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Today’s readings present us with three – if not four – men, 

examining their faith – or lack of it! 

Firstly we meet Ahaz, king of Judah. (The second book of Kings 

is the place to go for the political history). We are in the late 8th 

century BC, and Judah, as a kingdom, is faced with a problem of 

survival. The king of Israel and the king of Syria have made an 

alliance, and have invaded Judah but failed in their military 

attack to take Jerusalem. Ahaz goes out to inspect the water 

supply to the city – all its water comes from outside the city 

walls through aqueducts – and there he is confronted by Isaiah, 

an advisor he has ignored. Contrary to Isaiah’s advice, he has 

sought an alliance with Assyria. Isaiah tells him that his trust 

should not be in Assyria, but in God. ‘Ask for a sign’ he tells the 

king, but he refuses to ask – not out of piety, which he feigns – 

but out of lack of faith. He does not believe that God will give 

him what he asks – or perhaps he knows that he will be asking for 

the wrong thing. But Isaiah proclaims that in spite of what the 

king says, there will be a sign – a young woman is pregnant and 

when her child is born, a son, he will be called Emmanuel – which 

means ‘God is with us’. And before this child is old enough to take 

solid food, the king’s enemies will have been destroyed – not by 

him but by others. So a son in the line of David will still be on the 

throne of Judah – albeit that, because of Ahaz, Judah will be a 

vassal state of Assyria. If only Ahaz had trusted in the 

faithfulness of God! 

No wonder the Psalmist writes ‘Restore us, O Lord God of hosts, 

show the light of your countenance and we shall be saved’. The 

Psalmist knows that the people have wandered away from God, 

and pleads for a restoration of relationship. ‘You have made us 

the derision of our neighbours and our enemies laugh us to scorn’. 

‘Restore us’. If only their leaders had trusted in God instead of 

turning ploughshares into swords and pruning hooks into spears. 

Psalm 80 is a communal psalm of lament, probably coming out of 

the destruction of the state of Israel. It seems an odd choice 

for this fourth Sunday of Advent, chosen, I suppose because it 

speaks to the OT reading and Ahaz’s fear of the armies which 

surround him. Yet, amongst this lament there is the Advent hope 

and plea – ‘Stir up your might and come to save us’, just as we 

sing ‘O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel’. 

When we sing that, do we even think of ourselves as ‘captive 

Israel’ in need of saving? Do we want ‘God with us’? Really? 



And what does that mean – God with us?  

Firstly, I think it means daily discipleship. If God is with us, we 

need to acknowledge that every day of the week, not just 

Sunday, should be a day of prayer and deed – you show that 

through your enthusiastic support for Cosy Cromarty. So – daily 

discipleship – and then annually – as we work our way through the 

Christian Year, observing its festivals, its commemorations, its 

fasts, so that each day is part of a larger whole. After all, we 

cannot take it all in at once. It is not possible  to embrace the 

whole story of Christian history and faith in all its richness and 

ordinariness in one fell swoop. If we want festival and feast all 

the time we become part of the commercialised consumer society 

which, in two weeks’ time, will be looking for hot cross buns and 

Easter eggs – just a few days after Christmas. If we deny the 

seasons we fail to recognise the joys and sorrows of everyday 

life. 

So daily, annually and then eternally, as we call on God, the God 

of grace and love and mercy – to come! As we wait in joyful hope 

for the coming of our saviour Jesus Christ. 

St Paul has this long term vision. He writes to the group of small 

house churches in Rome, people he has never met, people he does 

not know, people who seem to be deeply divided amongst 

themselves – Jew and Gentile, affluent and impoversihed, 

citizens, slaves – he writes to ‘All God’s beloved in Rome, who are 

CALLED to be saints; grace to you, and peace from God our 

Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’. CALLED to be saints, just as 

he is CALLED to be an apostle, and the Christians in Rome are 

CALLED to belong to Jesus Christ. What does it mean to be 

called? Most people associate that with ordination – called to be 

a minister! But Paul makes it clear that ‘called’ applies to 

everyone who is ‘in Christ’. As a past-tense verb ‘called’ carries 

connotations of fixed and final – something issued and uttered 

(the calling) and something responded to, answered or ignored or 

declined – thanks, but no thanks. But within that calling there is a 

matter of trust – do I believe this call is from God? Do I trust 

God enough to stake my life – my livelihood – my reputation – my 

social position – my family’s future- on answering this call? And 

am I prepared to listen to that call time and time again and seek 

to discern where it might take me next? Do I have the courage 

and the trust to say yes, again and again – or will it be no, or not 

yet, or not again, or not anymore? 



Paul begins his letter to the Romans with a declaration about his 

response to calling and that his claim that his listeners (that’s us) 

are also called is an expression of trust in the God who keeps 

calling until the divine voice is, at long last, deeply heard and 

faithfully obeyed. ‘Is it I Lord? I have heard you calling in the 

night. I will go, Lord, if’ . . . Don’t we love if and but – signs of 

conditional trust. If, But. 

Joseph knew both if and but. If I’m not the father of this child – 

and I know I’m not – who is?’  BUT, I love her and I don’t want to 

make a social disgrace of her. I don’t want to make things harder 

for her. If I pursue her through the courts to get back the 

bride-price she will be totally outcast – BUT if I don’t I will be 

made to look a fool and shamed. What a choice! Having decided 

to do the most generous thing he can think of, he goes to bed – 

and dreams. Like the other Joseph we know about – this one is a 

dreamer – as will later be revealed. The angel, God’s messenger, 

enters his dream – and when he wakes, he trusts – he trusts that 

this dream is a message from God – and the rest, as they say, is 

history. The wonderful thing is that that he not only trusts God’s 

message, he embraces the consequences. He marries Mary, he 

protects her through her pregnancy (you can imagine the village 

gossip when she comes back from her visit the Elizabeth showing 

signs of a baby on the way), he’s there at the birth of the child 

who isn’t his, after another dream he takes them as refugees to 

Egypt (good job the border force wasn’t watching or they might 

have been turned back as illegal immigrants), he protects them 

until it is safe to resettle; all his life has been disrupted, time 

and time again – but he goes on trusting that this is God’s will for 

him – and for them – and job done – he disappears. The decision 

of Joseph to follow his dreams, not his instincts, to put his trust 

in God, changes his life for ever. 

 Matthew’s brief narrative of this upright Jewish man, who is 

prepared to welcome the unexpected and adjust his life to God’s 

revelation stands in dramatic contrast to the Jewish religious 

authorities in Jerusalem, who, when they are unexpectedly 

confronted by wise men from the east asking for the address of 

the new king of the Jews, find the address in the scripture – 

their scriptures – but do not follow the revelation, or the star, 

but leave it lying in the text – which is where we often leave 

divine revelation – in the text. In Matthew’s account of the birth 

of Jesus, the birth itself is almost a sub-paragraph. What 

matters is the story of Joseph, the man who placed his total 



faith and trust in God and did what was asked of him – just as 

Mary did. Perhaps we should pay him a little more attention and 

call him Joseph, patron saint of those who put their trust in God.                       


