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Bed of Flowers
Prayer:  Heavenly Father, you created all things beautifully and wonderfully, and when we corrupted it with sin, you restored us to be beautiful and wonderful in your eyes.  Help us to trust in you, the source of all beauty, until Jesus comes again and restores the beauty of your creation, removing sin and its effects.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.

Text:  Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the LORD's hand double for all her sins. A voice of one calling: "In the desert prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken." A voice says, "Cry out." And I said, "What shall I cry?" "All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and the flowers fall, because the breath of the LORD blows on them. Surely the people are grass. The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands for ever." (Isaiah 40:1-8).

Object:  Live & Dead flowers

I. Introduction


Have you ever had a sick relative?  If you have children, I know that there have been times when pain comes to our children.  When that happens, how do we feel?  Helpless?  When we see those commercials on T.V. about children starving in Africa or wherever, How do we feel?  Overwhelmed?

II. We like to be in control: Locks, Vitamins, Insurance


We like being in control of our lives.  When things are beyond our control, we get nervous.  We get afraid.  We try to regain control of the situation.  We put locks on doors to try to control who comes in and out of our homes and cars.  We take vitamins and get shots to try to control our health.  We have insurance so that, even when things get out of control, we have something to which we can hold.

A. We like to take credit for the good things that happen

1.
Life: No problem


When we do have control of our lives, we like the credit.  We say, “I have it all together,” or “No problem.”  We work hard to be “successful,” and when we get to that point, if we are even satisfied with where we are, we credit ourselves with the success, forgetting the source of all blessings, God.

2.
Faith: not morality; mortality


Some even try to take credit for their faith or morality, yet our faith and ability to do works pleasing to God is a blessing from the Holy Spirit.  We cannot claim credit for our morality; only our mortality.

B. We trust in human wisdom and power: hard prayer poster


When we lose control, where do we turn?  I once saw a poster which said, “It seems like the toughest times to pray are the times we most need to.”  Who do we trust to get us out of jams?  When we’re confronted with trouble, whom do we count on?

1.
Human knowledge: Where is God?


Sometimes, we trust in human knowledge.  Job faced this problem.  In our suffering, we sometimes don’t know where to turn.  As the suffering increases, we ask, “Where is God?  Does he hear my plea for help?”  The Bible isn’t always clear on the source of pain, except that it is an effect of the sin in the world.  However, we can have comfort in knowing that God is with us in our suffering.  He knows what our pain feels like, and he has a solution, but we sometimes miss that, looking for a reason and a solution in ourselves.

a. Blind men & Elephant


Unfortunately, human knowledge is all based on observation, but if we don’t have the whole picture, we can miss the mark completely, the same as the old story of the blind men and the elephant:  One felt the elephant’s side and said, “This must be a wall.”  Another felt it’s leg and said, “This must be a tree.”  Another felt it’s tusk and said, “This must be a spear.”  Still another felt its trunk and said, “This must be a rope.”  All were wrong, because they hadn’t taken in the whole picture.  The same is true with any human idea.

b. God’s Word as base


If we use God and his Word as our base, we greatly increase our accuracy when we consider the nature of our world, ourselves, and our God, including who is responsible for what.  God made us.  He saved us.  He renews us in him.  He’s in charge.  To us, he gives the responsibility to care for what he has given us, and if we fall short, he is there to forgive us and help us try again.

III. What if we were in control?: Angels, Holy Spirit, Bible, Works


Imagine what the world would be like if we truly were in control, if God left us to our own devices to take care of ourselves.  For one, we would have no angels watching over us, protecting us from harm.  We wouldn’t have the Holy Spirit creating faith in us and helping us resist our own sinful flesh, as well as temptations from the devil.  We wouldn’t have God’s wisdom as he has given it to us in the Bible to know how to lead lives pleasing to him, and worst of all, we wouldn’t be able to get to heaven because we’d still be trying to do it ourselves.

A. Eden: Authority — Sin Corrupted


This does not mean that we have no control over our lives.  God gave us a free will way back in the Garden of Eden, where there were flowers like this, with no thorns.  He even gave us authority over the earth and all the creatures in it, but sin has corrupted us so badly that we are only able to choose evil by ourselves.  Imagine sinful people in charge, all by ourselves.  Would that help you sleep at night?

B. Divided Kingdom: 9 Shifts in 200 Years


Another benefit of God being in control is that God is eternal.  We don’t need to worry about someone coming in and taking over, changing everything.  The Israelites Isaiah was addressing knew what it meant to try to live under their own control.  Although Isaiah mainly proclaimed his message in the southern kingdom, Judah, the people were all well aware that just north of them, the kingdom of Israel was undergoing severe political turmoil.  Over a period of 200 years, they experienced nine dynasty shifts.  That means that, every twenty years or so, a new family came in and took over.  That meant hardship for rich and poor alike as they adjusted to a new kingly family and the war and struggle which always came along with it.  Times were uncertain, and the more they cried out to false gods, the more they tried to regain control of their lives, the more out of control things got.  Kings came and went like flowers in a field, constantly being replaced by others, plucked out from where they felt so secure.

C. Idolatry: Abandoned God


And just as the kings of Israel were plucked out like flowers, the people blew in the wind like flowers.  At that time, the popular religion was worshipping Baal, so to fit in, many of the Israelites went with the flow like flowers blowing in the wind.  They abandoned God when things got rough, or when worshipping Baal seemed like more fun.  Imagine if God abandoned us when it wasn’t fun for him anymore.  

D. Response to sin (Sin corrupted the world)


When sin entered the world, it corrupted everyone and everything.  Some animals grew fangs or bony plates or spikes.  Flowers like Venus flytraps and pitcher plants, which had always lived on sunlight and soil like all other plants, suddenly needed animal flesh to survive.  Viruses and bacteria which had been previously helpful to plants and animals suddenly caused sickness, pain, and death.  Beautiful roses grew thorns.


If we were in control at that time, how would we have responded?  How do we respond when things get so bad that they’re out of control? 

1. Run Away: Abortion (+Mary)


One solution we have is to run away from the problem.  Every day, thousands of babies die as victims of abortions, often cut off with not much more thought than cutting a flower for the sake of regaining control of lives which are out of control.  In Biblical times, they had concoctions made from herbs and flowers which could induce abortions.  Imagine if Mary had chosen that to avoid Joseph finding out that she was pregnant, to regain control of her life.  That death would have been almost as violent as the cross, but none of us would have ever known about it.

2. Scrap It: Divorce (Closest: Flood)


Another solution we have found is to scrap the whole project and start over.  The divorce rate in our country is around 60%.  That means that more than half of us have treated marriage, a life-long institution, like a flower that has been picked to enjoy for a while, but when it isn’t so beautiful anymore, we throw it out and look for a new one.  Imagine if God did that.  The closest he ever came was the flood of Noah’s day, but even then he allowed the faithful family to remain, even though they were sinners.

IV. God is in control: Won’t run/manger, Rainbow


But by God’s grace, he stays with us.  He protects us; he heals us; he creates faith in us.  He won’t run away, in fact, he did just the opposite: he became one of us, born in an animal’s food trough, and every time we see a rainbow, he reminds us that he will never scrap us.  On the contrary, he will come again and set all things right.

A. Temporality of sin: Things break until y comes again


That, indeed, is our hope.  The things we create are temporary.  How many of us have needed at least one thing repaired or replaced in the past year?  I imagine just about everyone.  Even the things which God has created suffer under the weight of sin.  Mountains erode.  Animals die.  Flowers wither.  People die.


When Jesus returns, all that will end.  Death will consume itself and it will end forever, and with death will go its cause: sin.  All temporary things will pass away and be replaced with permanent, incorruptible things.

B. Permanence of God: we inherit


How is this possible?  Such a world is beyond our ability to imagine.  Everything in our worldly experience is temporary.  Even the earth and the universe have a beginning and ending, but our Creator does not.  God is eternal, having no beginning or ending, and because Jesus took our place on the cross, we have inherited eternity, so just as God has no ending, neither shall we.

C. Permanence of His Word: best seller, Qumran, Baruch; Earthly materials for heavenly message


In the face of great human opposition, God’s Word has survived.  The Bible consistently sells more copies than any other book every year and has been translated into more languages than any other book.  It stands as the best selling book of all time throughout the world.  We have portions of it from before 100 BC, among which we can find today’s text, and archaeologists have even discovered personal belongings of one of the writers, who lived and died around 600 BC.


As we look at the Bible, we see one of the great mysteries of God: that he used perishable people and perishable ink, paper made from dead plants just like these flowers, human language and earthly concepts to share with us his eternal message.  How has this message survived and flourished through over 3,000 years?  Isaiah tells us: “The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands for ever.”  Just as God’s wonderful message has and will stand forever, so will we, because the ink and paper are not the source of the permanence.  God is.

V. Conclusion: avoid being blown away by being rooted


So remember that although we and our loved ones might wither like these flowers, God gives us new life through his word, and if we want to avoid being blown in the wind and bending to every wind that comes along, we just need to be rooted in God’s Word.  Amen.


And now, may the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus to eternal life.  Amen.
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