O Come, O Come, Emmanuel

Introduction:

For this Christmas season I’m speaking from some of our favourite Christmas carols because there’s a lot of meat in them. Last week we looked at Joy to the World. This week we’re going back even further – all the way to the 12th century, or earlier – to look at “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.”
It was called “Veni Emmanuel” in Latin, and actually it was a Latin chant, from sometime between the 9th and 12th centuries. There were seven verses in the original. It was used in special services every evening for the seven days leading up to December 24. One verse per evening was sung.

In each verse, there is a revelation of what the Messiah has come to do. So each verse represents a biblical attribute and if you think about it, back in the Dark Ages, it was pretty helpful to have a primer that each verse says, "This is who Jesus is," because the people didn’t have ready access to the Scriptures. This was before the time of the printing press. I’m not going to use all seven verses, but we’re going to look at Four Pictures of the Messiah found in this song. I’m doing this so that we can apply the truths learned here to our lives this Christmas. God revealed Himself to us in specific ways for a reason. Let’s begin.
1. Emmanuel
This first title comes from Isaiah 7:14, where Isaiah prophesies: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” The name Immanuel means simply “God With Us.” Matthew quotes this verse in reference to Jesus in Matthew 1:23.

This verse is pregnant with meaning. When we stop to consider the history of the nation of Israel; the promises of God; and the ongoing relationship between God and the human race, we can start to grasp how important was the coming of Jesus.

The Jewish nation at this writing was long past the glory days of King David. The nation was divided. They had been relegated to being a servant state to the powerful nation of Assyria. The King who now sat on the throne was not a follower of God. He went so far as to sacrifice some of his own children to pagan gods. So the promises for Israel seemed so very far from reality.
Looking back in history we see that miracles had taken place in the very formation of the nation of Israel. Abraham and Sarah had a child though it was a physical impossibility. God used Moses to deliver Israel from the hand of the Egyptian Pharaoh through a whole string of miracles. As the nation was being built, God repeatedly delivered them from enemies with stronger weapons and bigger armies. He gave them prophets when they strayed, He gave His Word to remind them to turn back to Him. He responded when they came to Him in repentance.
In spite of all of that, they had fallen away from a relationship with God. They chose instead to worship idols made of wood and stone, and to rely on themselves rather than God. But here Isaiah says that one would come and His name would be called “Immanuel,” God with us.

When nothing else would do, God sent His Son. It’s actually a stunning thought – God in the flesh, what theologians call the incarnation. There was no other way - so God became one of us. On that first Christmas day, wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger, was the One who spoke the universe into being and set the planet spinning on its axis, now laying in a manger of straw surrounded by animals.

Many years ago I read a book by R. Scott Richards called “Myths the World Taught Me.” I often think back on some of the things he wrote. About Christmas he said, “The most outstanding personality ever to grace our planet with His presence, the fullness of God dwelling in human flesh, was born in a musty, stinky, insect-ridden, Middle-Eastern cow stall. His first cradle was no less than a carved out limestone feeding trough. Hardly accommodations fit for a king.”
Charles Colson writes about his feelings when he first realized the implications of the truth that Jesus Christ was God in the flesh: “Once faced with the staggering proposition that He is God, I was cornered, all avenues of retreat blocked, no falling back to that comfortable middle ground about Jesus being a great moral teacher. For what He taught includes the assertion that He is indeed God. And if He is not, that one statement alone would have to qualify as the most monstrous lie of all time – stripping Him at once of any possible moral platform.”       
As remarkable as it sounds, God became one of us: Jesus Christ is God and man. Emmanuel, God with us.

2.
Rod of Jesse

Here we find another reference to a prophecy from Isaiah. It’s recorded in Isaiah 11:1-2, “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of might, the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the LORD.”
This is one of the great prophecies of the Old Testament. Jesse was the father of David whose line of kingly heirs would be cut off by virtue of their sins. Yet God had also promised David that his seed would, indeed, establish his throne forever. 

So, somehow, there must arise a "rod" (literally, "shoot") out of the "stem" (literally, "dead stump") of Jesse's family tree, emerging as a live "Branch" from the roots of this tree. Out of a nation that had fallen into idolatry; out of a kingly line that had fallen into disobedience and betrayal, God promised hope. This would eventually be fulfilled in Christ's virgin birth, with the legal right to David's throne transmitted through Joseph (see the genealogy in Matthew 1:6-16), but the natural birth from Mary, a descendant of Jesse and David via Nathan, another of David's sons (see Luke 3). 

When the nation of Israel faced the Philistines, an enemy that was advanced in weapons and intimidating in its size, God called David and set him on the throne. He defeated all of Israel’s enemies and enlarged their territories. When the enemies of God once again seemed too powerful to overcome, God sent forth His Son – a new branch out of that dead stump. He came to bring life from the death of sin and to bring victory over the grave. He said “because I live you also will live” (John 14:19). 
This is all about hope… hope that dares to look to the future when everything looks hopeless. In all of our lives there are days that feel like they will never end: days of hardship and fear, the sickness that won’t go away, the trial that shakes us to our very core. There are seasons in our lives when it feels as though the passing of time only brings more difficulty. It is in those times we ought to look at this truth. When things seemed hopeless; when the kingly line of David was nothing but a dead stump and all of the memories had faded of the glory days, a “shoot” began to grow out of that seemingly lifeless root. Hope lives! Jesus is coming! 

Anne Lamott says “Hope begins in the dark, the stubborn hope that if you just show up and try to do the right thing, the dawn will come.” This leads us to the next picture of Messiah.  
Day-Spring

"Through the tender mercy of our God; whereby the dayspring from on high has visited us." (Luke 1:78) This title for Jesus comes to us in the middle of the song of Zechariah, recorded in Luke. It’s the only place in the Bible where this rendering of the word is used. Zechariah was the father of John the Baptist, and he was a temple priest in Jerusalem. As the angel was telling him what was happening, he was filled with the Holy Spirit and began to prophesy.

In that same prophecy, Zachariah also called that coming one "the Highest" and "the Lord" who would "give knowledge of salvation unto his people by the remission of their sins" (vv. 76-77). Just six months later, Jesus was born.

The Greek word here translated "dayspring" is so translated only this one time. It refers to the metaphorical spring from which the sun comes each day, and so is usually translated simply as "the east." It is interesting that it is used three times in connection with the story of the wise men "from the east" who saw "his star in the east" and then, when they reached Bethlehem once again, "the star, which they saw in the east," led them to the one who was Himself "the dayspring".

There is one other sunrise appropriately spoken of here. Many years later the women who had tearfully watched the Lord being crucified and buried, came to His sepulcher to anoint Him with sweet spices "at the rising of the sun" (Mark 16:2) immediately after He had risen from the dead. Here a closely related word is the word translated "rising."

There is another great sunrise coming, as promised in the last chapter of the Old Testament. "But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with healing in his wings" (Malachi 4:2). He who is Himself "the light of the world" (John 8:12) will someday even replace the sun in the new Jerusalem. There will never be another sunrise after that, for “There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light.” (Revelation 22:5). 
Right now, into the darkness of my life and your life, if you invite Him, Jesus will come and disperse the shadows and push the darkness out. He is the Dayspring from on high. C.S. Lewis writes so eloquently about this. He spent most of his life as an avowed atheist, debating men like J.R.R. Tolkien until one day, as he said, he had to acknowledge the truth to which he’d been dragged kicking and screaming. He wrote, “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”
That’s how Jesus comes to us - as the sunrise. He shines His light of truth on everything in our lives. 
The last description we’ll look at today is one that many are not familiar with.

Key of David

The phrase "key of David" only appears once in the scriptures: “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” (Revelation 3:7, NIV) 

The speaker is the resurrected Jesus, whom John sees in a vision, and the message is to the church at Philadelphia. The one who is "holy and true" is, of course, Jesus, who "holds the key of David". 

It’s interesting terminology. I carry a whole bunch of keys with me because I have to open a lot of locked doors. I have car keys, office keys, house keys and quite a few keys with no purpose that I can remember. Jesus, as He writes to the church in Philadelphia, and through time, to us, says that He holds the keys, and His keys are exclusive. No-one else can use them.
When He opens a door, no-one else can shut it, and when He locks a door, no-one can open it. I think this is a metaphor for a lot of things in our lives. As we’ve looked at the person of Jesus Christ over the past couple of weeks we see that He is incomparable. There is no-one else in all of history who is like Him. He is both God and man. He is the Light of the world; He is the True Vine; and the Way, the Truth and the Life. He is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the End. He is the Word that was made flesh and dwelt among us. He is the Resurrection and the Life. He is omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent God. He is all-powerful, all-knowing and everywhere present.
What does this mean for us? The One who came that first Christmas day has the answers that you are looking for. He sees the end from the beginning. He made you. He loves you. He has a plan for you. He came to point the way to eternal life for you and then He gave His life so that you could take hold of that eternal life. 

He alone has the keys to unlock your potential. He has the keys to your preferred future, the life for which you were made. I find myself referring often to this verse in my prayers. I pray that God would open doors where He wants me to go, and slam them shut when I’m about to walk through the wrong one. I pray the same thing for my family, and for you who are a part of this church. I pray that God would help me yield to His wisdom.

Conclusion:
All of these titles are just interesting bits of information unless we actually apply them to our lives. We can choose to allow Christ to be all of these things to us this Christmas. He is Emmanuel – God with you. Will you acknowledge that? He is the Rod of Jesse – new hope when it seems hopeless. He is the Dayspring, like the dawn of a brand new day. He is the Key of David, who unlocks the door that only He can open. Will you let Him be God to you this Christmas?   
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