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 Oh my. I wonder whether anyone followed that Old Testament reading?  
 
 You see, even though, this past week, I studied all the key Hebrew words and read four 
commentaries I still couldn’t follow that scripture reading very well, just now. No wonder. My 
commentaries all noted that this is one of the most obscure passages in the entire Old 
Testament. 
 
 But let me give you the basic background while sparing you the difficult details. A four-
sided war is going on. Jerusalem has been attacked by Aram and Israel. Assyria is waiting in the 
wings to conquer them all. Young King Ahaz of Jerusalem doesn’t know what to do. The prophet 
Isaiah sets up a meeting to help Ahaz decide.  
 
 Trouble is, Ahaz doesn’t really care about God. Still, people expect him to talk to Isaiah, 
so he does. Isaiah asks King Ahaz if he wants a sign. Ahaz says, “not really.” Isaiah promises a 
sign anyway. He says: “The Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with 
child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” 
 
 Oh. But which young woman might that be? The text doesn’t say. And what is so special 
about a young woman getting pregnant, anyway? The text doesn’t say. And since when does 
pregnancy count as a divine sign? The text doesn’t say. Maybe it's the name that’s a sign: 
Immanuel. And what does the Hebrew word used here for “young woman,” “Almah,” actually 
mean, anyway? Biblical scholars argue these and many other finer points. The text isn’t clear. 
 
 But, here is the thing. Whatever the sign means, King Ahaz is supposed to see it “stat,” 
soon enough to be moved to action by it. It is a sign for him and him alone. Immanuel is a baby 
he is supposed to see. Every commentator agrees on that.  
 
 Have I lost you yet? Well, I told you, this is complicated. And it doesn’t get easier when 
you read our New Testament story that quotes this ancient Old Testament passage: Joseph is 
told in a dream, “[Mary] will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet [Isaiah]: 
 
 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
 and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 
 which means, “God with us.” 
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 Very complicated. To make matters worse, Matthew seems to be claiming that Mary 
was a virgin because that is what Isaiah meant to say. The problem, of course, is that it isn’t at 
all clear from Isaiah that King Ahaz’s pregnant woman became pregnant as a virgin. And, Isaiah 
said the sign was for King Ahaz. He didn’t say anything about a sign for people living hundreds 
of years later, in Mary and Joseph’s time.  
 
 So what do we make of the virgin birth? Matthew and Luke say it happened. But they 
also change the language of the Old Testament to suit themselves. What’s more, Matthew and 
Luke play just as footloose and fact free when the say that the Old Testament promises that 
Jesus would be born in Bethlehem, or that wise men would come from the East, or that the 
innocent children of Bethlehem would be slaughtered by King Herod. 
 
 So what do we make of the virgin birth? Well, here’s the thing. Matthew took a second 
look at that strange Old Testament passage, and he reimagined it as good news for his day. 
 
 We’ve all had that “second look,” experience. Say you’ve been invited to a friend’s 
cottage. You arrive at 8 pm. You have to make supper for two families and lots of kids. So, you 
head for the kitchen and start cooking with your friends. Mind you, you took a quick look 
outside, first, and noticed the water, the cedars, the island in the distance. But the stove calls, 
and by the time you’re done, and the kids are in bed, it is dark, and you can’t see anything while 
you’re enjoying a glass of wine. 
 
 The next morning you get up at five thirty. You always get up at five thirty. You can’t 
help it, even on vacation. You make yourself a coffee, slip outside, and take a seat on the dock. 
And then you take a second look at what you barely noticed the night before. The Island has a 
cottage with a slate roof on it. The rising sun has turned the East into a glorious kaleidoscope of 
yellows, oranges and blue. White pines grow above the cedars, along a ridge. You hear a 
susurration and when you look for its source, you see tiny wavelets lapping against a deadhead 
in the reeds. You’ve taken a second look, and your heart swells and you sink a little deeper into 
your Muskoka chair cushions, and you finally breathe. All because of that second look. 
 
 That’s how it was, I think, for Matthew. After Jesus was gone, after the first crazy days of 
the early church, after the church’s surprising expansion across the empire, and after the death 
of the apostles and first believers—years later—needing to write an encouraging word to 
persecuted Christians, Matthew happened to take a second look at the Old Testament. And he 
saw what no one else had ever seen. He read there a story about a nameless young woman 
birthing a child with an odd name, “Immanuel,” which means, “God is with is.”  
 
 But after taking that second look, Matthew makes a lovely imaginative leap that 
reframes the story he wants to tell. He makes Mary that nameless young woman, and Jesus 
Immanuel. It fits. He writes it out, eagerly, with a full heart. You see, Matthew’s account of 
Jesus’ birth isn’t a newspaper story. The Gospel of Matthew isn’t history. The virgin birth is a 
parable about how Matthew sees, with reawakened eyes, how Jesus’ story provided the means 
for desperate people to live in enemy-occupied territory. 
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 Ours are dangerous times too—or at least, uncertain times. So maybe we should take a 
second look, too. At our lives. At our kids. At the political situation. And especially at the Bible 
and Jesus’ story in it. A second look. I know that each one of us has secret burdens, cleverly 
hidden worries, or deeply unsatisfactory relationships. But take that second look, a virgin look, 
just as Matthew did, at Jesus. Spend enough time at it to reimagine everything. Sink into those 
Muskoka chair pillows and breath and think. 
 
 I’m not talking about merely playing mind games with yourself, like the guided imagery 
exercises we do at corporate retreats. Because, you see, for all the imagination and creativity in 
Matthew’s story—there is still, at its root, a wonderful fact of history that surprises us and 
changes everything. Jesus really was born, and Jesus did show and teach us how—both in good 
times partying with sinners and tax collectors, and in bad times facing death and defeat—Jesus 
showed us what is really worth knocking on heaven’s door for, and what is really worth 
suffering loss for.  
 
 I know. This sounds sort of pie-in-the-sky religious. Hokey even. Yet if there was a way 
for me to insist on each of you taking this second look, a way for me to challenge everyone 
here, eyeball to eyeball, to dive into a second look at Jesus, like I might challenge you to take on 
a leadership position here as I catch you leaving church, or stop you in the hallway to ask you to 
help out at “Out of the Cold,”—if I could challenge everyone here, personally, toe to toe to take 
that second look, I would do it. This sermon is not meant to be all sweetness and comfort. I 
think my message is urgent, because we could all benefit from seeing things differently and 
making some changes. Take that second look, now. Choose to live a deeply considered life and 
to reimagine that life as a truly good life. 
 
 What I mean, especially, is that if you really scrutinize Jesus’ life, what you will 
eventually see is that we don’t have to wait until our death beds to realize that it isn’t sex or 
money or power that were the most important things in our lives. No, Jesus’ constant, incessant 
whisper is that our loving relationships with parents and children, friends and colleagues, Syrian 
refugees and fellow citizens—these are things that matter most in the end. We all nod our 
heads when we hear such things, blithely.  
 
 But you don’t believe it if you’re not doing it. Maybe, if we take that second look now 
we won’t have to wait until it is too late, until we’re on our death beds, to realize that the true 
secret to happiness is actually our beloved’s and our neighbours’ good. 
 
 Advent is only just begun, so it may seem a little early to sing of Silent Nights, virgins and 
Holy Infants. But it isn’t too late to spend time some taking a virgin look at Jesus, to benchmark 
our lives. Like Matthew’s use of the story from Isaiah, a second look at Jesus can become a 
courageous and imaginative option for discovering more, and deeper, life.  
 
 So, this Advent, just do it.  
 


