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“He did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him” 

Well, my friends, our journey toward Christmas is reaching its climax.  

Today we celebrate the fourth and final Sunday of Advent and we also 

come to the end of our 4-week exploration of salvation history.  Over the 

last three Sundays, Father David and Deacon Dave have led us through 

the first three episodes of that story—the Creation, our Capture by 

Satan, and our Rescue by Jesus.  Today, we will consider Episode 4—

our Response to being rescued from sin and death by our Savior.   

Last month, I told folks at the Hunters’ Mass that the salvation 

story was the great hunting story ever told.  After God lovingly created 

us, Satan hunted us down to capture and enslave us. In response, 

because he so loved the world, the Father sent his only Son on a hunt of 

his own, a hunt with two very different quarries.  Jesus was hunting us 

down to rescue us, but he did so by hunting down Satan, ambushing him 

from the Cross, invading his kingdom of death, and mortally wounding 

him.  And now that we have been freed by Jesus Christ, we must decide 

how to respond.  Do we step up to play our role in the greatest hunting 

story ever told? 

Father John Riccardo of Detroit suggests that we respond to our 

rescue by asking the Lord for three specific graces—the grace of 

gratitude, the grace of surrender, and the grace of courage. To better 

understand these three graces, let’s explore today’s Scripture readings.  

Let’s start with our first reading from Isaiah to see how it sheds light on 

our first grace—gratitude. 



In the opening verse, the Lord invites King Ahaz of Judah to ask 

for a powerful sign, but in an act of apparent humility, Ahaz refuses to 

do so, saying, “I will not ask! I will not tempt the Lord!”  His refusal to 

accept God’s offer, however, actually angers the Lord.  Isaiah then 

declares that Ahaz will get a sign whether he wants one or not: “The 

virgin shall conceive and bear a son and they shall name him 

Emmanuel.”  That’s a strange response to Ahaz’s refusal to ask for a 

sign, so what exactly is going on here?  To understand this scene, we 

need to step back and consider the broader context. 

The reign of King Ahaz began around 732 B.C., about two 

centuries after the ten northern tribes broke away from the two 

southern tribes, resulting in the northern kingdom of Israel and the 

southern kingdom of Judah.  Ahaz was a king of Judah—and by many 

measures, the worst of all the Judean kings.  He worshipped false gods, 

sacrificed his own children to idols, and sold out his kingdom to a 

neighboring empire.  At the time of Isaiah’s prophecy about Emmanuel, 

Judah’s armies had been decimated and Jerusalem was under siege by 

the neighboring kingdoms of Israel and Aram.  Through Isaiah, the 

Lord encouraged Ahaz to hold fast and trust that the Lord would 

deliver Judah from its enemies.  God even offered to provide Ahaz with 

a compelling sign of his power and faithfulness to gain the king’s trust.   

However, even though Ahaz was desperate to save his kingdom, he 

refused God’s offer.  In effect, he told God, “Thanks, but no thanks.” 

Why? Because Ahaz had made other plans, plans that didn’t depend on 

God. Instead, he had made an alliance with the rising power of Assyria.  

As events unfolded, Assyria did save Judah, driving off the armies of 

Israel and Aram.  In fact, barely a decade later, Assyria conquered and 



destroyed forever the northern kingdom of Israel.  So, by trading 

Judah’s independence and sovereignty for the protection of Assyria, 

Ahaz did save his kingdom from his enemies, but he turned his back on 

God in the process. Just as Satan seduced Adam and Eve into believing 

that God was not trustworthy, Ahaz decided that he was better off 

trusting a worldly power rather than the power that rules the universe. 

So, counter-intuitively, this passage teaches us about the grace of 

gratitude by revealing to us the exact opposite of gratitude.  By refusing 

God’s offer and depending instead on Assyria, Ahaz explicitly rejected 

the generosity of God.  But despite the king’s obstinate sin, God still 

gave his people a sign.  Through Isaiah’s prophecy about a virgin birth, 

God declared that even in the face of sin and rejection, he would remain 

faithful to the promise he had made to King David centuries earlier that 

a son of David would ascend to the throne and rule forever.  Even if the 

kingdom of Judah was destroyed (which it was by the Babylonians in 

586 BC), even if the line of kings was broken, even if there were no male 

heirs to be found, even then, God would raise up a Son of David, even if 

it meant restoring the kingdom through a virginal conception.  So, even 

when men were unfaithful, God remained faithful.   

Now, through our rescue by Jesus Christ, we are offered 

protection and deliverance, just as Judah was during the reign of Ahaz.  

How do we respond?  Do we respond like Ahaz and reject God’s saving 

power, or do we embrace God’s gift of salvation with gratitude, with 

humble thanksgiving?  Right now, I’d like everyone to take a few 

moments to ask that very question: “How do I respond to my rescue by 

Jesus Christ?”  Before answering, first recall what he did for us on the 

Cross.  Remember that all of us were delivered from the kingdom of 



darkness and transferred to the kingdom of God’s beloved Son.  

Because of the Cross, death is no longer a final destination; it’s merely a 

way-station, a portal to eternal life.  Through Jesus, we have been re-

created as new creatures who can choose not to sin.  The life Jesus won 

for us on the Cross and shares with us now through the sacraments 

grants us access to the Father and gives us authority over the Devil.  

Our rescuer makes all things new—our weak wills, our wounded hearts, 

our broken relationships.  All of these—indeed, our very lives—can be 

re-made and born again if we accept with gratitude what Jesus won for 

us on the Cross. So take a few moments of silence, close your eyes if you 

like, and open your hearts to soak up the love, mercy, power, and peace 

that flows from the Cross of our divine rescuer… 

Jesus is the Good Shepherd.  At some point in our lives, each one 

of us has been that one sheep that the Lord has gone in search of, 

leaving the other 99 so that he might rescue us.  He is the Lord of the 

Universe and Savior of the entire world, but he is also my Savior, my 

rescuer.  He is also your Savior.  He has not only saved humanity; he has 

saved each and every individual in this church today.  More than once in 

my life, I have been a lost sheep, and each time, he went looking for me 

and brought me home, because he loves me.  When you are a lost sheep, 

he goes looking for you because he loves you, that he might draw you 

personally out of the shadows of sin and to set you free.  Right now, beg 

him to bless you with the grace of gratitude that you might truly see the 

future his love has saved you from and the future his love has now 

opened to you because He has rescued you. 

Gratitude is both a gift from God and our essential first response 

to our rescue by God.  In fact, gratitude is the prerequisite for the other 



two graces we should ask for—surrender and courage.  In today’s 

Gospel passage from Matthew, St. Joseph exhibits both of these—two 

graces which are actually linked, for surrender requires courage.  After 

hearing the angel’s message, Joseph had to surrender his own will—he 

had to relinquish his own dreams and plans, so that Isaiah’s prophecy—

and more importantly, God’s plan—could be fulfilled in his wife, Mary. 

I’m sure Joseph never envisioned raising someone else’s child, let alone 

that the child would be miraculously conceived and destined to be the 

Savior of Israel.  And yet, he surrendered his will to the will of God.  By 

faith, Joseph gave up worldly aspirations, set adrift from the future he 

had envisioned and hoped for.  It took courage to trust in God enough to 

surrender to the resulting uncertainty—but Joseph did so.  As we can 

see in our new statue, Joseph embraced, loved, and protected Mary’s 

son, the Son of God.  Just as Mary answered Gabriel’s invitation with 

her fiat, her verbal declaration, “Let it be done to me according to your 

will,” Joseph expressed his fiat in obedient action, for “he did as the 

angel of the Lord commanded him and took his wife into his home.” 

Joseph needed even more courage when the angel returned in a 

dream and entrusted him with a new mission—to take his young family 

into Egypt to escape from Herod’s jealous rage.  Again, filled with the 

grace of courage, he obeyed immediately.  We, too, are called to 

obediently live out the graces of surrender and courage when we accept 

the mission entrusted to us by Jesus Christ—to make disciples of all 

nations.  When we embark on that mission with gratitude, surrender, 

and courage, we are spiritually following in Joseph’s footsteps. 

Under Joseph’s leadership, the Holy Family became refugees in 

Egypt, the land where their ancestors had been enslaved, and a land 



that was still a pagan and unbelieving world of idolatry and slavery.  

And, just as Joseph brought Jesus out of his native land and into Egypt, 

we are called to bring Jesus out of our churches and into an increasingly 

pagan and unbelieving world of idolatry and spiritual slavery.   

We are to be Christ-bearers, bringing Christ into enemy territory

—the world that Satan, even in defeat, is still desperately trying to 

corrupt.  Just as the Jewish people marched into battle carrying the Ark 

of the Covenant before them, our mission is to carry the Architect of the 

New Covenant—Jesus Christ—into spiritual battle to set free those 

souls still chained in darkness.  As C. S. Lewis put it, Christians need to 

be agents of “sabotage,” saboteurs who actively undermine the lies, 

deceptions, and idolatries of the world with all the love, compassion and 

truth we can muster.  Or, as Fr. Riccardo succinctly puts it, we are 

called to “help God get his world back.” 

And so, the greatest hunting story ever told continues, but now, 

we are invited to join the hunt.  Rescued by God, we are now sent out by 

him, hunting for souls to set free from slavery to sin.  Just as Jesus 

called his disciples to become fishers of men, he now calls us to become 

hunters of men, partners with him in the great adventure of tracking 

down and delivering our fellow pilgrims from death and destruction.  

And when we join our Lord on this hunt, there is no closed season and 

no bag limit.  We can be witnesses to his mercy and truth anywhere, at 

anytime, and to anybody.  So, just like Joseph after his dream, let us 

awaken and obediently do exactly what the Lord commands us to do.  

With the triple graces of gratitude, surrender, and courage, let’s 

respond to our life-saving rescue by rescuing others—daring to bring 

the Lord’s love and light into a dark and desperate world.


