                   12/05/07  Midweek Advent Sermon:   “Wonderful Counselor!”
                   ( Texts:  Isaiah 9:1-2, 6-7;  Romans 11:32-36;  Matthew 7:24-29 )

************************************************************************

     How many here have heard of the professional wrestler called Hulk Hogan?  Many have heard of him.  But “Hulk Hogan” is not his actual name.  The reason people call him “Hulk Hogan” is that this title describes his intimidating physical appearance.

     How many of you have heard of the musician named Johnny Cash?  Most have heard of him.  His music is even more popular now that he’s dead.  However, Johnny Cash was called by another name:  “The Man in Black.”  This title described the color clothing he usually wore.

     Most of you also remember the famous singer named Elvis Presley.  But Elvis was also known as “The King.”  People called him “The King” because he became known as “The king of Rock and Roll music.”

     Now, I could spend all night giving you examples of unique titles give to people who already have names.  But these titles are given to them in addition to their actual names because those titles describe something about themselves or their work.
     About 2000 years ago a man named Joseph was about to break off his wedding plans with his fiancé named Mary.  Why?  Joseph found out she was pregnant, and Joseph knew he wasn’t the father because he had not yet had sexual relations with her.  You see, Joseph and Mary were not yet living together because they were striving to be obedient to God’s will and not have sex until they were actually married.

     But now Mary is pregnant!  So Joseph could only assume that she had cheated on him.  However, God then sent an angel to Joseph and explained that Mary was still a virgin.  The reason she was pregnant was that the Holy Spirit had worked a miracle and conceived a child in her womb.  Then the angel said to Joseph:  “She will give birth to a son and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
     The name Jesus means “God saves” – an appropriate name for the Son of God who took on human flesh in the womb of the virgin Mary so that he could save us from our sin by dying on the cross in our place of damnation.

     However, after Matthew recorded those words of the angel, he went on to write the following:  “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:  ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him “Immanuel” – which means “God with us.”’”

     The words Matthew quoted were from the prophet Isaiah who lived about 800 years before Jesus was born of the virgin Mary.  But by the Holy Spirit Isaiah was able to prophesy that one day in the future a virgin would give birth to a son whom some would call “Immanuel” – a Hebrew word that means “God with us.”  Even though this child’s actual name would be “Jesus,” people would also call him by other titles because those titles would describe something about Himself or His work.

     With that said, we’re ready to look at our sermon text for tonight, which is our first reading from Isaiah chapter 9.  Now, in Isaiah chapter 7:14 we find the prophecy about the virgin giving birth to a child whom some will call “Immanuel.”  However, just two chapters later, Isaiah gives us more details about this special child who would be born of a virgin.

     For example, at the beginning of Isaiah chapter 9 we read:  “In the past [God] humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles…”  Isaiah is here point us ahead to the time when Jesus would be born and eventually begin His ministry in Galilee, among other places.

     However, a few verses later in Isaiah chapter 9 – Isaiah 9:6, to be exact – we read these words:  “For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given, … And he will be called…”  Let me pause there.  Isaiah says that this future child, the one to be born of the virgin whom some will call “Immanuel,” this same child will also be called by some OTHER titles!
     Isaiah 9:6 continues as follows:  “And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  Here we have 4 additional titles that people will use to describe the person and work of the child who will be born of the virgin.  In fact, those titles are printed on the front of your bulletin cover.  So, having given you that foundational information, the rest of this sermon will focus on that first title in Isaiah 9:6 – “Wonderful Counselor.”
     Now, why would people call this child “Wonderful Counselor?”  Well, remember, they’re already calling Him “Immanuel” because they believe He is God in human flesh.  However, even before people understood that Jesus was God’s Son, Jesus was still amazing them with His wonderful teaching.
     For example, in Luke 2:41-52 we read about the time when the 12 year old Jesus was in the Jerusalem Temple teaching the teachers.  You have to understand something.  In the Jewish culture of that day a 12 year old boy was not even allowed to speak to his teachers.  He was supposed to be quiet and listen.  But not so with Jesus.  Luke writes this about him:  “Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.”

     Years later, when Jesus began his public ministry, people were even more amazed at His counsel.  At the end of Jesus’ famous sermon on the mount Matthew records the following about the crowds who heard Jesus’ sermon:  “…the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.”

     Simply put, the people were amazed because Jesus taught them as though He were God Himself giving wonderful counsel to His own people.  As we heard Jesus say in our Gospel reading:  “…everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.”  They crowds then maybe thought of these words from Isaiah chapter 26:  “Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord, the Lord, is the Rock eternal.”
     My friends, we need Jesus’ Wonderful Counsel.  You see, we sinners are often misled by the cunning counsel of the evil one who works through unbelievers who despise the counsel of God.  Because we are also sinners, we are tempted to listen to the foolish wisdom of the world and ignore the Wonderful Counsel of Jesus.

     Sadly, just such a tragedy happened in the days of Isaiah.  God’s own people were listening to the counsel of unbelievers.  Even many of the teachers of Israel were twisting God’s own Word and thereby giving evil counsel.  In Isaiah 19:11 we read:  “…the wise counselors of Pharaoh give senseless advice.”  Later on in Isaiah chapter 9 we read:  “…the prophets … teach lies … Those who guide this people mislead them, and those who are guided are led astray.”

     However, God preserved a few faithful men, such as Isaiah, and they preached and taught God’s Word in its truth and purity.  Sadly, many people in Isaiah’s day despised God’s Wonderful Counsel.  In fact, Scripture teaches that unless the Holy Spirit gives us new hearts of faith that rejoice in God’s Word we will see God’s Word as foolishness.  As Paul writes in 1st Corinthians chapters 1 and 2:  “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing,… The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them,…”
     We are all guilty of turning away from God’s Wonderful Counsel.  We do this when we fail to attend Services and Bible Class.  We also sin even when we DO hear and study God’s Word but then doubt or question what God teaches us.  We are all guilty of giving our attention to the foolish counsel of this world while remaining ignorant or even defiant of God’s Counsel.
     But the Good News we need is found in God’s Counsel from Isaiah chapter 9, where we read:  “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.”

     God comes to us and speaks His Wonderful Counsel by which the Holy Spirit turns us away from the lies of the devil and gives us faith in the Gospel of Jesus.  As Paul said, the Gospel is foolishness to those who are perishing.  But then Paul goes on to say that for us who are being saved the Gospel is the power of God!  Paul goes on to write these words:  “We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us … in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.”
     My friends, now you see why it is so important for us to hear, read and study God’s Word.  The Spirit uses God’s Word to convict us of sin so that we might repent and put our faith in Jesus, who was born to save us from our sins.  The Spirit uses God’s Word to cleanse our minds from the foolish counsel of this world and replace it with the Wonderful Counsel of the Lord Jesus.

     The book of Isaiah is full of God’s Wonderful Counsel.  In Isaiah chapter 9 we are told that God would give us a son who would be our salvation.  Later on in Isaiah we’re told how this child would save us.  In Isaiah chapter 53 we hear this Wonderful Counsel from God:  “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all … Yet it was the LORD'S will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand.  After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.  Therefore I will give him a portion among the great,
and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors.

For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.”
     The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.  By the power of the Holy Spirit we call Jesus our “Wonderful Counselor” because His Words are the rock and solid foundation of our lives – now and for eternity.

     Jesus’ Wonderful Counsel says that He loved you enough to be conceived in the womb of the virgin where His little hands and feet developed and grew so they could one day be nailed to the cross where Jesus suffered and died for your sins.  Jesus’ Wonderful Counsel says that He also conquered death for you by His resurrection so that you can face death knowing that you have the hope of the resurrection and eternal life in God’s love.

     We rejoice in God’s Wonderful Counsel NOT because His Word makes sense to our reason, for as Paul says in our reading from Romans:  “How unsearchable are [God’s] judgments … who has been His counselor?”  No!  The reason we rejoice in God’s Wonderful Counsel is that the Holy Spirit has given us hearts of faith which trust God’s Word even though His ways are not our ways.

     The baby boy conceived in Mary’s womb was given the name “Jesus” because He saved us from our sins.  But we do not only call Him “Jesus.”  We also call Him “Wonderful Counselor” – and we will continue to be blessed by His Wonderful Counsel as we hear, read, study and believe His Word.  Amen!  
