“Taking a Leap of Faith”

Isaiah 7:10-16 Matthew 1:18-25
“If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all.” In the verse preceding our Old Testament reading, these are the words of the prophet Isaiah spoken to King Ahaz of Judea. In the year 733 BCE, the army of northern Israel and the army of Aram were surrounding the city of Jerusalem. Assyria was the rising star of military dominance, and she was gathering her strength and moving out for conquest.
But the northern kingdom of Israel refused to submit to the Assyrian empire. Israel made an alliance with the neighboring nation of Aram, and these two nations were trying to force Judea, the southern kingdom, to join them in their resistance. The armies of Aram and northern Israel quickly swept over the Judean countryside, but their efforts stalled at the gates of the Judean capital city of Jerusalem. So, northern Israel and Aram surrounded the city of Jerusalem and attempted to starve the people and King Ahaz into submission. Basically, they were saying to King Ahaz, “Join our alliance or else!”

Now, it would appear that King Ahaz was between a rock and a hard place. He could join the alliance and hope that the combined armies of the three nations could ward off the invincible Assyrian war machine, or he could surrender everything to Assyria and appeal to the emperor for protection from northern Israel and Aram. But even if Assyria did come to Jerusalem’s aid, King Ahaz would be reduced to a puppet of the Assyrian empire.

But the prophet Isaiah comes to King Ahaz with a third alternative. Isaiah points out that instead of relying upon the alliance or relying upon the Assyrian empire, Judea could rely upon her God to fight their battles for them. In fact, Isaiah comes to Ahaz delivering a message directly from the mouth of God. The Lord says to Ahaz, “Take heed, be quiet, do not fear, and do not let your heart be faint because of these two smoldering stumps. [They may think that they will conquer Jerusalem, but] it shall not come to pass.” And then God goes one step further. Isaiah tells King Ahaz that God wants to give the king a sign. God wants to give Ahaz a sign of assurance that all that God has promised will come to pass. All Ahaz has to do is ask for the sign. But how does Ahaz respond? Does he ask for a sign? No, instead, Ahaz curtly responds, “I will not ask (for a sign), and I will not put the Lord to the test.”

Now under different circumstances, this might be a very appropriate answer. When Jesus was in the desert, Satan tempted Jesus by asking for a sign that Jesus was the son of God. Now, in Satan’s manipulative request for a sign, Jesus gave the appropriate response according to the law, “[You shall not] put the Lord your God to the test.” 
But Ahaz was in an entirely different set of circumstances. Ahaz was frightened. He was scared. And even in the midst of a crowded city surrounded by two armies, Ahaz felt desperately, hopelessly alone. God recognizes Ahaz’s need to know that God was present in his life. In the midst of Ahaz’s fear, in the midst of his panic, God comes to Ahaz and says, “Don’t be afraid. It’s all right. I’ll protect you and give you confidence that I am with you. I invite you to ask for a sign.”

Now, how would you like to get a message like that in a time of crisis? Wouldn’t you rejoice at the good news that God was with you? Wouldn’t you expect Ahaz to rejoice? But that’s not what Ahaz does. Instead, Ahaz very self-righteously proclaims: “I will not ask [for a sign,] and I will not put the Lord to the test.” 
Why didn’t he rejoice? Why didn’t he say, “Yes, yes Lord. Show me a sign!”? Why would Ahaz not want the assurance that God was with him? 
Well, I think that there are times in all of our lives when we would just as soon not receive an absolute sign that God is with us. There are times and situations in life when, quite frankly, it is rather uncomfortable to know that God is with us. 
I have found this to be true in my own life. Quite often, when I become concretely aware that God is with me, that is usually when God asks me to change something about my life, to give up something I think I can’t live without, or God asks me to try something that seems dangerous, risky, or foolish. You see, when we are absolutely sure that God is present in our lives, that’s usually when we feel led to take a leap of faith.
Perhaps Ahaz took another look at the two armies surrounding his city. Perhaps Ahaz reassessed the dwindling supply of water and food within the town’s walls. God says to Ahaz, “Trust me. I will protect you. Don’t give in to the alliance or to Assyria. Ahaz, take a leap of faith.” But Ahaz dodges the offer of a sign. Ahaz hides behind a pretense of righteousness and proclaims, “I will not ask for a sign.”

But let’s be fair to Ahaz, and let’s be honest about our own faith. It’s difficult to trust in God’s unseen protection when you are surrounded by two armies. Ahaz does not want the assurance of God’s presence, because he knows that God’s bound to ask him to do something risky.

There have been times in my life when I have run as hard as I could to get away from God’s presence. In fact, there were several years when I ran from the presence of God. Right out of college, I felt a call to the ministry. But that was a leap of faith I wasn’t ready to take. You see, I knew the stories of scripture. I knew how some people in Israel treated the men and women who challenged their attitudes, who challenged their prejudices, who challenged their time-honored understandings of morality. And I knew what people did to Jesus when he called them to repent. And it scared me, and sometimes it still does.
The life of a minister didn’t look very appealing to me right out of college. It seemed kind of risky, to say the least. So, I ran from the presence of God. I took control of my life, and I refused to ask for a sign for seven years. It seemed safer and appeared to be a more practical way of life.

You see, when we receive a sign that God is with us, that God wants to protect us, that God wants to lead us, well, sooner or later, we know that God is going to ask us to trust that sign. When confronted by a concrete sign of God’s presence, we are confronted with God’s prompting to surrender control of our lives to God. And that is a leap of faith that we are often reluctant to take. 
Let me give you some examples of surrendering control. In the presence of God, I am compelled to give up control over my money. I can no longer control where, when, or if I give my money away. I can no longer control how I spend my money. And I can no longer be the one in control of my endless thirst for more and more money. When I receive a sign that God is with me, I also receive the call to turn that control over to God.
Here is another example. Faced with a concrete sign of God’s presence, I can no longer control my self-worth by comparing myself to other people. We all do this you know. We compare ourselves to other people, and then we criticize and tear them down. The knowledge of all their short-comings helps us feel better about who we are. But when we receive a sign that God is with us, we feel led to give up this method of controlling our self-image. We take a leap of faith and trust that our self-image lies in the knowledge of being a child of God, created in the image of God, which means we are special, but so is everyone else.
Faced with a concrete sign of the presence of God, we’ll have to give up all our racial hatreds. Faced with a concrete sign of the presence of God, we’ll have to give up all our gender biases. Faced with a concrete sign of the presence of God, we’ll have to give up all our snobbish disdain for those less educated and uncultured. 
You see, being in the presence of God is serious stuff! If we receive a sign that God is with us, then we might actually feel compelled to love our enemies. We might even feel led to pray for those who persecute us. We might begin to suspect that those who are first in this world will be last in the kingdom of God. When we face a concrete sign that God is with us, it becomes hard to avoid God’s call to take a leap of faith.

I wish Ahaz had listened to the words of God. I wish he had paid attention to the words with which I began this sermon. “If you do not stand firm in faith, you will not stand at all.” Rather than relying upon Isaiah’s message that God would protect Judea, Ahaz tries to control the situation. Ahaz attempted to deal with his problem from the human perspective of practicality. The king cuts a deal with the empire of Assyria. Ahaz surrendered a king’s ransom to the Assyrian emperor. Ahaz submits to the worship of Assyrian gods, and, in accordance with the deal, Ahaz brings Assyrian idols into the temple of Jerusalem. In exchange for worldly protection, Ahaz sells his soul and the soul of Judea. And the continual downward spiral proceeds, eventually leading the Jewish nation into exile. “Stand firm in faith, or you will not stand at all.”

In this season of Advent, in expectation and preparation for the coming of our Messiah, I invite you humbly and sincerely to ask for a sign of God’s presence. If you righteously ask for a sign, God will show you the ultimate sign of God’s presence: a vulnerable baby lying in a manger, born of the virgin. And that child’s nickname is Emmanuel. Emmanuel means “God with us.” Don’t be afraid of those leaps of faith that will come along with this sign. “God with us” will be there to uphold you, to protect you, and to lead you into an abundantly meaningful and everlasting life.

Let us Pray:

All-powerful and ever-present God, we thank you that you are indeed “with us,” guiding us, leading us, and protecting us. Help us to take those leaps of faith...those leaps toward the abundant life of your Kingdom. Amen.

David A. Cagle
December 13, 2020
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