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It was a dark and difficult day in Israel.  Poor King Ahaz had attempted to placate 
the nation of Assyria, a global power to the north and east of Israel. But things 
were going badly.  The Assyrians had laid waste most of the country and they 
we’re now at the gates of the capitol.  All that darkness spoken of by the prophet 
in this morning’s text is the darkness of the battlefield, of war and blood.  Israel 
was on the verge of total annihilation.  
 
Poor Ahaz. He had never been the king his granddaddy, King Uzziah, was.  Ever 
since he had ascended the throne there had been nothing but trouble and dark 
times for Israel.  He had attempted to hold off Assyria by negotiation, but he was 
being played right and left by their leader and it was getting pretty embarrassing 
for him.  As a king, he was in over his head and he knew it, but he couldn’t afford 
to let on.   
 
He made a lot of noise about being a strong leader, but all but his most ardent 
admirers could see that his trash-talk about his political opponents and his 
sucking up to the enemy was idiotic.  Now he was hunkered down in Jerusalem, 
and all Israel with him.  He was shaking in his boots, awaiting the sure doom to 
come.   
 
Out of options, and trembling, the king calls on the prophet Isaiah for a word of 
assurance – some word that he could put on his armor with confidence and go 
out and fight the Assyrians and their allies.  “Give me a sign,” says Ahaz.   
 
“You want a sign,” says the prophet. “I’ll give you a sign. A young woman will 
give birth to a baby boy whose name will be Emmanuel, meaning, “God with us.” 
 
King Ahaz must have been totally flummoxed.  “Baby?” he must have thought.  
“A baby?  I need chariots.  I need armor, spears, swords, I need cruise missiles.  
I need a secret weapon and you come in here promising me a baby.” 
 
Scholars tell us that these words, “A child has been born for us, a son given to 
us,” (words borrowed by George Fredrick Handel for his oratorio, Messiah), come 
originally from an ancient coronation ritual of Israel.  It’s what the royal herald 
would proclaim when a son was born to a royal family.   
 
“Authority rests upon his tiny shoulders,” was the message to people worried 
about an uncertain future due to the ill health or death of an old king.  It was a 
word of hope that a new king might bring strength, security, and peace.   
 
King Ahaz isn’t dead, but according to the prophet, Isaiah, he might as well be.   
 



The image meant to offer hope is of someone very young, standing behind the 
sacred seal of the country’s leadership who can barely be seen above it.   
 
Imagine “Kid President” in the place of the King.   
 
“Yes, imagine that,” says the prophet.  This is exactly the kind of thing that true 
prophet’s do.  They upset people’s expectations.  They prick their bubbles, and 
the bubbles of a king are always the ones that pop the loudest.   
 
Bad prophets, on the other hand, tell the king what the king wants to hear.  Bad 
prophets hear the magical thinking of a king and they say, “Everything is great, 
your highness.  You’re the best thing that has happened to this country since 
Henry Ford and the Model T.   
 
Not real prophets.  Real prophets upset the apple cart.  They have spine.  Over 
and over in the Old Testament they remind the king who the real king is, and it 
ain’t this king.   
 
Just three chapters before this we have a story from Isaiah’s own lips of the day 
he learned this lesson and became a prophet.   
 
He had been a huge fan of Ahaz’s grandfather, King Uzziah, a very just king who 
was much beloved.  That day, King Uzziah had died.  To say the nation was in 
mourning is to say way too little.  They were in deep despair.  Uzziah had been 
the most level-headed king in their memory.  It was as though God had blessed 
his every move.  And then … he was gone.  
 
Isaiah, is just as upset as everyone else.  He had been a priest working in the 
temple up to that day, and at that moment he gets a vision; a vision of God.  Here 
is how he told it.   
 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and 

the hem of his robe filled the temple. 2 Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six 

wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with 

two they flew. 3 And one called to another and said: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 

the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

 
4 The pivots[a] on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house 

filled with smoke.  

5 And I said: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people 

of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” 
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6 Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar 

with a pair of tongs. 7 The seraph[b] touched my mouth with it and said: “Now that this has 

touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.” 8 Then I heard the 

voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” And I said, “Here am 

I; send me!” 

 
King Uzziah had died, and Isaiah realized that he had forgotten who the real king 
was.  It humbled him to the ground.  But God used that moment to call him, 
knowing his vision and humility would be needed in the years to come.   
 
Isaiah, like all true prophets of Israel, realized that God always has a plan for the 
future.  God’s plan in the time of Ahaz, a time when the caliber of the current 
leadership was in the toilet, was to say, “Take a long look at the future. My will is 
to raise up a new leader who can measure up to the difficulty of these times and 
the times to come.” 
 
The prophet will go on to say that the baby means good in the short term. The 
Assyrian armies will be held at bay for another year and there will be a temporary 
peace in Jerusalem.   
 
But there is bad news too: the baby means that God has given up trying to make 
a good chief executive out of Ahaz.  He will have to pass the reins of government 
to another ruler – one whose character is more in line with the ruler of the 
Universe.   
 
Good news paired with bad news.  Babies are always a mix of good news and 
bad news, aren’t they?  I know of a man who speaks of his life as divide between  
BC and AD.  Life Before Children (BC) and after delivery (AD).   
 
No one who has a child knows what will be called out from him.  I witnessed it 
myself visiting my granddaughter for the very first time last week.  I will tell you, 
she is the most darling thing I’ve ever seen, short of her mom, my daughter.  But 
as small as she was at birth – a little over 6 pounds – she took all the air out of 
the delivery room and has continued that way the last seven weeks.  Babies are 
cuddly, and sweet; the cutest thing you will ever see if she is your own.  But she 
is also demanding, expensive, and relentless.   
 
 
 
If a baby is a sign that God is with us, it means that life itself is all about a future 
that unfolds slowly but with purpose.  I remember a man in one of my churches 
who had a conversion experience as powerful as Isaiah’s in the days after his 
little girl was born.  
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We spoke and he said, I’ve been the center of my own life the last 32 years. 
Even when I got married I was still the main act.  Not anymore.   
 
Looking at my daughter for the first time I decided that those days are simply 
over.  I have to quit futzing around in my life. It’s time I begin to amount to 
something – because she is something. 
 
That has happened millions of times – and it keeps being repeated because it is 
supposed to. That’s the design.  When a baby comes into the world and it 
doesn’t happen? Well, that’s when significant problems happen, because 
suddenly, the jig is up.   
 
We will see this in spades next week when we look into the life of a man named 
Joseph who has no idea the size of the train barreling down on him when an 
angel enters the room to say something about a baby who is on his way into the 
world and the powers that be that will not be happy about it.   
 
John the Baptist was probably not a dad, but he got a similar message when he 
began to understand the stature of the young man in his midst – one named 
Jesus.  The way the baptizer will say it is this:  “The times have changed.  He 
(meaning Jesus) must increase and I must decrease.” Yep, and that happens 
when we have children, too.   
 
As I said, this means good news and also bad news.  When you behold a whole 
new generation coming of age, the message is two-fold.  First, you and your 
generation aren’t so damn important anymore.  That’s the bad news.  The good 
news is --- you and your generation aren’t so damn important anymore.   
 
That means the pressure is off. It’s time for a new generation to step in and step 
it up.   
 
So, how different are the times we are living in, compared with the times Isaiah 
lived?  Well, no matter what you think of the present leadership of this country, 
we all agree we are living in precarious times.   
 
This last week the pastor’s book group read a book that ends with the a quote 
from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. The young prince Hamlet says the following: “The 
time is out of joint.  O cursed spite that ever I was born to set it right.”  That’s how 
the young prophet Isaiah felt about the time in which he was living and also the 
discomfort he felt at being called to speak truth to the powerful (but wrong-
headed) king he was called to address.   
 
The author of the book we read, Timothy Snyder, who is a man about my age 
says, it is time for young Americans to step it up – to learn some history and to 
take the kind of action necessary to make sure America continues to have a 
history.   



 
That may sound alarmist and maybe it is.  I hope so, but I will tell you, Timothy 
Snyder isn’t alone.   
 
Two weeks ago I saw Bob Woodward of the Washington Post, the reporter who 
broke the Watergate story, speaking at our University. Remember Woodward 
and Bernstein? Bob Woodward is traveling a lot these days, doing his best to 
inspire a whole new generation of young people.  Here is how he put our current 
situation.  He said that this situation we find ourselves in today is nothing short of 
“the final exam for democracy.” 
 
A whole lot is at stake.  We have a lot to lose, but being a bit of an optimist, I 
think we have a ton to gain, too.  It’s clear that our nation is overdue for a fresh 
lesson in why we have a constitution, and why we have a first amendment about 
freedoms, like the freedom of the press.   
 
In fact, the first good thing that’s come out of this thing is that a whole lot of 
young people are thinking they might want to be journalists.  They see how 
important a vigorous press is to the health of a democracy and they want a piece 
of it.  I say, “Good for them.”   
 
It takes times such as these to get some of our best young people to sign on to 
something more meaningful than just using their short lives to make lots and lots 
of money.   
 
Our president calls journalists “the lowest form of humanity.” You know who was 
a journalist? Winston Churchill. Mark Twain. Frederick Douglass. Teddy 
Roosevelt. Rachel Carson. Not bad company.   

 
Well, in four weeks it will be Christmas eve.  Christmas eve is about a silent 
night.  It’s about sleeping in heavenly peace.  That’s what the prophets had 
in mind for the world  -- bringing in a new reign of God that would have a 
calmness and a power like the people had never seen before.   
 
Oh, the people in Jesus time were hoping, you know, for a great leader who 
was seven-foot tall, breathing fire; a leader who would defeat their 
enemies.   
 
Well, what they got was a poet who talked about the lilies of the field and 
told them real strength had to do with turning the other cheek –  
it wasn’t what they had in mind. So they crucified him.  But looking back, 
they realized he was what they needed all the time. 
 
That’s the way it is, so often.  It takes looking back; twenty-twenty 
hindsight to realize what God, the ultimate shaper of history, has in mind.   



 
My hope is that we will see this play out sooner rather than later.  My hope 
is that if these days really do represent a final exam for democracy, that our 
institutions come through intact and stronger than ever.   
 
Amen 
 
 
 

 

 


