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Over	the	past	few	weeks,	we	have	waited	(perhaps	even	patiently,	though	probably	not—

especially	if	you	are	a	child)	through	the	Advent	season.	Everything	we	have	been	talking	

about	over	the	past	few	weeks	has	been	leading	us	to	this	point—to	this	very	moment,	

when	 Christmas	 Day—the	 Nativity—the	 celebration	 of	 the	 birth	 of	 Jesus—has	 finally	

come.	It	ought	to	come	as	no	surprise	that	the	themes	of	Advent—the	themes	of	hope,	

peace,	joy,	and	love—continue	to	run	deeply	through	the	story	of	Jesus’	birth,	that	we	find	

in	the	gospel	reading	for	this	morning.	Which,	strangely	enough,	brings	me	to	Isaiah	52:7-

10.	

	

Now,	to	some,	this	passage	may	appear	to	be	a	rather	unusual	Christmas	text.	Its	grand	

message	of	the	return	of	God	as	king,	the	redemption	of	Jerusalem,	and	the	revelation	of	

God’s	holy	power	to	all	of	the	peoples	of	the	earth,	seems	to	be	somewhat	at	odds	with	

both	with	the	humble	character	of	the	birth	of	Jesus	and	with	our	understanding	of	his	

mission	in	the	world.	

	

In	its	original	setting	in	Isaiah,	this	text	declares	the	coming	of	relief	for	the	beleaguered	

captive	 city	 and	exiles	 of	 Jerusalem.	 Isaiah’s	 image	 is	 a	powerful	 and	poignant	one,	 of	

desperate	and	weary	watchers	on	the	ruined	walls	of	a	forsaken	city,	suddenly	sighting	

an	advance	messenger,	a	man	bearing	tidings	that	their	deliverance	is	at	hand.	No	sooner	

than	this	message	is	heard	than	the	sentinels’	eyes	see	the	distant	rising	dust	of	their	king	

coming	to	redeem	them,	leading	all	of	their	captive	people	back	to	freedom.	The	returning	

king	brings	peace,	joy,	and	salvation	with	him,	and	is	greeted	with	jubilation	and	singing	

by	a	people	who	had	forsaken	all	hope.	

	

The	“good	news”	of	this	royal	return	in	Isaiah—of	God’s	restoration	of	Zion	after	its	bitter	

exile,	his	defeat	of	her	enemies,	and	his	personal	presence	in	her	midst	as	king—is	a	model	

for	much	of	 the	New	Testament,	whose	“gospel”	message	takes	up	and	develops	these	

themes	found	in	the	book	of	Isaiah—and	relates	them	to	the	person	and	mission	of	Jesus	

Christ.	In	these	texts	from	Isaiah,	the	New	Testament	writers	believed	that	the	prophet	

was	 looking	at	 a	 far	more	distant	horizon	 than	 that	of	 the	 return	 from	exile	 following	

Cyrus’	 decree,	 foretelling	 a	 much	 greater	 deliverance	 that	 this	 redemption	 only	

anticipated.	
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Throughout	Luke’s	 account	of	 the	gospel,	 these	 same	 themes	 can	 repeatedly	be	 found	

beneath	 the	surface	of	 the	 story	of	 Jesus’	birth,	highlighting	 the	 importance	of	 Isaiah’s	

prophetic	message	for	Luke’s	understanding	of	Jesus’	mission.	In	their	allusive	references	

to	scriptural	promise,	both	Anna	and	Simeon	bear	witness	to	Jesus,	employing	the	words	

and,	by	implication,	the	framework	of	Isaiah’s	prophecy.	They,	along	with	the	angels	and	

shepherds	 and	 the	 Magi,	 that	 always	 take	 the	 stage	 in	 the	 Christmas	 story,	 stand	 as	

sentinels,	proclaiming	the	coming	of	the	Messiah.	

	

Simeon,	we	are	told,	is	“righteous	and	devout,	looking	forward	to	the	consolation	of	Israel”	

(Luke	2:25),	later	declaring	“my	eyes	have	seen	your	salvation,	which	you	have	prepared	

in	the	presence	of	all	peoples,	a	light	for	revelation	to	the	Gentiles	and	for	glory	to	your	

people	Israel”	(2:30-32).	Simeon’s	anticipation	of	the	“consolation”	of	 Israel	recalls	the	

recurring	theme	of	comfort	that	appears	throughout	the	latter	section	of	Isaiah,	beginning	

with	chapter	40:1:	‘Comfort,	O	comfort	my	people,	says	your	God.’	

	

Together	with	Simeon’s	prophecy,	the	description	of	the	prophetess,	Anna,	also	alludes	to	

part	of	our	text:	“Break	forth	together	into	singing,	you	ruins	of	Jerusalem;	for	the	Lord	

has	comforted	his	people,	he	has	redeemed	Jerusalem.”	(Isaiah	52:9)	

	

As	 Luke	 draws	 upon	 these	 particular	 threads	 of	 Isaiah,	 the	 entire	 tapestry	 of	 Isaiah’s	

prophetic	 message	 is	 gradually	 established	 as	 the	 backdrop	 for	 his	 gospel	 and	 his	

understanding	of	Jesus.		

	
A	competent	sentinel	must	be	vigilant.	He	must	be	alert	to	and	be	able	to	read	the	faintest	

signs	way	out	on	the	distant	horizon.	He	must	be	able	to	recognise	the	most	minuscule	of	

details	 and	discern	 their	 greater	 importance	when	 they	 finally	 appear.	 In	 the	opening	

chapters	 of	 both	 Matthew	 and	 Luke,	 we	 encounter	 a	 series	 of	 watchers	 and	 signs,	

presented	in	part	as	examples	to	the	readers	of	the	gospels	in	their	own	watching.	

	

Matthew’s	 opening	 chapters	 are	 set	 in	 darkness,	 filled	 with	 dreams	 and	 heavenly	

portents.	We	meet	the	Magi,	those	who	watched	the	heavens,	seeing	in	them	the	sign	of	a	

new	king	of	the	Jews.	In	Luke,	the	shepherds	watch	their	flocks	at	night.	They	witness	a	

dramatic	angelic	appearance,	with	a	message	and	the	sign	of	a	child	wrapped	in	bands	of	

cloth,	lying	in	a	manger	(Luke	2:12).	
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While	others	were	lost	in	the	unconsciousness	of	sleep,	there	were	those	who	are	waiting	

and	watching,	vigilantly	scanning	the	horizon	for	the	slightest	signs	of	a	divine	light	to	

pierce	the	gloom	of	Israel’s	captivity.	

	
The	shepherds	and	the	Magi	symbolically	illustrate	the	spiritual	activity	of	watching	in	

the	 darkness	 that	 the	 state	 that	 Simeon	 and	Anna,	 the	 faithful	 sentinels	 of	 Jerusalem,	

typify.	Simeon	is	“looking	forward	to	the	consolation	of	Israel”,	while	Anna	keeps	constant	

vigil	in	the	temple.	In	the	infant	Jesus,	these	spiritually	perceptive	watchers	see	the	small	

cloud	of	dust	on	the	horizon,	the	harbinger	of	God’s	return	to	his	people	as	king.	Even	in	

the	fragility	and	dependency	of	the	baby	Jesus,	Simeon	and	Anna	were	able	to	recognise	

all	that	this	child	signified.	

	

From	 the	 sentinels	 and	 the	 watchers	 in	 these	 chapters	 from	 both	 the	 Old	 and	 New	

Testaments,	 we	 are	 to	 draw	 crucial	 lessons:	 how	 to	 be	 alert	 to	 and	 to	 recognise	 the	

significance	of	signs	that	others	ignore	or	miss,	and	how	to	be	expectant	in	our	waiting,	

while	others	sleep.	

	
The	Advent	season	 is	one	of	such	expectant	waiting—waiting	 for	 the	great	Sign	of	 the	

world’s	 deliverance	 that	 Christmas	 brings.	 Yet	 for	 most,	 the	 greatly	 anticipated	

appearance	of	this	Sign	is	not	attended	by	great	fanfare—it	is	but	the	faint	plume	of	dust	

from	a	distant	hillside	or	a	seemingly	unexceptional	baby	in	the	Temple.	Yet,	no	matter	

how	 faint	 the	 sign,	 its	 appearance	 is	 greeted	with	 great	 joy	 by	 all	 who	 appreciate	 its	

immense	importance.	

	

The	 season	 of	 Advent	 continually	 returns	 us	 to	 the	 position	 of	 vigilant	 and	 expectant	

watchers,	looking	for	the	coming	of	Christ	in	our	lives,	communities,	and	world.	Christmas	

calls	us	to	spiritual	perception,	to	be	those	who	see	the	significance	of	the	signs	when	they	

appear,	recognizing	and	rejoicing	in	them.	For	Christians,	it’s	a	call	to	watch,	to	listen	and	

to	share	the	good	news	of	God’s	salvation.		

*	

As	we	gather	for	Christmas,	the	good	news	we	get	to	share	is	not	about	a	battle	that	has	

been	won.	Our	good	news	 lifts	up	a	child	who	 is	born	 in	Bethlehem.	This	child’s	birth	

heralds	the	coming	of	the	reign	of	God.	This	is	the	good	news	that	is	to	be	proclaimed	on	

the	mountains.	The	feet	of	the	messengers	are	the	feet	of	those	who	proclaim	this	good	

news.	
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On	this	Christmas	Day,	we	are	moved	by	the	messenger	and	message	of	God	to	us—God	

with	us,	in	Jesus	Christ,	Emmanuel,	our	Saviour.	The	hope	and	joy	of	Christmas	invites	us	

to	join	choirs	of	heaven	and	earth—the	choirs	of	every	time	and	place—every	tribe	and	

nation	in	singing:	“God	reigns!	The	LORD	has	bared	his	holy	arm	before	the	eyes	of	all	the	

nations;	and	all	the	ends	of	the	earth	shall	see	the	salvation	of	our	God.”		

	

Now	that’s	worth	celebrating.	Spread	this	Good	News,	this	Gospel.	Go	and	tell	everyone	

that	Jesus	Christ	our	Saviour,	the	Messiah	is	born!		

	

Take	the	time	to	share	your	love	and	kindness	with	others—especially	those	in	need—

that	the	Christ	child	is	born	anew	in	our	world,	in	our	hearts,	in	our	lives	at	Christmas	and	

throughout	the	year.	It’s	in	sharing	our	love	and	kindness	in	small	practical	ways,	that	we	

point	others	to	Christ’s	eternal	peace.	It’s	in	walking	in	his	way	of	peace	that	our	feet,	like	

his,	become	beautiful;	as	we	share	the	Good	News	message	of	Christmas	that	God	loves	us	

and	comes	in	the	person	of	Jesus	to	save	us	all.	

	

“How	beautiful	are	the	feet	of	those	who	bring	good	news.”	Alleluia!	

	

To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	
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In	our	day	and	age	(as	in	perhaps	all),	it	doesn’t	take	a	great	deal	to	understand	the	theme	

of	exile.	While	we	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	this	text	from	Isaiah	was	written	to	those	who	

lived	 in	 the	midst	of	 true	exile	with	all	 its	ugly	adornment	and	 trappings,	we	must	be	

conscious	of	those	who	live,	today,	in	realities	similar	with	those	exiles	who	served	as	the	

initial	audience	for	Isaiah’s	prophecy.	

	

Every	Christmas	we	are	presented	anew	with	a	first	century	Jewish	peasant	infant,	the	

great	Sign	of	the	world’s	salvation.	The	Advent	season	connects	the	expectant	waiting	for	

the	first	advent	of	Christ	with	our	expectation	of	his	great	and	final	appearance	to	judge	

the	world	and	restore	all	things—and	connects	both	of	these	Advents	with	the	Christian	

expectation	of	Christ’s	coming	to	our	lives	and	communities.	From	the	faithful	watchers	

of	the	gospels	and	their	recollection	of	passages	such	as	Isaiah	52,	we	learn	to	recognize	

the	latter	disclosed	in	the	sign	offered	by	the	former.	

	


