

Christmas 2010 Lecture 1       Immauel: God’s Sign
Isaiah 7:1-25
Key verse 7:14
“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and
will call him Immanuel.”   

Merry Christmas!  This year we will study 3 lectures about Immanuel for remembering Jesus’ birth. Immanuel means ‘God with us’. Throughout whole bible we can find the messages of God being with us many times, but the word ‘Immanuel’ was found only 3 times - Isaiah chapter 7, 8 and Matthew chapter 1.  
This ‘Immanuel’ message was given to king Ahaz and people of Judah in very difficult times. It is also given to us this Christmas time. It was a sign that inspired hope and faith in God, and gave clear spiritual direction. Yet it had to be received with faith. I pray that we may experience grace of Immanuel by faith in this Christmas season!

Let’s look at verse 1. It was the time of Ahaz, king of Judah, who was the son of Jotham and the grandson of Uzziah. What kind of story is it? The allies of Aram and Northern Israel tried to attack Southern Judah. Aram was different people, but Israel was the same people with Judah. Israel allied with different people Aram and tried to attack the same people Judah. How could this happen? Many Korean understand this situation as they know about Korean War. North Korea allied with China and Russia and attacked the same people South Korea in 1950. At that time international situation had conflicts of two major powers – communism versus capitalism. Korean War was a war between North and South Korea outwardly, but inside it was the war between communism and capitalism.
In today’s passage, the internal situation around Israel and Judah was very complicated as that of Korean War. Assyria was the super power at that time. Aram, Israel, Judah and other small countries paid tributes to Assyria. But some countries became allied to be independent from Assyria. The major countries were Aram and Israel. They wanted Judah to join them against Assyria. However, Ahaz the king of Judah was a big fan of Assyria. He stuck to be allied with Assyria to the end. So, Aram and Israel allied to attack Judah first. Aramaic army stayed in Ephraim of Israel to prepare to attack Judah.

What would be the hearts of king Ahaz and his people with this news? Look at verse 2.
7:2 Now the house of David was told, "Aram has allied itself with Ephraim"; so the hearts of Ahaz and his people were shaken, as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind.
The hearts of king Ahaz and his people were shaken as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind. They were captured by fear that they would be destroyed by Aram and Israel. They panicked.
According to 2 Kings, Ahaz asked helps to the king of Assyria even by giving gold and silver from the temple and the palace. (2Kings 16:7-8)
In  verse 3 of today’s passage, Ahaz was at the end of the aqueduct of the Upper Pool, on the road to the Washerman’s Field. Aqueduct is the water way. It means king Ahaz was constructing the water way for drinking water in case surrounded by Aram-Israel allies.  King Ahaz was trying to do his best for the war in his way. However, he couldn’t overcome the fear. In this urgent situation, there is no one who is not afraid. The fear of Ahaz and his people looks natural. However, think about it carefully. They were not attacked yet. There was no battle yet. Nonetheless, they were afraid.
From their fear, we can learn that fear is a kind of worry.  This kind of worry is always with us. If we don’t feel well a little, we worry “Is this a serious disease?” Sometimes we worry to go to see a doctor because of worries that the doctor would say it’s a serious problem. Some people worry when they don’t have good result of the project or low marks. Because of worries, they can’t work hard even though they are able.  Worry and fear are the strong enemies of our life. What is the opposite of belief? Unbelief? No. The opposite of belief is fear. If we want to win victories in our race of life, we must overcome this fear and worry.

Then, how can we overcome this fear? What did God give Ahaz and his people who were in fear? Look at verse 4. 7:4 Say to him, 'Be careful, keep calm and don't be afraid. Do not lose heart because of these two smoldering stubs of firewood--because of the fierce anger of Rezin and Aram and of the son of Remaliah.
           
What we should do when fear comes to us is that we must be careful and keep calm first. When we start to be afraid, we lost discernment. We cannot find direction and don’t know how to fight. So, some people drown even in shallow water. There is a story about flea experiment of Dr. Luiser Rothchild:
Fleas are jump champions. They can jump more than 400 times of their heights. Dr. Rothchild put one group of fleas in a big jar and covered it with a transparent glass. They could jump out of the jar if the glass was not covered. The fleas jumped and tried to get out, but because of the glass, bumping sounds kept coming from the jar. The sounds getting fewer and finally the doctor removed the glass when there was no more bumping sound.

The fleas still kept jumping. Do you know what? Surprisingly, none of the fleas could jump more than the height where the glass placed. Even when the limit was removed they couldn’t overcome the limit. Why? It was because they learned the forced limit and experienced pain so they couldn’t dare to try more than the leaned limit. They forgot their natural ability.
We human-beings are same. When we learned fear, we feel we are getting smaller. We cannot show our abilities. We lose mind even in a tiny problem. There’s an old saying “Drive gently over the stones” This is similar to Korean old saying, “Even if you were caught by a tiger, you will survive if you are careful.  So, God said ‘Be careful and keep calm.’ Don’t panic. 

Let me back to the flea story. Dr. Rothchild tried to one more experiment. He put an Alcohol lamp with flame under the jar. Even before 5 minutes, they realized that they would die and tried to do their best and guess what? Freedom! Their jumping abilities were totally restored and all of them jumped more higher than the jar and all fleas were set free.

In verse 4 again, God added to Ahaz “Don’t be afraid” and “Do not lose your heart.” Why? Because Rezin king of Aram and son of Remaliah king of Israel were only two smoldering stubs of firewood. What are the smoldering stubs? They are sticks to stir to make fire better on wood. They look control fire, but finally they will burn together. They are nothing but burning wood stick. Most of the things that we are afraid are just smoldering stubs. They are nothing. Low marks? Even if we got low marks at a mid-term, it doesn’t define all of my future. Health problem? Even if we are not healthy for now, it’s not the end of life. Even if we have some hard times or even if allies of enemy attack, it’s not the end. We have still time. We have still opportunity, Above all these, we have helps from God. Nothing to be afraid.  In verse 7, Sovereign LORD says: "'It will not take place, it will not happen, 
God gave Ahaz the word of prophecy, too. It’s not Judah that would perish, but the allies. God told him about the future thing, demolish of Nothern Israel within 65 years. Ephraim, which was a tribe of Northern Israel would be too shattered to be a people. 

Therefore, what did they need for then? Look at verse 9b. If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.'" 
King Ahaz and people of Judah were afraid of allies which were visible. Because of fear, they were shaken. However, who they should be afraid was only God. They should’ve had the same holy fear Isaiah had. If we don’t have the holy fear of God, we cannot stand firm. We cannot keep ourselves or we cannot accomplish anything. We cannot finish our race of life. Therefore, we must stand firm in our faith in God. We should keep faith relying on God in any circumstances.

By the way, can we overcome the fear if we just say ‘we should stand firm on the faith?’ How much will it be happy if we can overcome fear so easily? It’s not so easy to have faith in God. So, God helps us to have faith. How did God help king Ahaz to have faith in God? Look at verses 10-11.God spoke to king Ahaz to ask him for a sign whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights."
Asking God for a sign was one of the good ways to experience God. Gideon was a timid and weak man. When God called him he was not sure. So, he asked God for a sign. What was the sign? He asked God to soak wool only on the dry land. Despite of the first sign, he was not sure so he asked God for another sign. Soak land and dry wool. After seeing the two signs, Gideon had faith in God and God used him as a great warrior and judge for Israel. God wanted to give Ahaz the same faith through a sign. God wants us to have faith in him even with the signs. Are you still afraid? Then, ask God for a sign.  M.Rebekah Lee was not sure that God sent her family to Canada as missionaries when she was in Toronto. So, one day she prayed earnestly that God may give her a sign. If God sends her a Canadian as bible student, she said she would believe God sent her as missionary to Canada. Then, God sent Joe. Praise God!  Ask God to help you to have faith. Ask God for a sign to believe. God wants us not to be afraid of anything. He wants us to believe in him.

Then, what was the answer of king Ahaz? Look at verse 12.
7:12 But Ahaz said, "I will not ask; I will not put the LORD to the test."
Why did he say that? Was it because he feared the Lord? No. it was not faith. It was rejection of God’s help. It tells that he didn’t want to stand firm based on the faith in God. He wanted to stand by himself. The reason he said this was that he already asked the military aids to Assyria. He also finished the water way construction to Jerusalem. He was sure he was prepared for the war. So, he implied he tried to fight with the allies of Aram and Israel even he didn’t say. His attitude tells that he doesn’t need faith in God. God already knew his plan. If he rejects God’s favour, there is no need further helps. It made Isaiah angry in verse 13. However, God didn’t give up and wanted to help Ahaz to have faith in him with the promise of a sign.
What was the sign God wanted to show him? Look at verse 14.
7:14 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.
Although king Ahaz rejected the faith in God, God gave him a promise of Immanuel. Immanuel means ‘God with us’. Faith is to believe that God is with us in any circumstances, in any situations. King Ahaz and people of Judah were not people who didn’t know God. Then, why were they afraid? They didn’t have practical faith that God would be with them and help them in that situation. They didn’t have faith in God of Immanuel.

Our God is not a god of philosophy far from our lives. Our faith is not faith in somebody who cannot be with us. Our faith is faith in Immanuel God who can be with us for now and who can help us here.  Whatever comes to our lives, whatever situation we meet, when we have faith in God who is with us, we can stand firm. We can overcome any fear and worry. 

God wanted king Ahaz to have faith of Immanuel.  God told him the land of the two kings would be wastelands in verse 16. God promised the victory to those who rely on Immanuel God. However, what if they don’t believe in Immanuel God? Look at verse 17. 

7:17 The LORD will bring on you and on your people and on the house of your father a time unlike any since Ephraim broke away from Judah--he will bring the king of Assyria."
Through Assyria they would have the great disaster which they never experienced. In verse 18-24, they would have natural disaster of insects (18), famine (19), national shame (20), inflation (22) and violence(24).  Why? It’s because they didn’t believe Immanuel God and relied on Assyria. The disaster came from what they believe.

Verse 14 was a dual prophecy. It was a prophecy for Isaiah’s son at that time. Moreover, it was the prophecy for the Christ Jesus. Jesus came to this world to be Immanuel. Jesus is the one and only Son of God and he is equal with Father. He was Logos, the source and principle of all things. He created everything with God. However, he gave up his privileges and came to this world as a baby. Jesus was born of Virgin Mary. It was to save sinners from death. It was because God so loved the sinners that he wanted to be with us as a perfect human. So, the Son of God became flesh and was with us. He died on the cross and gave his life for us. He paid all our penalty of sins through his precious blood. He overcame the death by resurrection. He was ascended into heaven and sent another Immanuel, the Holy Spirit. Jesus promised his disciples and us “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20b) He promise to be with us. It’s Immanuel. It’s the grace of Immanuel. Christmas season is the time to remember this Immanuel Jesus. 
Do you have any obstacles in your life? Are you afraid of the obstacles? Do you worry about the problems? If you cannot overcome this worries and fears, you cannot but live like fleas in the closed jar. How can we overcome fear and worry? When we believe in Immanuel God, we can. Now and here, God is with me and helping me, that’s the Immanuel faith. Jesus is the Immanuel God. He came to be with us. Let’s remember grace of Immanuel this Christmas season. Let’s share this grace of Immanuel with others. Immanuel! God with us! Merry Christmas! Let’s read key verse together. (14)
“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and
will call him Immanuel.”   
