Advent 4 St. Martin’s – God is with us
Matthew 1:18-end
Isaiah 7:10-16
May the words ….
The Christmas Tree Festival has been a joyous time which has seen around 150 visitors both during the festival and at our services. I want to say a huge thank you to all those of you who helped in any way, either behind the scenes with the planning and advertising, setting up and clearing away, making cakes and providing refreshments, or with manning the church and welcoming our visitors. It was a time when I witnessed sacrificial giving of time and talents, and your support of the festival was really appreciated. I know that I and others have had many conversations with visitors, who commented on how welcome they felt and how warm the church was! 
As a church family we have supported each other as we have journeyed together through Advent, a time of waiting, longing and hope.  Many of us are looking forward to celebrating Christmas with friends and family and in our own ways. For some of us there will be excitement, anticipation, and lots of planning! For some it will be simply a day to celebrate. 
Let us take a moment to remember that there will be some people, and some Christians, for whom Christmas is a difficult time, for many different reasons. It might be the first Christmas without a loved one, and we think particularly this morning of the families affected by the Bondi Beach shootings; not just the families of those who have died but also the families of those who have been injured and those for whom the trauma will be fresh in their minds. 
For others Christmas is a time of loneliness, fear, and anxiety about the future, and it is especially, but not exclusively, to those for whom Christmas might be more challenging that our readings speak this morning.   
Both of our readings this morning from Isaiah and Matthew are speaking into moments of crisis: King Ahaz is facing political upheaval and is considering an alliance with Assyria; he is terrified by the threat of invasion.  God invites him to ask for a sign, but Ahaz refuses. God gives Ahaz a sign anyway: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel.” Immanuel, God is with us. For Ahaz this is a sign that God is with Judah and Jerusalem, and this prophecy reassured Judah that God would not abandon them, even amid political chaos. God used Assyria to punish the sin of His people, but God then punished Assyria.  
Surprisingly Matthew does not really have a birth narrative, he has the announcement to Joseph in our reading this morning, which includes a sentence to tell us that Jesus was born, and then follows with the visit of the wise men.  
I often think that there is one person in our Christmas story who is very overlooked, as is sometimes the case in real life today. The feelings of the father are not always considered as much as those of the mother and baby, but we would be doing the Christmas story a disservice if we did not take a moment to consider Joseph and his role in Christ’s humanity. Matthew focusses on the circumstances surrounding the conception with only the briefest of mentions of Jesus birth. 
Joseph is described as a righteous man, which would have been demonstrated by the way in which Joseph fulfilled the law. It is his obedience to God in our Matthew reading that continues the astonishing statement of truth to Ahaz that God is with us. At a time when Israel was ruled by the Romans, and the power did not belong to the people of Israel, God sends Emmanuel to show once again that God was with them.  
Joseph is engaged to Mary, which means that there would have been a legal agreement and money would have been exchanged. When Joseph discovers that Mary is pregnant, he does not want Mary to suffer public disgrace, and his initial plan is quiet dismissal, which demonstrates his compassion. Mary would have been about 12 or 13, as women married very young in the culture of the day, Joseph would have been older. For Mary to be pregnant in Joseph’s mind would have meant that, as they were engaged, she had slept with someone else and that was adultery under Jewish law. This could have led to a trial and even a public execution, but Joseph wanted to save Mary from public humiliation. He could divorce Mary quietly as it only required a written document and a competent witness. He had choices. 
At this point God steps in, and an unnamed angel appears to Jospeh and reveals God’s plan: the child that Mary is carrying has been conceived by the Holy Spirit, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy.
We know that Joseph is a righteous man, but as God asks Joseph to continue with the marriage to Mary, God is asking a lot from Joseph, and Joseph is facing personal turmoil. Joseph really knows what a moral dilemma looks like. Marrying Mary when she was pregnant with another man’s child would have been a shameful act which went completely and absolutely against the social conventions of the day. But once God has spoken Joseph obeys, despite the social risks, and names the child Jesus. Jesus will save His people from their sins, “the Lord saves.” 
Joseph’s obedience embodied his faith as he trusted God’s word even when the circumstances seemed impossible. Are we as obedient as Joseph? Do we trust God even when the social risks are great? Being a Christian is not about choosing to follow Jesus when it is easy and hiding under the duvet when life gets tough. It is precisely when life gets tough that God steps in, but do we recognise Him? My experience is that angels come in all shapes and sizes, but they are mainly human beings who are being obedient to God. It is possible that we too may have been an angel in someone’s life and not even know it. 
God is with us was a promise made to Ahaz at a very challenging time, and to Joseph at a very difficult time, and it is a promise that we have too. God is with us. That promise did not make the challenges and difficulties go away, and they do not go away for us either, but God is with us.  
As with Ahaz and Joseph God steps in during our lives too. Sometimes it is unexpected, sometimes we can see God at work in our lives as it happens, but in my experience, it is often with hindsight that we see God at work. In times of crisis God steps in. Ahaz feared the Assyrian armies, Joseph feared the shame, what do we fear? 
God’s presence was clear in both situations, and God does not change. God is with us. 
Ahaz refused to ask God for a sign, was he not ready to put his trust in God? 
In contrast Joseph chose to trust God. God is with us, but God disrupted Joseph’s plans, and he may choose to disrupt our plans. Are we ready to have our plans disrupted?  As we come towards a new year what plans do we have? Are we open to God bringing us a different message, a challenging message, a difficult message? Are we willing to disrupt our own plans for the future to walk in step with God’s plans for our lives? 
Training to be a priest is a very challenging path to walk, especially when I could choose to have a leisurely retirement with my family and friends. Joseph chose faith over fear; do we choose to trust God, especially when life gets tough? Immanuel, God is with us, is God’s promise to us too, do we trust that promise? 
For Christians, the promise in Isaiah points forward to Christ, the ultimate fulfilment of God’s promise to dwell with His people. Isaiah promised a sign; Matthew shows the fulfilment of that sign in the birth of Mary’s child. Jesus is Immanuel, God is with us, and Jesus is the one who saves us.
As we look at the world around us and see the challenges that the world faces, economic, ecological, global warming and changes to weather patterns, wars, conflicts, and agendas of hatred, let us remember this Christmas that God is with us.
As we face local issues, moral dilemmas, and personal challenges we are reminded this morning that God is with us. 
This Advent, may we remember that Jesus has come to save us from our sins, and accept His forgiveness.  May we also live with courage, trusting that God’s presence is real, and knowing that God is with us. The sign of Emmanuel is not just for the prophets, not just for Joseph, but it is also for us today. God is with us. Amen. 
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