Rev. Dale Critchley: December 3, 2003

Expectations

Grace, mercy, and peace be to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Text: (Isaiah 46:8-13) “Remember this, fix it in mind, take it to heart, you rebels. Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me. I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please. From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a far-off land, a man to fulfil my purpose. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I have planned, that will I do. Listen to me, you stubborn-hearted, you who are far from righteousness. I am bringing my righteousness near, it is not far away; and my salvation will not be delayed. I will grant salvation to Zion, my splendor to Israel.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

I. Introduction

Gladys Talbot, in her book, Stories I Love to Tell, tells the story of three little trees who wanted to be something in life. The first tree wanted to be a pretty cradle when it grew up. One day some people came to the forest and cut the tree down. The tree was hewn into rough pieces and carelessly put together to form a manger in a stable in Bethlehem. The little tree was disappointed because it was shoved into a dark cave with no one to see it but some cattle. One day however, God laid there His own Babe -- the Son of God. the manger quivered with delight. "Oh, this is wonderful! In all my dreams I never thought to hold a Baby like this. This is better than all my planning. Why, I am part of a miracle!" Years passed by, and men came to the forest to cut down the second tree. This tree aspired to be a great ship when it grew up. But the little tree did not do great things. It was not made into a great vessel, but instead it became a tiny fishing boat, owned by a simple Galilean fisherman named Peter. The little boat was most unhappy. One day it stood by the shores of the Sea of Galilee dejected and disappointed. A crowd had gathered by the shore and because of the multitude, a Man, called Jesus, stepped into the little boat and taught the people from it. "This is wonderful!" it whispered. "In all my dreams and planning I never thought I would be used as part of a miracle." After some months, men came to the forest to cut down the third tree. This tree just wanted to remain on the hillside and point to God. But men did not leave the little tree alone. They tore away its branches; they cut into its bark, and deeper, into its very heart. They hewed it apart and put it together again, in the form of a crude cross. The little tree quivered through all its being. "This is terrible!" it whispered. "They are going to hang someone. Oh, I never wanted this to happen to me -- I only wanted to point to God! This is awful!" One day, outside of Jerusalem, a great crowd gathered. In the midst of the crowd was Jesus and beside Him was the cross. After nailing Him to the cross, the little tree heard words of forgiveness and peace that were offered to the whole world. Then Christ completed His work of redemption and "gave up the ghost." And the cross began to understand! "This is wonderful!" it whispered. "In all my dreams I never thought to point to God in this way. I am part of a miracle. This is better than all my planning."

A. A wise man once told me, “If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans.”

B. Another man told me, “Some people say, ‘Thy will be done, and let me tell you what Thy will is,’ while others just place themselves at God’s mercy and trust in His wisdom.”

C. Isaiah echoes all of these sentiments in today’s text, showing us that God’s plans often use the most unexpected methods

II. Remember this, and show yourselves men; turn [your] rebellion to heart.

A. God, through the prophet Isaiah, is saying, “Have the guts to look at your sinful heart.”

B. It’s easy to say, “Yes, I’m a sinner.”

1. Your natural knowledge of God can tell you that

2. If you claim to be without sin, you’re a complete fool

3. And if you’re not sure, ask your parents or spouse or anyone else who knows you well

C. But what about honestly looking at your sins and what those sins mean?

1. Sin is more than just “Oops!”

2. Sin is an affront to God, treason against His kingdom

3. Your sin leads others who are watching you sin into hell

a) They see you sin and figure Christians are all hypocrites

b) They see you sin and decide sin must not be a big deal

4. As well, consider what constant rebellion against God does to your soul

a) It’s neither wise nor safe to continually turn your back on God

b) He won’t send you away, but if you deliberately walk away from Him, you place yourself in serious danger

c) He gives forgiveness freely, but only through faith, and faith, by nature, repents of sin

III. Remember the former things from long ago, because I am God, and no other [exists]; I am God, and none [exists] like Me.

A. Isaiah was speaking these words to Israel as they were about to go into captivity by the Babylonians

1. They are words of comfort to a hurting people

2. He was telling them, and He’s telling you,

a) that this is the same God Who heard the cries of the Israelites in Egypt

b) that this is the same God Who sent Moses to free them

c) that this is the same God Who has freed you and will continue to free you from your captivity in sin

B. You see, when Israel rebelled against God, He sent them a wake-up call the Babylonian army

C. And He may have a wake-up call in store for you as well

D. But no matter how He disciplines us,

1. He is still our Father

2. And He still loves us

3. He is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love

4. That is, He is overflowing with love that can’t be moved away from us

IV. Declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things which have not been done, saying, "My purpose will be established, and all My pleasure I will accomplish."

A. You see, God had a plan for you since before the creation of the universe

B. He knew you not only when you were in your mother’s womb

C. But He knew you before that, before the creation

D. And even then, He had already worked out His plan for you

1. The plan to prosper

2. The plan of eternal life

3. And from the earliest times, He assured His people that He would accomplish His plan of salvation

V. Calling from the East a raptor, from a far land is the man of My purpose. Furthermore, I have spoken; I will cause it to come; I will do it.

A. God doesn’t always save the way one would expect

1. Think about the heroes of the Old Testament

a) Noah, who planted a vineyard and got drunk from the fruit

b) Jacob, one of the greatest con men in history

c) King David, who committed adultery with his most loyal supporter’s wife, then had the husband murdered

d) Rahab, the prostitute

2. Think about the New Testament heroes

a) Simon the Zealot: a terrorist

b) Peter, who denied knowing Jesus just when Jesus really needed a friend

c) Paul, known all over for his crusade to kill Christians

3. Think about the ultimate Hero

a) Born to common parents in a stable

b) Raised in a town with a bad reputation

c) Even his own family thought He was crazy

d) And His greatest action was getting executed as the worst of criminals

B. And yet, what seems foolish to us is the wisdom of God

1. Because our God is so amazing that He can and does use even His enemies to save us

2. King Cyrus of Babylon, the “raptor” Isaiah speaks of here, becomes Israel’s savior, releasing them from captivity, as Isaiah had foretold years earlier

3. Isaiah even uses the word “Messiah” to describe Cyrus!

C. In fact, our God is so amazing, He can even use you!

1. You may think yourself incapable of accomplishing anything for God

2. But through the roles He has called you to, you are able to serve Him by serving your neighbor, the people dependent on you to do your various jobs well

3. And by doing so, you reflect the love of Jesus, our Messiah, our Savior

4. And when you tell others about Jesus and His sacrifice for them, God works through you to bring them to saving faith and eternal life!

VI. Listen to Me, you stubborn-hearted, who are far from righteousness.

A. This is not a shift from Israel to Babylon

B. God through Isaiah is addressing you, you stubborn-hearted, who are far from righteousness

1. He knows how unwilling you are to perform your duties as spouse, parent, son or daughter, as well as your career, to the absolute best of your ability

2. He knows you could do better, and so do you

3. You know the right thing to do, but so often, you don’t do it

4. Because your sin has made you as far from God as the East is from the West

VII. "I bring near My righteousness. It is not far, and My salvation will not delay, and I will give to Zion salvation, to Israel, glory."

A. Even though we have separated ourselves from God’s righteousness, He has brought it to us

B. When He sent Jesus to die for us, He gave us Jesus’ righteousness

1. It doesn’t matter how bad your sins are

2. God has given you salvation in Christ

3. No matter how unrighteous you are, all of your unrighteousness has been given to Jesus

4. And His righteousness, complete Godly perfection, has been given to you, free gift, no strings

5. He has given you His righteousness, and through that righteousness, eternal life

6. Because that is His plan for you

7. And because that’s just the kind of thing you can expect from the one true God in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Now the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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