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How Is God With Us? 
Isaiah 7:10-16; Matthew 1:18-25 

Advent 3; December 22, 2019 
 
Scripture Readings 
Isaiah 7:10-16; Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, saying, 11 Ask a sign of the LORD your God; 
let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven. 12 But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I will not put the 
LORD to the test. 13 Then Isaiah said: "Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to 
weary mortals, that you weary my God also? 14 Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. 
Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. 15 He 
shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good. 16 
For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose 
two kings you are in dread will be deserted. 
 
Matthew 1:18-25; Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother 
Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child 
from the Holy Spirit. 19 Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her 
to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do this, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to 
take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a 
son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins." 22 All this took 
place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 23 "Look, the virgin shall 
conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel," which means, "God is with us." 
24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her 
as his wife, 25 but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him 
Jesus.  
 
Reflection 
Many years ago, just before Christmas time, we met my children’s possible future piano teacher. 
The teacher invited us to see how she teaches her students. During the lesson, she said, “I don’t 
like to teach Christmas music, because children already know the tunes, so it does not promote 
learning.” When children already know the tunes, they don’t want to learn more about the music.  
 
While preparing this season’s worship services, I have often been reminded of what she said. We 
think we know much about Christmas. We can sing a few Christmas carols without music and 
know most of the popular Christmas music. Of course, we know the Christmas stories. But it is 
possible we may miss something important in the repetition of the Christmas legends; We may 
miss some new message from God in our annual Christmas liturgies and rituals.  
 
I wonder if you have ever had an experience like this. When I came to church by car, after 
parking I usually ran into the church. One day I came across a beautiful wildflower in our 
parking lot between the space where the parking lot and the wall meet. The flower was growing 
there but I hadn’t noticed it for months. Even though I had come to the church almost everyday, I 
had never seen it before, but all of sudden, I saw it. In the routines of our daily lives we may just 
pass by something, something new and important, without noticing it. 
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In this season of Advent and Christmas, many things are familiar: Christmas carols, stories and 
decorations, for example. During this annual season, how can we look anew at the meaning of 
Advent and Christmas?  
 
Today’s gospel story tells us about Joseph’s dream. We know this story very well. But this year 
let us look at it again as if for the first time. In the story Matthew tells us about Joseph’s moral 
situation. Joseph is a “righteous man.” In the Hebrew Bible, the word “righteous” means keeping 
“right relations,” one who keeps the commandments and laws of God.     
 
The story teller continues, that because Joseph is a righteous man, he confronts his profound 
ethical crisis with courage. Mary is pregnant and Joseph knows that he is not the father of the 
baby. Joseph knows that his community will not tolerate unfaithfulness because the Law does 
not tolerate unfaithful relationships. Can you imagine how Joseph would suddenly sit bolt 
upright in bed at night alone and in a cold sweat having nightmares? I don’t think he slept much 
the first few days after hearing of Mary’s pregnancy. During the day he stares at the floor and 
shuffles through the shavings of wood in his carpentry shop. He sands too hard and carves too 
deep and loses sleep in anguish and worry.  
 
Mary, of course, would not have an easy pregnancy either. She would give birth without a 
husband in a society in which status is determined by being within a man’s household. Her child 
would have no father in a society in which the father’s name means inheritance and security. She 
would bear the emotional scars of having a man leave her and have to go through the tough time 
of raising a child alone in a very harsh world.  
 
On the one hand, Joseph thinks about the law, and on the other, about Mary. Finally, Joseph 
thinks of a way to honour both. He will divorce Mary quietly so as not to embarrass or endanger 
her or the baby. With the dilemma solved, Joseph lies down and sleeps. He thinks this is a 
perfect solution for both. 

 
But the perfect solution is not perfect. God does not want this solution. In the night, in the dream, 
Joseph is visited in a dream by an angel of God, who assures him that he should take Mary as his 
wife, for the child she is expecting comes from God. When Joseph awakes from his dream, he 
decides to take a radical act of trust in God’s promise. By trusting God and Mary, Joseph is 
accepting as his own God’s newborn child, Jesus, Emmanuel. By accepting Jesus into his family 
tree, Jesus becomes indeed “the son of David.”  
 
By accepting Jesus as his son, Joseph is now not following the old commandments and old ways. 
By taking Mary as his wife, he shows that being truly righteous does not mean looking up the 
rule in the Law and then doing the “right thing.” Rather, being a righteous person is wrestling 
with the complexity of a problem, listening for the voice of God and then doing what God wants 
us to do right here and now. For Joseph and for us, being a faithful disciple means prayerfully 
seeking to discover what God is doing in the difficult situations we face.   
 
Today is the third Sunday in Advent. Our waiting is coming to an end in ten days. The coming 
Christ is about to arrive right into the centre of our lives. The Christ who lives among us lives out 
his God-given name, Emmanuel, God with us.   
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When we take the story of the birth of Jesus seriously in this season of Advent and Christmas 
Jesus is born in our hearts and in our lives. When we listen to the story of the birth of Jesus as if 
we were hearing it for the first time, the story of Jesus’ birth is no longer about the past, but it is 
about here and now and receiving the baby Jesus into the midst of our lives. This is to listen with 
great expectation. This is the way God lives among us. Thanks be to God who is in us and 
coming to be with us. Amen. 
 
--- 
Hyuk Cho (The Rev. Dr.) 
Coordinating Minister  
West Point Grey United Church, Vancouver, BC. 
 
 
 


