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Advent 4A   Isaiah 7:10-16   Romans 1:1-7  Matthew 1:18-25 

We are teetering on the brink of the Nativity, right on the edge of 

Christmas. 

Over the past three weeks of Advent Sundays we have been warned 

to get ready for God is coming at an unexpected hour. 

We have been told to repent because the dominion of God is about 

to appear, winnowing wheat from chaff. 

We have been offered a picture of that dominion of God as one 

where the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 

cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor are 

presented with good news. 

 

Our sense of the power of the One coming has been stretched and 

challenged and recast over these past three weeks. 

Now in the lectionary lessons for today, the reality of that power 

begins to dawn more clearly to us. 

And what is astonishing about it is that, unlike any power we 

know, this power is confident enough to be vulnerable. And that 

means confident enough in us to be vulnerable to us. 
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In our Hebrew Bible lesson, Ahaz lacked the confidence to be 

vulnerable. He is in a downward spiral of rebellious disobedience 

and God’s anger. 

He needed the appearance of strength to help him out of his 

military difficulties. 

Through Isaiah God offered a challenge, the challenge to ask for a 

sign that would be a kind of down payment on God’s intervention 

in the situation. 

Isaiah challenges him, in effect asking Ahaz to imagine what God 

would look like if God showed up in this situation.  

Ask for the most outlandish sign of God’s appearance that you can 

think of, Ahaz! 

But the reality of what the Wholly Other One might look like could 

be disconcerting to Ahaz with his political schemes, so he 

untrustingly shakes off his request for a sign. 

“I will not put the Lord to the test,” is his dodge. 

Isaiah gives him a sign anyhow, a sign unlike anything Ahaz could 

imagine. 

There is nothing outlandish about this sign. It doesn’t appear to 

come from heaven or to emerge from Sheol.  
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God is asking Ahaz to pay attention to the names of children and 

sets up a contrast between Ahaz’ lack of faith and the woman’s 

great faith in the naming her child.  

This sign is quiet, simple, gentle, and seemingly ordinary. 

It is innocent at first glance. 

A maiden is with child and shall bear a son and shall name him 

Immanuel. 

The sign would appear to be totally natural, totally from the 

human side of things – rather than from something special, divine 

and portentous. 

It would not appear at all like a sign from God. 

And yet in this gesture of quietude and confidence God will reveal 

Godself as the one who loves his people and brings his kingdom to 

safety and flourishing. 

It is not the kind of sign that can be recognized by those who are 

focused on military affairs, on power politics, on strategic 

calculations as Ahaz was. 

And yet, for those who can see with the eye of faith, it is a name 

that embodies the near presence of God – Immanuel! 
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Matthew recognizes and understands this very thing in his gospel, 

right from the start, in the way he frames and tells the Nativity 

story. 

Matthew looks back and sees that this story of Isaiah and Ahaz is 

making clear what God is doing now, with a humble maiden and a 

simple man. 

Matthew sees that the kingdom is growing and flowing into the 

much fuller and richer sign that is happening now, quietly, 

obscurely, seemingly offstage. 

The fullness of the power that Isaiah pointed to was revealing itself 

in a gentleness, a gentleness offered under the most delicate of 

circumstances. 

The maiden chosen to bear the son was not living in any well-

protected enclosure or enclave. 

She had no special station or status, no seat of power or to protect 

her. 

On the contrary, the first thing that power dared to do was to make 

itself visible as a provocation.  

It was a provocation inviting the pregnant maiden to share the 

scandal and danger of being a single mother in a society in which 

such things might easily lead to death. 
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Of all things, she was to depend for her reputation, and maybe for 

her very life, on the good will of an untested male who knew that 

he was not the father of the child. 

 

Why is Ahaz offered a sign of God’s presence and power while 

Joseph is not? 

It would seem easy, as the story goes, for a extra angel to show up 

to Joseph and to make it all clear from the beginning. 

It would spare him, as well as Mary and her parents a lot of agony.  

Instead, God leaves Joseph with the dilemma of what to do when a 

lifetime of fidelity to God seems suddenly to be rewarded with a 

disaster. 

And to make matters worse, God appears to be silent. How is 

Joseph going to risk trust in God and act faithfully? It is so messy 

and uncertain. 

 

What sort of power is it that allows itself to be so vulnerable, so 

subject to the anxious decision of a human person, who was like 

any one of us? 

This power from on high is prepared to trust itself to one of the 

most notoriously unreliable features of human existence---not only 
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the pain and riskiness of human gestation and childbirth, but also 

the skittishness of male honor, and the potential for violence that 

goes along with female dependency. 

 

Matthew makes clear that it is even more than this. This power is 

willing to be vulnerable to the law, the law that prescribed death by 

stoning for one like Mary, as it was to be found in Deuteronomy 

chapter 22.  And righteous Joseph must have fully known this. 

 

But here is where the righteousness of Joseph is truly shown. He 

interprets this law in the gentlest way possible. He will obey the 

law by “putting her away quietly.”  

Not a predictable response at all. It was a fragile act of 

interpretation, given that ‘secrets will certainly get out.’ 

 

But just then there is another interpretation made available to 

Joseph in a dream. Mary has not run foul of the law.  

Her pregnancy is a gift of the Spirit of God. 

Was it merely a dream, the result of random firing neurons and 

synapses of his brain? Or was it the mind of God in the mind of 

Joseph? 
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Joseph awakes to follow an interpretation with enormous practical 

consequences. 

How extraordinary is a power that is gentle and confident enough 

to enter into the practical consequences of a human act of 

interpretation?! 

 

This pregnant woman is either an adulteress or virtuous woman 

blessed by God! 

What kind of power is this that is prepared to trust that a human 

will choose the latter, infinitely less plausible interpretation, and 

then graciously cover over the vulnerability of his bride-to-be and 

allow the sign to flourish? 

What kind of power is this? 

It is no wonder that St. Paul emphasizes that Jesus was born under 

the law. His vulnerability to the law is the sign of the power of the 

One who was to fulfill the whole purpose of the law. 

 

In a strange way this is about power. Paul makes this clear in the 

epistle lesson, the introduction to the letter to the Romans. 

It is different kind of power than we might imagine. 
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Paul writes that the fulfillment of all God’s promises will come 

through someone who is of the now failed and insignificant line of 

David. 

This one will be declared the offspring of God, God’s son, God with 

us, and the One who passes through death to life. 

 

But what kind of power is this that is made vulnerable to mere 

flesh, to the human law, even then to death -  

vulnerable to the messiness and uncertainty of life as we well know 

it to be? 

 

Wonderfully, we find a clue to this question in the way Matthew 

begins his gospel. 

In the opening verses that we did not read today he places the 

genealogy of Jesus, against all precedent, in the company of four 

other women. 

And each of these foremothers could also have set tongues wagging 

by their sexual vulnerability. 

Rahab, known as the mother of Israel for saving Joshua, seduced 

her father in law. 

Tamar lured her father in law Judah to be the father of her child. 
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Ruth, “lay at the feet” of Boaz to save herself and others from 

starvation and birthed an ancestor of King David. 

And Bathsheba who fell to King David became the mother of 

Solomon, the greatest king. 

Then Mary, pregnant when she shouldn’t be. 

Mary is in startling company, and so is God, who has always been 

at work with the edgy and uncertain. 

What kind of power is this? 

 

Mary is vulnerable in this story, as so many women are in every 

time and place. And not only women, but men, as well, and 

children, the sick, the old, the poor.  

Vulnerability is a sign of our humanness, and we are kin with Mary 

and Joseph. 

And so are the Arapahoe High School students who will return to 

their school in the days ahead. 

And the Syrian refugees who suffer in the camps in Lebanon.  

And the Pennsylvania Methodist pastor who has lost his ordination 

for marrying his gay son, and the congregation who has lost its 

pastor. 
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As are those among us for whom Christmas is a blue time of loss 

and bitter memory.  

But thanks be to God, this is also the time when the vulnerability of 

God is shown to be God’s very strength, God’s power, entering into 

the vulnerability of the world, of us all, we who never seem to be 

actually ready for the wildness of this God. 

 

The gap between the powerful love at the center of all things and 

us, is about to be bridged. 

Bridged by power made vulnerable. 

We are on the very brink Christmas, of Emmanuel, of God being 

with us. 

 

Our human vulnerability has never been the question. 

 

The question is whether we ourselves shall dare our own 

vulnerability for the sake of seeing and receiving the loving Power 

who is being made one with us at Christmas.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  


