's had some great counselors. King David's counselor Ahithophel was so gifted, the Bible says it was like the voice of God. But his life ended in suicide. Solomon received wisdom from God, but he broke most of his own rules. Isaiah's king, Ahaz, was shrewd and calculating. Jesus is the Supreme Counselor. He followed his own counsel.

He counsels us when we're wounded and hurt, when we feel unfulfilled longings. So his counsel is comforting. But it's also upsetting, because he teaches us about sin – the sin that prompted him to come here. 

People balk at the full Christian account of the Incarnation for several reasons. The sheer supernaturalism – the virgin birth – troubles the skeptic. But others are fine with the concept: There is a creator, if he cares about humans, which seems plausible, he might want to visit. He could teach us. He could enlighten by living a pure, humble life. 

Yet, as with any counselor, Jesus' message can be painful. If you meet with a mentor or counselor, whether legal or psychological, you know the pattern: They typically have some great news, some comfort or assurance or "No need to worry about that." But they typically have an unexpected rebuke or warning. The good news: His eternal and unconditional love never leaves us orphans. The hard news: we need him as redeemer, not just teacher. Most people think of themselves as good folk, who need advice, modest mid-course corrections. 

Jesus says the problem is larger. First of all, we shouldn't think of ourselves as pretty good people who simply need a little teaching and a good example. Good teachers and good examples abound. Jesus didn't have to come for that purpose. No he said, the way we harbor, even nurture, emotions of envy and anger and lust, show something more is wrong. We may not murder, but we are angry. We may not commit adultery, but we do indulge lust, evil desires or envy. So he counsels us to take our sin more seriously.

It's human nature to dwell on the way we're sinned against more than the way we sin. Sadly, when we talk to others about the way they hurt us, we often hurt them far more than they hurt us. When we do that, we don't take our sin seriously.

But Jesus takes sin seriously. His name is Jesus, which means "God saves" because he came to save or deliver his people from their sins. He came as a baby so that he could become a man. As a man, the punishment that humans deserve for their sins fell upon his brow, his shoulders, his hands, his feet. This is how he counsels us to take sin seriously.
     Jesus is also the Mighty God. He is God - "Immanuel" – God with us. So Jesus is human, but, Calvin said if Christ is "nothing but human flesh and nature" our hopes are uncertain and insecure. The Bible says, "By him all things were created… And in him all things hold together" (Col 1:15-16).  Jesus created and sustains the universe; He upholds all things by the power of your Word.

And he is mighty, literally, a warrior. As Warrior, Jesus disarms his foes. We can burn the boots and weapons of war as Isaiah said, because Jesus "shattered the rod of the oppressor." Israel fought Egyptians, Midianites and Assyrians, but we do battle with sin and death. Do I need to remind you that no one battles sin and wins every time? That no one battles death and wins in the end?

But Jesus is the Warrior God. The Bible says he took flesh and blood, like us, to share in our "humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death — that is, the devil —  and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death" (Heb 2:14-15). He is pleased to defend us, "to show himself strong on our behalf.”

Jesus is the Everlasting Father or "Father of Eternity." 

He is eternal Father because he never dies. "Father" does not mean there is confusion between the Father God and Jesus the Son. Rather, the triune God is, Scripture says, like a Father. He makes promises and keeps them. He cares and shows compassion as a Father has compassion on his children. 

Spend a moment thinking about the father figures of your life. The best teacher. The coach. The mentor and boss. An uncle or grandfather.

One of my grandfathers was a farmer, no success by this world's measure, but showed me how to work hard. He taught me how to read music and sing tenor and bass in the hymnal. My other grandfather was a success in this world, although I didn't know that as I child. I did know that he loved to hold me in his lap, and let me climb on his shoulders and play with his hair and nose.  They died when I was age twenty and five, so neither was an everlasting father. Jesus is the everlasting Father. The king who rules and cares forever.
Jesus is the Prince of Peace. 

"On a personal level, peace means fulfillment. To “die in peace” is to have achieved all God planned…" At work peace is "well-being and progress…" In relationships, peace is "harmony… freedom from anxiety.
 

Spiritually, peace is the full experience of God's favor. Peace is the ability to stand before God with confidence. Not because you are good enough – you're not, but because he has love and mercy for you. 

Psalm 24 asks, "Who is able to stand before God?" He who has clean hands and a pure heart. And who has clean hands; who never committed a sin? Who has a pure heart, entirely clear of anger, envy, jealousy, pride, judgment? No one. How then can we have peace? Paul said, "Since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand." 

When I was in graduate school, I learned that one of the seminal writers on my dissertation topic taught in my university. The person who told me "He's here" also said he had changed disciplines and research interests, but I ran right over to his office, hoping to get an appointment some day. Before that appointment, I judged, I would re-read key portions of his work, impress him with a series of brilliant question, and so gain from his wisdom.

But when I asked the secretary for a time, she said, "He's free right now." Professor Edmund Morgan's door was open a crack. He had heard, he caught my eye and waved me in. I was horrified. He was a living legend. I had nothing but mute admiration. No brilliant observations, no penetrating questions. What would I say, "I love your book," then start to sweat?

I had no peace in Professor Morgan's office. I was unworthy of this titan's time, and I felt it acutely. Further he had completely abandoned his old topic. No interest at all. He was cordial, but I was miserable, because I felt unworthy and we both knew he took no interest. 

In this talk, Professor Morgan stands for God, for our lack of peace with Him. The good news is that Jesus solves our professor Morgan problems. First, he shares our interests. Remember the woman who didn't want to pray for lost kittens because she believed God has no interest. The Incarnation, shows that God takes interest. 

Second, Jesus solves the problem of our unworthiness. Looking back, I know I felt unprepared and unworthy of the professor time. But I actually was unworthy, too. I was not prepared to engage him, to use his time well. 

We are unworthy of God for another reason, already mentioned – our sin! But Jesus makes peace. He knows we're unworthy of his presence but he designed a plan to solve the problem. The Prince of Peace came to this world, lived a real human life. He was perfectly good and just, word and deed, and he granted it to us. He accounted to us, because he is merciful and loving. Here's how:


When we believe in Jesus, trust him, we're united to him so that his goodness, justice, love are accounted to us. Debbie is good at names and this is ascribed to me because our lives are united her virtue is ascribed to me. She reminds me, feeds me names - and her virtue has rubbed off on me, a little.

So with us and Jesus. His virtue is ascribed to us because of our faith union. But his goodness does also rub off on us a bit, so it's not senseless.  Jesus is our Wonderful Counselor – telling us sweet and hard truths. He is the Warrior God, defeating our foes. He is the Father who always cares and never dies. He never abandons us, never leaves us orphaned and alone. The Prince of Peace, for he gives us peace – with him, with ourselves, with the wider world, now and forever.
Suddenly, snow-laden gusts of terrible air

Abrade, sting my vulnerable flesh,

As I walk across the slushy street, to church.…

My heart contemplates the salvific birth

Of a carpenter who took up God's calling,

Grew into His earthly incarnation,

Allowed Himself to taste temptation,

That He might, with humility, forgive man,

By dying for him and ascending in glorious resurrection….


Wind-spikes pierce my veins, 

Suffuse my body, with the pain Jesus bled, 

Anointing His cross, and I wince with joy.

May we wince with joy as we meditate on Jesus' incarnation, his counsel, his rule, his love. May his dawn break in on you and give you his peace.
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