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O Wait, O Wait, Emmanuel 

December 18, 2022 

 

This past week did you go outside?  It was a nasty week, weather-wise.  If it wasn’t 

raining/sleeting, it was frigidly cold.  I imagine that if you braved the elements and went outside, 

then when you came inside, you just sighed and soaked up the warmth for a minute.  I do that.  

When I take the dog out late at night or first thing in the morning, when it’s 23 degrees out, the 

best part is walking back inside.  The warmth envelopes you, and you breath a sigh of relief and 

comfort.  (And you try not to think about your heating bill.) 

 

That reaction, that sigh of comfort and relief, is the same reaction we might have to coming to 

church today.  Finally, on this 4th weekend of Advent, finally, it’s starting to feel a bit like 

Christmas, now that we’re 7 days away from Christmas (which is slightly nerve-wracking). 

• We sing a few Christmas carols today (don’t tell the liturgy police) 

• We’re going to decorate the sanctuary after church 

• At the 10:30 service, we have our “pageant,” our presentation from the kids and youth 

 

And to top it all off, we have a decent reading from the Gospel!  No more of adult Jesus talking 

about people disappearing at the end times.  No more of John the Baptist yelling at people to 

repent.  Just a story of Joseph and Mary and an angel and a little baby named Jesus.  The baby, of 

course, has a title or moniker that we love this time of year, Emmanuel – God is with us.  Ahhh. 

 

Matthew tells us that Jesus taking on this name Emmanuel is the fulfillment of a statement made 

by the prophet Isaiah.  Conveniently enough, we actually heard the reading from Isaiah as our 

first Bible passage this morning!  “The young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall 

name him Immanuel.”  Lovely. 

 

But let’s take a look at the context of this phrase, because it’s not actually a fun situation.  We 

hear that the prophet Isaiah is talking to this man Ahaz.  Ahaz is the king, and he is in a sticky 

spot.  He has just gotten word that two of his enemies, the kings of Aram and Ephraim, have 

teamed up with each other and are marching on Ahaz’s city.  Ahaz and his people are shaking 

like leaves in the wind, the Bible tells us.  They are terrified.  Before long, the armies of those 

kings arrive and set up camp outside the city walls, putting the city under siege. 

 

So the prophet Isaiah shows up to talk to King Ahaz.  Isaiah says, “King Ahaz, don’t worry.  I’ve 

talked with God, and God has some good news for you.  These two enemy kings of yours will 

not succeed.  Their siege on this city will fail. 

 

“In fact,” Isaiah says, “here’s how quickly this will happen.”  Isaiah gestures to a pregnant 

woman who is standing nearby.  Biblical scholars have discussed at length who this woman is.  

Maybe it’s the queen, Ahaz’s wife.  Maybe it’s Isaiah’s wife.  Maybe it’s just some random 

pregnant woman who happens to be standing close by.   

 

In any case, Isaiah points to her and says, “In a few months, this woman will bear a son.  She 

will name him Immanuel, or ‘God is with us.’  And by the time that boy knows the difference 

between right and wrong – say 1 or 1½ years old – these enemy kings will be gone.  At that time, 
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he’ll be eating soft cheese and honey,” which is the equivalent of baby food in those days.  Isaiah 

is saying, “The siege will be lifted so that you can have fresh dairy at that point.” 

 

The overall message is that in another year or so, this terrifying attack by these two enemy kings 

will be over and done with.  The timeline is given through the life of a baby.  And so this baby 

becomes a symbol of hope.  People can look at this child and say, “He’s getting older; this siege 

must be almost over.” 

 

It’s kind of an archaic story that we don’t often talk about in the Old Testament.  We just like the 

name “Immanuel.”  But when we get down to it, it’s a scary situation.  There’s real danger, real 

fear for people’s lives. 

 

It is in the midst of that fear and danger that we hear the name Immanuel.  Immanuel is a word of 

hope in a dark time.  God is with us. 

 

If we’re being honest, even the birth of the second child known as Emmanuel isn’t all roses and 

cream.  We like the story of Joseph and Mary and Jesus because it’s familiar, but the events must 

have been pretty terrifying to those involved. 

 

We hear in our Gospel story that Joseph and Mary are engaged.  Mary, who likely would’ve 

been a teenager, is found to be pregnant, a condition that was certainly grounds for dismissal and 

could even lead to her execution by stoning, according to the law of the Old Testament. 

 

So Mary’s pregnancy is life-threatening.  We also hear that Joseph is facing some inner turmoil 

over what to do, eventually landing on the plan to dismiss her quietly or break off the 

engagement, so that she won’t be publicly humiliated or punished.  But Joseph gets a visit from 

an angel in a dream, and the incredible thing is that he listens.  He marries Mary, and in time, 

Jesus is born. 

 

Like the Old Testament story, there is real danger and fear and turmoil here.  Lives are at stake.  

But Emmanuel is a word of hope in a dark time.  God is with us. 

 

That is true at Jesus’ birth, in Matthew chapter 1.  And believe it or not, it’s a message that Jesus 

reiterates after his death.  In the very last chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, after Jesus’ resurrection, 

the Lord appears to his disciples.  And the final thing he says is “And remember, I am with you 

always, to the end of the age.”  Emmanuel. 

 

That is good news in this season.  That means that if you are ready for Christmas on this last 

Sunday of Advent, if you’re got your shopping done, your cookies baked, your decorations up, if 

you have your life ordered perfectly, that is wonderful.  God is with you. 

 

Or if your home looks like a bomb hit it, if you haven’t even started your Christmas shopping or 

cookie baking… If Christmas is hard and it makes you think of the ones you miss, the good news 

is that you are not alone.  God is with you.  And for me at least, that is the crux of our faith, that 

our God is not distant or aloof.  God is with us.  Jesus is a person who knows all the joys and 

pains of being human. 
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I hope the last week before Christmas goes well for you.  Remember that God is with you.  You 

are never alone. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 
Copyright © 2022 Rev. Andrew VanBuren. All rights reserved. 

 


