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     It was an exciting evening as the young bride and groom settled into their seats at the head table for their 

wedding rehearsal dinner.  The setting was perfect, a Country Club decorated with candles and flowers, special 

music playing in the background, and family and friends all gathered together.  Plus, all the proper symbols of 

hope were present in the room: the gifts, the wedding portrait of the bride, the blessing from the pastor, and a 

round of toasts. 

     Finally, the mother of the bride stood up.  She was a graceful woman, who had hung together with her 

husband for 30 years until his death a year earlier.  The road she had traveled had been a rough one.  She took 

care of her husband through several debilitating illnesses, he helped her through the intervention of Alcoholics 

Anonymous, and they suffered through financial struggles.  But her belief in God had helped her to persevere 

through the many challenges she faced over the past 30 years.  With a smile on her face, her toast was as simple 

as it was profound.  She looked at her daughter and said, “Sweetie, I hope you and your husband will be as 

happy as your father and I thought we would be 30 years ago.”  An awkward silence filled the room as dreams 

and fears seemed to come crashing together in that toast. 

     But that paradox, that apparent contradiction between hope and despair, between expectations and reality, 

actually provides a fitting backdrop for this season we call Advent.  All the proper symbols of hope seem to fill 

this room: the wreath, the candles and lights, the poinsettia order forms in your bulletins, the music, the blue 

paraments on the altar, the gathering together of our church family for worship, and the expectations in our 

hearts of gifts that are still to come.  For the next 3 weeks, like an anxious bride and groom, we will wait with 

expectant hope for the celebration of God coming to this world as a human being. 

     It begins in our Old Testament lesson for today as we see the people of Israel all waiting with hope for God.  

Next week we will see how John the Baptist waited with great anticipation; and then we will see how Mary 

waited with peace.  This season of Advent will be joyous season of celebration as wait with hope.  At the same 

time, that paradox, that contradiction between hope and despair will also fill this season as soon as we leave this 

place and are confronted with the challenges of work, school, and society’s preparations for this season.  

Preparations that focus on retail sales at every store imaginable and the rush by people to buy the most popular 

item of the season.  Preparations that involve getting the house ready, traveling, meeting deadlines, and many 

other activities that keep us so busy and frustrated that it’s hard to find time for God.  So for many of us Advent 

begins today not with a sense of hope, but on a note of despair. 

     That’s actually the background of our Old Testament lesson from Isaiah.  The people of Israel had been 

personally chosen by God to be His witnesses to the world; but just like a child’s rebellion against his/her 

parents, the children of Israel had rebelled against God.  For years they rejected God’s guidance and insisted on 

doing things their way.  Now, as a result of suffering and struggling, having lost everything – including their 

homeland – the prophet Isaiah pleads to God on behalf of these beaten down people, who were once so proud, 

for help. 

     In fact, our text from Isaiah takes us right into this paradox today.  While lights and music and gifts are being 

brought out in our homes and communities to help us prepare for this great celebration that lies ahead of God 

coming into our world as a human being to live as one of us, His reason for coming was not because of some 

good news or because things on earth were going so well.  Instead, it was because of our sinfulness, our 

rebellion against God, our failure to live as His children, and our inability then to save ourselves from our 

disobedience. 

     Like a child who has run away from home and made all kinds of mistakes, but returns with the hope that 

his/her parents might welcome him/her back, Isaiah prays in this text to God and says, in so many words, 

“Father, we need you, because we’ve sure made a mess of things without you.  If you would only rip open the 

heavens and come down.”  To truly appreciate the coming of God as a baby in Bethlehem, we need to 

appreciate why God felt the need to enter our world. 

     God did not come because Isaiah had asked.  In fact, hundreds and hundreds of years passed before God sent 

His Son, Jesus.  God came because of our sin.  And Isaiah makes it very clear that not only are we sinners, but 

we have nothing good to even offer to God, to encourage Him to come.  In verses 5-6 Isaiah says, “Lord, every 



time you helped us and told us to remember your ways, we continued to sin.  So how can we be saved?  All of 

us have become like one who is unclean, and all of our righteous acts are like filthy rags.  Our sin has made us 

lifeless and dead like dry leaves that are blown away with a fall wind.  Our sin disgusts You and has caused 

You to hide Your face from us.” 

     Our secular world has no idea of the why behind Advent and Christmas.  The why has to do with humanity’s 

sinfulness.  If the problem had been that some people were sinners and some were not, God could have easily 

wiped out sinners from the face of the earth and saved those who were saints.  But it was not that simple.  God 

faced a dilemma as He looked at this world: Every person was a sinner, so either wipe the slate clean and start 

again, like in the days of Noah, or find another approach to save all of humanity. 

     So God decided in order to save humanity, He needed to become a human being.  This is really amazing 

when you think about it.  Again, I think to truly appreciate the fact that God became a human being, we also 

need to understand the scope and majesty of God the creator.  I started this message today about a bride and 

groom at their rehearsal dinner.  Now if I were to continue this story by telling you that the groom went out and 

had his tuxedo personally made for him by a tailor and the bride bought her dress from a very expensive store in 

New York City, and the North Carolina Symphony Orchestra provided the music at the wedding, which took 

place at the new 2000-seat Catholic Cathedral in Raleigh, you would probably think, “Wow, that must have 

been a very nice wedding.”  But suppose I also told you that on the day of their wedding, the bride got her dress 

on, all of her make-up on, but decided not to do anything to her hair.  She washed it, but then decided that she 

was not going to brush it, dry it, or do anything to it.  Instead, she was going to ride to the wedding in a 

limousine hoping that by chance her hair would just end up in place, beautifully styled, by the time she arrived.  

What would you think then?  You would probably conclude that the bride’s hair was probably a total mess.  

Chance cannot style anything, and yet we have people today who attribute the creation of the universe to chance 

– to something that could not even properly arrange a woman’s hairdo for her wedding. 

     So the fact that the creator of the universe, who holds the world in the palm of His hands, entered this world 

as a helpless baby is absolutely remarkable.  And yet, God knew it was the only thing He could do to get rid of 

the sin from the heart of all people.  When Jesus finally came to this world as a tiny baby, no one could accuse 

God of overwhelming humanity with His power and might.  Instead, He was born into a humble family in order 

to show us a better way to live: a way of love, gentleness, kindness, and compassion for all people. 

     Isaiah concludes his prayer with a great expression of faith by saying, “Yet, O Lord, you are our Father.  We 

are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the work of your hand.”  Every day we see God’s presence in the air 

we breathe, the land we live in, and the things we are able to do – none of which could exist without God.  

Isaiah was looking for something big from God to get people’s attention when he started his prayer by saying, 

“Come down, that the mountains would tremble,” just as God had made Mt. Sinai tremble violently as He 

prepared to give Moses the 10 Commandments.  And our world is often looking for something big to get 

people’s attention, but it was in the quiet night of a small town, in the midst of shepherds and animals, that God 

did something big by becoming one of us as He was born in a lowly manger.  And that simple news is enough 

to fill us with joy, peace, and love during this special season.  As we begin our preparations today to celebrate 

this wonderful news, we also remember in the midst of hope and despair that Jesus will come again to this 

world, in a very big way, to make all things right.  So, in the meantime, we wait, like Isaiah, knowing that hope 

is not far away.  


