
Deep as Sheol or High as Heaven  
Isaiah 7:10-16; Romans 1:1-7 

Advent 4 
 
Romans 1:1-7 
1Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ,  
 called to be an apostle,  
 set apart for the gospel of God,  
  2which God promised beforehand  
   through God’s prophets in the holy scriptures,  
    3the gospel concerning God’s Son,  
 
who was descended from David according to the flesh  
 4and was declared to be Son of God  
  with power according to the spirit of holiness  
   by resurrection from the dead,  
Jesus Christ our Lord,  
 5through whom we have received grace and apostleship  
  to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles  
    for the sake of his name,  
   6including yourselves  
    who are called to belong to Jesus Christ,  
 
7To all God’s beloved in Rome,  
 who are called to be saints:  
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 

Introduction 
 
Back in the golden age, about 1000 years before Jesus was born, King David ruled 
a united kingdom of the 12 tribes of Israel.  
 
That had been a long time ago by the time David’s descendant Ahaz was on the 
throne. After long years of decline, the nation had eventually splintered into a 
Northern kingdom, which retained the name Israel, and the Southern kingdom, 
Judah. Jerusalem was in the Southern kingdom, Judah; and that was the throne on 
which sat the heirs of the once-glorious reign of King David—the “house of 
David,” meaning his lineage.  
 



The two kingdoms struggled along, each looking after its own interests, 
occasionally partnering with other countries, and trying to fend off attacks of 
conquest from the surrounding powers.  
 
Ahaz was the king of the Southern kingdom, Judah, 730 years before Christ was 
born.  
 
According to the Old Testament book II Kings, “Ahaz was twenty years old when 
he began to reign; he reigned sixteen years in Jerusalem. He did not do what was 
right in the sight of the LORD his God, as his ancestor David had done” (II Kings 
16:2).  
 
Word had come to Ahaz that the Northern kingdom had allied itself with Syria 
against him—which is to say, against Judah; against the line of David; against the 
people God identified as God’s own.  
 
And when he learned that the northern kingdom was plotting with Syria to come 
and conquer Judah, in the words of the book of Isaiah, “the heart of Ahaz and the 
heart of his people shook as the trees of the forest shake before the wind” (Isaiah 
7:2).  
 
So, Ahaz already did not exactly inspire confidence, and now, he was seriously 
afraid. When we get afraid, we start to come a little bit unmoored; and sometimes, 
even the most faithful people (and Ahaz was not among the most faithful people) 
can’t resist the temptation to turn inward, to hunker down in their own lives and 
say, “Thanks anyway, God, but I’ll handle this myself.”  
 
So now, with Ahaz’s heart shaking like a forest in the wind, God sends the prophet 
Isaiah to go and meet him “on the highway to the Fuller’s Field” (7:3), and say to 
Ahaz:  
 
“Take heed, quiet yourself, do not fear, and don’t let your heart be faint because of 
these two smoldering stumps of firebrands.  
 
“Because these two have plotted evil against you, saying, ‘Let’s go up against 
Judah, and cut off Jerusalem, and conquer it for ourselves, and install our own king 
in it,’ therefore thus says the Lord God”—and by the way, the Hebrew there is not 
the name “The LORD,” but the actual word “lord,” as in “master”—the Lord God, 
the master of the house—“is telling you this, Ahaz: It shall not stand, and it shall 
not come to pass.”  



 
But hear this, Ahaz: “If you do not stand firm in faith, you will not stand at all” 
(Isaiah 7:9b).   
 
Isaiah 7:10-16 
10Again the LORD spoke to [King] 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.  
 

 15He shall eat curds and honey   
  by the time he knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good.  
 16For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good,  
  the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be deserted.” 
 

The Sermon 
 
My Dad was in the flower shop looking for an arrangement to give to his mother 
for Mother’s Day. This was when I was in high school back in the 1980s.  
 
Dad had narrowed it down to two choices of flower arrangements, and couldn’t 
decide which would be better. One was slightly more colorful, the other was a little 
bit bigger, and one of them was just a couple dollars more expensive than the 
other.  
 
The store owner came by and asked if we needed anything, and Dad said, “Well, 
I’ve got it down to these two, and I can’t decide which one. What do you think?”  



 
The owner said, “It’s really just whichever she would like more.”  
 
Dad said, “Well, which would you suggest?”  
 
The guy said, “Oh, I don’t know what to tell you; I mean, it’s up to you…”  
 
Dad said, “Seriously: if you tell me it’s the more expensive one, that’s OK; I just 
want to be able to believe I’m giving her the best one.”  
 
“Well, it’s just whatever you think is better.”  
 
Dad said, “In your professional opinion, which of these should we get?” 
 
That poor florist looked like a captured spy who didn’t care what they did to him; 
he was never going to divulge the state secret of which flower arrangement might 
be slightly better as a gift for my Dad’s mom.  
 
I don’t know if Dad was amused or incredulous, but finally he said, “Look, if you 
just pick one, I’ll go with it. Just say one of these.”  
 
Not to put too fine a point on it, but we eventually got Maw-Maw a really nice 
bouquet—from a different flower shop.  
 
Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, saying, “Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it be 
deep as Sheol or high as heaven.”  
 
But Ahaz, remembering part of a verse from Deuteronomy, said, “I will not ask, 
and I will not put the LORD to the test.”i  
 
I’m not aware of any instance in the Bible in which a prophet is said to have 
smacked his forehead or rolled his eyes, but Isaiah comes pretty close.  
 
Imagine that moment hanging in the air between them.  
 
“God wants you to ask for a sign— 
 make it deep as Sheol or high as heaven.” 
 
Setting aside, for a moment, the dread that Ahaz was facing—and it really was a 
serious, geopolitical, military dread— 



 
If you were to ask God for a sign,  
 deep as Sheol, the shadow world where there is neither death nor life, 
  where existence is only a ghostly nothingness; 
 or high as heaven, celestial, exalted, the highest plane of existence,  
  where the throne of God is surrounded by the holy angels and archangels— 
 
If you could ask a sign of God, what would you ask?  
 
What do you most want God to show you?  
 
What do you most hope for? And what is your hope beyond hope?  
 
What would you need to hear the Almighty God say to you 
 to ease your deepest, darkest,  
  most overwhelming or most insidious fears;  
 or to realize your most unimaginable dreams?  
 
But Ahaz said, “I will not ask; I will not put the LORD to the test.” 
 
And Isaiah, the prophet, said:  
 
“Hear then, O house of David! [That’s you, A-haz]:  
 Is it not enough for you to weary mortals;  
  now you have to weary my God also?  
 
This is no time for thinking small, Ahaz! God is inviting you! Ask big. Ask huge. 
Ask deep.  
 
We think so small; God thinks so vast—and now invites us to seek a sign from 
God, not on our scale, but on God’s scale.   
 
And God will break into our small scale with the vastness and depth of God’s 
scale.  
 
A quarter of a century ago, the country that used to be Yugoslavia was shredding 
itself from within, not entirely unlike what Israel had done to itself after David and 
Solomon.  
 



It was a horrifying series of wars declared and smaller and smaller territories 
claiming independence and then bloodshed and the coining of the horrifying term 
“ethnic cleansing,” which was a sick euphemism for evicting people from their 
own homes and violating and killing and causing to people to disappear. 
Yugoslavia and particularly the places that were most bitterly contested became a 
living hell.  
 
Around that time, Jane Kenyon wrote a poem based on the view inside one of the 
beautiful, ancient Orthodox cathedrals in that part of the word; it’s called “Mosaic 
of the Nativity: Serbia, Winter 1993”: 
 

On the domed ceiling God 
is thinking: 
I made them my joy, 
and everything else I created 
I made to bless them. 
But see what they do! 
I know their hearts and arguments: 
 
“We’re descended from  
Cain. Evil is nothing new,  
so what does it matter now 
if we shell the infirmary, 
and the well where the fearful 
and rash alike must 
come for water?” 
 
God thinks Mary into being. 
Suspended at the apogee 
of the golden dome, 
she curls in a brown pod, 
and inside her the mind 
of Christ, cloaked in blood, 
lodges and begins to grow.ii 

 
These days, the guns are mostly silent, and something like normalcy has settled 
into the various nations that used to be Yugoslavia.  
 
And hell on earth has come to Aleppo.  
 



This is no time for thinking small, for declining to act when God begs us to seek a 
signs of God’s presence, when God is demanding that we turn back to God and 
stop being so small in our individual isolation, and instead come back to the God 
who created us and think and pray and believe on a whole different scale.  
 
The poisons that we are unleashing into our planet’s ecosystem come from our 
tiny, human scale, and cumulatively cause changes to our precious environment 
that destroy lives and threaten our future as a species—as always, affecting the 
poor and the powerless first. (God allowed Israel to plunge into its eventual 
destruction for that sin.)  
 
So if our millions of daily violations of the earth and our fellow creatures bring the 
scale of our destruction from the tiny to the vast, we can imagine that God can 
bring the vastness of God’s truth, and beauty, and glory, and awe down to our 
human scale, without in any way diminishing the truth and the beauty and the glory 
and the awesomeness.  
 
Did you happen to see the stellar miracle on Wednesday evening?  
 
After our Christmas gathering late Wednesday afternoon, I went to the hospital to 
see one of our church members who was recovering from a knee surgery the day 
before. We had a nice visit, and on the way home, I was hearing Christmas music 
of a fairly mystical strain. I was thinking about how much of the earliest Christmas 
music I heard was a source not only of a kind of spirituality, but indeed a holy 
mysticism that has influenced me ever since. So maybe the stage had been set for 
me to be particularly awestruck by this.   
 
It was 6:45 and dark outside as I headed back toward Montreat, when I caught a 
momentary glimpse, just behind the treeline, of a large, bright light. I knew it had 
to be the full moon, but I could hardly believe that’s what it was, it was so low and 
so bright and so gigantic. But I had only caught a momentary glimpse of it; as I 
drove past the hillsides along the highway, it had sort of peeked out at me and then 
ducked back behind a mountain.  
 
Eventually the highway curved again, and the moon appeared immediately in front 
of the line of cars on the road, and I had to believe that everybody on that road, 
headed East, was finding it as mystical and entrancing as I was.  
 
It was twice as large as I’ve ever seen the moon before. And I knew that it wasn’t 
that the moon was any closer to the earth; it has more to do with being so low on 



the horizon, and it’s all about how the light is refracted and a lot of other concepts I 
have never understood. But it looked like by the time I got to Black Mountain it 
would be hovering right over us.  
 
Seeing the shadows on the full moon magnified so brightly, it occurred to me again 
that it’s not a picture of a light in the sky; it’s an actual, physical, giant, round rock; 
a vast, globular island in space, somehow floating off the coast of our atmosphere.  
 
One day, they say—if the solar system continues long enough—as the moon inches 
gradually, almost imperceptibly away from us each year, it will finally break free 
from earth’s gravitational pull and drift away.   
 
Even the scientific realities of the laws of physics reveal God’s holy mystical 
grandeur.  
 
The sky over Montreat that night was lit enough so that it was a dark blue-grey, 
and you could see everything around you clearly, and the mountains were a black 
outline against the deep blue sky.  
 
At that point, even though I couldn’t see the moon any more, it was illuminating 
the whole sky and even the land below—even the little patch of sidewalk where I 
was standing.  
 
And having just heard the latest horrors reported in the news that day, I thought 
about the people in Aleppo who would soon be seeing the same moon hovering in 
the sky.  
 
And for some of them, it would be their last night on earth. And it’s not because 
they have lived out a normal human life span that would be taking its natural 
course; and it’s not even a result of the unpredictable vagaries of our natural 
physical vulnerabilities.  
 
They are dying because people are deciding that it is acceptable, or even politically 
beneficial to someone, for them to lose their lives.  
 
It’s repulsively, entirely unfair. Human cruelty, human indifference, and human 
apathy are ending the lives of people whose crime was being born into the world 
God created.  
 



When God says, ask me for a sign, deep as Sheol or high as heaven, for God’s 
sake, let’s ask as vast as we can get.  
 
This is no time for thinking small, for confining ourselves to obeying unwritten 
and non-existent rules about what you should and should not dare ask for.  
 
Therefore 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.  
 
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way.  
 
When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, 
she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.  
 
Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.  
 
But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, 
for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you 
are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”  
 
All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the 
prophet:  
 

 “Look, the young woman shall conceive and bear a son,  
  and they shall name him Emmanuel.”  
 
Which means: God is with us.iii 
 
Being called to belong to Jesus Christ is to be invited by God—convicted by 
God—to ask a sign of the LORD your God; be it deep as Sheol or high as heaven.  
 
Advent is the time to take God up on the offer of a Christmas present more 
profound, more life-saving, more earth-redeeming than anything we could dare to 
imagine in our tiny, earthbound scale.  
 



It is to reach deep into the darkness below—or within—and find God there; it is to 
look high into the heavens and know that there is no part of this universe that is not 
within the arms of the phenomenal, universal, eternal Love that is our creator.  
 
If you could ask for anything at all this Christmas, any gift no matter what the price 
or the cost or the unlikelihood of making it happen—if you could ask for one 
Christmas present, what would it be?  
 
Keith Grogg 
Montreat Presbyterian Church 
Montreat, NC 
December 18, 2016 
 
                                                 
i See Deuteronomy 6:16ff. Ahaz uses the line as an excuse to dodge God’s prodding invitation; 
Jesus uses it (Matthew 4:7; Luke 4:12) as a textual proof that God is not to be trifled with—
which, come to think of it, is not a bad description of the very thing that Ahaz is doing.  
ii Jane Kenyon, “Mosaic of the Nativity: Serbia, Winter 1993,” in Kenyon, Otherwise: New & 
Selected Poems. St. Paul, Minnesota: Graywolf, 1996; p. 4. 
iii Matthew 1:18-23 (NRSV). Note that the word often translated “virgin” is just as likely to mean 
“young woman,” with or without the sexual(ly repressed) connotations. (See, among many 
others, A.S. Herbert, The Book of the Prophet: Isaiah 1-39 [Cambridge Bible Commentary on 
the New English Bible]. Cambridge University Press, 1973; pp. 64-65). This is particularly 
relevant for the study of this Old Testament passage in its own setting, independent of the 
Christian interpretation: it has been argued persuasively that the “young woman” referenced in 
Isaiah may be a consort of Ahaz himself, and he is the father. Read in its original context without 
the later Christian lens, the prophecy is less mystical and in some ways more ominous. (See, 
among others, Gerhard von Rad, The Message of the Prophets. New York: Harper & Row, 1972; 
p. 143ff.) 
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