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This week we continue our exploration into the 
miracle of Advent.  As you recall there is no Greek 
word for miracle. Rather, the New Testament 
variously uses four words, “power”, “signs”, 
“wonders”, and “works”. In the first of this series 
we explored “power” and discovered that the 
miraculous power of God is rooted in love.  

This week we will deepen our understanding of 
the nature of the miracle of Advent through its 
“signs”.   

Signs are events choreographed by God in such 
a way as to suggest direct, divine action in order to 
elicit belief. The sign is miraculous not in what it 
accomplishes on its own, but in its potential, in the 
possibilities that take your mind in new directions, 
unlike the miracles of power in which the healing 
itself is the cause for joy. 

The miraculous nature of the sign is not so 
much an event against the laws of the universe, but 
its timing and character awakens us to something 
unique happening: a baby in a feed trough is an odd 
occurrence that causes us to take a closer look, 
even though babies are born every day. 

One of the most iconic, reminiscent, and 
enthralling phrases in all the Christmas passages is 
found in our Luke 2:12, “This shall be a sign for you. 
You shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling clothes 
and lying in a manger.”    

The angel tells them something amazing – a 
Savior, the Messiah, the Lord has come into the 
world – but also something strange. The Lord has 
not arrived from on high, in a fiery chariot or 
descending upon a cloud in resplendent glory, but 
humbly, in a barn of sorts. 

The odd character of this sign is what makes it 
so powerfully intriguing, which leads you to hope 
that God is doing something extraordinary through 
the ordinary. 

We don't know what the shepherds were 
hoping for, so we can assume that it was the same 
that we all do – peace, health, love, and prosperity. 
And that hope would be found and fulfilled, not 
through electric light shows, a grand parade, or a 
place of prominence, but in the humblest of 
settings we can imagine. 

But there is more to the power of this sign than 
its odd setting. To this sign of a child Matthew adds 
more information, “Look the virgin shall conceive 
and bear a son, and they shall name him 
Immanuel.” If you were listening closely enough to 
the Isaiah reading you realized that Matthew has 
quoted the prophet. A key aspect of the power of 
the sign of the child are the echoes from God’s 
word long ago. 

Prophecies for the Messiah from the Old 
Testament were based on signs. It was said he 
would be born in Bethlehem, that he would ride a 
donkey, and be of the house of David; all of which 
the New Testament authors carefully documented 
in the life of Jesus. The sign of the infant child was 
of special importance and a recurring theme in the 
Old Testament. 

It is used for Hannah to show her the Lord 
listens to our prayers. The Lord brought Hannah 
Samuel, whom she dedicated to the Lord. The sign 
of a child is used in Genesis for Abraham and Sarah 
to prove God is faithful to the covenant he made. It 
was through the birth of Isaac that God’s plan of 
salvation continued. 

And Matthew and Luke looked back and saw 
how God had put in Isaiah’s prophecies a promise 
of a child that would heal the world. It would not be 
just any child, but a child born to a virgin. A 
miraculous birth for a very special calling. 

Frequently, New Testament authors will 
compare Jesus to Old Testament figures in order to 
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connect him to God’s whole history of salvation, 
while at the same time demonstrating his 
superiority to them. The whole of Hebrews 
employs this method, called typology, to prove its 
point. Jesus is likened to King David, Moses, and 
Adam but in each case demonstrated to be 
grander.  

Thus, the Bible both shows us that God is the 
same today as yesterday, and as he will be in the 
future. Whereas Jesus’ incarnation is unique, it is 
also consistent with God’s actions in the past. This 
is great news for us, because it means we, too, can 
read the signs of the times. 

If we know God’s way from times of Old, we can 
find God right here and now. The miracle of Advent 
shows us that God continually speaks to us through 
signs ever present in our lives. 

And, yet, you may feel like our world is flat, 
lacking the deeper dimensions of Godly imprints on 
all things. Perhaps you wonder why God does not 
give signs like those you read in the Bible. When 
was the last time a star guided you anywhere? But 
don't feel bad. If you feel as if God’s signs and 
actions have been mute lately, you’re not unlike 
those in the Bible. During various times in Israel’s 
history they would yearn for those days of old when 
God did great things. 

But once we realize God is the same today as 
yesterday, you will know that God constantly 
reaches out to speak to us, giving us signs through 
the everyday. 

But to read the signs requires looking at reality 
from a different angle. Most of us look at the world 
in straight lines and squared off corners. We see a 
flower and think, “that’s pretty”, or we hear a 
melodic tune and we think to ourselves “that’s 
beautiful”. 

But the artist, musician, or poet are creating 
something of profound significance. Something 
much more than delighting our senses for a 
moment or two. They are revealing the next layer 
of truth underneath the surface of things.  

They are showing us the signs of God. That 
place where God puts signs and imprints of the 
divine for those with eyes to see and ears to hear.  

Art is an intentional effort to open up the 
mystery of a deeper reality in the world around us. 
Artists of all types have made it their life’s passion 
to reveal reality’s curves to those of us too dull to 
see it here it or taste it on our own. Starry Night by 
Van Gogh literally curves reality to open the 
mystery, wonder, and power of the heavens. With 
its swirls, rough brush strokes, and contrasting 
colors it pulls you in, allowing you to see something 
more. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, one of the great poets 
of the Victorian era wrote, “The world is charged 
with the grandeur of God.” Hopkins is not simply 
suggesting that we can infer God’s presence 
through creation, but that God infused the divine 
glory into it. 

This means that reality functions on multiple 
levels. The first level is the fact of the event itself. 
When a green bud emerges on a barren tree, we 
know that tree is beginning its growth for the 
spring. But, since God is present in reality, it 
becomes a sign of God’s power to bring forth life 
from death. 

In John’s gospel, Jesus’ healing miracles are 
seen as signs of the very glory of God. On the 
surface it is an act of compassion and care, but in 
the curved view of reality it is known as the 
presence of God. When Jesus heals it is not only 
physical relief they experience, they walk and leap 
and praise God. God’s glory is reveled through 
healings.   

Matthew and Luke have exhibited an 
extraordinary openness to viewing the world 
through this lens. By allowing themselves to be 
infused with God’s presence, they have opened a 
deeper level of reality for all of us and pointed us to 
the very intentions of God for humankind. This child 
to be born is man – born in an ordinary town, to 
ordinary parents. 
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In my own life God has blessed me with neon 
signs to knock me over the head when doubt and 
confusion assailed me. I remember one December 
we had a woman in need come to the church. It was 
her electric bill she wanted paid - $98. She was 
behind on her gas as well, but being cold was not 
the problem; without electricity there would be no 
Christmas lights. That was the one vestige of 
Christmas they could hold on to, since the 
children’s father spent all their money on gambling 
and then left them. 

Unfortunately, the church had spent all our 
money helping others that year. There would be no 
lights for her babies. As she walked out I said, “If 
anything comes up, I will call you.” 

I didn't believe anything would, but I guess it 
helped cover the silence. I slumped in my chair, 
morose and dejected. I wondered how, at 
especially this time of year, the world could be so 
cruel. 

Soon after she left the phone rang. A 
parishioner wanted to come by and talk. Glad for 
the distraction, I said it was a good time. A few 
minutes later he showed, grasped my hand 
enthusiastically and said, “I just wanted to know if 
anyone you know needs any help.” Then he turned 
around and left before I could say more. 

As I brought my hand away I realized there was 
something in it, a Benjamin, a $100 bill and those 
children got their lights. Some might say it was 
coincidence. But you and I know better. It was a 
sign. A sign of the glory of God. Amen. 

 


