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Isaiah 7:10 -16
You’ll remember that Kind David was a good guy – even though he messed up more than once.  God called him “friend”, and “a man after his own heart.”  God promised David that from his descendants, the Messiah, God’s deliver, would be born.
 However after David, there was a succession of bad kings that led Israel into disloyalty and rebellion. God didn’t want to wipe out Israel and her kings because of his promise to David. However he was so fed up with Israel’s disloyalty, that he split the kingdom into North and South, and appointed a godly king (called Jeroboam) over the southern kingdom. He left the northern kingdom to her own devices which eventually led to her judgement and destruction. Ultimately, because of her rebellion, the northern kingdom would cease to exist! The southern kingdom was called Judah, and the northern kingdom retained the name Israel.  However, it wasn’t long before Judah spawned her own bad kings – such is the human condition!
Enter King Ahaz of Judah – bad guy.  
Politically, things were pretty tense.  The nation of Assyria was on the borders, taking over everything in its path – (a bit like Woolworths, really!)  The northern kingdom of Israel was running scared and was trying to get the smaller nations around it to band together against Assyria.  They approached King Ahaz, of the southern kingdom of Judah, asking him to join the alliance.  Ahaz said NO (because he was secretly already plotting his own alliance with Assyria.)  So then the northern kingdom and its allies threatened to take out Ahaz.  

Oh this sounds so familiar!

So now Ahaz, King of Judah, is really worried.  We read a little earlier in Isaiah chapter 7, “The hearts of Ahaz and his people were shaken, as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind.”
Ahaz was shaken, like the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind!  He was scared stiff!

Where was God in all this, I wonder? 

Here we have two nations – Israel and Judah, who were supposed to be God’s chosen people:  his servants, trusting in him, and living by his covenant - and what are they doing?  Ignoring God, taking matters into their own hands and making war plans, because they were terrified that Assyria was going to conquer them.

Now, before we become too critical of these wayward Jews – I wonder if we ever find ourselves in similar circumstances?   Do we ever let the worries and dramas of life rob us of our peace, and our confidence in God?  Do we ever find ourselves worrying our families?  Or our health?  Or our livelihoods?  Or worrying about the future?   And do we find ourselves, like Israel and Judah, not giving God much thought, because we’re so busy trying to juggle things ourselves.  If we do, then we’re not that much different from these wayward Jews.

Enter the prophet Isaiah! – God’s messenger. 
God sent Isaiah to tell Ahaz to stop worrying about the Israelite alliance – that they wouldn’t be successful, because within 65 years the nation of Israel would be “too shattered to be a people.”  They’d crumble, and wouldn’t be a threat.  Isaiah then went on to tell Ahaz to stand firm in his faith or he would not stand at all – he’d go the same way as Israel. Isaiah told him to trust God!
Now, perhaps Ahaz was thinking to himself…“65 years!  We’ll be dead by then!  It’s much safer to get on board with this Assyrian superpower.  That way, we’ll be protected.  I’m not throwing in all these negotiations because of some prophet! No way, Jose. I’m sticking with my plan!”

It’s very hard to let go of plans we have in place and just let God manage things.  Our own plans and deliberations are more comforting somehow, more tangible! It’s so much easier to contend with the difficulties of life if we feel we’re in there doing something about them, and that we have some measure of control!  
Now  there’s actually nothing wrong with taking a hand in managing the difficulties in our lives.  What we need to be careful of is that we don’t leave God of out of things – which is what Ahaz was doing. He didn’t want to go near God, because he was convinced he knew better.
When we bring God INTO the difficulties we face in life, rather than “not bothering him” with them,  he has the opportunity by his Spirit, to work with us. With our co-operation, he can guide our reactions, our thoughts, our plans – and we find ourselves operating within his will, which is the both the most powerful and the most peaceful place to be!  But God will never impose his plans on us. He won’t override our free will.  So we always have the freedom and the opportunity to mess up!  Usually, God, will not automatically guide us – he needs to be invited to do so.
God knew what was going on in Ahaz’s heart, and he put out his hand to help him. “Ask the Lord your God for a sign – whether in the deepest depths or the highest heights!”   Wow! What an offer!  God was saying to Ahaz that he could ask anything – he just had to name it – that would assure him the God would keep his word.  Though God will not impose his will upon us, his love is so great, that he often goes to amazing lengths to woo us to himself; to encourage us to trust in him.
But Ahaz wasn’t going to give an inch.  What is really sad is that he couldn’t be honest about it.  He couched his reply in pious language.  “Oh I wouldn’t dream of putting God to the test!”  What he was really saying was, “I’m going to form an alliance with Assyria.  I don’t WANT to change my plans!”  If he had asked for some impossible sign and God had done it, he’d have to then do what God said, and abandon his chosen course of action. He didn’t want to go there!
But God is so amazing!  As the psalmist tells us, “He is rich in mercy, and abounding in steadfast love.”    God had an overarching plan for his people.  He was going to save them.  He wanted to include them in the execution of his plan – but if they wouldn’t come to the party, he was going to do it anyway.  It would just be a bit messier. 

Now – am I contradicting myself here?  I said earlier that God does not impose his will on us, he waits to be invited, but now perhaps it seems I’m saying that God will do what he will do anyway.

There is actually no contradiction.  I could preach another whole sermon at this point on the sovereignty of God versus free will.  But let me just say that both are true! God is definitely in control of the universe, and has set its laws in motion. He has a plan for his creation.  But within that plan and the laws he has set in place he has given us freedom.  If we step off a 30 storey building, the law of gravity will kick in and we’ll hit the ground.  But we don’t have to step off the building.  That is a choice we have!  God wants to be Lord of our choices as well.
Isaiah told Ahaz he was trying God’s patience:  “Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try the patience of my God also? Therefore 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.”  And then Isaiah predicted that by the time this child was able to tell right from wrong, the northern Israelite alliance would crumble and both Israel and Judah would fall to Assyria.
It’s hard to really know how things might have turned out if Ahaz had been prepared to trust God and let him call the shots.  We can only guess.  But regardless of the actual outcome of his choice at this point in the Jews’ history, God’s plan to save his people nevertheless came about. Sadly, Ahaz missed out.
Just by way of explanation at this point:  This prophecy of Isaiah – like many of the Messianic prophecies -  had an immediate fulfillment in the time of the prophet, as well as foreshadowing a deeper and more complete fulfillment in Jesus.

We know from history, that a virgin (which is the Hebrew term for a young unmarried woman) would conceive (in this case by natural means) and bear a son, and call him Immanuel – meaning ‘God is with us’.  The young woman was Isaiah’s second wife. (His first wife had borne him a son.)  We also know from history that the northern kingdom’s alliance did fall, and both Israel and Judah fell to Assyria within the time frame specified in the prophecy.
In Jesus, the significance of the ‘virgin’ was of course more profound.  Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, denoting his divinity, and borne of a woman, denoting his humanity, and Mary remained a virgin till after his birth.

In this reading, we catch a glimpse both of God’s involvement in Ahaz’s personal situation and in his involvement in the whole future of creation.
As we prepare to celebrate the ultimate fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, which is the birth of Jesus to save the world, I hope that we have also been reminded that God is just as interested in us as individuals, and wants not only to save the world, but save you and me.  He wants to be involved in our lives.  He loves us and wants to guide us in the small, personal details of each of our lives, just as much as he wants to deliver the world.  

As the season of Advent welcomes Christ at Christmas, may we also welcome Christ more fully into our lives.

Let’s pray.

