“And He Shall Be Called” #1a

“Wonderful Counselor”

Isaiah 9:6

We have now entered the Christmas season, including all the made-for-TV Christmas specials. I like a lot of them, but my all-time favorite is A Charlie Brown Christmas. I wonder how many people can relate with Charlie Brown when he asks, “Can’t anyone tell me what Christmas is all about?”

Linus replies by reciting the account of Christ’s birth from the gospel of Luke. If we want to know what Christmas is all about, the place to begin is in God’s Word—the Bible. Here we find not only the source of the original account of Christmas, but also God’s own commentary on it.

The Christmas story in the Bible begins earlier than you might expect—right back to the beginning of human history. Soon after Adam and Eve rebelled against God in the Garden of Eden, God said to the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” This verse has commonly been called the protoevangelium (the “first gospel”) because it was the original proclamation of the promise of God’s plan for the whole world. The “seed” mentioned in this verse became the root from which the tree of the Old Testament promise of a Messiah grew. This, then, was the “mother prophecy” that gave birth to all the rest of the promises of a divine deliverer.

This morning we began a Christmas series of messages entitled, “And He Shall Be Called…” focusing on the various names of Jesus given in and around His birth. We considered Isaiah 7:14, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” This begins what some call “The Book of Immanuel” within Isaiah, extending from Isaiah 7-12.

Within that range is found Isaiah 9:6, called “the centerpiece of all the Christmas prophecies” and “surely the most familiar of all the Old Testament prophecies about the birth of Christ.”
 That verse reads, “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Over the next four Sunday evenings we will examine each of these four names.

Before we start with the first title, though, the beginning of the verse is worth a closer look. Here Isaiah declares both the humanity (“a Child is born”) and the deity (“a Son is given”) of Jesus Christ.
 How so? The part about the Child “born to us” describes the humanity of Jesus, and the reference to the Son “given to us” describes His divinity. He was both a human child and the Son of God. What a prophecy! This Son-child born among us provides eternal righteousness and hope and deliverance.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote,

This is about the birth of a child, not of the astonishing work of a strong man, not of the bold discovery of a wise man, not of the pious work of a saint. It really is beyond all understanding: the birth of a child shall bring about the great change, shall bring to all mankind salvation and deliverance. What kings and statesmen, philosophers and artists, religious leaders and moral teachers have labored for in vain is now brought about by a newborn child. Here a child, born into the midst of world history, has put to shame the wisdom and efforts of the strong. A child, born of a human mother, a Son given by God. That is the secret of the salvation of the world. All the past and all the future is here encompassed. The unending comfort of the Almighty God comes to us, humbly and in the form of a child, his Son. That this child is born, for us, given for us, that this human child, God’s Son, belongs to me, that I know him, have him, love him, that I am his and he is mine, means that now my life depends only on him. A child has our life in his hands.

“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” We now turn to these names describing the promised Child.

“He will be called” is literally in Hebrew, “one will call his name.” In the ancient world, one’s name summed up one’s character;
 nothing whimsical or arbitrary about it. 

At first glance we might think that there are five names listed here, and some treat this text in such a manner.
 While it is possible that Isaiah originally intended five distinct titles in this text, the terms “Wonderful Counselor” actually comprise one title in the Hebrew.
 Since the remaining three titles consist of two words each, the intention was probably that each pair of words indicates one title: “Wonderful Counselor.”
 The two words may be translated, “a wonder of a counselor,” or “a wonderful counselor.”

These names underscore the ultimate deity of this promised child. Although some commentators have expended a great deal of energy attempting to make these titles appear normal, they are not.
 Traditional Judaism does not teach that Messiah will be God, but this idea is clearly presented in the Hebrew Scriptures. The four names given to Messiah in Isaiah 9 all point to the conclusion that this eternal ruler is God Himself. In fact, many Jewish versions of the Bible do not even translate the names, but rather transliterate them (change the Hebrew characters into English characters) so that their meaning is not obviously seen!
 Yet there is no escaping the fact that each one of these titles describes someone who is more than a mere man; this speaks of God in the flesh!

The Messiah Would Be Divine

The first word describing the promised Messiah is “Wonderful.” This is a word of which we are familiar—one of the great Christmas movies is “It’s a Wonderful Life”—but perhaps it has lost some of its meaning and impact through the years. “Wonderful” has become a word that has lost much of its punch. 

In ancient Hebrew, however, “wonderful” is a word used to describe something or someone out of the ordinary and remarkable in nature.
 The vast majority of the eighty times this term appears in the Old Testament (in both noun and adjective forms) they refer to the Lord, Himself and His works. It is the nearest word Hebrew has to the idea of “supernatural.”

That is the sense of the root in Genesis 18:14. Can ninety-year-old, post-menopausal Sarah really give birth? And God asks: “Is anything too wonderful [hard, difficult, or, in effect, supernatural] for the Lord?” In Psalm 139:6 David declares that God’s all-surrounding knowledge of him is “too wonderful for me,” that is, it is utterly beyond him, incomprehensible, or as he says, so “high” that he can’t get hold of it. Again, “wonderful” means “supernatural.” In Isaiah 28:29 the Lord is described as “wonderful in counsel,” the same terminology as in verse 6, pointing to the child’s deity.

In Psalm 118:21-23, God’s salvation is described in terms of a rejected stone that has become the capstone for the whole building. This act is done by the Lord himself, and it is “marvelous” in their eyes. The Hebrew word for “marvelous” comes from the same Hebrew root as “wonderful” in Isaiah 9:6.

This promised child would be nothing less than divine. In Him the wonder of all wonders has taken place; the birth of the Savior-child has gone forth from God’s eternal counsel. In the form of a human child, God gave us His Son; God became human; as John 1:14 puts it, “the Word became flesh.”
 He would truly be, as we saw this morning in Isaiah 7:14, “Immanuel”—”God with us.” 

R. C. Sproul comments,

Some liberal expositors have maintained that ﻿Isaiah 9﻿ only predicts the coming of Hezekiah, the good king who would restore Israel in the near future. But the language of ﻿Isaiah 9﻿ cannot possibly be intended for any mere human king: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace (﻿9:6﻿). Only the Incarnate Son of God merits such ascriptions.
 

The Messiah would be divine. This descriptive name, “Wonderful,” points to that fact. Not just amazing and awesome, this child would be Almighty God in the flesh.

The Messiah Would Give Direction


Secondly, this phrase suggests that the Messiah would give direction, with the word “Counselor.” This is another term well-used in our own age, in a number of ways. In school, a counselor can help us choose the right classes for the next semester, and in court an attorney is sometimes referred to as a “counselor” in a legal sense. There are family counselors, marriage counselors, financial counselors, career counselors, and personal counselors.


Counselors provide advice and wisdom on a variety of subjects. Another word often used for a counselor is “advisor,” and the Contemporary English Version renders this phrase in Isaiah, “Wonderful Advisor.” In the Old Testament, a counselor served to advise the king on such matters as national defense and plans for war (1 Kings 12:6–14; 2 Chron. 22:5).
 Nowadays we might call such a person the “National Security Advisor” or even the “Secretary of Defense.” Kings also employed advisors for economic or political matters, such as Joseph in ancient Egypt and Daniel in Babylon.

The first occurrence of this Hebrew term is in Exodus 18:19. Jethro, seeing the tremendous burden on Moses, says, “Listen now to me and I will give you some advice…” He gives him an organizational plan and counsels him how to carry out the administrative responsibilities for ruling and judging his people. Jethro gives counsel from wisdom attained by age and experience.


The Old Testament depicts the Lord as the ultimate Counselor. No biblical book addresses this subject as much as the Psalms, which may reflect the degree to which King David relied upon his Counselor. Consider Psalm 16:7, “I will praise the Lord, who counsels me; even at night my heart instructs me.” In Psalm 32:8 the Lord promises, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you.” Psalm 33:11 states, “But the plans [counsel] of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.” Asaph declares in Psalm 73:24, “You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will take me into glory.” Finally, Psalm 119:24 states, “Your statutes are my delight; they are my counselors.”
The term “counselor” is often used in parallel with “king,”
 and the emphasis here is on God’s counsel. It is a remarkable, extraordinary kind of counsel. He will be effective in planning and in executing His plan. The plan that goes all the way back to eternity past ran its course during Christ’s life on earth, and it will continue during His ultimate reign in the Kingdom that is yet to come. His plan is comprehensive and effective. Not only this, the counsel that He gives is always right. You will never get faulty counsel from the Lord. Read His Word and you find promises that you can bank on. You can trust Him.

Throughout the first part of the book especially, the folly of human wisdom is derided, for usually such counsel lacked any spiritual wisdom. By contrast, the Coming One would give wondrous counsel, unequalled in the depth of its wisdom.

All of this truth finds it culmination in our text for today. As one author puts it,

The only hope of Judah, Isaiah claims, is to be found in the person of the Messiah, who is characterized by four compound names, the first being “Wonderful Counsellor” (9:6). The child who is to come, on whose shoulders the government of the world shall rest, is one whose plans, purposes, designs and decrees for his people are marvellous. We further learn from 11:2 that “counsel” is a gift of God’s own Holy Spirit. Consequently, Jesus Christ is revealed as the counsellor par excellance.
 

Moving into the New Testament, Jesus is again portrayed as a counselor. We read in 1 John 2:1, “But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.” In this context, Jesus acts as a legal advisor in the courtroom of Heaven. The Greek term used here is paraklētos, a favorite expression of John. The function of the paraklētos is to counsel, assist, advise, or support. In addition to the above text concerning Jesus, this Greek word is used four times in John’s gospel with regard to the Holy Spirit:

· John 14:16 – “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever— the Spirit of truth.” 
· John 14:26 – “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”
· John 15:26 – “When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me.”

· John 16:7 – “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”
Back in Isaiah 11:2, “The Spirit of wisdom” was to rest on the Messiah.
 Now Jesus calls the Holy Spirit, “another paraclete,” for He comes to continue the ministry of Jesus. The Counselor, the Spirit of truth, teaches and reminds believers of the things of Jesus Christ. Just as Jesus had carried out his mission in conjunction with the Father, so the Paraclete leads believers into all truth and presents this truth in light of the resurrection.

The Child of Christmas—Immanuel—is the “Wonderful Counselor.” He is awesome and amazing, but more than that, He is the Almighty. He is divine Himself and He gives divine direction for our lives.

What does this mean for us today? I like Warren Wiersbe’s words,

His name is Wonderful: this takes care of the dullness of life. We no longer need to live on the cheap substitutes of the world in order to have excitement and enjoyment. Jesus Christ makes everything wonderful.

His name is Counselor: this takes care of the decisions of life. We no longer will be baffled by the problems of life, wondering what step to take next. With Jesus Christ as our Counselor, we will have the wisdom that we need to make the right decisions.

During His life on earth, Christ demonstrated His wisdom as a counselor. Study the New Testament descriptions of Jesus’ encounters with people who came to Him for counsel. In a marvelous way, He always knew what to say, when to reach out to a seeking heart, and when to rebuke an impetuous soul. The testimony of those who heard Him was, “Never did a man speak the way this man speaks” (John 7:46).

Christ is the source of all truth. He said in John 14:6, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” Only He can make sense of life’s confusion. Unfortunately, most people turn everywhere else for counsel. They go to psychologists, psychiatrists, analysts, philosophers, religious quacks, astrologers, and other human advisers. But the only really life-changing truth is the truth that is found in Jesus Christ. He is the ultimate and only answer to all of life’s confusion. Wouldn’t you like to have a counselor who knows everything? Jesus is that counselor. He knows all about you; He knows all the needs of your heart; He knows how to answer those needs. And He always gives wise counsel to those who will hear and obey Him.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer concludes,

This child is called, “Wonderful Counselor.” In him, the wonder of all wonders has taken place. The birth of the Savior comes out of the eternal counsel of God. God gave us his Son in the form of a human child. God became man, the Word became flesh. That is the wonder of God’s love for us and it is the unfathomable counsel of God which wins and delivers us. And because this child of God is uniquely Wonderful Counselor, he is therefore himself also the source of all wonder and all counsel. Anyone who recognizes Jesus as the Son of God, whose every word and every deed is a wonder, will find in him the profoundest and most helpful counsel in all times of trouble and questioning. Yes, before his lips can speak, he is full of wonder and full of counsel. Go to the child in the manger and you will find in him wonder upon wonder, counsel upon counsel.

�John F. MacArthur, Jr., God With Us: The Miracle of Christmas (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1989).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., The Messiah in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1995).


�C. Hassell Bullock, An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1986).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., God With Us.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2009, 2018).


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Christmas Sermons (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2005).


�J. Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1999).


�i.e., Warren W. Wiersbe, His Name Is Wonderful (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, ©1976, 1984).


�Edward E. Hindson and Woodrow M. Kroll, eds., KJV Bible Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1994).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible (Nashville: Word Publishers, ©1997).


�Hindson and Kroll, op. cit.


�John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1–39, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1986).


�Mitch Glaser, Isaiah 53 Explained (New York: Chosen People Productions, ©2010).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Motyer,  Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary.


�Dale Ralph Davis, Stump Kingdom: Isaiah 6–12 (Fearn, Ross-shire, UK: Christian Focus, ©2017).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Dietrich Bonhoeffer, God Is in the Manger: Reflections on Advent and Christmas (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, ©2010).


�R. C. Sproul, Before the Face of God, Book Three: A Daily Guide for Living from the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House; Ligonier Ministries, ©1994).


�Walter A. Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, ©1996).


�Paul R. Gilchrist, “887 יָעַץ,” in R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1980).


�Hindson and Kroll, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Oswalt, op. cit.


�Gilchrist, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Elwell, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, His Name Is Wonderful.


�MacArthur, Jr., God With Us.


�Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Christmas Sermons (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2005).





PAGE  
6

