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Often, things are at their worst just before relief comes, right? 

Hunger before a meal, 

Knee or hip pain before a replacement procedure 

The last 15 seconds of a roller coaster ride 

 

In the daily Bible readings I use for devotions, there have recently been 

a heavy dose of God’s hellfire and brimstone preaching from the 

prophets. 

Here’s an example from Isaiah: 

The earth will dry up and die; 

    the world will grow weak and die; 

    the great leaders in this land will become weak. 
5 
The people of the earth have ruined it, 

    because they do not follow God’s teachings 

or obey God’s laws 

    or keep their agreement with God that was to last forever. 
6 
So a curse will destroy the earth. 

    The people of the world are guilty, 

so they will be burned up; 

    only a few will be left. 

 

Not exactly what we’d call good news. 

I wondered -- Why do we hear these difficult words in the latter part of 

Advent? 

Why should we pay attention to this message when we’d rather be 

patting ourselves on the back and getting ready for the big party? 
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What is God up to with this message? 

 

Could it be because these words are the truth about us and our world? 

God knows that coming to terms with this truth makes us recognize 

how much we need relief, how much we need a savior.  

 

God knows how easy it is for us to fall into the trap of thinking we can 

save ourselves – that we can be good enough to keep God happy.  

 

That’s why these words of judgment and condemnation are essential for 

us to hear  

– they fling us to the ground before God crying “uncle”, or more 

biblically, Kyrie – Lord, have mercy. 

 

The relief God promises for our guilt and shame,  

our foolishness and rebellion is Jesus.  

We cannot withstand God’s just verdict without him.  

It is for the merciful relief of Jesus’ forgiveness that we wait  

– for his grace that lifts us onto our feet again and gives us a new 

start.  

…. 
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As a righteous Jew, Joseph was looking forward to the promised savior – 

the one called Immanuel, God with us. 

Immanuel restores God’s people to friendship with the Most High.  

What joy it was for Joseph  

to hear the Lord’s word through the angel  

that Mary would bear a son,  

and he should name him Jesus! 

 – for he will save his people from their sins. 

 

And this saving work began even in utero 

 – for Joseph married pregnant Mary,  

Jesus saving both from shame.   

 

… 

It may seem to some a contradiction that the prophetic word foretold the 

birth of Immanuel but Matthew’s account spoke of the birth of Jesus. 

Is the Savior Immanuel or Jesus?  

 

What if he’s both? What if to be “God with us” is precisely to be the one 

who is with us to forgive sins? 

 

When we consider that possibility, a lot begins to make sense.  
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Jesus making a quadriplegic get up and walk by forgiving him, for 

example.  

Or his preaching of the kingdom of heaven as the effect of turning from 

sin to follow him.  

 

The child that Joseph and Mary are expecting is the same as the Savior, 

the Messiah, that God’s people await.  

 

The child that Joseph adopts and protects  

is the same merciful relief from the worst of human experience  

that we eagerly anticipate as we prepare for Christmas and 

the end of time.  

… 

It is uncanny how similar our world affairs are to those facing Joseph 

and Mary.  

 Like them, we have rising taxes (that’s why they were traveling to 

be counted) 

o Rulers that want to be regarded as the providers of all that is 

good – regardless of what side you’re on.  

o Conflict between government and religion,  

o and within religious communities, 

 The presence of crippling disease,  

 mental illness, and isolating afflictions 

 The threat of foreign powers  

 and the corruption of those whose job is to seek the welfare of the 

whole people. 
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 The influence of evil and violence against humanity.  

No wonder God has some choice words of disapproval and penalty – 

then and now! 

 

The good news – the Gospel—Is this:  

 into such a mess – such disorder and chaos –  

God comes to be with us – Immanuel  

 to save us from this turmoil by forgiveness –Jesus. 

 

Into such a mess, the Son of God is born, lives, and dies  

 with forgiveness on his lips  

– cleaning up the mess of our world by destroying Satan once and 

for all,  

rising victorious from the grave. 

 

But in our time, we cannot yet see the complete makeover  

Jesus has accomplished in God’s time.  

 We see only the beginning  

– and with Joseph and Mary, we wait for its completion in Christ’s 

glorious coming.   

 

In this wild ride we call the mortal life, let us,  

with Joseph and Mary, make our way to Bethlehem. 
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Let us keep our eyes peeled for evidence of “God with us” in mercy and 

grace. 

 Let us, in the power of the Holy Spirit,  

BE evidence of “God with us” in this world 

 through compassion and love. 

And especially when the darkness seems most overwhelming,  

when things seem to be falling apart and at their worst,  

let us eagerly look for God’s relief that comes in a small package –  

 the Baby in the manger,  

the bit of bread and wine, 

 the body and blood of Jesus Immanuel,  

given and shed for you and for me for the 

forgiveness of our sins.  

 

Joseph’s hope was not disappointed – and neither will ours be.  

For God is faithful – and he will do this.   

 Jesus comes to save his people.  

We have God’s word on it!  

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

  

 


