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One of life’s great mysteries is how a carefully rolled up cord can become a tangled mess no matter how carefully I try to unroll it.  After I’ve finished vacuuming I will neatly roll the power cord up into a perfect circle and gently hang it on the hook on the back of the vacuum.  A few days later I will pull out the vacuum, take the rolled-up cord off the hook and plug it into the wall.  Since I carefully rolled up the cord, it seems reasonable to expect that the cord will unravel just as neatly.  But it never does.  I may have only moved the vacuum five feet, but when I look back I just know that the cord will be tangled.  
Here’s the biggest lie in advertising – the so-called “kink-free” garden hose.  It does not exist.  More than once in my life I have paid extra money to buy a garden hose that was supposed to be kink-free.  I now know that the checkout people were laughing at me as I left, because they knew another sucker had just been duped.  And I have to confess that I’m a slow learner when it comes to hoses, because every time I unravel my kink-free hose I actually expect that this time it won’t kink.  After all, I rolled it up into a perfect circle; it has to unravel just as cleanly, I assume.  But time after time after time, my kink-free hose tangles and kinks and jumbles and knots.
And so does my life.  And so does yours.  A “tangle,” the dictionary tells us, is “a confused mess.”  That can describe my life from time to time – a confused mess.  And frankly it often seems that the more carefully I try to plan and organize my life, the more tangled it becomes.  Like many of you, I’ve taken the Financial Peace University course we’ve offered here at church taught on video by Dave Ramsey.  It’s a terrific course; everyone should take it.  And after taking the course I very thoughtfully put together a monthly budget and a plan to pay off college bills and a retirement plan.  And for about a week, all my plans worked perfectly.  Then things started to tangle a bit, to get complicated and confused and messy.  After years of nursing our washer and dryer along, the time finally came to replace them.  Our furnace required some repairs we weren’t planning for.  College tuition was raised mid-year by 30%.  We got some unexpected dental and medical bills.  After 24 years in the house, it became clear that we needed a new roof.  And just like that, my kink-free budget was a confused mess. 
Have you noticed that relationships can get pretty tangled?  I was talking with some of our single folks awhile ago, and listening to them reminded me of how confusing and messy the dating world can be.  This person dated that person, but then she broke up with him to go out with him, but then when he started dated her she realized she still cared about him and then … well, then I got lost.  I don’t remember what happened, other than that it was complicated and messy and tangled.
And when you’re single you assume that once you get married your relationships will be untangled, that everything will be simple and smooth, that there will be perfect clarity and perfect harmony.  Which would be true, except for a group of people called “the in-laws.”  I am an in-law; I’ve been one for over 30 years.  I’m one of those people who cause the tangles, who make the mess.  But do you know what?  So are you.  Just by being ourselves, even when we’re on our best behavior, we just can’t seem to help it – we make families messy.
What we need is someone who can untangle things for us, someone who can set us straight.  And for all of us whose lives are a complex mess, whose lives and relationships are knotted and jumbled and tangled, Isaiah has some very good news.  There is someone, Isaiah tells us, who can set us straight, someone who can sort out the confusion.  And lo and behold, he’s just a kid.

The Virgin Will Be With Child
 Even if you’ve never read Isaiah, you will almost surely recognize some of the verses that are our focus this morning, verses from Isaiah 7 and Isaiah 9.  See if something in this text doesn’t sound familiar to you; this is Isaiah 7:13-16:
Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, you house of David!  Is it not enough to try the patience of men?  Will you try the patience of my God also?  Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.  He will eat curds and honey when he knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right.  But before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste.”

“The virgin will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  Every Christmas we hear those words.  They’re on Christmas cards, they’re in our Christmas music, in the Christmas pageant.  Matthew quotes these words in the first chapter of his Gospel, right after he tells us how an angel appeared to Joseph to inform him that the child inside Mary’s womb was conceived by the Holy Spirit.  Matthew then writes this: “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel – which means “God with us.”’” (Matthew 1:22-23)  
According to Matthew, Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of Isaiah’s prediction in the year 735 B.C. that a virgin will give birth to a son who will be known as Immanuel.  Jesus, Matthew explains to us, is the child who will set us straight.  

But if you’re at all curious, you might be wondering, “Is that what Isaiah really meant?  And if it is, how did that prophecy relate at all to what was going on in Isaiah’s day and time?”  So let me give you a little of the background, which I will do my best to simplify.  Because the truth of the matter is that at this particular time in history God’s people were involved in a complicated mess.  Their lives were all tangled up.
You might remember that the nation of Israel was a unified kingdom during the reigns of its first three kings – King Saul, King David, and King Solomon.  During that time God made a promise to King David that David would always have a son on the throne; here’s how that promise reads: “Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.” (2 Samuel 7:16)  God repeated that promise to David’s son Solomon: “As for you, if you walk before me in integrity of heart and uprightness, as David your father did, and do all I command and observe my decrees and laws, I will establish your royal throne over Israel forever, as I promised David your father …” (1 Kings 9:4-5)  And under Solomon’s rule, life in Israel was good.
But then things started to get messy.  After Solomon died in about the year 930 B.C., the nation of Israel split into two – the northern kingdom of Israel, and the southern kingdom of Judah.  And as you might expect, the people of Israel were considerably less powerful and prosperous as a divided nation than when they were united.  So to protect themselves against the stronger nations, Israel and Judah often found it necessary to enter into alliances with some of the surrounding countries.  The major power at that time in history was the nation of Assyria.  For many years the Assyrians left Israel alone, but around 740 B.C. Assyria began to move to the south and to conquer every nation in its path.  When we get to Isaiah 7, we discover that in order to fend off the Assyrians the northern kingdom of Israel and the nearby kingdom of Syria have formed an alliance with each other.  And those two allies want the southern kingdom of Judah, ruled by King Ahaz, to join them in fighting against the Assyrians.  Complicated, isn’t it?  
Ahaz, however, has another idea.  His idea is to essentially give in to the Assyrians, to send them money and gifts and to do whatever he can to get into the Assyrians’ good graces.  This, as you might expect, ticks off the kings of Israel and Syria, who need Ahaz’s help if they’re going to have any chance of fending off the bad guys from Assyria.  So they do the logical thing – they declare war on Judah.  Here’s what those two kings say: “Let us invade Judah; let us tear it apart and divide it among ourselves and make the son of Tabeel king over it.” (Isaiah 7:6)   
And that’s where Isaiah comes into the picture.  Isaiah, you might remember, is related to the kings of Judah.  And Isaiah is aware that the kings of Judah are the ones who are carrying on the promised line of David and the promised line of Solomon.  It is through this line that the Messiah will come, Isaiah knows.  So Isaiah very much wants King Ahaz to do whatever will keep Judah from being destroyed.  And here’s the word that God gives Isaiah to give to Ahaz regarding the threat of the two kings who intend to tear Judah apart: “It will not take place, it will not happen.”  (Isaiah 7:7)  Isaiah relays this message to King Ahaz:  “Don’t worry about the king of Israel or the king of Syria, because very shortly they will be history.  And don’t worry about Assyria.  If you trust me, I will protect you.  But whatever you do, don’t partner with the Assyrians; they’re evil.  Don’t entangle yourself with them. Just trust me and obey me, and all will be well.”
And Ahaz doesn’t believe it.  And we can relate.  Yes, theoretically we know we’re supposed to just trust God, but the truth is we feel better if we’re doing something, even if the better and wiser course of action is to do nothing.  Sometimes life gets hopelessly tangled and knotted and messy, but we still think we can do something to straighten it all out, but all we do is make it worse.  In junior high I was making a clay pot for art class.  When I finished forming the pot, I wasn’t happy with how it looked.  It looked too plain and boring.  So I carved some lines into it, lines I thought would be decorative but ultimately made the pot look worse.  So I thought I would take some clay, roll it into little balls and stick the little balls on the pot, thinking this would spruce up my sad little clay pot.  But when my pot came out of the kiln, it was truly the saddest, ugliest little brown pot you’ve ever seen.  And of course by the time it comes out of the kiln, there are no do-overs.  It’s too late to salvage.  Oh, and of course my Mom thought it was the best pot ever so she kept it in the living room on the shelf so my family and friends could mock me for years.

Ever done that?  Ever made things worse?  Ever tried to untangle a mess only to make it a bigger mess?   That’s what Ahaz is about to do, and God through his spokesperson Isaiah is trying to stop him. So God says to Ahaz, “Tell you what – I’m going to give you a sign to prove to you that you can trust me.”  And that’s how that well-known verse of Isaiah 7:14 begins: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign.”  And what’s the sign going to be?  “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel … But before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste.” (Isaiah 7:14, 16)  
Now we’ve already seen how Matthew applies this sign – Matthew says that Jesus is the fulfillment of this sign.  But though biblical scholars disagree on a lot of things in this passage, here’s one thing they agree on – the child Isaiah refers to here also had to be someone who was born back then.  If this sign was going to mean anything to Ahaz, then the child had to be born while Ahaz still lived.  

So who was this child?  There are two leading candidates that I will tell you about in just a moment.  First, here’s some historical background to help us untangle the confusion.  Isaiah gave this prophecy in the year 735 B.C.  Three years later the kings of Israel and Syria were dead, and thirteen years later – in 722 B.C. – Assyria destroyed Israel and scattered its people.  Now Isaiah’s prophecy said that before the boy knew right from wrong the nations of Israel and Syria would be laid waste.  So the boy referred to in Isaiah 7:14 had to be born not long after the prophecy was made.  
Here are the two main candidates.  One is Hezekiah, the son of Ahaz, who succeeded Ahaz as the king.  Those who favor Hezekiah say that the point of the prophecy was to assure Ahaz that the royal line that began with King David would continue on past Ahaz in the person of his son; the point was to show Ahaz he didn’t need to worry that he would be killed and that the royal line would come to an end.  The second candidate is Isaiah’s second son.  And if you happen to know his name, you definitely get a gold star.  It happens to be the longest name in the Bible – Maher-Shalel-Hash-Baz.  Brenda and I agreed to name our first son Ryan, but if we had had a second son, I wanted to name him Maher-Shalel-Hash-Baz.  Graciously, we only had one son.  And if you read Isaiah 8, which is where we meet this child, you will see why many scholars think this is the child at issue, in particular because of the references in Isaiah 8:8 and 10 to “Immanuel” and “God is with us.”
Quite honestly, this is a very tough passage.  We who are over 2700 years removed from the situation seem to be lacking all the information we need to say with certainty just what Isaiah 7:14 meant for the people of that day.  But we can get the big picture, which is this – we can trust God to untangle our messes.  Ahaz and the people of Judah were in a very tight spot.  They were under attack from Israel and Syria, and the far more powerful nation of Assyria was breathing down their neck.  God told them not to worry; he would protect them.  Ahaz could not fathom how, so he panicked and tried to pay off Assyria.  But somehow God proved true to his word.  Historians tell us that it is miraculous that Judah survived this period in its history.  Even though Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C., Assyria never did capture Judah, even though Judah was the smaller and weaker nation.  We don’t know all the specific details about how God got Judah out of the tangled mess it was in, but we do know that he did, just as he promised he would.  In Judah’s darkest hour and knottiest problem, God was with them.

And some 700-plus years later, God was once again with them, this time in the person of his Son Jesus, born of the virgin Mary.  He came into our world as a child, and he came to set straight we who had made a tangled mess of our lives.  

For To Us A Child Is Born 

And that brings us to a second very familiar passage, this one in Isaiah 9.  Again, while you may never have read Isaiah, there are some words here that are going to ring a bell for you.  I’m going to read verses 1-7; hang in there until verse 6 and you will see what I mean:

Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress.  In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan – The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a light has dawned.  You have enlarged the nation and increased their joy; they rejoice before you as people rejoice at harvest, as men rejoice when dividing the plunder.  For as in the day of Midian’s defeat, you have shattered the yoke that burdens them, the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor.  Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire.

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever.  (Isaiah 9:1-7)
If you’ve ever heard or sung Handel’s “Messiah” you can’t read these words without the music playing in your head.  It is some of the most majestic words ever written sung to some of the most majestic music ever written.  And what makes it all so powerful to us is that we know the Person to whom these words refer.  Do you remember what the Gospel of John says?  After quoting a passage from the book of Isaiah, John wrote, “Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him.” (John 12:41)  In Matthew 4 Mathew tells us that Jesus was the light referred to in Isaiah 9:2, the light that brought hope and life to the people of Galilee.  Back in Isaiah 7 we said that the prophecy about the child referred to both the coming Messiah as well as a young boy who lived at that time.  In Isaiah 9 there is no such dual meaning.  This can only be about the Messiah.  Only the Messiah can be referred to in such grandiose terms.  
So what is the point?  For the people of Judah who were under siege by the Assyrians, and for us today, whose lives can get very tangled up and very messy and very confusing?  The point is this – there is someone who can set us straight.  If we will trust him, if we will allow him, he will bring light to our darkness and order to our confusion.  He will untangle us from our sin and our addictions and our poor choices.  He will rescue us from all that would drag us under.  For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
I was just five years old when I made a very foolish choice; I carry the scars of that choice with me to this day.  Our family was at a cabin in the woods with some friends.  As a family we decided to go for a hike.  I decided to go on ahead of everyone.  I’d like to think I went on ahead because I was adventurous and brave, but the truth is that I was just impatient.  I couldn’t be bothered with staying back with everyone else.  Before long we came to a fence.  I had never seen a fence like this before; I later learned it was called a barbed-wire fence.  At any rate it didn’t look like much of a fence to me; I didn’t see that it offered much of a barrier.  Anyone could see that you could crawl right through this fence.  So I did.  At least part of me did.  But my hand didn’t.  My left hand got caught on the barbwire, and within a couple of seconds I was hopelessly tangled up in a barbwire fence.  

I can no longer recall the details of that afternoon.  I can’t tell you how long I was stuck there.  But here’s what I do remember – my Father untangled me.  I needed someone who was wise enough and strong enough and loving enough to wade into that barbwire fence and set me free, and that was my Father.  When I first got my hand caught I gave it a jerk and made a long and deep tear in the palm of my left hand, so I’m quite sure I got a fair bit of blood on my Dad, who carried me in his arms all the way back to the cabin.  Dad then did what he had learned to do in the Marines when someone had a deep cut – he poured iodine on my bloody hand to keep it from getting an infection.  I then bravely passed out, only to wake up in time for the doctor to sew my hand back together.  And every time I look at or feel the palm of my left hand, I remember two things – I remember how foolish I was to get tangled up in barbwire, and I remember the love of my Father who set me free.
One day, Isaiah told the people of Judah, who were in great distress and in a very huge mess, a child will be born who will set everything straight.  He will be wise, he will be strong, he will be good and he will be loving.  He will bring peace to those who have never known peace in their lives.  And you and I know who Isaiah was talking about – his name is Jesus.  Jesus came to this messed up earth to untangle us.  Of course to do so meant a sacrifice.  It meant that he would wear a crown of thorns jammed into his skull.  It meant nails would be driven into his hands and his feet.  It was bloody and it was brutal, but that’s what it took to untangle us.  
I’ve always thought it was interesting that even in his resurrected body Jesus’ hands are still scarred.  Do you remember when Thomas continued to doubt Jesus’ resurrection that Jesus said to him, “Here Thomas – put your fingers here; see my wounds – touch my scars.”  When I look at the scar in my hand, I think of two things – bad choices, and great love.  And when Jesus looks at the scars in his hands, I imagine he thinks the same thing – bad choices, choices that got us very much tangled up, and great love, his great love for you and me.

So what’s the mess you need help with?  Is there anything you are entangled in that you would like to be rescued from?  To you a child is born, to you a son is given.  He is a Wonderful Counselor.  He is a Mighty God.  He is an Everlasting Father.  He is the Prince of Peace.  He is Immanuel, God with us, forever and always.  Put your tangled life in his hands, and he will gladly set it straight.
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