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It is around this time, each year, as I plan the various services for Christmas, that I find myself 

thinking back to a conversation I had with a church member, a number of years ago, that 

reflected her adverse reaction to the many Old Testament prophesies that make their way into 

our liturgies at Christmas.  Without getting into details, her comment was, “I guess they make 

sense to some degree, but they’re just not the stories that I like at Christmas.”  It is, I believe, a 

fairly common sentiment.  The truth is that our hearts and minds naturally gravitate towards 

those picturesque stories that are painted for us in the Gospels – the annunciation to Mary, the 

revelation to Joseph, the birth narrative, the angelic choir, the awestruck shepherds, the visitors 

guided by that miraculous star…  There is this drama that unfolds in the Christmas story that has 

this way of drawing us in to the events that took place surrounding the birth of Jesus.   

 

And, we just don’t get the same emotive response when we come to the somewhat cryptic words 

of the prophets.  Many of you are familiar with the passages I am talking about – the Light unto 

the darkness in Isaiah 9, the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 42, we hear readings from Micah and 

Jeremiah.  There is a series of Scriptures that we read at different points throughout the season 

that are all drawn from these Old Testament prophets who were speaking of the expected 

Messiah who would come to deliver Israel.  But, the truth is that many of them just don’t capture 

us with the same power as the picture of the infant Jesus lying in a manger or the shepherds 

frozen in stunned silence as they gaze upon the angelic choir singing “Peace on earth, and 

goodwill towards men.”   

 

Consider, for example, Micah 5, “you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the 

clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are 

from of old, from ancient times.” The simple truth is that, when we hear words like that, they 

may make sense in some ways – we may be able to figure out why they’re being read in the 

context of the Christmas celebrations – but we simply don’t get pulled into the story in the same 

way as we do when we picture that angel hovering over Joseph and saying, “and he will be 

called Immanuel, which means, God with us.”  The simple truth is that we like that birth 

narrative and what it reveals to us about the coming of Jesus.  But, the other truth is that there is 
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a reason we read all of these cryptic prophesies at Christmas.  The other truth is that we can’t 

truly understand the coming of Jesus, or the life that he lived, or the death that he died – we can’t 

truly grasp this story that begins at Christmas – if we don’t also understand those boring and 

archaic prophesies that were spoken hundreds of years before his birth. 

 

You see, one of those underlying storylines that we don’t always recognize, in Jesus’ life, is the 

role of these prophesies in the understanding of who and what Jesus was.  We often see, in the 

Gospels, the reflection of the tension that existed between Jesus and his followers on one hand, 

and the Jewish establishment of his time on the other.  Repeatedly, throughout the Gospels, we 

read about Pharisees challenging Jesus, Sadducees confronting Jesus, Jewish leaders condemning 

Jesus, and people throughout the established Jewish tradition plotting to capture, arrest, stone, or 

otherwise undermine, betray or harm Jesus in one story after another.  And, while power and 

politics played a heavy role in all of that, the underlying reason for much of that conflict boiled 

down to these Messianic prophesies that had been proclaimed centuries earlier. 

 

What we need to understand at Christmas is that the fundamental debate, throughout Jesus’ life, 

was whether or not Jesus was the fulfillment of these prophesies that we read every year at 

Christmas.  I don’t want to get too much into depth in some of this, but in any attempt to 

understand Jesus, we have to understand that Jesus and his earliest followers did not see 

themselves as starting a new religion.  There was no such thing as ‘Christianity’ at the time of 

Jesus.  Jesus, and his earliest followers, saw themselves as devoted and God-fearing Jews who 

had discovered the fulfillment of the Messianic prophesies in the person and life of Jesus.  So, 

for Jesus and his earliest disciples, they weren’t starting anything new (or uprooting the Jewish 

tradition and faith in any way, for that matter) – they were simply embracing the fact that God 

had been true to his promises, made through the prophets, by bringing Jesus forth as the long-

awaited Messiah of whom Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah and the prophets had spoken. 

 

For those of the Jewish establishment and leadership, however, Jesus was in no way the Messiah 

that had been promised.  You see, for the Jews of the time, the understanding of the Messiah was 

very different than the perspective we tend to place upon it today.  For them, the promise of the 

Messiah was a promise for the rising of a perfect and powerful king (in the very worldly sense).  

The Messiah was a perfect king who would conquer their enemies and lead the Jewish people to 

prominence and prosperity.  For most of the Jewish people of Jesus’ time, then, the expected 

Messiah was not a carpenter’s son who would have gifts of healing and words about resurrection 

and eternal life.  For most of the Jewish people of Jesus’ time, the expected Messiah was the 

perfect David, the ultimate king, whose reign would govern the Jewish kingdom in permanent 

prosperity in the world. 

 

Now, I don’t want to go any further in all of this, but what I’m trying to bring out – what we 

need to understand at Christmas – is that the clash between Jesus and the Jewish establishment, 

this tension that rears its ugly head repeatedly throughout the Gospels, is a clash that developed 

out of the fact that Jesus wasn’t who people expected him to be.  Jesus and his earliest disciples 

had no intention of being in competition or conflict with the Jewish faith – they had the 

conviction that Jesus was the fulfillment of the Jewish faith.  The conflict, instead, rose from the 

simple fact that the leaders of the Jewish faith, of Jesus’ time, utterly rejected the possibility that 

God might reveal a Messiah that was different from the picture and expectation they had created 
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for themselves.  And, in the end, that’s really my point in all of this – that much of the Jewish-

Christian conflict that we read about, in the Bible, boils down to the fact that people could not 

allow themselves to look outside the box of who and what they thought God was and would be. 

 

Consider, if you will, this story of Mary and Martha in the 11th chapter of the Gospel According 

to John.  The line that really jumps out at me in this story is that which is repeated by both Mary 

and Martha, when they confront Jesus.  Their brother has died, and each one, when they come 

face to face with Jesus, opens with those words, “If you had been here, my brother would not 

have died!”  Now, it’s not necessarily expressed explicitly in the text, but I tend to read a bit of 

accusation into those words.  When I picture that scene of Jesus walking near town, to these 

women who are distraught in the face of their brother’s death, I don’t get a picture of women 

who simply matter-of-factly state that, “If you had been here, my brother would not have died!”  

I don’t read that as a statement of a simple fact, or even really as an expression of faith.  When I 

picture that scene of these women, destroyed by their beloved brother’s death, I picture a woman 

running to Jesus, crying in angst, beating him on the chest, and saying, “If you had been here, my 

brother would not have died!”  And, it’s that image, that picture of Mary or Martha screaming at 

Jesus because he wasn’t there to keep their brother from dying, because he wasn’t there for them, 

that I think can speak to us in these weeks leading to the Christmas celebrations. 

 

You see, as those who read the back-story in John, we know the rest of the story.  As those who 

have the privilege of looking at this story as a whole, we are able to look past that moment of 

tremendous angst and anger in which those women decry the absence of Jesus in their time of 

need.  As those who have the perspective of this entire narrative, we know that Jesus not only 

wasn’t there to save Lazarus before he died – we know that, in fact, Jesus got the warning that 

Lazarus was sick, could have been there before he died, and instead willingly chose to stay back 

while his Disciples pushed him to go, only to show up days after his friend had passed.  We 

know that Jesus not only wasn’t there to keep Lazarus from dying – we know that he 

intentionally chose not to be there! 

 

Now, I’m not going to get going down the road as to why Jesus made that choice – that’s a 

question and a topic for another time and another sermon.  What I want to bring out, instead, is 

that as we picture these women crying over the absence of Jesus in their time of need, we know 

the ultimate truth that, in fact, Jesus was never ignorant of their needs, and Jesus never 

abandoned them in their cries.  We know the ultimate truth that Jesus didn’t abandon them, he 

didn’t ignore them, he wasn’t absent in their needs, he simply chose to engage the situation 

differently than they had wanted, asked for, and expected.  While these women are berating his 

absence in their time of need, the truth is that he answered them with profound love and care – 

just not in the ways they would have planned or expected.  And, in the end, that’s what I’m 

hoping you’ll take with you today. 

 

Among other things, the message that is brought forth in those sometimes archaic prophesies that 

we dutifully read at Christmas, is that God reveals himself, to us, in ways far different than we 

often ask for, want, or anticipate.   

 

The principle of Immanuel, ‘God with us,’ tells us that Jesus was born for the purpose of 

revealing to us who God is, can be, and longs to be in our lives.  And, the Jewish faith of Jesus’ 
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time was turned on its head because that picture of God’s presence that Jesus revealed was a 

profound contradiction to the picture and expectation they had drawn up for themselves. The 

image I paint of Mary and Martha assailing Jesus for their perception of his absence in their 

turmoil was, in fact, a revelation not of his absence, but of the fact that his presence was manifest 

in different ways than they would have chosen for themselves.  Again and again throughout 

Scripture we see the evidence that God does not reveal himself in the ways we expect or plan, 

but instead in the ways we need but never anticipate.  And still, with all these stories and lessons, 

we turn around and make that same mistake every day!   

o We come to God in prayer and proceed to instruct God on how to ‘fix’ the problems in 

our lives.   

o We come to Scripture looking to find that line or passage that says what we want it to 

say.   

o Day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year, time and again we 

come to faith with these fully detailed and articulated pictures and plans of how God’s 

presence needs to be made known in our lives. 

 

And, you know what?  The result is the same that we see in these very stories of Scripture that 

we know so well.  Either we end up rejecting the presence of God in our lives because it doesn’t 

meet our plans and expectations, or we blame God as though he’s not even there because he 

didn’t do what we wanted him to do.  But, if there is anything that was revealed in the Christ-

child, it was that God doesn’t come when we expect, where we expect, how we expect, or to do 

what we expect.  If there is anything revealed in the Christ-child, and the life of Jesus that 

followed, it is that God comes into our lives in ways we never imagined, and to do things we 

never imagined would be done.   

 

In a few weeks, many of us will gather, in this room, for the celebration of the birth of Jesus.  We 

won’t gather to celebrate the Messiah that everyone knew was coming.  We won’t gather to 

rejoice in the infant that would meet our every whim and serve our every desire.  And, we won’t 

gather to sing praise to a story that unfolds just the way we’d write it.  No, in a few weeks we 

will gather for the celebration of the one who was born to break the molds, shatter the traditions, 

destroy the expectations, and reveal to us a God that is so much greater than anything we’d ever 

be able to write or plan for ourselves.  My profound prayer, in the midst of those coming 

celebrations, is that we might open our hearts and minds enough to look past our expectations, 

and discover his newborn presence in our lives – no matter what that may look like. 

 

 


