                              12/25/07 Christ DAY Sermon:   “ Immanuel! ”
               ( Texts:  Isaiah  7:10-14;  Colossians  2:1-10;  Matthew 1:18-25 )

************************************************************************
     Our sermon hymn was:  Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.  That hymn title reminds us of the angels who appeared to the shepherds and told the Good News:  “A Savior has been born for you!”
     But who was this Savior?  Listen to these words from the second half of the second stanza of our sermon hymn:  “Veiled in flesh the God-head see!  Hail, incarnate deity!  Pleased as man with us to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel!”
     During the mid-week Advent Services I preached a sermon series based on the titles given to Jesus found in Isaiah 9:6, which reads:  “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.”
     If you look at the front of your bulletin cover you will see those 4 titles printed there:  “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  So far I’ve preached on all four of those titles.  In fact, I preached on the fourth one – Prince of Peace – last night at the Christmas Eve Service.

     However, you probably noticed that there is a fifth title that appears several times on your bulletin cover.  The title is:  “Emmanuel!”  That title is NOT one of the four titles found in Isaiah 9:6.  Instead, the title “Emmanuel” is found in Isaiah 7:14, which reads:  “…the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”
     Now, you probably recognize that this passage from Isaiah was quoted by Matthew in our Gospel reading for this day.  Matthew records the words of the angel who assured Joseph that his fiancé, Mary, had not been unfaithful to him.  In fact, she was still a virgin.  This was the case because the child in her womb was conceived by the Holy Spirit.

     After recording these words of the angel, Matthew then goes on to explain that all this took place to fulfill the words of Isaiah 7:14 about the virgin giving birth to a son whom people would call “Immanuel.”  Then, just to be sure we get the point, Matthew explains what the word “Immanuel” means.  

     Simply put, the word “Immanuel” means “God with us.”  So, now we know why we find these words in our sermon hymn:  “Veiled in flesh the God-head see!  Hail, incarnate deity!  Pleased as man with us to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel!”
    In fact, most Christmas hymns – the good ones, anyway – focus on the fact that God’s eternal Son took on human flesh in the womb of the virgin Mary.  For example, listen again to these words from the second stanza of Oh, Come, All Ye Faithful :  “Highest, most holy, Light of light eternal, born of a virgin, a mortal he comes; Son of the Father now in flesh appearing.”
    Did you hear those words?  The eternal Son of God appeared to us in human flesh.  But why?  Why would the eternal Son of God take on human flesh?  Well, the Scriptures give us two reasons.

    First, God has always wanted to be WITH US.  God wants to be close to us.  God walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden.  However, that close, intimate fellowship was broken when Adam and Eve sinned and turned their backs on God.  We have inherited that same sinful nature, which is why we rebel against God by desire, thought, word and deed.

    Tragically, the result of this sin is that God cannot be WITH US.  God cannot stand to be in the presence of sin and evil.  In fact, Scripture teaches that God must punish evil.  If God were to be WITH US, He would have to punish us and damn us.
    But if that’s true, then why is Christmas Day a time of celebration?  If the message “God with us” means judgment and punishment for sinners, then why do we celebrate Christmas at all?  The answer is found in the words the angel spoke to Joseph:  “…you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
    Alright, let’s sum up what we know so far.  First, God wants to be close to us.  Therefore, it makes sense that God’s Son would take on human flesh.  However, because of our sin God can’t stand to be close to us.  If fact, if God were to be close to us sinners He would have to damn us because of our sins.  But the angel said that Jesus came to save us!  How’s that possible?
    My friends, now we are confronted with the Good News of Christmas.  The Good News of Christmas is not merely that Jesus is “God WITH us.”  You see, God can’t be WITH us in a merciful and loving way unless something is done about our sin.  Therefore, the Good News of Christmas is that “Immanuel” was born to die in our place of damnation so that we could be saved from our sins and be close to God once again.

    In the hymn Oh, Come, All Ye Faithful it said that Jesus came as a “mortal.”  In other words, Jesus would die just like the rest of us.  But how is that possible?  Jesus is God in human flesh.  God does NOT die!  All the sinners of past, present and future could not kill Jesus.  Jesus could wipe us out with one word from His mouth.

     So, then, how is it possible that Jesus was born to die?  The answer is obvious:  This was all part of God’s plan to save us from our sins.  You see, no one forced Jesus to go to the cross.  Jesus went there willingly!  Jesus allowed Himself to be nailed to the cross where He would suffer the punishment and damnation we deserve for our sins against God.

     This reminds me of the words from the hymn  What Child is This:  “Nails, spear shall pierce him through, the cross be borne for me, for you; hail, hail the Word made flesh, the babe, the son of Mary!”  Did you hear that?  The eternal Word, the Son of God, took on human flesh so that He could die on the cross for our sins.  Only then could God be WITH us in a merciful and loving way.
     With that understood, Christmas reminds us that we must repent of our sin and trust in Jesus.  In our modern culture many completely ignore this point of Christmas.  If Jesus is mentioned at all in our culture during Christmas, there is usually nothing said about the fact that Jesus was born to save us from our sins.

     Sadly, many times we want to be close to God, but we want to be close to our sins, too.  We want God to be WITH us, but we want our sins to stay WITH us, too.  But that can’t be.  The reason is that it took nothing less than the suffering and death of Jesus to deal with our sin. 

     Think about it.  The little baby, lying in the manger, would one day be nailed to a cross with our sins on His back.  How dare we think we have a right to keep our sins WITH us when Jesus died to take them away.

     Therefore, Christmas is a time of repentance.  The birth of Emmanuel reminds us that God can’t be WITH us unless we trust in Jesus who takes our sins away.  That is why the Christian life means that we daily confess our sin and trust in Jesus who was born to save us from our sins so that God could be WITH us – now and for all eternity!

     My friends, the Good News of Christmas is that Jesus is “Emmanuel” – “God WITH us” – because He was willing to give Himself FOR us.  If we refuse to confess our sin and trust in Jesus as our Lord and Savior, then God cannot be WITH us.  Apart from Jesus, we must spend eternity separated from God’s love.  
     But it doesn’t have to be that way, my friends!  The Good news of Christmas is that Jesus was born to save us from our sins so that God could be WITH us – now and forever!
     The gifts that we give each other during Christmas are meant to be symbols of the gift that God gave us:  the gift of His Son, Emmanuel, who gave Himself FOR us so that God could be WITH us in mercy and love.

     Do you know what that means?  Even if all the materialism associated with Christmas goes away, we still have the Gift that keeps on giving!  We have Jesus, our Emmanuel!  
     He is the reason that Christians today in 3rd world nations are singing joyfully along with us.  Even though they don’t have presents under a tree; even though they may go hungry today, they still rejoice because of the True Gift of Christmas:  JESUS IS OUR EMMANUEL WHO HAS SAVED US FROM OUR SINS!

     Because of Jesus, our Emmanuel, we know that our sins are forgiven.  Because of Jesus, our Emmanuel, we know that God is with us in mercy and love.  Because of Jesus, our Emmanuel, we know that we will walk with God for all eternity in the New Garden He will give us on the Final Day.
     You see, my friends, the Good News of Christmas Day is something we can experience EVERY DAY because Jesus is our Emmanuel NOT just on Christmas Day but EVERY Day He lives WITH us and IN us as our Lord and Savior.  This reminds me of the prayerful words from the 4th stanza of O Little Town of Bethlehem:  

“O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray; cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today.  We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell; Oh, come to us, abide with us, our Lord Immanuel.”

     With that said, I’d like to close by reading for you stanzas two through five of our closing hymn, From Heaven Came the Angels Bright.  Listen closely to these wonderful words:  

“To Bethlehem, King David’s town, as Micah saw, comes great renown; Your Lord Christ is incarnate there to save you all from sin and care.
Rejoice therefore that through his Son Your God with you is now at one. He took on human flesh and bone, and you, his brothers, are God’s own.

God came to share himself with you; Your sin and death he overthrew.  The foe may send his fiery dart, your friend, God’s Son, will shield your heart.

He never will abandon you.  Trust King Immanuel the True.  Yield not to any evil might.  Walk in the Christ child’s saving light.”

Amen!
