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So, we have this little game that we play with gift-giving in our home – particularly at Christmas.  

I’ve mentioned in the past that my dear and beloved wife is a bit of snoop when it comes to 

presents.  Her gifts for me will sit in her closet in our bedroom for weeks on end, and I’ll never 

as much as open the door.  Suffice it to say, I don’t have that option for my gifts to her, and there 

are certain of our children who have taken after her tendencies on such things.  So, in our efforts 

to disguise things from the weighing/shaking/investigative curiosity of some members of our 

household, we tend to put small things in big containers, or add things to the boxes to make the 

weights and sounds different as they are lifted and shaken.  This Christmas, I had a gift for 

Sharon that was going to be glaringly obvious by its sheer shape and size.  So, I wrapped a 

different gift in a box of that shape and size, and then wrapped a small piece of paper for the 

obvious gift so that, when she opened the box with the small piece of paper, she was 

simultaneously surprised by what she opened and utterly confused by what could possibly be in 

the box she thought she had identified.  It’s all just a bit of silliness that adds to the joy of the day 

for us. 

 

My point in sharing all of this, however, is that I think we’ve all had those moments in which we 

opened a gift – be it Christmas, birthday, or whatever – completely confident of what was inside, 

only to discover that we had it all wrong.  In some cases, it’s a pleasant surprise.  In others, 

maybe not so much.  But, in all cases, there was a moment that arrived in which we needed to 

adjust our mindset away from the framework of our expectation and into a new understanding of 

the unexpected blessing that had just been bestowed upon us.  And that, my friends, is the 

essence of the Messianic promise being met in this infant, weeping on Mary’s lap. 

 

I framed those familiar prophesies from Isaiah a little differently, this morning, because I wanted 

us to just try to hear those words in a slightly different way.  In doing so, they probably struck 

each of us uniquely, but the point in even attempting to hear those words in an otherwise manner 

is to try to begin to grasp the influence that our Christo-centric hindsight has on the manner in 

which we understand these promises.  I had an Old Testament professor in seminary who 

centered the essay of our final exam on exactly this issue.  The essay outline was simple – we 

were instructed to make argument for what/whom Isaiah and others were talking about in these 

prophesies.  We were told to make an argument for who the Messiah was.  There was, however, 

one caveat – our answer could not be Jesus. 
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You see, the power of our Christo-centric hindsight, combined with decades of hearing these 

prophesies proclaimed as part of the birth narrative at Christmas, leads us to this place in which 

that’s what we see when we read these words – we see Jesus!  

• “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light…”  And who is the Light of 

the World?  Jesus! 

• “He will open the eyes of the blind.”  I seem to remember a story or two where Jesus did 

that! 

• “He will establish and uphold [his kingdom]…from this time onward and forevermore.”  

Can anyone say, ‘King of Kings?’ 

• “For a child has been born for us…”  Well, duh…that’s the weeping baby Mary is 

holding. 

 

It’s very easy, for obvious reasons, to make the leap.  As we read these prophesies, with the 

hindsight of the incarnation, we quickly see the parallels that exist.  The trick, however, is that 

the incarnation is in no way what these prophets actually had in mind when the wrote these 

words!   

• “But in the latter time he will make glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the 

Jordan, Galilee of the nations.”  We’re talking about the Promised Land, here. 

• “You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy…For all the boots of the 

tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the 

fire.”  This is about military conquest. 

• “There will be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom.”  This is about the 

national dominance of the people of Israel. 

 

I could go on with these.  Even as we turn to the Matthean story of those visitors from the East, 

we see the visitors looking for the person who was to be named ‘king of the Jews,’ the one who 

would ascend to the throne of David.  And, immediately, we see the vitriolic reaction of Herod 

that’s grounded in the fact that Herod sees these prophesies as foretelling a great king who will 

be a threat to his power and control. 

 

For centuries there were promises of this Messiah who was to come – this king who would 

restore the people of God to their rightful kingdom and glory – and none of it, for them, had 

anything to do with overturning beloved traditions of their faith and opening the doors to 

everlasting life in God!   

 

It’s very easy, for obvious reasons, to make the leap.  As we read these prophesies, with the 

hindsight of the incarnation, we quickly see the parallels that exist.  The trick, however, is that 

this is in no way what these prophets actually had in mind as they wrote these words!  These 

people spent centuries looking at that wrapped gift that was the Messiah, completely confident 

that they knew exactly what was hidden behind the ribbons and bows, and then they opened it up 

and discovered an infant child who would upend everything they held dear, bring a kingdom 

greater than anything they’d never imagined, and bear the very presence of God into this world!  

And, yes, they had to adjust!  Some embraced the gift that they had received, some were so 

turned off that they rejected it entirely, and many never really came to see the gift at all, but what 

is unavoidable, when we really look at the story of the Messiah, is that the gift God gave in the 
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Christ-child was anything but the gift that they thought they were going to receive.  And that, I 

would suggest, is the Christmas detail that we far too often overlook. 

 

For the past month and a half, we’ve centered our reflections on those names and titles for Jesus 

– those windows into that which is born into this world, and into our lives, in the Christ-child.  

We’ve looked at Jesus as the Light of the World, Emmanuel, the Word, and on and on.  Each 

time, we’ve focused in on that fundamental theme that each of these facets of Christ are that 

which might be born to us at Christmas.  I’ve repeatedly stated that that for which we are 

clamoring in this moment of our lives, today, is that which is born to us in Jesus.  The Epiphany 

caveat that comes with that promise, however, is that those who waited for the Messiah spent 

centuries expecting a certain gift to unfold, only to realize that what they needed all along – that 

for which they, and this world, were truly clamoring – and thus, that which God bestowed upon 

them in the Christ – was something far different than they ever expected could or would be. 

 

On Christmas Eve, for those who were here, we discussed the three things that we often do with 

the presents we receive at Christmas, and the correlation that carries to what we will do with the 

gift that we receive in the Christ-child.  Will we dispose of it as quickly as we received it?  

Tossing it on that pile for Goodwill and never giving it a second thought?  Will we see enough 

value to it that we don’t give it away, but still allow it to end up gathering dust in the attic or on 

those basement shelves?  Or, will we make room – allowing that which God is seeking to birth 

into our lives to become a part of who and what we are, and how it is we live each day?  That’s a 

question I suggest that we each face as we emerge from this holiday season.  It is also, however, 

a question that is complicated by the caveat of Epiphany that draws our sights away from that 

which we expected and to the deeply needed, but ever-unexpected, face of Jesus that God does, 

in fact, offer into our lives.  We each need to ask that Christmas Eve question of what we’re 

going to do with the face of Christ that is born into our lives, today.  Before we can even 

consider that question, however, we have to ask ourselves whether we are going to be 

sufficiently open to God’s unexpected gift, that we will set aside our expectations of that which 

we thought we wanted from God, and perceive, instead, God’s abundant and love-filled answer 

to the needs we often don’t even realize we have. 

 

It’s very easy, for obvious reasons, to make the leap.  As we read these prophesies, with the 

hindsight of the incarnation, we quickly see the parallels that exist.  The trick, however, is that 

this is in no way what these prophets actually had in mind!  These people spent centuries looking 

at that wrapped gift that was the Messiah, completely confident that they knew what was behind 

the ribbons and bows, and then they opened it up and discovered an infant child who would live 

a life that would speak to needs they never knew, in ways they could have never imagined.  This 

Epiphany, as we center our hearts on what it is to discover the gift of the Christ-child, I wonder 

how many of us will relive that messianic experience, and I wonder how many of us will be 

willing to set aside our earthly expectations, and truly perceive the heavenly glories that God has 

offered to us in Emmanuel. 


