
O Come, Immanuel 
Isaiah 7:14, Luke 2:1-21 

Christmas Eve 
December 24, 2022 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

For our meditation, consider the word of the Lord through the 
prophet Isaiah, “The Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name 
Immanuel.” 
 
And again, this Word fulfilled, not only as mentioned in 
Matthew, but also in Luke’s gospel, “And while they were 
there, the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to 
her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid 
him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the 
inn.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Our society’s preparation for this holy night is somewhat 

schizophrenic: on the one hand, strong forces claim the very 

word and greeting regarding Christmas is now ‘taboo’ and 

cannot be spoken or wished toward anyone; on the other 

hand, those same forces follow the very same habits of 

seasonal purchasing, family gathering, and gift giving… and all 

those habits amazingly seem to coincidentally crescendo and 

culminate with December 25th.    
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 The society’s self-delusions need not be shared by the 

faithful. The Church’s age-old traditions have, for generations, 

focused the faithful’s annual preparations to hear the good 

news of the Savior’s historic birth. And, by re-learning those 

age-old traditions, we are reacquainted with a much more 

doctrinal, less secularly enthusiastic, appreciation of this holy 

night.  

 A majority of us were able to join the Advent 

Wednesdays and learn of the Great “O” Antiphons the Church 

has used for 1500 years to prepare for the annual observance 

of this holy night. But, for the number of us who weren’t, let’s 

consider this very brief overview: The Great “O” Antiphons are 

seven in number. The first two  - O Wisdom and O Adonai – 

remind us that He who is born into the world is the Creator of 

the World and the Owner of its good order and law. The second 

two – O Root of Jesse and O Key of David – remind us that He 

who was born into the world is the embodiment of the Gospel: 

He is God’s crucified ensign that life has sprung from death, 

and He is the Steward of the Keys to unlock the Kingdom’s 

treasures of forgiveness for His people. Last week, antiphons 

five and six – Dayspring and King of Nations - reminded us that 

the one who was born into the world as embodiment of Holy 
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Law and bless-ed Gospel is the One who will one day bring 

everlasting glory to His Church.  

 These six antiphons prepare us for the final, which is 

historically meditated upon on December 23rd because – in the 

Bible’s timeline of one day – there is evening, then there is 

morning… so that the evening of December 24th is not the 

evening before Christmas, but the evening of Christmas. So, if 

tonight is the night of Christmas and not “twas the night before 

Christmas” (a very western understanding of one day), then 

December 23rd is the date in years to come in which your 

family’s use of these O Antiphons will conclude – that final 

evening before Christmas – with this final and most well-known 

antiphon: “O Emmanuel, our king and our Lord, the anointed 

for the nations and their Savior, Come and save us, O Lord our 

God.” 

 Certainly, we know the title well. From childhood, we’ve 

learned this title in the Advent and Christmas season. But, the 

antiphon and all the antiphons before it beckon us to meditate 

upon the title more deeply.  

 First, we ought consider one more time that all of the 

titles of these antiphons are uniquely owned by, spoken of, and 

appropriate to the second person of the Trinity. And, if that’s 
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true of all the titles, then it is also true of this title “Emmanuel.” 

In other words, Immanuel – “God with us” – cannot and must 

not be generically applied to God’s omnipresence. In the 

incarnation and conception of the Christ, the great mystery of 

“God with us” became uniquely true; and on the night He was 

born into the world, that same great mystery of “God with us” 

became uniquely visible to human history. Never before had it 

been true and never again will it not be true.  

 Indeed, never before had God been “with us” in the 

incarnate sense demanded by this title. Not walking with Adam 

in the garden, not in Noah’s ark, nor in visiting Abraham, nor on 

Sinai’s heights; not in the pillar of cloud by day, nor the pillar of 

fire by night; not even sitting atop the ark of the covenant in 

the tabernacle and, later, in Jerusalem’s temple. Most 

definitely He had been there, with and for his people, but not 

in the wondrous mystery that is God incarnate, God with us. 

 And, just as never before had God been “with us” in 

such manner, so also never again will our Lord and Savior not 

be “with us” in like manner. The Son of God did not merely 

wrap himself in human likeness for a time, nor did he only take 

on humanity for a season so as to shed it again when His salvific 

mission was complete. No, the Son of God became man, so that 



  5 

                                                                   5 

the virgin gave birth not only to a child, but to God. She held in 

her arms not merely an infant, but God Most High.  

Another way to say this: when St. Matthew records that 

Immanuel means “God with us”, he is writing to fellow Jews 

who likely would not have needed such translation from the 

Hebrew (though, having been so Hellenized over the centuries, 

they too may have benefited from the translation). But, we can 

consider that either Matthew included the translation for the 

sake of us gentile generations who would also read and hear 

and ponder this mystery, or he simply wanted to translate it to 

write down and reinforce and not so quickly move past the 

magnificent title’s breathtaking meaning: “God with us.” 

 As breathtaking as it rightly is – so that the twinkling 

lights and holly, jolly merriment of our society’s shallow 

festivities suddenly seem dim and trite – it is not only 

breathtaking for its wondrous mystery, but for the need of such 

a divine measure. We meditated upon this briefly on Sunday, 

but it’s so remarkable that one seasonal sermon cannot do it 

justice. 

 We ought never allow ourselves to believe that God 

embellished the plan of salvation to far outweigh the need – 

like some distress call for a cat stuck in a tree, answered by 
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firetruck, ambulance, and police car. No, the Lord took 

mysteriously divine action because mysteriously divine action 

was needed…was the only thing that could save us from the 

condemnation of the Fall.  

 Consider it this way: Those of you who have been able 

to meditate on the previous six antiphons know that each 

antiphon ends with the plea of God’s people for help and 

rescue. Listen to each of these endings again: 

• Come and teach us the way of prudence. 

• Come with an outstretched arm and redeem us. 

• Come quickly to deliver us. 

• Come and rescue the prisoners who are in darkness and 

the shadow of death. 

• Come and enlighten those who sit in darkness and in the 

shadow of death. 

• Come and save us all, whom You formed out of clay. 

 

Notice, none of these antiphonal conclusions specifically 

mention who must do the rescuing, who must do the saving. 

But then, in the final antiphon, we hear these words, “Come 

and save us, O Lord our God.” 
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No one short of the Lord our God would do. Our sin was 

too great; our situation was too desperate; our damnation was 

too certain. No one could change the weight of the scales of 

divine justice… no one but God himself, for He Himself owns 

them. But, he could not change them simply by recalibrating 

divine justice; such would not be holy. He could not simply 

remove from the weight of holiness, but needed to honor that 

weight while balancing it, answering it, satisfying it with the 

weight of divine grace… laying Himself in the manger. 

 In fact, isn’t that exactly the key to appreciating all of 

the previous antiphons? – that they all find their true and 

complete definition in this plea for “Emmanuel”: Who is the 

Creator and Wisdom itself? Who is the Adonai who gave the 

Law to Moses? Who is the Root of Jesse whose ensign of a 

cross stands before all peoples? Who is the Key of David and 

binder and looser of sins? Who is the Dayspring who gives rise 

to the eternal dawn? Who is the King of the nations who will 

establish an eternal citizenship for those whom He once 

formed out of the clay? Who is it? – it’s this child: “What child 

is this who laid to rest on Mary’s lap is sleeping, whom angels 

greet with anthems sweet while shepherds watch are keeping? 
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This, this is Christ” the King… the King of Nations, Dayspring, 

Key of David, Root of Jesse, Adonai, and Wisdom.  

 Our salvation all comes down to this child… this child 

wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in the manger. He is God 

Most High. He is – as the final antiphon says it – “our king and 

our Lord, the anointed for the nations and their Savior.” He is 

“God with us.” This final title gives more than hope to all the 

previous; it gives certainty. This is our God, in the flesh. He has 

not forgotten His promises of Old, but has kept them with 

perfect precision, and – breaking into and forever including 

himself in human history (not as a God above and beyond and 

unrelated to human history, but as the God who made himself 

man to be forever in and part of human history) – He, once in 

that history’s time, according to that history’s very evenings 

and mornings… He once became incarnate by the Holy Spirit 

and was born of the virgin in order to answer the prayers of His 

people: “Come and save us, O Lord our God.”  

 Now, at the beginning of our meditation, I mentioned 

the difference between the Biblical understanding of a day’s 

hours – evening, then morning – versus the “new” western 

understanding of a day starting at midnight, so that the evening 

hours prior to midnight now are captured in phrases like “twas 
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the night before Christmas.” Let’s return to that comparison for 

a minute:  

It’s a useful comparison for our meditation on these 

antiphons because if (in western mindset) this (at least, for our 

meditation) is the night before Christmas, the last night of 

Advent preparation, then we have just enough time to 

meditate upon what the historic phrase of the Great “O” 

Antiphons means. The phrase in the Latin, is “Ero Cras”… the 

letters that spell the phrase made up of the first letter of each 

antiphon’s Latin title of the Christ child, but reading them in 

reverse order – so, when you look backward through these 

antiphons from tonight (or, in future years’ use, the last night 

of Advent preparation being the 23rd) when you look backward 

through these titles of the so-long-expected Christ, you read 

from their first Latin letters an acronym which spells out that 

Latin phrase, “Ero Cras,” which means: “Tomorrow, I will be” 

…or as we say it, “Tomorrow, I will come.”  

“Tomorrow, I will come.” What a divine promise fills the 

Christian’s eyes and ears every year we meditate upon the 

Antiphons and see and hear that final message of the One who 

alone wears and embodies all those titles. “Tomorrow, I come” 

– there is the promise of Him who is Wisdom and Adonai, Root 
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of Jesse and Key of David, Dayspring from on High and King of 

the Nations, yes, even Immanuel Himself. God with us!  

That marvelous promise is not about re-creating the 

past. It is not our intent to attempt to re-live the first Christmas 

– such would be pointless pretending. But it is still our reason 

for marveling and joy to consider the good news that the One 

who alone in all the heavens is the owner of these Titles … that 

One, one day in our history, knew that ‘the fullness of time’ 

was the following day and knew in his loving and 

compassionate heart (and perhaps even communicated within 

the divine mystery of the three persons of the Holy Trinity), 

“Tomorrow, I will be there. Tomorrow, I come.” 

 And, if that image and sentiment fills you with the 

longing to have been there, then consider that it is the same 

promise and eagerness He makes every one of these Saturday 

nights of western timekeeping when He anticipates coming in 

His same flesh and blood each Sunday morning. Yes, each 

Sunday is Christmas, for each Saturday night, the Lord promises 

the same incarnate flesh-and-blood truth: “Tomorrow, I will 

come.”  

 And, as we live within the present peace of that 

awesome Sacramental mystery, we also live with the eagerness 
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for that one future night when the Lord – within the 

communication of the Holy Trinity – speaks those words for a 

final time, “Tomorrow, I will come” and, the next morning, 

brings this creation to a close and opens to us the dawn of the 

eternal day. That, after all, was the Messianic mission, wasn’t? 

Not just to save us from our sins that we might live aimlessly on 

this earth forever. But to save us from our sins so that – in the 

reconciled unity with God – He might bring us out of this 

world… the deep darkness of which was once pierced by the 

smallest flame of that Infant’s glow and will one day be 

shattered by the glory of His eternal light. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 24, 2022 


