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“Jesus:	Emmanuel”	
December 13, 2020 
Incarnation series – 3rd Sunday of Advent, Livestream 
 

We lift up the name Emmanuel mostly during Advent and Christmas, and I don’t 
hear myself say it a lot after the season is over, yet it’s my favorite name for Jesus. I love 
the ornaments I have that say Emmanuel. I love the songs about Emmanuel, including 
what we’re singing today. I love the thought of Emmanuel – God with us. I appreciate 
the power of breath prayer using Emmanuel as a reminder of God’s presence with us. 

And I appreciate that we take the time in worship to share God moments each 
week because they remind me to look for, recognize, and call out that deep truth of the 
Incarnation – Emmanuel – God is with us. Last week, Vicki Zuker shared a poignant God 
moment. SHOW SLIDE: “The blessing of this painting at the cancer center that reminds 
me of a visualization of sitting on a bench in a garden, and Jesus walks up to me, sits 
down and we chat. This gives me the feeling of having Jesus right by my side during 
chemo treatments.” There it is – Emmanuel – a clear witness.  

I also want to confess that sometimes I’ve made Emmanuel more about God with 
me (and only me!). Maybe you’ve had that struggle, too – that Emmanuel is a gift to me 
and for me – that my relationship with God is all about me – and only about me. 
Sometimes I keep it to myself. I don’t always share as openly and boldly about those 
moments when I feel God’s presence. It’s easy to forget that our mission to make 
disciples is wrapped up in the manger with the Christ-child.  Emmanuel - God with us.  

And as much as I love the promise of Emmanuel, sometimes it’s hard to believe. 
When we go through seasons of struggle, claiming that God is with us can be tough. 
Maybe you’ve asked some questions over the past few months: God, are you really 
here? God, can you fix this? God, make things better! I believe God is working for good – 
not causing the pain and suffering – but continuing to be Emmanuel in this difficult time 
in the world, even when it’s hard to see.   

It doesn’t matter if you spell Emmanuel with an “E” or an “I” – (it’s the difference 
between Greek and Hebrew) – the meaning is powerful. It comes from a prophecy in 
Isaiah – about 730 years before Jesus was born. At that time, there were two kingdoms: 
Israel in the north and Judah in the south. By the time Isaiah came on the scene, the 
kingdoms had been divided for almost 200 years. They shared history, language, 
religion, and culture. Sometimes they were allies, but sometimes they fought each 
other. 

Israel (the northern kingdom) formed an alliance with the kingdom of Aram in 
order to rebel against Assyria – the superpower of the day – but they needed Judah (the 
southern kingdom) to help. King Ahaz of Judah refused to join them, and Israel and 
Aram were planning to attack Judah and get someone of Judah’s throne who would 
cooperate. King Ahaz was concerned, and that’s where the promise of Emmanuel comes 



                                                                                                               
 

2 
 

 

in.   
God promises a sign in the midst of this conflict: a child will be born in the royal 

household. And before the time this child has grown old enough to know right from 
wrong, God will be with them, working in the midst of the problems they’re facing to 
resolve them. So the birth of this child is the assurance of God’s presence - a sign of 
hope for a king and kingdom in crisis. God promises to be with King Ahaz even in the 
most difficult, uncertain, and fearful times. As it happened, Israel and Aram were 
eventually destroyed. 

Today we re-read a few lines in Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth from Joseph’s 
perspective, including a reference to Isaiah 7. Isaiah wrote for the people of his time. For 
early Christians, Isaiah offered a pattern for their own time – and how God works in our 
lives to bring hope. Jesus is a sign and promise of God’s presence. Jesus is God’s full 
revelation. Jesus is Emmanuel – God is with us – in him.   

To know that God experiences our full humanity is a profound and powerful 
thing. It’s not that God just appeared to be human in Jesus. Emmanuel means that Jesus 
is fully human even as he is fully divine. Jesus is the incarnation of God. He is God 
enfleshed – God with skin on. There’s nothing I feel or think that God doesn’t 
understand.   

God, who created all that is, knows what it means to be human. God knows our 
highest joys and our deepest sorrows. God knows our greatest fears and highest hopes. 
God knows our hardest struggles and our blessed victories. God knows me, and God 
knows you. J. Ellsworth Kalas says, “Christmas shows us that no part of life is 
unimportant to God, and that none of it is beyond God’s interest.” 

In Hebrews, we read that Jesus is God’s final word – the radiance of God’s glory 
and the exact representation of God’s being. When we encounter Jesus, we encounter 
God. If we want to know what God is like, we look at Jesus.   

That’s good news, but if we’re honest, sometimes that’s uncomfortable because 
Jesus challenges us to be more: more loving, more merciful, more compassionate, more 
gracious, more willing to engage in the troubles of the world instead of ignore them, 
more ready to celebrate the joy of life with God. Jesus challenges us to be more with 
God’s help. 

I’m realizing as we journey through Advent that I find interesting connections in 
contemporary T.V. Emmanuel reminded me of moments in the series Call the Midwife, 
which chronicles the work of nurses, midwives, and nuns in London’s East End in the 
late 1950s and through the 1960s, especially among the most impoverished in the city. 
There are numerous moments when work and faith collide for the midwives, but the 
words of Sister Monica Joan stuck with me: “The hands of the Almighty are so often to 
be found at the ends of our own arms.”   

It was years ago that I heard a similar truth in a sermon given by a faithful 
member of the first church I served. She said, “God’s love is made visible through the 
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Body of Christ.” She hit the nail on the head when it comes to the meaning of 
Emmanuel. Yes, God is with us, but it’s not enough to say that Jesus is Emmanuel. We 
can’t stop there. We have to go one more step and realize that we are the 
representation of God in Christ in the world.   

I don’t say that as a “Wow!  Look at us!” statement, and I hope you don’t receive 
it that way. If anything, I offer it as a vital reminder of the call to active discipleship. You 
are Christ’s representative in the world. You are an ambassador for the Kingdom of 
God. You are the presence of God for others every day. You are God with skin on. You 
may be the only example of a Christ follower that someone sees or hears or knows 
today, tomorrow, or any other day. That’s how important Emmanuel is.   

In this time since March, some of us have experienced being with a loved one 
who is dying or not being able to be with loved ones in the same way as usual. Visitation 
has been limited. I’ve stood outside of windows offering prayer with families. I’ve 
prayed over the phone more than ever before with people who are ill and can’t have 
more than one visitor. I’ve called hospital chaplains to visit parishioners more than ever. 
Memorial services are different. Grieving feels different. In this season, medical staff 
and caregiving staff have been profound examples of what Emmanuel looks like when 
we need to know that we’re not alone – that we don’t suffer alone.    

It’s a reminder that we’re all in representative ministry. It’s not only pastors or 
leaders or church staff or longtime members or people who have gone to church 
forever. In our everyday work and encounters, we embody God’s love for the world and 
to the world. We are called to put flesh on the love of God every day wherever we are.   

If you picked up a worship resource bag last Sunday, you’ll find an envelope with 
a bright yellow card in it that says, “I miss your smile.” There is someone you know who 
needs you to be Emmanuel for them. We hope you might send that to someone as a 
sign of God’s love, presence, and care. Or send a text, make a call, get in touch. 
Someone needs you.    

Emmanuel means that God knows our full humanity and shows us who God is in 
Jesus. The last part of the promise of Emmanuel is that God is with us always. At the end 
of Matthew’s Gospel, we hear Jesus clearly: “And remember, I am with you always.” At 
the beginning of the Gospel, at the announcement of Jesus’ birth, we hear Emmanuel. 
As he sends his disciples into the world to make disciples, we hear the promise again: I 
am with you always. God with us. That’s a powerful word in this season and in this year 
that has been so different and sometimes difficult.   

But as much as we feel the challenge of this time, we’re not the first people to 
experience difficulties – both personal and communal. That’s not a reason to ignore 
them or downplay them, but it is a reminder that feeling like the world is upside-down 
isn’t new. And yet, the promise of Emmanuel – grounded in God’s deep act of love and 
care – remains. No matter what, we can trust that God is with us. We are not alone. We 
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do not suffer alone or celebrate alone or live this life alone. Emmanuel - God with us - is 
a promise kept.  So I offer you these words as a reminder: 

Even if we cannot gather in person 
Emmanuel, God with us. 
Even if some Christian traditions have had to go 
Emmanuel, God with us. 
Even if we might not get to hug family and friends 
Emmanuel, God with us. 
Even if we cannot sing carols beside each other 
Emmanuel, God with us. 
Even if Christmas cheer is harder this year 
Emmanuel, God with us. 

 
And I invite you to see this video.  SHOW VIDEO: Emmanuel  
You have a photo card that reminds us of the promise.  Put it somewhere you can 

be reminded every day of this incredible promise: God with us.   
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
Let us pray…PRAYERS of the PEOPLE and the LORD’S PRAYER 
 


