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The Messiah: An Adult  
Advent Study
Introduction to the Study
Christians have claimed from their beginnings that 
Jesus was the Messiah foretold in the Hebrew Scrip-
tures. His reign began a new testament of the rela-
tionship between God and humanity. For that reason 
Christians often call the Hebrew Scriptures the Old 
Testament. Jesus did not replace or deny the expecta-
tions of a messiah previously told. He fulfilled them. 
The people were waiting for God to act, and many 
oracles in the Old Testament predicted what God 
would do.

What were these expectations and did Jesus fulfill 
them?

Isaiah 9:2–7 is a well-known oracle that uses four 
royal titles in verse 6—Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. This Advent 
study will ponder each title and how the people under-
stood it then, how Jesus did or did not fulfill the title, 

and how Christians interpret Jesus as representative of 
that title.

As we ponder the use of those titles with reference 
to Christmas and the birth of Jesus, two things become 
clear. First, in the witness to Jesus by the early Chris-
tians in the New Testament, they relied heavily on Old 
Testament “anticipations” of the coming Messiah. But 
second, Jesus did not fit those “anticipations” very well 
such that a good deal of interpretive imagination was 
required in order to negotiate the connection between 
the anticipation and the actual bodily, historical reality 
of Jesus.

Isaiah in His Own Liturgical Context
The oracle of Isaiah 9:2–7 is well known among us 
because of Handel’s Messiah. The oracle did not antici-
pate or predict Jesus. There is no doubt that it per-
tained to the eighth century BCE, the time of Isaiah the 
prophet. While the oracle might have been utilized to 
announce and celebrate the birth of a new royal prince 
in Jerusalem, namely Hezekiah, it is more probable that 
it pertained to the coronation of the new king. As with 
the anticipation of every new U.S. president, the coro-
nation of the new king in Jerusalem was an occasion for 
anticipation of a new wave of well-being, peace, and 
prosperity. The liturgical articulation of such expecta-
tion would have been extravagant and excessive as 
such occasions are, not unlike the political speeches of 
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For a child has been born for us, 
a son given to us;

authority rests upon his shoulders; 
and he is named

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

Isaiah 9:6
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promise with which we are familiar in our own politi-
cal context. Included in such flowery language would 
have been a traditional inventory of slogans or man-
tras about the new king, the sort of inventory that we 
know from ancient Egyptian liturgies that celebrate 
a new pharaoh. Thus the royal liturgy in Jerusalem 
likely resembled coronation liturgies in surrounding 
countries.

Specifically, the oracle of Isaiah 9:2–7 anticipates a 
new regime of peace and prosperity in Jerusalem, a sea-
son of “great light” that is contrasted with the “dark-
ness” of imperial exploitation under the empire of 
Assyria. The coming king, it is anticipated, will release 
Judah from that oppression, and this oracle anticipates 
a new regime of “endless peace” with “justice and with 
righteousness” forever (v. 7).

“Wonderful Counselor” = “Wise 
Governance”
Our focus for the four Sundays in Advent will be to 
consider the four extravagant royal titles assigned to 
the new king in verse 6. The first of these is “wonderful 
counselor.” At the outset it may be noted that Handel, 
in his famous oratorio, mistakenly placed a comma 
after “wonderful,” thus dividing the phrase into two 
distinct parts. The two terms are to be taken together 
as “wonderful counselor” or “counselor of wonders.” 
The term “counselor” refers to the 
exercise of governance, the capacity 
to administer, to plan, and to execute 
policy. God is praised for assigning 
a new human king who is expected 
to devise plans and policies for the 
benefit of the entire realm. The term 
“wonderful” may be a modifier for 
the noun “counselor,” suggesting that the new king will 
have extraordinary wisdom and foresight about plan-
ning. Or it may suggest that the royal plans and policies 
will be of exceptional quality, a big surprise that goes 
beyond all the usual conventions of political power and 
practice. Either way it is expected that the new king will 
initiate policy and practice that will dazzle in its effec-
tiveness and in its practical benefit for the subjects of 
the king.

In actual practice the regime of Hezekiah at the end 
of the eighth century BCE in Jerusalem did enact some 

remarkable policies, notably withstanding the assault 
of the Assyrian army (Isa. 36–39). In the end, how-
ever, the rule of Hezekiah proved to be a disappoint-
ment. This glorious anticipation did not work out, for 
Hezekiah ultimately capitulated to the rising power 
of Babylon (Isa. 39). Perhaps it is inevitable, given the 
unpredictable nature of historical reality, that such high 
expectations could not be realized in fact. Perhaps it 
is always so. That reality, however, does not preclude 
the ambitious expectations for the next coming king, as 
is always hoped for all over again, just as we do with 
every new U.S. president.

Jesus and the Empire of Rome
This oracular text, with its fourfold inventory of hon-
orific titles for the king—Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace—was ready at 
hand for the early church when it came to bear witness 
to Jesus. It was, moreover, ready at hand when Handel 
offered his glorious work of connecting the reality of 
Jesus to Old Testament expectation. The expected 
“messiah” would be received as a king, and so our 
Christmas carols abound with royal imagery. That is, 
they recognized the “long expected” king who would 
set his people free. As ancient King Hezekiah had to 
face the Assyrian Empire with its threat, so Jesus came 
into an ominous political situation that was dominated 

by the Roman Empire, with its coercive military pres-
ence and its equally coercive tax system. The royal 
power of “Caesar” (emperor) was to be challenged by 
the new Jewish king who would, in Jewish expectation, 
defeat the power of Rome. Thus the Christmas story of 
Luke 2:1–20 is situated amid the power and command 
of Rome:

In those days a decree went out from Emperor 
Augustus that all the world should be registered. 
This was the first registration and was taken while 

. . . the teaching of Jesus attests to  
the possibility of God that the world has 

long since taken to be impossible. That is 
what is wonderful about his teaching.



3
Copyright © 2014 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com. Permission given to the purchaser to copy this page for use in class.

The Messiah: An Adult Advent Study | Session 1: Wonderful Counselor

Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their 
own towns to be registered. (Luke 2:1–3)

The initial announcement of the Gospel in Mark, 
moreover, is cast in royal language: “The time is ful-
filled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, 
and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15).

The larger drama of the Gospel exhibits the way in 
which King Jesus takes issue with the royal power of 
Rome and subsequently with every regime of power 
that imagines it is ultimate and absolute. The power of 
King Jesus is intrinsically revolutionary and subversive 
against every repressive regime.

Jesus as a Surprising Alternative 
Who Evoked Amazement  
and Opposition
This leaves for the early church, and for subsequent 
church interpretation, to delineate what kind of king 
Jesus is. How will he oppose the royal power of Rome? 
In that context Isaiah’s oracle provides both eloquence 
and substantive guidance for discerning the new rule 
of Jesus. The general claim of the oracle is that a new 
regime of peace and well-being will displace the older 
(Roman) order of violence and extortion.

The anticipated king who will accomplish this dis-
placement is termed, in the oracle, a “wonderful coun-
selor.” It remains then, for the church at Christmas, to 
delineate how it is that Jesus is the anticipated “wonder-
ful counselor” and what that title means for good news 
in the world. While royal language is often used for 
witness to Jesus because he is the king of the kingdom 
of God that is at hand, he clearly fits no conventional 
royal expectation. And the charge at his subsequent 
trial that he claimed to be “King of the Jews” rests with 
great uneasiness for him (John 18:34–36).

But let us consider his role as “wonderful coun-
selor,” as agent of extraordinary plans and policies for 
the ordering of the public life of his people.

1. Jesus Was Wise
The king as “counselor” will be wise, and so he will 
devise wise plans, with a capacity to penetrate beyond 
conventional assumptions and with peculiar discern-
ment about how the world works and what the con-
sequences of policies will be. Jesus astonishes his 
contemporaries by his capacity to see and act beyond 

conventional assumptions. As they observed his work, 
people asked: “Where did this man get all this? What is 
this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of 
power are being done by his hands!” (Mark 6:2).

The familiar birth story in Luke 2, moreover, moves 
promptly on to his childhood where he is celebrated for 
his uncommon wisdom:

The child grew and became strong, filled with 
wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him. . . . 
And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and 
in divine and human favor. (Luke 2:40, 52)

He was already then discerned, according to this tes-
timony and memory, as being on his way as a “coun-
selor” who will be extraordinary in his discernment. 
The notion of his wisdom, moreover, is extended in 
Paul’s exposition of the wisdom of the cross that contra-
dicts the “foolishness” of the world (1 Cor. 1:25, 27). If 
we consider this reference in the context of governance, 
being a king, then we can see that the raw power of 
Rome was indeed foolishness, even though it is typical 
for a world power.

2. Jesus Is Extraordinary
Jesus is extraordinary (“wonderful”) in his teaching 
because he exhibited an authority that was unlike the 
authority of the scribes, the shrewdest and most learned 
of his contemporaries (Mark 1:22).

And all who heard him were amazed at his under-
standing and his answers. When his parents saw 
him they were astonished. (Luke 2:47–48)

His teaching contradicted all usual assumptions. 
His teaching confounded the authorities; he engaged 
the powerless crowds, as he articulated a world under 
“alternative governance” that did not conform to old 
patterns of abuse and exploitation. Thus it becomes a 
mantra of response to his subversive testimony:

They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught 
as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 
(Mark 1:22)

“It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the 
kingdom of God.” They were greatly astounded 
and said to one another, “Then who can be 
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saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “For mor-
tals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all 
things are possible.” (Mark 10:25–27)

The terms “possible” and “impossible” contain 
echoes of the old question posed in Genesis 18:14: “Is 
anything too wonderful for the Lord?” The term “won-
derful,” moreover, is the same word used in the pro-
phetic oracle, “wonderful counselor.” Thus the teaching 
of Jesus attests to the possibility of God that the world 
has long since taken to be impossible. That is what is 
wonderful about his teaching.

His teaching evidenced a kind of wisdom that was 
unusual. He is wise beyond explanation! For that rea-
son he constitutes an immense threat to conventional 
learning and conventional power. Thus his story of 
the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37) or of the two sons 
(Luke 15:11–32) or of the workers who came late and 
received equal pay (Matthew 20:1–16) contradicted 
common practice in elemental and unmistakable ways. 
He is wonderful in his teaching because he opens up 
new possibilities that were thought to be impossible. 
The foolish rulers of the age did not want such impossi-
bilities to become possible, for such possibilities would 
override and displace all present power arrangements 
and all current distribution of resources.

3. Jesus’ Teaching and Actions Display  
Inexplicable Wisdom
It is evident, moreover, that as his teaching was marked 
by inexplicable wisdom, so his actions were commensu-
rately astonishing; he accomplished deeds of rescue and 
restoration that ordinary reason had declared impossible. 
Thus in Mark 7:31–35 he deals with a deaf man who had 
“an impediment in his speech.” He put “his fingers into 
his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue” and the man 
was healed. And the observers of his action responded: 
“He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to 
hear and the mute to speak” (v. 37).

From such particular cases of “wonderful,” the gos-
pel tradition can generalize:

“Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: 
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 
raised, the poor have good news brought to 
them.” (Luke 7:22)

The old limits of the possible have been exposed as 
fraudulent inventions designed to keep the powerless 
in their places. Jesus violates such invented limitations 
and opens the world to the impossible. He ends that 
defiant declaration with the admonition: “And blessed 
is anyone who takes no offense at me” (v. 23).

Of course the stories 
of Jesus show that those 
who “take offense” are 
the elite leaders who have 
articulated the possible in 
a particular way; they have 

persuaded the common folk that their definition of the 
possible is correct. But now they have been exposed. 
They will strike back, in their foolishness, to halt such 
“wonderful counsel.”

4. Jesus Threatened the Established Order
The capacity of Jesus for the wonderful—the impossi-
ble—constituted an immediate threat to all established 
power arrangements. He is promptly seen to be danger-
ously subversive because he challenges and contradicts 
all normal assumptions. This is a king who refuses to 
accept conventional notions of governance. Indeed, he 
inverts power arrangements just as his mother, Mary, 
anticipated:

 He has scattered the proud in the thoughts 
of their hearts.

He has brought down the powerful from their 
thrones,

and lifted up the lowly;
he has filled the hungry with good things, 

and sent the rich away empty.
Luke 1:51–53

Her song is an anticipation of what will follow in 
the gospel narrative. It is no wonder that the authori-
ties promptly took counsel about how to destroy 
Jesus. They rightly perceived that his transformative 
capacity—in subversive teaching and in revolution-
ary action—entailed the end of their dominance. Luke 

It requires an uncommon wisdom to interrupt 
the foolish practice of business as usual.
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clearly states the profound contradiction that Jesus’ 
teaching and action provoked:

Every day he was teaching in the temple. The 
chief priests, the scribes, and the leaders of the 
people kept looking for a way to kill him; but 
they did not find anything they could do, for all 
the people were spellbound by what they heard. 
(Luke 19:47–48)

One might imagine that the authorities judged that 
Jesus was conducting class warfare by making visible 
the contrast between the leaders and the crowd in order 
to invite the crowd into new social possibility. The 
crowd, positioned before established order, welcomed 
his alternative. Thus the subsequent charge against him 
was that he was “perverting the people” (Luke 23:14), 
talking them out of their allegiance to entrenched order. 
He is indeed a ruler of the impossible!

5. Jesus Invited Followers to Continue  
His Mission
Before he finishes, this wise, transformative “king” will 
summon his followers to continue his way of subver-
sive astonishment and transformation in the world. 
He anticipates that his followers, the ones who sign on 
for his alternative regime, will be seen as troublemak-
ers who will seek alternatives to conventional power 
arrangements. That discipleship, moreover, will be the 
cause of arrest and persecution. But Jesus assures his 
followers, according to Luke:

“But before all this occurs, they will arrest you 
and persecute you; they will hand you over to 
synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought 

before kings and governors because of my name. 
This will give you an opportunity to testify. So 
make up your minds not to prepare your defense 
in advance; for I will give you words and a wis-
dom that none of your opponents will be able to 
withstand or contradict.” (Luke 21:12–15)

There cannot be any doubt that in this statement 
Luke has in purview the ongoing witness of the early 
church in the book of Acts. The apostles who witness 
to the transformative, life-giving power of Jesus are 
indeed called before the authorities. They, like Jesus, 
turn the world upside down (Acts 17:6).

Conclusion
It turns out that recognition of this new king is not 
just a Christmas Eve lark. It constitutes a new voca-
tion. It is not only an acknowledgment of his new 
rule in the world but a recruitment for action con-
gruent with the new regime. The “increase of his 
government” will not be by supernatural imposi-
tion or by royal fiat but only by the daily intentional 
engagement of his subjects, who are so astonished by 
his wonder that they no longer subscribe to the old 
order of power and truth that turns out to be, in the 
long run, only debilitating fraudulence. It requires an 
uncommon wisdom to interrupt the foolish practice 
of business as usual.
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