Isaiah 7:10-14
10Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, 11Ask a sign of the Lord your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven. 12But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I will not put the Lord to the test. 13Then Isaiah said: “Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my God also? 14Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. 
Luke 2:8-20

8In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 14“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” 15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. 17When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.
GOD’S FOOLISHNESS
The apostle Paul writes, “God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom.” (1 Corinthians 1:25). Paul is not saying that God is foolish, but rather that the way he goes about doing things can seem utterly foolish to us based on our ‘wisdom’ and way of doing things. The Christmas story among the best examples of God’s so-called foolishness, and it deserves our attention, particularly today as we celebrate the birth of Jesus. My prayer is that through recognizing God’s foolishness you would simultaneously recognize the nature of God’s love, a love that can brighten the darkest night, warm the coldest heart, heal the most wretched soul, and bring you the true joy that Christmas is meant to bring.

The first example of God’s foolishness comes from the less familiar text from Isaiah the prophet, who is addressing a king named Ahaz – not a good king by any measure. Ahaz sacrificed one of his children to a false god. He brought an idol into the temple of Jerusalem and ordered the priests to make sacrifices to that false god upon its altar. Now Ahaz is shaking in his boots, or sandals, because two big armies are about to attack him. So God sends Isaiah to Jerusalem with a word from God. Now Ahaz is in a bind, because he can hardly call upon God to protect him in light of his own idolatry; so when Isaiah prompts Ahaz to ask God to give a sign, Ahaz won’t do it – he is afraid to test the Lord. More likey he’s afraid of what God might say to him. In fact, he is afraid of God’s very presence – the notion of God’s coming meant judgment, and Ahaz knew that things would not bode well for him under God’s judgment.  But Isaiah says, “All right; don’t ask, but God’s gonna speak anyway. Yes, God is going to save you.  Behold, Ahaz, I am sending you a sign: a young woman will be with child, and that child shall be named Immanuel; God with us.” 
And you can imagine Ahaz’ reaction: “Okay, this fearsome and mighty God is coming to judge me and protect his people, but he’s coming as a child…a child to stand against two armies…a child to sit in judgment over me. Isaiah, are you serious? You sure you didn’t lose something in translation?” Example One of God’s foolishness.
Fast forward now to Christmas Eve, the very first one, in the fields outside the little town of Bethlehem, where a bunch of shepherds are doing their shepherd-thing. Now shepherding was not, in those days, a dignified profession; the Pharisees ranked shepherds with prostitutes and tax collectors as folks who were “sinners” by virtue of their vocation. Shepherds were ritually unclean because their work hours usually kept them from attending church (temple). Many towns had ordinances prohibiting shepherds from entering their gates, and a shepherd’s testimony was considered useless in a court of law because they were stereotyped as liars and thieves. The point being that the religious order and the community-at-large had pretty much ostracized shepherds, and when you’re ostracized, you generally respond by embracing your ostracism – you accept your status as an outsider. Even today, if a priest or pastor looks down on you for not attending worship services you are likely to bid a not-so-fond farewell to the church and spend your Sundays in more enjoyable ways – you embrace your ostracism and reject the religious community that ostracized you in the first place. So isn’t it odd that God would send an angel, bearing the news of Jesus’ birth to a bunch of shepherds? Why not bring the message to those who are running the Temple in Jerusalem? I just mentioned that a shepherd’s testimony was suspect in legal cases; whose going to believe that they saw angels, or that this poor baby born in a manger is the Messiah?  Example Two of God’s foolishness. 
So these shepherds, upon hearing this startling news from this angel, the shepherds decide to check out what the angel had told them. So they head to Bethlehem, and find things exactly as the angel had told them – Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus, who is wrapped in swaddling clothing and lying in a feeding trough. Question: why does God make his grand entry into this world, in the form of human, in a way that seems so ill-planned? I mean, he at least could have made some reservations at the Hotel 6; this is the Messiah, after all. And why time the birth in such a way that the parents can’t do this in the comfort of their own home? If the Christ had to be born in Bethlehem, couldn’t God afford a decent home for his own son somewhere in the village? Example Three of God’s foolishness.
And there I’ll stop – though you can trust me that the Bible is full of examples of God’s foolishness, foolishness, that is, by commonly accepted human standards. If you have an important religious message to get out there, you don’t give it to a bunch of guys who no one believes anyway. If you bring judgment upon a bad king and defeat your enemies, you don’t promise to send an infant. And when you do send an infant, you should at least find a warm, safe place for him to be born. But if the Apostle Paul is right, and I believe that he is, we should look at God’s foolishness with eyes that question our own wisdom and consider what message God could be sending us. 

Why does God come to us as a child? Our greatest fear, when we know we have done wrong, is for God to come in power and judgment. The fact that he comes as a child tells us that God’s intention toward us is not to frighten us, even when we deserve his wrath, but rather that we might receive him, that we might embrace him as we might embrace any child.
Why does God come to the shepherds first, and not the pastors and active members of the church? Answer: his main concern is for the lost, those who have given up on the religious establishment and conversely whom the religious establishment has discarded and rejected. With God, no one is beyond hope. 

In fact, it may be those who are the most ostracized, the most rejected and despised, who are the most likely to appreciate God’s foolishness. What the shepherds find in Bethlehem is their own, someone like them, born in the cold, not welcomed at the inn, one who is vulnerable and weak in every way. And from the position of their vulnerability and weakness, they are able to see their God in one who is just as vulnerable and weak. From their position of utter hopelessness, they can find hope in a God who truly dwells with them, who is the true Immanuel, God with them in every way, including abject poverty and susceptibility to the weather and whims of the rich and powerful. This is truly their God.
Inasmuch as we convince ourselves that we are not vulnerable or susceptible to the whims of the movers and shakers in this world we may find little or no significance in the birth or life or death or resurrection of Jesus. But inasmuch as we, like the shepherds, can recognize how vulnerable we are, the more encouragement we can gain from a God who seems to defy all conventional wisdom to come to us in a way that we can welcome him and embrace him as a child sent to be with us, to be like us. May we truly rejoice this Christmas over the good news that God, in his foolishness, has captured our attention and helped us to see that what matters most to him is the least of us. 
