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INTRODUCTION 5[

Survivor is a successful reality game show. It just wrapped up another season the past week.
Two teams of about ten contestants each are put in a remote location. One previous episode
was even filmed in China! The players must look for food, water and shelter. They will also
compete for prizes. Even a hamburger and some fries are very appealing rewards! At the end
of each show, the players cast vote to eliminate one participant. The final remaining survivor
will win one million dollars. The game is a snapshot of reality. Sometimes we may feel that
we barely survive daily tasks. There will be unknown challenges too. Besides personal
problems, there are relational, national and even international troubles. The good news is that
God is in full control no matter what we face. Someone said history is His-story. All
dynasties, nations, leaders and even ordinary people are like pieces on God’s chessboard. He
allows events to happen at the right time to accomplish His plans. God often does things in
surprising ways. The Christmas story is a good example. The focal point of Christmas is of
course Jesus Christ. He came into the world as a man. There are many titles for Jesus in the
Bible. The one that we often mention in Christmas is Immanuel. It means “God with us.” Let
us have a short course on the Hebrew language. Just like ancient Chinese, written Hebrew is
read from the right to the left. The word Immanuel (2%1%Y) can be broken down into three
parts. Im (av) means with, Nu (1) stands for us and El (?X) is God. There are two references
of Immanuel in the Bible, one in Isaiah and the other in Matthew. Both prophecies are about
the birth of a baby with that name. There is a common theme in the two accounts: God saves
us in unexpected ways.

EXPLANATION f#
1. Immediate Blessing BIIFHYILTE (Isaiah DIFEGEEE 7:13-17)

The first prophecy about Immanuel is in [saiah 7:13-17. At that time, the message gave
God’s people an immediate blessing. Israel was split into two nations. The northern kingdom
kept the same name Israel, while the southern kingdom was called Judah. Isaiah was a
prophet who served Ahaz, a southern king. This king bowed down to idols and did not
worship Jehovah. God raised up enemies to discipline him. Three foreign countries are
mentioned in this chapter: Israel, Aram (another name is Syria) and Assyria. Israel and Aram
persuaded Judah to form an alliance to fight against Assyria. But Ahaz refused. Therefore,
Israel and Aram attacked Judah. In response, Ahaz brought gifts to Assyria and asked for
help. The Assyrian king thus sent his troop to destroy Aram, and later Israel. Ahaz sought
help from a foreign nation and not from God. God protected His people even though their
king was unfaithful to Him. God assured His rescue with the prophecy of Immanuel. Verse
14 says a virgin will give birth to a son named Immanuel. The word “virgin” means an
unmarried lady. Perhaps this unknown girl would get married and conceive a baby later.
Aram and Israel would be eliminated before Immanuel could eat solid food. That would be



about two years’ time. Things happened just as the prophet said. But Assyria would bring
more problems than blessings to Judah. Isaiah says in verse 17: “The Lord will bring upon
you and upon your people and upon your father’s house such days as have not come since
the day that Ephraim departed from Judah — the king of Assyria!”” Ahaz was looking for
trouble by making friend with Assyria. It is like bringing a tiger into your home to catch
mice. You have to keep feeding the wild animal, or else it will eat you for dinner! This
foreign king would cause the biggest devastation to Judah ever since the kingdom was
separated into two. Ephraim is another way to call the northern kingdom. Notice how Isaiah
phrased it: “The Lord will bring” in the Assyrian king. On the surface, Ahaz paid for an
outside military force. But God was in control behind the scene. He used Assyria to judge the
northern kingdom for idol-worship. Then God used the same enemy to discipline the
southern kings for their lack of faith. But for now, God brought an immediate blessing by
eliminating Aram and Israel. He gave Ahaz another opportunity to return to Him. But Ahaz
hardened his heart. He might give credit to himself for saving his country. The Lord is
gracious to us despite our disobedience. We can easily forget God when everything is going
well. It is when our career is successful, our kids have good grades, the economy is booming,
and when we have a good health, a spacious house and a substantial retirement fund. We
treat God like Santa Claus. We only want His present but we do not want His presence in our
lives. We pray to Him only when we are in troubles. But God is not a roll of duck-tape for a
quick-fix. He is not a consultant we can hire. He is not our last resort in case nothing else
works. He is our Lord, Master and Boss. He will lead us if we follow Him. Through solving
our problems, God proves that He is sovereign and powerful. He will come to us when we
put our faith in Him.

2. Ultimate Blessing fz4%HYL{E (Matthew & XIES 1:18-25)

God assured an immediate blessing through the birth of Immanuel in Isaiah’s time. That
points to God’s ultimate blessing fulfilled 700 years later. Let us read a familiar Christmas
story in Matthew 1:18-25. It took place in the first century. Rome dominated the world. Israel
was reduced to a colonized region. Although there was no war, Jewish people did not have
peace. They suffered from the oppression of the Romans. The Jews hoped that the Messiah
foretold in the Old Testament would come as a warrior to overthrow the Romans. But God’s
plan was to redeem them from sin. He sent His Son, Jesus. He would be born from a young
couple. Joseph and Mary were engaged at that time. In the Jewish world, an engagement was
as serious as a marriage. Suddenly, Mary was pregnant. Verse 18 tells us that it was not the
result of a human process: ...before they came together she was found to be with child from
the Holy Spirit. It was a supernatural conception. Pregnancy before marriage was punishable
by death under the Jewish Law. Joseph thought of dissolving the marriage quietly. But an
angel told Joseph God’s plan in verses 21-23: 21 “She will bear a son, and you shall call his
name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what
the Lord had spoken by the prophet: 23 “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us). Jesus came into Mary’s
body. His name means “the Lord saves.” Jesus will save people from sin. He was the
Immanuel. He fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy and became God’s ultimate blessing to mankind.



The couple did not fully understand the message. But they followed the instruction of the
angel and got married as planned. The Bible says Mary gave birth in the manger of a stable.
We have been fooled by Christmas cards all along. They portray a happy couple with a baby
glowing in the crib. A manger is just a feeding trough for animals. The room could be a cave.
The three people were shivering in a cold, dark night. They were surrounded by noisy and
smelly sheep and cows. The condition symbolizes the sin-infested world. We now enjoy a lot
of modern convenience. Some people seem to have everything, but they are not satisfied.
They contact others by sending messages without making a face-to-face connection. They are
stressed out because they want to beat others in school and at work. They define others by
which school they attend, what are written on business cards and which zip-code they live in.
People feel empty inside, isolated with others and are alienated from God. The world
convinces us to fill that void with results and rewards. Try religion too if those things do not
work. What they truly need is to establish a relationship with God. That is why God did not
send an educator, even though knowledge can enrich our minds. God did not send a role-
model either, although that may inspire us to be better people. God did not send a great
doctor, because that can only extend our earthly life. But God sent His only Son, Jesus. He is
the only way to reconcile with the Father. Since we cannot go to God on our own, God came
to us.

3. Intimate Blessings ¥{ & HI11E

God brought an immediate blessing to the Israelites in Isaiah’s days. He gave us the ultimate
blessing through Jesus. Better still, God promises us some intimate blessings through
Immanuel. Remember Immanuel means “God with us.” God promises us many times in the
Bible that He will be with us. Let us look at some examples. (1) God will whisper to us.
Jesus tells His disciples in John 14:16 “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you
another Helper, to be with you forever.” Jesus told the twelve men that He would be
leaving. He was going to the cross. But they did not know what Jesus meant. They were
confused and anxious. Jesus comforted them by telling them that God would send another
Helper. He was talking about the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit comes into our lives the
moment we receive Jesus. He whispers God’s truth to us. He convicts us when we go astray,
and guides us back when we repent. (2) God will walk before us. Moses encourages Joshua
in Joshua 1:9 “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened,
and do not be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” Joshua
would take over Moses’ role and lead the Israelites into Canaan. It was a daunting task. But
God would be with him. You may be venturing into an unknown territory. It can be a new
job, relocation to a new city, a new relationship or a new school. Do not be afraid because
God will walk before you. You will succeed if you follow Him and obey Him. (3) God will
work in us. Jesus said to the disciples before He went back to heaven in Matthew 28:20
“...And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Jesus asked followers
throughout the ages to share the gospel and help believers become His disciples. Today we
call that “the Great Commission.” Jesus promised to work in us. He is with you when you
testify your faith to relatives, friends, classmates and coworkers. God will give you boldness
to overcome shyness and the wisdom to answer questions. (4) God will also watch over us.




Psalm 23:4 provides comfort to many Christians: Even though I walk through the valley of
the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they
comfort me. God promised to be with us when we face potential danger. Perhaps you are
waiting for the results of a physical check-up, an important exam or an immigration
application. You may worry about the safety of your children living elsewhere. God will
watch over us when we take refuge in Him. He will not make us invincible. But He will give
us peace even when we go through a storm. (5) God will welcome us home when the time
comes. He saves us and He will save us to the end. Revelation 21:3 reads: And I heard a loud
voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell
with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.”
Jesus has prepared an eternal place for His followers. There will be sorrow when we say
goodbye to believers. But there will also be joy. God gives us many intimate blessings by
being with us in all circumstances.

CONCLUSION %6

God saves us in unexpected ways. He used a foreign power to rescue the people of Judah
from its enemies. He also sent Jesus to deliver us from sin. Jesus is our Immanuel. He came
into the world to be with us. He offers us hope even in a hopeless situation. Today, many
people are looking for hope. The recent conflict in Israel has been going on for over a year
now. It is hard for the hostages to be away from their families over the holiday season. A
similar incident happened in the Middle-East in 1979. Fifty-two American workers were
taken as hostages at the U.S. Embassy in Iran. They were held for more than 400 days before
being released. Kathryn Koob was among them. The terrorists allowed those captives to
celebrate Christmas in front of a TV camera. Kathryn sang “Away in A Manger.” The lyrics
of the last stanza brought a lot comfort to the hostages: “Be near me, Lord Jesus. I ask You to
stay close by me forever, and love me I pray.” Kathryn found peace in the presence of the
Lord. She was away from her family, but not from God. She prayed often during that time.
Besides praying for a release, she also remembered those who were less fortunate — those
who suffered from severe illnesses, the homeless and those went to bed hungry. That
reminded her of God’s promise in Romans 8, that no life circumstance or authority can
separate us from the love of God in Jesus. Immanuel came 2,000 years ago to our midst.
Jesus does not promise us a rich life or a long life. But He gives us a new life. He will be
with you if you receive Him into your heart. Pray a simple and sincere prayer: “Lord, I admit
that I am a sinner. I believe that Jesus is the one and only God. He died on the cross for my
sins. By faith, I accept Jesus as my Savior. [ will also commit my life to Jesus. I am willing to
follow Him and obey Him.”
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