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How we doing? I’m excited to be here today and I’m excited for the messages this weekend and next weekend, we kick off a new series: Immanuel God With Us. This is going to lead us right into Christmas and I really believe that the Lord has something unique for us in the next couple of weeks.  So let’s jump right in.
It was a little over six weeks ago that God gave us our third child! The girls are winning in our house now. We’ve got a second little girl and she is absolutely adorable! Lorenza Joy! I gave her a credit card as soon as she came out of the womb! I just started off the way it’s going to be. A lot of you guys have been so gracious to ask us how we are doing and I keep it simple – we are so amazingly blessed and we are so amazingly tired! All the parents at all our locations say Amen! One thing that is really fascinating about having a child is the naming process. Nina and I have organized large events together. We’ve purchased a house. We’ve done all kinds of things together but coming to a consensus on a name for your child, let me tell you, marital discourse may be the correct phrase! So we have a unique process of going about it. We start off by just coming around and giving absurd suggestions. I throw out Michael Jordan Schmidgall. I got it – Ruth Chris Schmidgall!  I was locked in for a while to naming him Junior and Nina was actually on board with this.  She was saying Joel Schmidgall Jr. but I was saying no actually name him Junior and throw my name in the middle, like Junior Joel Schmidgall. So then you give nine or ten names that you actually do like and of course you can’t come to a consensus on those because you knew someone in high school who had a cat named that or whatever. Then they make these books that are going to help you with 20,000 names. We are indecisive on nine or ten so let’s get 20,000 suggestions! It really helps your marriage! We also narrow it down to three or four names and we take that short list into the birth and we make a game time decision. Every year, we spent countless hours talking and praying about what our kid’s names should be. And it happen the same every time we do this.  And it’s never the name that sounds the best. It’s never the name that has that ring to it or the coolest name. It is always the name that has the most meaning to us that we choose. Eloise Kimberly named after our two moms because they are so selfless in giving to their families. Ezekiel Edwin was named after the prophet who modeled and cared for the redemption for the nation of Israel and it means strength of God. Lorenza Joy was named after her great grandmother who was just so giving to her family and loved by all around her, and Lorenza, my sister Lora, is named after Lorenza and my other sister is Amanda Joy, so Lorenza Joy is also named after my sisters, who are women of character and strength. You find that names, when they have incredible meaning, something can happen. Our goal, our prayer, is that at some point in our kids’ lives, when they come along and start to think about the meaning of their names that they will understand that God has a unique destiny for each one of them and that we have prayed as parents we have prayed that into existence.  There is incredible power and potential in the prophetic of your name. 
We come into this Christmas season and Mariah Carey is probably in the CD player and the lights are up on the Christmas tree and the cookies are in the oven and Clark Griswold is probably on your TV and we celebrate this occurrence that happened thousands of years ago when the Son of God came to the earth. And we find Mary and Joseph, the parents, in this incredible opportunity to name the Son of God. They have this opportunity to almost forecast the meaning of what is to come in the Son of God. Of course we know his name is Jesus. But then we find this almost nickname or middle name or spiritual name that is given 700 years prior to this by the prophet Isaiah. Then it is reiterated in the first chapter of the gospel of Matthew, verse 23:
The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and they will call Him Immanuel, which means God with us.  

Of the hundreds of names that God has, this name is drawn out. It is separated. It is exclusive to the Son of God because it is descriptive of Him; it is prophetic for Him; and it is his manifest destiny. He is Immanuel, God with us.  
I spent the margins of this week just meditating on this phrase, God with us. And the word that keeps popping out to me is that word right in the middle, with. ‘With’ is a powerful notion and I don’t know if we realize this, but it implies togetherness. It implies presence in our life. And if we take a step out of all of our superficial desires, those things like the new toys and the TVs and the best job or the promotion, if we step away from that, I think we could understand that ‘with’ is an incredibly powerful idea in our lives.
Let me make a case for it here. When you have a major event or celebration, the powerful words that a friend can say are ‘I’ll be there.’ When you get in trouble or you get in some kind of fight at some point in your life, when your friend says ‘I’ve got your back,’ that means a lot to you. When you are going through a trial or tribulation and your friend comes along and says ‘I’m here for you,’ it is presence. There is nothing that could be said that is more important than that. When you are the terrible point in life when you’ve lost a loved one and you are at the funeral, some of the most comforting words you can hear or that you can say are ‘Your grandma still lives with you because she lives on through your life,’ or ‘your dad or your mom is still with you, they live on through you.’ Why? Because we don’t want to be alone. You strip all this stuff away and we are left with this powerful notion that we do not want to be alone, but we just want to be with them.

Our kids have a nightmare and you go into their room and you don’t walk in and say, ‘Listen, you are being completely illogical right now, there is not an eight foot blue monster with one eye in your closet. I’m telling you this is irrationality. Stop it!’  You don’t do that do you? What do you do? You walk into the room and you say, ‘It’s ok, Daddy is here.’  

We come before God and we exclusively desire for God to be for us but He desires in his heart ultimately to just be with us. God’s comfort does not come through his power. God’s comfort comes through his presence. 

We see in Matthew that Jesus is introduced as Immanuel, God with us. In fact, that name is Matthew’s first and last words about Jesus. We see it in the first chapter and we go all the way over to Chapter 28 and we see Jesus quoted by Matthew: For I will be with you even until the very end of the age.  All the rest of Matthew’s gospel is written to fill in the gaps between Chapter 1 and Chapter 28; between the first statement and the last statement. All of the rest of Matthew’s gospel is written to fill in this idea that there are incredible implications in our life when we can understand that God is with us. He is Immanuel and He is faithful.
God’s presence was with the Israelites before this, right? We go all the way back to the Garden and we see Adam and Eve experience the presence of God. Then we see Abraham come along and the Scriptures say that God says I will be with you and I will make you successful. Then Isaac comes along and Jacob and Moses and Elijah and David and all these people we see experience the presence of God. So Jesus comes along and He is not just a succession to this idea. Jesus takes ‘God with us’ to a whole new level. Look at John Chapter 1

In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God and the Word was with God.

He was with God in the beginning. The Greek word here used for ‘with’ is ‘prosa’ and it indicates a personal relationship between equals. So what it is communicating is that Jesus is in this personal relationship with Almighty God, but He is on equal status with Him.

Now we go back to Matthew Chapter 1, verse 23

23Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us.

Now this time, the Greek word used here is ‘meda.’ It doesn’t just indicate personal relationship, but it means in common with. So we see that when Jesus says He will be with us, He is not just with us in theory, is He? No, He has experienced what we have experienced. He knows what we know. He put flesh on that He suffered in and He grew tired in and He experienced it. It is the incarnation. God becoming man so that He could be with us, so that He could be in common with us. 

If you work on the Hill, you don’t have to explain long hours or over-commitment to somebody else who works on the Hill. You understand it naturally because you are with them. You relate to them. You understand where they are coming from. If you have a second job, if you’ve had a kid, if you’ve defended a thesis, all of these things, you don’t have to explain to someone else who has done those things because they are with you. They have these things in common with you. Jesus dwells among us to truly be with us. 
Now, here’s the question that some of us might ask though in this series. I’m seeking the presence of God but I don’t feel it. What happens when I seek God’s presence, and I love this idea, I want to be surrounded by God’s presence, but I don’t feel Him? You feel like the Psalmist says exactly that, ‘God, where are You? I Look for You. I search for You but I cannot find you.’ The fact is, the reality is, we can’t always feel the presence of God. I talked with some of our team this week and I just asked them a simple question. I said, ‘Tell me some of those moments in your life where you sensed the manifest presence of God most close to you.’ So they began to talk about experiences and they began to talk about a sense of the peace of God in their life. And Chris Jarrell talked about a season in his life when he thought he was completely alone, but when he looked back in hindsight to that experience, he realized that when everything and everyone else left him, the only thing that sustained him was the presence of God. He didn’t realize it when he was in it but now that he is ahead of it, he looks back and he sees that God did a work that couldn’t have happened at any other point in his life. 
Here’s the thing, when we look forward and we look for the expectation of God’s presence, what do we do? We expect it to happen in very specific ways. We want it to happen with a feeling. We want to feel a certain emotion or we want to see success and if those things don’t happen, we say, ‘Where is God?’ When God is in fact actually with us. We judge the future very differently than when we turn around and look back and look at the points of his presence. We cannot put God I this place where we will decide how his presence is manifested in our own life before He is with us.  St. Augustine said this: What then is the God is worship? You are the most hidden from us and yet the most present among us.
When you don’t feel Him, don’t doubt Him! He is faithful all the time and his agenda is presence in our life.

Remember the story of Jacob. When Jacob comes along and he doesn’t sense the presence of God and he fears that it is gone from him and God gives him this dream and here’s what it says: Jacob, I am with you and I will be with you wherever you go. And Jacob wakes up from this dream and he shares this classic line that rings true for many of us: Surely God is in this place but I did not know it. How many of us are in or among or around the presence of God but we don’t know it. We don’t acknowledge it. We don’t know it is in front of us.  I think the story is this, that God is always with us. He is always present with us but we are not always present with Him.

Unfortunately, Zeke picked up a gene that I have of selective listening. So a couple weeks ago we are up in Renzie’s room and he is three feet in front of me reading a book and Ella is next to me over here and I started to call him, ‘Zeke, Zeke buddy, Ezekiel,’ and he is locked in on this book. So I raise my voice and call him again. But he is zoned in on this book and Ella is starting to laugh a little bit, and it became comical. I’m yelling and he is zoned into this book and I’m starting to worry that he is losing his hearing! Could it be possibly that he has such wax buildup in his ears? But then I have this thought. I’m going to take it all the way back down to just above a whisper, ‘Ezekiel, I’ve got some candy, you want some?’  He looks right at me!  ‘You have candy?’ I’m not joking! So I feel bad for my wife! Is that how I am Nina?  I’m sorry about that! I think I was present with him but he wasn’t necessarily present with me, and sometimes we find ourselves in the place where we are saying, ‘Where is the presence of God?’ But we are looking in our too little ways and our too little places, aren’t we? God is three feet away from us saying, ‘Hey, I’m over here!’  He is trying to get a hold of us and his presence is with us but we are not in a place where we can acknowledge the way God wants to speak to us in those moments. 
In I Kings Chapter 19, it says that the strong wind came but God was not in it. And then the fire came but God was not in it. Then the earthquake came but God was not in it. Then a still, small voice or a gentle whisper came and God spoke. I wonder here today if God just wants to say something simple to us over the next couple of weeks, ‘I’m with you. I’m here. I’m not going to leave you.  I’m with you until the end of the age.’ 

And all of us enter a Christmas season with very different expectations, don’t we? Some of us are so excited, so looking forward to seeing our family. Others of us cannot wait to get away from our family. Others miss family who are gone. Some of us don’t have a family. We all have different expectations and experiences coming into the Christmas season, but here’s the deal. In all of our situations, wherever we are, I pray that the promises of the Scripture that started all the way back in Genesis and started in Matthew Chapter 1 to Matthew 28, this idea that Immanuel, God is always with us, would ring true in our spirits because God is with us if all situations. When we are lonely, He is with us. God is with the suffering. God is with the destitute. He is with those in desperate circumstances. God is with the lonely. God is with the broken-hearted. God is with the poor. God is with the needy. God is with us in every different situation and He never leaves us and He cares for us and He loves us. He loves us in a personal way. Don’t you love that about God? He is a personal God that loves you today.  We see in Genesis Chapter 1, God comes along and it says that He created the heavens and the earth. It says that He spoke into existence the earth. But then in Chapter 2 it says that He formed man out of the dirt. He is a hands-on guy. He spoke into existence the world but He formed man with his hands. Then it says that He took that dirt and He breathed into and with his breath came our life. We fast forward all the way to Mark 15 and we see Jesus up on the cross and the Scriptures say that He breathed his very last breath and with his last breath, we found new life again. With that last breath, He became the penalty for our sins so that we can come before a mighty and a holy God, so that we can have relationship with Him who lives. And He became Immanuel God with us. But guess what? He wasn’t just God with us, He was God in common with us. He was God who cares about us. He was God who is with us, who loves us, yesterday, this day right now, and He is God that is with us tomorrow and He is God that is with us all the way to the very end of the age, the Scriptures say. A God who will never leave or forsake us, He is God who loves us and who cares for us from the depths of his heart! Can I get an Amen? 

The presence of God makes a difference in our life. It makes a difference in our existence. Listen, the presence of God, when we can acknowledge God’s presence, it has implications for our life. It changes us. In unending ways, this is true, but let me just pop three unique implications that we see in the Scriptures. 
First of all, God with us translates courage in us. I remember my freshman year in college. I played ball in college and we had made the national tournament that year and we went down to Taccoa Falls, Georgia. It was our first, our opening game and I come running out of the tunnel and I see my Dad standing right there smiling and something happened when I saw him. It was this jolt of energy. I had been playing in a slump and having a tough time with my shot and a little bit of apathy in my game and as soon as I saw him though, something kicked in in my spirit and I got out there and I played one of the scrappiest games I had played all year and I shut down their top scorer. I still had a hard time shooting but I got some rebounds and got some easy baskets and it just started me into a different game. That whole tournament was changed. I didn’t know he was coming. He came down and surprised me. The presence, the mere understanding of the presence of my father gave me a unique motivation and gave me a confidence and courage that I did not have before. God with us is translated as courage in us.

I was talking about this idea to Nina and she remembered a number of years ago when she was on a work trip in Taiwan and she went over there and just got deathly sick. It was brutal. She recalled that it was tough because she was alone there. We talked about the presence of God every night. God says that his presence is always with you in everything. She talks today about how the only way she got through that time was understanding the presence of God and knowing his presence surrounded her and protected her and held her up and sustained her in those moments.  God with us translates as courage in us.

Romans Chapter 8 verse 35

35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written:

“ For Your sake we are killed all day long;
We are accounted as sheep for the slaughter.”

37 Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, 39 nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
It is his word, it is his promise. God is with us! And then what happens? Courage is in us.  
Secondly, God with us translates that fear is gone from us. Psalm 23

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil because thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. 

I can’t help but use an example of our friend, Vondele. A couple weeks ago, we had our Thanksgiving banquet at Ebenezers for those who don’t have a home. It’s an awesome time every year. In years past, Vondele had come and just been an eater at that event. This year it was really cool because he was actually a host. He came and he was serving this year. It’s been so neat. It reminded me though of last year. We’ve got an incredible service team and incredible volunteers, Liz and Courtney and Herelda and Brian and so many of our team invest in those guys weekly, and they had been pushing, in a good way, Vondele, because God was doing something in his heart, doing something unique. So they had pushed him a little bit that he needed to share what God was doing. So I was about to introduce him and I go over and talk to him and he is a little bit nervous and I wasn’t sure it was going to happen, because in past we’ve lined things up and guys decide not to do it, so fear is overcoming but we have a little bit of prayer right there and we prayed Immanuel, ‘God You are with us and in the face of our fears, You give us the faith to overcome those fears.’ And he got up that day and he shared and he was the highlight of the day. He was the best thing about that day. His story and his testimony, we talked about it days after that and it was a wonderful opportunity of him stepping out over his fears because God is with us. I think I mentioned this before, he ended up going on our Jamaica trip and he ministered to those guys from Teen Challenge, guys coming out of drug addictions, in ways that nobody else on our team could do. Listen, at the beginning, we couldn’t get him to start talking and now we can’t get him to stop talking! That guy is always talking about the testimonies of God in his life. It’s more than just a fear of public speaking but is just one instance. God helps us overcome this area and this area and everything. We are building up and taking the next mountain. God with us changes us. Now, Vondele is still in process but it has been awesome to see what God has done and one of the best things is him seeing in the past his life on the street and God has sustained him over that. I love the line that he always shares. He says, ‘You know what Pastor Joel, I’m not where I want to be but praise God I’m not where I used to be!’ Amen! God strengthens us and He gives us his Word. God with us is translated that fear is gone from us.

Isaiah 41:10

Fear not for I am with you. Be not dismayed for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you. I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.

Number three, as support of us. When I was in high school, one of my high school teammates got attacked by another guy at the school. It was racially motivated. It was a rough, bad situation. I still remember what my parents did.  They ended up calling my teammate’s parents and they told them, ‘We just want to let you know if this happens again, we are with you. We want you to know that we are standing with you.’ It was just a simple phone call, a simple act, a simple statement, but that had a profound impact on my life and I’m sure on other’s lives as well. They had built up a great reputation in the community but it wasn’t reputation to look good. It wasn’t reputation for them. They realized that whatever God gave them in terms of relational capital was to be used to stand with those who needed someone to stand with them; to stand up for friends who needed somebody by their side. Listen, when you are in a troubling circumstance, doesn’t it make all the difference in the world when you have someone just to stand with you. It changes the whole outlook on the situation doesn’t it? When you have someone standing with you in support of you, it changes things because they shouldered the weight of those circumstances.
Jeremiah 15:20

For I am with you to save you and deliver you, says the Lord.

Isaiah 43:1

But now says the Lord who created you, ‘O Jacob and He who formed you, O Israel fear not for I have redeemed you. I have called you by your name. You are mine. When you pass through the waters I will be with you. And through the rivers, they shall not overflow, and when you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned nor the flames scorch you, for I am the Lord your God, the holy One of Israel, your Savior.

God with us translates as his support of us.  
Let me close with this. John Wesley was a preacher and a theologian. He was the man who started the Methodist movement. There is a wake of investment in his life. He had an incredible impact on his generation but even a greater impact on the generation to follow and on our generation as well. Pentecostal movements were started out of his discipleship and relationships. He was an incredible man. At the end of his days, 1791, I believe it was March 2nd, he was on his death bed and he had gathered some of his closer friends around him and right before he took his final breath, he said this, “Farewell friends, but best of all, God is with us.”

That’s how he ended it right there, best of all, God is with us. 

I love what Charles Spurgeon says and how he preaches out of this one sentence. Let me share it with you. Whatever is possible or whatever is impossible, Christians can do at God’s command, for God is with us. Do you not see that the word ‘God with us’ puts impossibility out of all existence. Hearts that could never be broken will be broken if God is with us. Errors which could never be confuted can be overthrown by God is with us. Things impossible with men are possible with God.  John Wesley died with that upon his tongue and let us live with that upon our hearts.  Best of all, God is with us.

Pray with me.

God we thank You for exactly that, your presence. We thank You that You are here in this place today. We thank You God that You are with us in all situations and all circumstances. God I pray that this simple truth that we honed in on and hammered today, God I pray that it would be hammered in our hearts; that as we go into different situations in work and in home and in different places that we would remember that You are always with us; that You never leave or forsake us God. I pray for those here who are lonely. I pray for those here who are sick. I pray for those here who are in trouble. I pray for those here who have nowhere to turn and nothing else to say and nothing else to do. God I pray today that we would sense your presence because when we are aware of your presence, it changes the way we perceive and the way we act in our circumstances. So Immanuel, God with us, we pray that our hearts and our minds would be fixed upon You and on your Word and upon your purposes for us. We pray these things all in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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