B.C. (Before Christmas) – Week 2 – Isaiah: A Reason for Faith

Message Big Idea: When life feels uncertain, we don’t have to fear because Jesus is King.

Scripture: Isaiah 6:1, Isaiah 7:14, Isaiah 9:6-7, Luke 1:26-35, Matthew 1:20-25, John 18:36-37, Revelation 19:16
_____________________

Introduction: Sounds of Christmas
(Series Graphic) We are full-blown into the Christmas season now! I love this time of the year! It’s not just sight of all the brightly lit trees and the smell of all the cookies baking in the oven that tell us Christmas is near. Christmas also has a sound, doesn’t it?

I mean, when else but Christmas-time do you hear this… (Sound clip #1 – Sleigh Bells) It’s like Santa is right around the corner!

Or, who doesn’t love cozying up under a warm blanket with a cup of hot cocoa to listen to this… (Sound clip #2 – “Chestnuts roasting…”)

And, of course, probably no other sound captures the reality of the Christmas season more than this… (Sound clip #3 – Jaws Theme) Right? For some of us, nothing sounds more like Christmas than impending doom!

Let’s be honest… We want Christmas to sound like sleigh bells and chestnuts roasting on an open fire, but many times it sounds more like anxiety, uncertainty, and fear. 

So many of us are living lives set to the Jaws soundtrack. We feel anxious. We don’t know what’s going to happen. We feel like we don’t have control over the future.

· Maybe you feel anxiety about your job. Changes are happening in the company and you don’t know what that means for your future.
· Maybe you feel anxiety about your kids. They are becoming more independent and you are worried about choices they are making.
· Maybe you feel anxiety about your finances. You aren’t sure you’re going to have what you need to get through this Christmas let alone your future.

Or maybe your anxiety comes from all the chaos and messed up things you see in the news about our nation and our world. 

So many things in our lives, in our relationships, and in our world feel uncertain. They can sound like impending doom.

And yet, my hope for today is that all of us would see that even in the midst of the chaos and uncertainty of our lives, there is a reason for faith.

Series Recap
We’re in week 2 of our series, “B.C.” which, for the purposes of this series, stands for “Before Christmas.” The Old Testament tells the story of God and his people before Christmas, before the birth of Jesus. 

During an era known as “the time of the kings,” God spoke to his people through special messengers called prophets. These prophets had names like Micah, Jeremiah, Malachi, and the prophet we’re going to learn about today… Isaiah. God would send these prophets at specific times to specific places to speak messages of wisdom, instruction, and warning to God’s people. What the prophets had to say was of utmost importance, but unfortunately, they were often ignored and the results were disastrous. 

To start with, after the reign of King Solomon, the nation of Israel split in two. Eventually the northern kingdom would be conquered by the Assyrian army. Years later the southern kingdom would fall to the Babylonians.

In the middle of all this chaos, we find the prophet Isaiah, and, well, I have a friend who is going to tell you a little bit about his story…

Video: Kids Explain the Prophets

Historical Context
Isaiah’s role as a prophet begins with these words in Isaiah 6:

“In the year that King Uzziah died…” Isaiah 6:1a

It could be easy for us to just fly past that phrase, but it is an important detail in Isaiah’s story. King Uzziah was very popular. He was famous and that fame had spread all over the region during the 50+ years he was king. He led a long period of national prosperity for the southern kingdom. Things were good with the “Big U” in power! 

But King Uzziah died, throwing the people into a period of uncertainty. What happens now? 

In our modern world, it’s hard for us to grasp the anxiety that would have come to the southern kingdom with the death of their king. They had experienced so many bad kings in their history. Uzziah was a reformer, working to break down political and religious corruption. But now he was gone and who knows what will happen?

Even scarier was the threat of their enemies. The Assyrian army was gaining power by the minute. In fact, during Isaiah’s lifetime they would conquer the northern kingdom. With a dead king, the southern kingdom was extremely vulnerable to attack. It was a recipe for disaster in a time where “survival of the fittest” was the name of the game. 

Not knowing what the future holds often opens the door to anxiety. The entire nation was thrust into a period of uncertainty.

Years of Uncertainty
We’ve certainly had times in our history where that was true for us too. In fact, I can probably just throw out a couple of dates and you would immediately recall the feelings. For example: September 11, 2001.  It’s been called the defining event for a generation of Americans. 

A lot of us can probably remember where we were on that day. I remember I was in an 8am class in college when one of our peers interrupted the class to let us know what happened. I can also remember driving home that day with this feeling of uncertainty.

We’ve had those feelings as a nation. Wondering, “What will happen now?” And we’ve all had them personally too. 

· Those moments that irreversibly alter our lives. 
· Those moments that open the door wide to uncertainty.
· Those moments leave us wondering, “What will happen now?”

A King is Coming
For Isaiah and the people of the southern kingdom, that moment came when King Uzziah died. And yet, into all the uncertainty, God gives Isaiah a vision of a king. Continuing on from verse 1 in Isaiah 6 we read:

“In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord, high and exalted, seated on a throne; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphim, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another:
‘Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty;
    the whole earth is full of his glory.’” Isaiah 6:1-3

In the midst of wondering what in the world they were going to do without a king, God gives Isaiah this powerful reminder that there is another king. And this king is no small king. This king is a king who is never going to die! This king is a king whose glory will fill the entire earth! A king whose kingdom will never end!

And Isaiah didn’t just receive a vision of this king on his throne, he also saw this King in a cradle. If we turn the page to Isaiah 7, we find these prophetic words:

“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  Isaiah 7:14

Immanuel, God with us. There’s a king, and that king is coming to be with us in the most unusual way… born of a virgin.

Who is this king?

The Birth of Jesus
(Matthew 1:20-25 with v.23 highlighted) Matthew, the author of the first book in the New Testament, directly quotes the prophet Isaiah in his telling of the birth of Jesus. It’s been 700 years since Isaiah penned these words, and now at last, the king has come!

And as the historian Luke writes, he was born in the most unusual way! 

“In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, ‘Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.’ Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.’ ‘How will this be,’ Mary asked the angel, ‘since I am a virgin?’ 
The angel answered, ‘The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.’” -Luke 1:26-35

Isaiah’s prophecy came true! The king has come! Born of a virgin! And the king has a name: Jesus. Into a world of chaos and uncertainty, Jesus comes as a powerful king! A righteous king! An eternal king! Though it was far off in the future, Isaiah saw this day when he declared:

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end.” -Isaiah 9:6-7a 

This king, born of a virgin, born to reign, has come into the world! And yet, the world can still seem filled with so much uncertainty.

Jesus: Our King Who Overcomes
The one the people of God had been waiting for from the days of Isaiah had come. Planted right into the chaos and uncertainty of the first century, Jesus came to bring his kingdom to earth. I love to imagine how the people around him felt. They saw Jesus perform all these amazing wonders: healing the sick, feeding the masses, even raising the dead! He seemed unstoppable! Finally…finally…there was someone who could make everything right! A king. The king.

I imagine the people that followed him thought that their days of uncertainty were over. 

It was unthinkable that any of this would come to an end, but that’s exactly what was happening. The darkness seemed to push back against the light. Chaos returned. The long-awaited king now stood trial before the Roman government accused and tried…ironically…for being a king. 

“Pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ 
‘Is that your own idea,’ Jesus asked, ‘or did others talk to you about me?’
‘Am I a Jew?’ Pilate replied. ‘Your own people and chief priests handed you over to me. What is it you have done?’
Jesus said, ‘My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another place.’ 
‘You are a king, then!’ said Pilate.” -John 18:33-37

For Jesus followers, this was the worst of their greatest fears. The uncertainty of the death of King Uzziah was nothing compared to what was taking place with this king. Can you imagine the pit in their stomachs as they watched Jesus’ trial from a distance? Everything they had hoped for, everything they believed about Jesus, was crashing down right in front of them. The king of all kings was standing trial, beaten and humiliated by a governor.

(John 19:2-3) Pilate’s soldiers even twisted together a crown of thorns, placed it on his head and bowed before him, mocking his kingship. “Hail, king of the Jews” they taunted as they slapped his face again and again. After they had humiliated him, they led him away to be crucified.

How’s that for a Christmas story? And yet, my hope for today remains that all of us would see that even in the midst of the chaos and uncertainty of our lives, there is a reason for faith.

The Gospel writers Matthew, Mark, and John all mention something important in their Gospels. They use a peculiar word to describe the crown of thorns that was placed upon Jesus’ head. You see, there are two different Greek words that we translate into the word crown. One of them is diadema. This is a king’s crown. (add = king’s crown) Maybe you’ve heard that old song, “Bring forth the royal diadem, and crown him Lord of all.” It would make a lot of sense to use this word. After all, the soldiers are mocking his kingship. 

But it’s not diadema that the Gospel writers use. Instead, it’s another word for crown – stephanos. But the place you’d normally see the word stephanos used isn’t a twisted crown of thorns, but rather twisted laurels and ivy. This is the crown you put on the head of someone who wins at the Greek games…the Olympics! This word isn’t a king’s crown, (add = victor’s crown) IT’S A VICTOR’S CROWN. A stephanos is a VICTOR’S CROWN! 

Picture this.... In the midst of all this humiliation and defeat, Jesus is being led away to be crucified. His life seized from him and his kingdom presumably coming to an abrupt end. But what is gracing his brow is a victor’s crown! The very symbol meant to mock him and tear him down is a symbol of his victory.

And that is the reason for our faith.

Because in the very center of the most chaotic scene in human history stands A KING. A king wearing a VICTOR’S CROWN.

He is the king who overcomes! 

The one of whom John writes in the book of Revelation:

“On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords.” -Revelation 19:16

In the Midst of Our Anxiety 
We’re no strangers to uncertainty here in this room. You might be here this morning and the Jaws soundtrack feels like the theme of your life. We fear that something terrible is just around the corner. We carry the burden of anxiety in our finances, the brokenness of our relationships, and worry over the future of our children.

(TP share personal story of anxiety/uncertainty) My worries only seem to grow with the size of my kids. There was a time when I was just worried about them staying asleep through the night, but every passing season brings new and bigger challenges. I (Jason) remember the first time one of my kids got in trouble at school. I can’t remember exactly what it was, but it couldn’t have been too big. It was kindergarten after all. Oh yeah…I remember! My son had used “the bad finger.” I had to chuckle a little bit when I got the email from the teacher, but it felt a little like I myself was back and school and being called to the principals office.

That little day was just a glimpse into the uncertainty of the future. We’re not even to the teenage years yet! But I have to wonder, am I doing this right? Am I making the right decisions and giving my kids everything they need. And there’s so much I wish I could protect them from in this world, but there they go every day. Right into chaos and uncertainty of this life.

Maybe you’re sitting here today and the worries of this life have closed in around you. You feel the pressure every day. Even if you’re not alone, you still feel alone. It seems like the moment you overcome one obstacle there’s another headed right your way.

Into all our anxiety, know this… When life feels uncertain, we don’t have to fear because Jesus is King.
A king who wore a crown of victory when he carried our shame. A king who still stands in the midst of our chaos. A king who is the king of kings and lord of lords.

Corrie ten Boom, a Dutch watch maker who fought to free Jews during the Holocaust, once said:

“When a train goes through a tunnel and it gets dark, you don’t throw away the ticket and jump off. You sit still and trust the engineer.” -Corrie ten Boom

I don’t have any quick fixes for us this morning, but what if we did just that. What if today in the midst of this dark tunnel, we sat still and trusted the engineer? Because there’s a reason for faith. We have a king. Our king came here. Our king is victorious. And our king will never abandon us. 

Conclusion and response
I want to lead us a moment of stillness this morning. (Totally quiet room, no pad)
Think about the things the things that worry you the most.
Picture the darkness of the tunnel.
In the midst of all the uncertainty, recognize that there is a reason for faith. 
There is a king who is here in the middle of it all.

Pray this with me:

“Father, I lay down all my worries before you. I recognize that there is a king in the midst of the chaos. I trust his kingship, and I rejoice in his victory. Amen.”
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Communion Idea
We're here today because our king laid down his life. Our king, who deserves to be worshipped, was laid low. Our king, who deserves to be honored, was mocked. Our king, who deserves to be served, served us instead. 

"Just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." Matthew 20:28

So today we honor him by receiving this bread and the cup, remembering his broken body and shed blood. Let's celebrate our king together.
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