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So,	how	is	everyone	feeling	after	all	your	Christmas	celebrations?	Most	of	the	food	has	
disappeared,	all	the	presents	have	been	unwrapped—some	have	been	forgotten.	All	the	
rellies	have	gone	home—accept	that	strange	uncle	who	seems	to	hang	around	forever.	
And	life	begins	to	take	on	some	semblance	of	what	we	might	loosely	regard	as	“normal”—
well,	as	normal	as	life	can	be	until	the	kids	go	back	to	school,	and	life	really	gets	back	to	
normal.	
	
Sometimes	 it’s	hard	to	keep	up	that	Christmas	spirit.	You	 just	can’t	keep	 it	up	 forever,	
injected	as	it	is	with	all	that	marketing,	media,	and	public	displays.	An	entire	secular	and	
national	infrastructure	of	Christmas	spirit	has	just	come	to	a	screeching	halt.	And	there	
you	are,	called	to	stand	in	the	breach—desperately	trying	to	hold	up	the	last	rapidly	fading	
vestiges	of	Christmas.	
	
The	consumer	world	has	moved	on	from	Christmas—or	at	least	it	soon	will	have	once	all	
the	sales	of	left-over	stock	have	concluded.	Valentine’s	Day	merchandise	will	soon	replace	
Christmas—not	 to	 mention	 Easter	 Eggs.	 And	 I’ve	 heard	 that	 some	 shops	 are	 already	
selling	hot-cross	buns.	Since	the	Christmas	season	seems	to	begin	earlier	every	year,	by	
the	time	we	get	to	Christmas	Day	we	may	have	moved	on	as	well.	It	can	be	sort	of	anti-
climactic.	Once	Christmas	Day	has	come,	all	the	candles	on	the	wreath	have	been	lit.	Soon	
we’ll	 be	 thinking	 about	 taking	 down	 the	 Christmas	 Tree	 with	 all	 its	 decorations.	
Liturgically,	however,	Christmas	isn’t	over.	Indeed,	the	Magi	have	yet	to	come,	in	spite	of	
all	the	nativity	displays	that	would	suggest	they’ve	already	been	and	gone.	
	
In	our	Gospel	reading	for	today,	which	comes	from	Matthew	chapter	2,	we	heard	of	the	
flight	to	Egypt,	the	massacre	of	the	innocents,	and	the	Holy	Family’s	return	to	Nazareth	
after	Herod’s	demise.	The	move	back	to	Nazareth	is	meant	to	fulfill	Scripture	that	speaks	
of	one	called	the	Nazorean.	The	point	of	connection	between	this	passage	from	Matthew	
and	our	reading	from	Isaiah,	this	morning,	is	that	in	Matthew,	an	angel	warns	Mary	and	
Joseph	to	flee	from	Herod,	while	in	Isaiah	it	is	God’s	presence	that	saves	Israel	from	their	
enemies	(Matt.	2:13-23).		
	
The	Christmas	season,	that	we	are	in	now,	serves	to	remind	us	that	God	has	come	into	our	
midst	to	redeem	us.	In	the	birth	of	Jesus	Christ,	God’s	compassion	is	revealed	to	the	world.	
It’s	important	that	as	we	consider	the	start	of	Jesus’	life,	that	it’s	the	entirety	of	his	life,	not	
just	this	one	point	in	history	(namely	his	birth),	that	reveals	the	faithful	presence	of	God.		
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That	 is	also	the	theme	of	 this	brief	excerpt	 from	a	much	longer	passage	 in	the	book	of	
Isaiah.	 Commentators	 have	 suggested	 that	 Isaiah	 63:7	 begins	 a	 new	 song—a	 new	
prophecy.	 In	the	preceding	six	verses	God	speaks	of	 judgment	on	the	nations.	Then,	 in	
verse	7	the	speaker	takes	note	of	God’s	gracious	deeds	to	his	people,	followed	in	verse	10	
with	another	word	of	 judgment,	 this	 time,	 judgement	on	the	people	of	 Israel	(the	very	
ones	to	whom	God	showed	compassion	in	the	prior	verses).		
	
One	of	the	most	important	things	we	can	learn	throughout		the	Scriptures,	is	that	the	word	
of	God	comes	to	us	in	a	world	that	is	often	filled	with	hurt	and	despair.	Indeed,	unless	you	
choose	to	leave	out	the	slaughter	of	the	innocents	from	the	Gospel	reading,	this	seems	to	
be	a	theme	of	the	day.	In	fact,	there	may	be	no	better	day	than	this	one,	to	confront	the	
truth	that	neither	God’s	presence	not	Christ’s	birth	rids	the	world	of	horror	and	death.	
	
With	this	in	mind	we	come	to	our	reading	from	Isaiah	this	morning,	carved	out	of	words	
of	 judgment—a	 reading	 that	 emphasizes	 both	 God’s	 faithfulness	 and	 his	 compassion.	
Now,	 lest	 we	 get	 ahead	 of	 ourselves	 and	 imagine	 God	 to	 be	 nothing	 more	 than	 our	
compliant	pal,	a	baby	sitter	who	lets	us	“get	away	with	murder,”	we	might	want	to	take	
particular	 note	 of	 	 verse	 10,	 (which	 is	 just	 outside	 our	 reading,	 this	 morning)	 which	
declares:	“But	they	rebelled	and	grieved	his	Holy	Spirit;	therefore,	he	became	their	enemy;	
he	himself	fought	against	them.”	Yes,	sometimes,	we	are	a	stubborn	people.	
	
Isaiah	63	is	actually	quite	a	lonely	passage.	Here,	salvation	is	not	triumphant.	It’s	marked	
by	loss	and	theological	collapse.	The	verses	of	Isaiah	63:7-9	are	some	of	the	first	words	
uttered	after	the	destruction	of	the	temple	in	Jerusalem	(587	BCE).		
	
Theses	verses	are	part	of	a	longer	unit,	running	from	63:7	right	through	to	64:11,	And	in	
spite	 of	 verses	 7-9	 being	 a	 celebration	 of	 God’s	 faithfulness,	 they	 initiate	 a	 communal	
lament.	 Indeed,	 some	 have	 concluded	 that	 its	 composition	 was	 inspired	 by	 actual	
liturgical	 laments	on	the	site	of	the	ruined	temple.	Whether	or	not	there	were	actually	
Judeans	who	held	formal	religious	ceremonies	there,	this	lament	inscribes	the	people	with	
cause	 to	 embrace	 the	 ruins	 of	 their	 central	 religious	 institution	 to	 find	 communal	
expression	for	their	loss.	
	
Today’s	 lectionary	 passage	 in	 verses	 7-9	 isolates	 the	 first	 element	 of	 the	 lament—the	
historical	reminiscence	of	the	high	points	of	God’s	relationship	with	his	people.	As	a	stand-
alone	 reading,	 these	 verses	 form	 a	 bold	 account	 of	 what	 is	 working	 in	 the	 long-term	
relationship	with	God,	a	 “best-of”	 list,	 if	you	will.	God’s	mercy	and	stead-fast	 love	 take	
center	stage.	
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Read	in	isolation,	Isaiah	63:7-9,	could	be	used	as	a	thanksgiving	for	what	God	has	done	for	
us	in	the	past,	and	in	the	context	of	our	Christmas	celebrations,	it	can	even	give	us	words	
with	which	to	celebrate	the	coming	of	God	among	us	in	Jesus	Christ.	However,	when	we	
read	it	in	its	proper	context,	the	passage	becomes	a	motivation	(a	polite	word	for	a	bit	of	
arm	twisting)	for	God	not	to	forget	his	people	in	their	distress—a	distress	mostly	of	their	
own	making,	I	grant	you—and	to	remain	loyal	to	his	covenant.	Remember,	it’s	part	of	a	
bitter	lament	where	God	has	even	become	his	own	people’s	enemy.	
	
Apart	from	its	immediate	context	of	the	destruction	of	Jerusalem,	this	passage	is	also	truly	
prophetic.	No,	it	doesn’t	predict	the	birth	of	Jesus	in	a	stable	in	Bethlehem.	It	doesn’t	say	
that	his	mother	would	be	a	virgin	when	he	was	born,	nor	that	he	would	eventually	be	
rejected,	crucified	and	raised	from	death.	It	is	prophetic,	however,	in	the	true	sense	of	that	
word.	All	true	prophecy	contains	profound	insights	into	the	nature	of	God	and	into	our	
relationship	with	God.		
	
Without	recognising	exactly	how	it	might	happen,	the	writer	understands	that	God	will	
choose,	out	of	a	mixture	of	love	and	pity,	to	save	the	human	race	from	its	distress,	and	that	
he	will	do	this	not	by	sending	a	messenger	or	an	angel	to	tell	us	how	to	change	things	for	
the	better	but	by	his	own	personal	presence	among	us.		
	
Was	 the	 prophet	 thinking	 of	 incarnation,	 of	 God	 becoming	 a	 human	 baby	 lying	 in	 a	
manger?	 Probably	 not.	 That	would	 have	 been	 beyond	his	wildest	 dreams.	 But	 he	 had	
sensed	that	God	cannot	save	us	from	a	distance,	by	remote	control,	but	only	by	getting	
involved,	by	being	in	the	midst	of	us—in	the	midst	of	our	pain	and	distress.	So,	recognising	
our	distress—and	our	complicity	 in	 it—we	are	now	 in	a	position	 to	hear	his	words	of	
grace	and	compassion,	from	the	pen	of	Isaiah:	
	

8	 For	he	said,	“Surely	they	are	my	people,	
				children	who	will	not	deal	falsely”;	
and	he	became	their	saviour	

9						 in	all	their	distress	
It	was	no	messenger	or	angel	
				but	his	presence	that	saved	them;	
in	his	love	and	in	his	pity	he	redeemed	them;	

				he	lifted	them	up	and	carried	them	all	the	days	of	old.	
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As	 we	 listen	 to	 this	 word,	 this	 morning,	 we	 may	 be	 sitting	 here	 feeling	 somewhat	
distressed.	 The	 dawn	 of	 a	 new	 year	 can	 be	 a	 foreboding	 experience—even	 if	 we	 are	
anxious	to	say	goodbye	to	the	year	that	has	just	passed.		
	
This	 past	 year,	 I	 and	 others	 in	 this	 congregation,	 have	 interacted	 with	 an	 increasing	
number	of	people	who	are	 in	situations	of	quiet	and	not	so	quiet	desperation—people	
who	 are	 in	 great	 despair—physically,	 mentally	 and	 spiritually—people	 who	 are	
struggling	with	 illness,	broken	relationships,	 financial	hardship—people	 for	whom	the	
new	year	will	not	offer	any	greater	hope.	For	some	of	us,	this	is	our	journey—either	for	
ourselves	or	in	our	support	of	our	neighbours	and	loved	ones.	
	
With	this	reminder	of	our	journey	and	of	God’s	presence	with	us	as	we	take	this	journey,	
we	 can	 begin	 to	 comprehend	 the	 nature	 of	 God’s	 compassion.	With	 Christmas	 as	 our	
context,	we	can	begin	to	comprehend	the	Incarnation—of	“God	with	us”.	In	Jesus,	we	see	
revealed	the	true	nature	of	God’s	love,	as	it’s	expressed	to	all,	including	all	our	perceived	
enemies—including	Herod,	whom	Matthew	suggests	sought	to	destroy	the	infant	Jesus.	
	
As	God	protected	and	saved	the	remnant	of	Israel—as	God	protected	the	Holy	Family	and	
the	infant	Jesus—so	God	will	go	before	us,	caring	for	us	and	protecting	us	from	the	evil	
and	despair	that	surrounds	us.	
	
As	the	Word	incarnate,	Jesus	experienced	all	of	human	life—its	highs	and	its	lows.	As	we	
go	into	the	new	year,	which	will	provide	both	highs	and	lows	for	us,	we	go	forward	in	the	
power	 and	 strength	 of	 the	 Holy	 Spirit,	 with	 the	 knowledge	 that	 God	 is	 with	 us,	
experiencing	 with	 us	 all	 our	 realities—knowing	 that	 God’s	 love	 is	 greater	 than	 our	
problems.	
	
Our	joyful	celebration	of	Christmas	and	its	message	of	peace	can	never	be	very	far	from	
our	 lament	 that	 names	what	 is	 evil	 in	 our	world.	Our	 cry	 for	 the	 Lord	 to	 come,	 to	 be	
Immanuel,	“God	with	us”,	is	one	of	lament	as	much	as	it	is	one	of	praise	and	thanks.	
	
To	God	our	Saviour,	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


