Sunday, December 18, 2022 — Easter Hill United Methodist Church
Fourth Sunday of Advent

Bible Study
“Give You a Sign”

Open with a word of prayer

Gathering Time (5-10 minutes)
In groups of two or three, have participants respond to the question, “What do you really
want this Christmas?”

Isaiah 7:10-16, Context. In the 730s BCE, the Assyrian kings began a campaign of
imperial expansion to the south towards Egypt. They threatened the much smaller
kingdoms of Syria, Ephraim, and Judah. Syria and Ephraim had formed an alliance, but
Judah had not joined them. So Syria and Ephraim began an assault on Judah to force
Judah’s cooperation. For whatever reason, the king of Judah at the time, Ahaz, didn’t
seem interested in what God through Isaiah had to say to him. But God gave him a sign
anyway to proclaim to him that within a few short years, Syria and Ephraim would no
longer be a threat. Ahaz had nothing to do but trust in God’s promise. The sign was this:
a pregnant young woman (probably Isaiah’s wife) would bear a son, who would be called
Immanuel, “God with us.” (Isaiah had another son whose name, Shear-jashub, was
interpreted “A remnant shall return,” suggesting that most of Judah’s enemies would be
crushed.) And by the time this child, Immanuel, was weaned and understood the
difference between right and wrong, Syria and Ephraim would be defeated. Indeed, by
721 BCE, Assyria had conquered the kingdoms of Syria and Ephraim. The words of
Isaiah had come true.

Matthew 1:18-25, Context. Matthew began his gospel with an account of the genealogy
of Jesus, punctuated by the mention of four non-Israelite women who were central to the
unfolding story of God’s people but who didn’t conform to the moral or theological
conventions of the time: Tamar, a Canaanite and the widowed and childless daughter-in-
law of Judah, who through a ruse got Judah to father a child by her (he later pronounced
her “righteous”); Rahab, the harlot of Jericho who saved the Israelite scouts from death at
the hands of their enemies; Ruth, the Moabite woman who seduced the Israelite Boaz
(their son was to be the grandfather of David); and “the wife of Uriah” the Hittite,
Bathsheba (her marriage made her less than Israelite), whom David had raped and whose
husband Uriah had been murdered on David’s order — her son Solomon would carry on
the royal dynasty and covenant with God. With this introduction, Matthew begins the
story of Jesus’ birth with a description of his pregnant, unmarried mother Mary, and
Joseph’s dilemma. “Jesus” was a common name at the time, and is the equivalent of the
Hebrew “Joshua.” (Note: just before he died, Moses had told the people that God would



raise up a prophet like himself to lead them; and it was Joshua that led them into the
Promised Land. Matthew will emphasize throughout his gospel that Jesus is the new
prophet like Moses, leading the people to a new promised land.)

Read Isaiah 7:10-16 and Matthew 1:18-25
What touches your heart, what do you hear in the scripture, what questions do you have,
or what doesn’t make sense to you in the story?

Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with the person or group you are with.
Read Isaiah 7:10-16 and Matthew 1:18-25 again

Some reflection questions — Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with
the person or group you are with.

Matthew 1:18-25
Can you share a story about when life seemed out of your control?

What does Joseph’s attempt to quietly dismiss Mary reveal about Joseph? [ Though he was
righteous (v. 19), he did not do the lawful or “righteous” action, which would have been to
publicly shame her, so that Mary and her family would receive the shame instead of Joseph and
his family. It probably also revealed Joseph’s inability to trust what Mary told him.]

What does Joseph’s response to the angel’s message reveal about Joseph? [He trusted God
(through God’s messenger of the angel) and was willing to take on shame (marrying a woman
carrying another man’s baby). He was willing to be obedient, even at the cost of his reputation. ]
What might Joseph’s actions reveal about the role of trust in the journey of discipleship?
[Discipleship is rooted not in certainty, but in a trust-filled relationship with God. There will be

times of uncertainty, impracticality, and even seemingly foolish action. ]

Isaiah 7:1-16. How does God reassure King Ahaz (king of the much smaller kingdom compared
with Aram and Israel) despite the plans of King Rezin and King Pekah?

Why is King Ahaz’s hesitancy to ask for a sign an indication of lack of trust? (see verse 13]
When do you find it difficult to trust God?

How might this group help you to trust God more?

Closing Reflection Question

How is this scripture calling you to change, to see, to be or what might it be calling you
to do?



Prayer (10 minutes). Share prayer requests and respond appropriately.

Sending Forth (2 minutes). After all, have shared, end by praying the following or a
similar prayer:

Faithful God, you call us not to relationship based on certainty, but to a trust-filled
relationship with you — Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As this Advent turns to Christmas,
may we witness the vulnerability you willingly took on as the infant Jesus to show us the
extent of your love. In our periods of questioning and uncertainty, help us to trust you
more. Amen.

And now we pray The Lord’s Prayer....

Our Father who art in Heaven
hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done,
on earth as it is in Heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us.
Lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom, the power
and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.



