Sermon for Sunday 10th January: Isaiah 43:1-7 and Luke 3:15-17,21-22 

Let’s pray…

I was watching an old Doctor Who episode
 the other day, which was set in the time of Shakespeare. Much of the plot revolves around the use of words – the proclaiming of names and of events, and it quickly becomes clear that the story revolves entirely around the importance of saying things out loud – that there is power in words. And in our reading today, we see the use of words being spoken – we have two prophets speaking about judgement and grace, and we have God the Father speaking love to God the Son.  

Both Isaiah and John the Baptist have come before God’s people and pronounced judgement upon them for not honouring and obeying God and His law… Yet in both passages we also hear the voice of grace – for Israel is offered rescue and hope in the midst of their guilt and hopelessness, and Jesus is baptised by the prophet John in order to begin his ministry of grace – yes judgement is present, but salvation and rescue are still offered at God’s cost, not ours. Our choice is to accept it and to live by it, and to share it with others. 

So let’s look a little closer at the passage in Isaiah:

Isaiah was writing at a particularly turbulent time in history, when empires rose and fell, overshadowing countries in their wake. At the time when it is thought that Isaiah was writing, the Assyrian Empire was holding sway. When Empires conquered, smaller countries were either left in place to serve them, or if the people were found to be particularly rebellious and obstinate, they were taken wholesale into exile. Israel had known times of threat and oppression under the Assyrians, but were also going to face the rise of the Babylonian empire. They understood what it meant to be held against their will, to be at the mercy of other powers. They understood the language of captivity and helplessness, and were, in the words of the prophets, being made to face the accusation that they were to blame – that the situation in which they found themselves was a consequence of their own selfishness and disobedience to God.

The end of Isaiah 42, just before our passage, finds the prophet doing just that – he is reminding the people of Israel and Judah that they were meant to be God’s servant, a nation that was a light in the darkness, obediently following their God and revealing His mercy and faithfulness to the surrounding powers. Yet, instead, they were blind – ‘you have seen many things, but have paid no attention; your ears are open, but you hear nothing…’ As one commentator has said,
 the words of the prophet at the end of chapter 42 are laying the case for the prosecution… and God’s people have undoubtedly been found guilty and are now walking in the consequences of their actions. 

However, wonderfully, Isaiah begins chapter 43 with a ‘But’… ‘But now…’ Israel may be blind, but God is not – He sees them and He knows them, because He created them and formed them. This is the nation He has shaped from the beginning and which He has called by name. Again, we see the power of words – God has summoned them, and by calling their name, He has identified Himself with them – they are His. He has ascribed worth to them, perhaps you have known the experience of someone knowing your name – someone important (perhaps a head teacher? – Although that could be a double-edged sword!), or someone you highly esteemed – the joy of discovering that they knew who you were… And here, the Almighty God says to His people, “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine.”

God is far from oblivious to their plight, and knows that their experience is a difficult one; in fact, it feels so extreme that it is likened to passing through waters, through rivers, and even walking through fire. And here, God puts flesh on His reminder that He has redeemed them and will redeem them again – He will be with them in the waters, His presence means that the rivers will not overwhelm them, and even when fire surrounds them, God will protect them, they will not be burned or consumed. Why? Because of who God is – I AM the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour. Talk of passing through rivers may have reminded them implicitly of God’s saving grace towards them in the Exodus story, but now it is explicit – I gave Egypt for your ransom… there is powerful history here, truth that has sustained them across the years – a reminder of God’s saving grace.

And why would He ransom them? ‘Since you are precious and honoured in my sight, and because I love you…’ And these are not just words, this is powerful and active stuff, the words ‘ransom’, ‘redeem’ and ‘Saviour’ are not nice reassurances, platitudes in hard times, for God is a Holy God, committed to saving His people – a saviour is ‘One who saves from danger or destruction’ (Merriam-Webster dictionary) and to redeem another is ‘to free from captivity by payment of ransom’, this is a costly business, and in no way is it entered into half-heartedly. God says he will gather His sons and His daughters from the four corners of the earth. There is a double emphasis here, for this is the only reference in the OT to God’s ‘daughters’, suggesting that it is not enough to just imply that the whole of God’s people will be gathered, all of them, it needs stating explicitly. But also the lengths that God will go to are suggested by the naming of each of the four points of the compass. They are assured - no stone will be left unturned, no-one will be missed.

This gathering, the calling out of God’s people is no longer just by their own name, they are, in vs. 7, gathered by God’s name – God’s people are known to Him, and they are known to be His – they, and we, belong – to God, and to one another – to be called a community of His name – this is such good news. Because as much as this is the story of Israel, we can see reflections here of the story of our own lives as God’s people today. 

We can look at the world around us and know the predicament that we are in… it is profound. Trouble rarely comes to us in our situation as literal captivity, we have not been enslaved by a foreign power, but there are many things that do enslave us here – the power of want which raises its head as consumerism, the weight of other people’s expectations, the heaviness of debt and financial crisis, the overwhelming cost of materialism with its accompanying discontent… Let alone the pain of loss and suffering, the experience of unemployment, of marriage breakdown and loneliness. Into this world God has spoken grace – into this world Jesus has come… offering to know us by name, to rescue us, to redeem us paying the costly ransom that we remember in the celebrating of communion this morning… 

For if we have accepted Jesus as our saviour, He has literally saved us – from the burden of this trouble; we may still carry the scars of the consequences of going our own way, of living our lives selfishly, with little recourse to Him, yet He offers to be with us in these waters, to save us from being overwhelmed by these rivers, to protect us in this fire and to rescue us, His people. 

What a relief… but also what a responsibility to share… For we are the blessed ones – we know the wonderful truth of God’s saving grace outlined by Isaiah. Imagine what it would be to not have that certainty. How can we not share that incredible truth with others? How can we risk not telling what we have known? That God loves us, profoundly, deeply… that He will go to extraordinary lengths to share His saving grace with His people. And amazingly – it is likely that you are to someone else that extraordinary length… God uses us, each of us, to draw alongside others in their fire, in their watery times and to share the truth that we are blessed to know – that we know someone who has the power to save – power that is greater than the booming voice of want, that is greater than other’s demands upon us, that is greater than any desire for more, and a power that can rescue us in the midst of grief and hopelessness. God’s grace – His amazing grace has been extended to us and also to them… we just need the courage to speak it out into being… To tell the truth… For these words really do have power.

Can we speak about love? Because we’ve heard this morning, that Jesus – God the Son Himself – needed to hear that truth that God loves Him and is well pleased with Him. How much more do our neighbours, friends, families need to hear this? And believe me, I’m saying this as much to myself as to you – because I know how hard it can be to move in conversation from the mundane to the profound. To carve a way past my English reserve to the heart of the matter. 

But God knows us by name… we are His gathered sons and daughters – does that give us courage – do we need to hear afresh this morning how much He knows and loves us? 

Perhaps you can think of someone you know who is struggling with their own overwhelming rivers or troubling fires? Could you draw alongside them in order to share the truth of God’s saving love for them? Perhaps you could share this with another Christian that you trust so that they can pray with you and for you as you go about this task – remembering that we have been much blessed in our Saviour – the God who loves us, who rescued us and continues to love and rescue us today… Or perhaps that person is you?… And you need someone to draw alongside you today – to pray with you, to be with you in your own journey of discovering God’s love for you and His rescue offered to you. If either of these scenarios are ringing true for you today – please let me encourage you to chat with either myself or with Bob or Kelvin – we would love to pray with you… 

Let’s pray…

Questions:

The power of words – can you think of a story, an anecdote, a programme or film that has profoundly affected you?

The book of Isaiah is confusing (well I think so!) because it makes reference to God’s ‘Servant’ in a number of different places, and yet, it seems that they are not always the same person. Isaiah 42:1-9 and Isaiah 42:18-25 certainly offer a contrasting picture of servant – many believing the former to refer to a Messiah figure who is the ultimate model of servant, and the latter, a great contrast, Israel. Given the ‘case for the prosecution’ outlined in vss. 18-25, how does this affect your reaction to God’s treatment of Israel in Is 43?

Can you think of a time when you have discovered that someone important/influential etc knew your name – how did that make you feel? And why?

What does it mean to you that the Almighty God knows your name? 

Have you known a time of ‘passing through waters or fires’? Would you be prepared to share that experience? Did you know God’s presence or protection in that time? Or do you wish you had?  

Looking at your neighbourhood/peer-group, can you identify a particular experience of watery or fiery trouble that is found particularly there? 

(As a reminder, here are some of the examples in the sermon: 

the power of want which raises its head as consumerism

the weight of other people’s expectations

the heaviness of debt and financial crisis

the overwhelming cost of materialism with its accompanying discontent

the pain of loss and suffering

the experience of unemployment, of marriage breakdown and loneliness)

How might the saving love of God be expressed or shared in these situations?

How do you feel about speaking about God’s love in your own life, about God’s love for those that you know?

How can you as a group support one another in these challenges?

� Series 3, episode 2 ‘The Shakespeare Code’


� Goldingay, J. (2006) Isaiah: New International Biblical Commentary Carlisle: Paternoster Press 


� Echoes of this may be found in Jesus account of the shepherd in the NT. See Luke 15:4 for the shepherd who searches for even the one sheep who is missing; and John 10 for the account of the Good Shepherd, who calls his sheep by name (John 10:3), who identifies that the sheep will be gathered together from other places until they are one flock (John 10:16) and the cost of saving the sheep being the giving of a life (John 10:17)
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