“For My Arm They Hope”

Isaiah 51:1-6
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Read Isaiah 51:1-6

Advent is a time of hope. 

Faith, the Bible tells us in Hebrews 11, is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Hope, the Bible tells us in Romans 5, comes from suffering, which produces endurance, which produces character, which produces hope – and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

So, if Advent is a time of hope, it means Advent is a time in which we think about suffering. We think about endurance. We think about character. We think about the hope that does not disappoint us, how God is faithful to the promises he has made and we hope in the conviction of thing we have not seen.

For many people these days are a time of suffering and endurance. The economy continues to struggle, people are without jobs, and there is widespread frustration with how things are. There is the sense that as things move forward, more are left behind. The dreams we once had have been shackled. It seems much harder to stay even, never mind get ahead. Somewhere lingering in the background is a voice that is whispering the question we fear to answer, “Has the best already come and gone?” 
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That question underlies most of the book of Isaiah. Isaiah is a long book that coves more than a dozen generations during the fall and exile of God’s people. The glory days of the power of the united kingdom under David and Solomon were history – akin to our recollection of the “Founding Fathers.” At the beginning of the book, the twelve tribes were already split into two kingdoms – north and south; Israel and Judah – God’s chosen people were not strong enough to fend for themselves. Other empires were on the rise. The people long for a return to those “good old days”; forgetting that those good old days were the stepping stone into their current condition. Yet, through it all, the people kept thinking, “It’s ok. We do not need to change. We’re fine. God’s going to see us through all of this.” The early part of Isaiah is all about piercing that notion: the message from the throne room of heaven in Isaiah 6 is a word of judgment on God’s people for breaking covenant. Change was coming and the status quo was not ok.
God’s plan and purposes may not always be evident to us – but our not realizing what is happening does not mean God is not at work. In fact, just because things do not please us do not mean that God’s hand is not in them. Our hardness of heart does not bind God’s freedom to effect his will. The early part of the book of Isaiah revealed that God’s judgment was coming on the people. God was going to raise up those other empires to do his bidding. That is exactly what happened. Jerusalem was sacked, the Temple was destroyed, and the people were taken into captivity. 

The latter part of the book of Isaiah responded to the “what now” of the peoples’ shattered expectations and dreams. It was in the context of judgment experienced in their suffering, humiliation, destruction, darkness and alienation from God that Isaiah delivered these words and promises of “my justice,” “my deliverance,” and “my salvation”; it was in the context of darkness that Isaiah exhorted God’s people to hope.
The declaration of God’s supremacy cut against all the evidence the people of Israel could see with their own eyes. They struggled to understand the meaning and power of this God who did not act according to their pragmatic sensibilities; God, if we are your people, why are foreign powers oppressing us? God, if you are so powerful, why are we suffering? If you are so powerful, why don’t people like us? If you are so powerful, why do they treat us like we are doing something wrong? They had to do serious reflection on their collective behavior, attitude, and expectation. Isaiah’s words must have come across as wishful thinking – and yet Isaiah was clear: Israel was to live into the hope of a different day – a day that was the LORD’s and was different than the way they had previously known. The new day would come by God’s power, would focus on his teaching and would reveal his never ending salvation.
So you see, Advent is a time of talking about hope in the midst of suffering. God’s plan for Christmas did not start with Jesus in the manger. God’s plan was already happening hundreds of years before. God promised justice, God promised deliverance, and God promised salvation. Those promises were not magically or instantly fulfilled. The people had to wait. They had to endure. They had to put their hope in God, trusting that God would be faithful – even if they would not see that faithfulness in their own lifetime. Hope meant holding onto God’s promises and God’s word in and through the hard times. Hope meant living day-by-day anticipating and expecting God’s action. 
It also is important to remember that Christmas was not the end of the story, either. It was a high point, to be sure, but God was not done yet. Jesus’ birth did not magically or instantly take away all the hardship and pain in the world. Even as we remember the wonder of that first Christmas, we have to keep our eyes forward toward where that first Christmas led: Jesus was born in poverty, grew up a refugee, was persecuted and executed. His life was spent in hope – persevering through injustice and hardship, trusting his heavenly father. He was fully human – and he experienced the fullness of the human condition.

I. Dire circumstances cuts through human pretense.

Part of the human condition is that there are forces bigger than we are and that we are not able to control. Anyone who has ever said – or thought – “it’s not fair” knows what I mean. It often takes an event bigger than we are to remind us how not in control we are – no matter our position in society. Sometimes it is an event that is personal to us like an illness. Sometimes it is a tragedy on a community level like the wildfires. Sometimes it is an event on a national scale like 9/11 or Hurricane Katrina. Sometimes it is something that is so worldwide that everyone is shaken like the Tsunami after the massive earthquake. There is nothing we can do to avoid these things. They can happen to any of us, it can happen to us all.
The fact of the matter is that wealth, power, and human knowledge cannot prevent bad things from happening. As much as we try to protect ourselves from harm, as much as we try to isolate ourselves from disease and poverty and crime and every other bad thing – the truth of the matter is that we cannot will ourselves out of the human condition. 

The universality of the human condition takes us to the New Testament lesson in Mark 5. In the early part of Jesus’ ministry, he was met by the leader of a local synagogue whose daughter was dying. The man fell at Jesus’ feet and begged Jesus repeatedly, hoping Jesus would come save his daughter. Jesus agreed and went. On the way, he was surrounded by a crowd and a woman with a hemorrhage came up from behind him and touched his robes, hoping to be healed.

Just as Israel in Isaiah’s time had to put their national hope in the LORD, so also we must put our hope in the LORD. Consider: the synagogue’s leader was one of the elite of the community. He had standing. He had respect. He had authority. He had power. He probably had wealth. Later in the story, we read about the crowd of mourners already at his home – indicating he was a man of importance in the community. He knew how to get things done. Yet, despite his competence in the things we value as power, Mark reports that the man fell at Jesus’ feet and begs him repeatedly, “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live.” For this powerful man, Jesus was his only hope.
On the other hand, there was the woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. Twelve years. (It is interesting to note that Mark gave us the detail that the girl was twelve, too; Mark was drawing a parallel between her life of privilege and the woman’s life of suffering.) She was ritually unclean. She was to be avoided. She was tainted and ostracized. She had suffered under the best that she could afford, medical people were unable to help her; in fact, Mark points out that she had “endured” much at their hands. Not only had she not improved, her situation had gotten worse. For this powerless woman, Jesus was her only hope.
The fact of the matter is that wealth, power, and human knowledge cannot prevent bad things from happening. As much as we try to protect ourselves from harm, as much as we try to isolate ourselves from disease and poverty and crime and every other bad thing – the truth of the matter is that we cannot will ourselves out of the human condition. 

Intellectually, we know this is true. 

Dire circumstances ultimately do face us all. We all face the reality of death. Whether sudden like the leader’s daughter or slowly dying over a period of years like the hemorrhaging woman, death is something that everyone faces regardless of success in life. When we go down that road, things can seem so helpless.
Is that it? God, why? If death is it, why life at all? Is there no hope?
II. Hope trumps hopeless.

In your mind, you may be thinking about Jesus’ words, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” That is right. Hope trumps  hopeless. That’s the gospel of John, chapter 11, where Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead – a similar story with a more specific declaration of the reason for our hope. 


As different as the synagogue leader and the unnamed woman were, they both approach Jesus in the same way: prayerfully hopeful. Not hopeful as in having a cheerful disposition, but hopeful in terms of desperately and passionately seeking out the only one in whom hope exists. By all human accounts, their situations were hopeless. 

And yet they pressed on. They pressed on just like we would press on. We press on because we believe deep down in our soul that “God can.” God can make a difference, God can change things, God can do miracles. It is remarkable how many people who deny God’s existence are willing to benefit from a miracle (and secretly hope to be proved wrong). For many people, that hope is almost like a dare, saying, “God, if you are there, then show me by …” 


This is not to suggest that everything always turns out well here and now from our human perspective. It does not. You know that, I know that, and the Bible does not say otherwise. Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gesthemane stands out, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” There and then, God did not remove the cup. In the short run, things did not turn out well. In the bigger picture – God’s picture – it was his power on display for our eternal deliverance and salvation. The point here is this: when things are hopeless, we still seek out hope. We seek out God. 

Why? Why do we still seek out God? We still seek God out because God’s plan is bigger than our view. We know God can; we still seek God out for the same reason Jesus said, “Father, for you all things are possible.” It is why there are no atheists in foxholes. It is why when we get scared, we cry out – even unaware – “Oh, God!” Implicit in that is the request, “please help me – because only you can!”


The LORD is the one who is able.

Who is the one who is best able to meet your needs?
Jesus said to the woman, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease.” Isaiah said to the disheartened, “Lift up your eyes to the heavens, and look to the earth beneath, …my salvation will be forever, and my deliverance will never be ended.” Jesus said to the synagogue leader – when he was told that his daughter was dead, “Do not fear, only believe.” It was a remarkable claim that Jesus was making; he was saying, I am stronger than death. 

The interplay between Jesus and the crowd of mourners at Jairus’ house is important – he asks them why they are there? To them, her death was the end. Her life was over. Jesus’ statement to them seemed ridiculous, “she is not dead but sleeping” and they, in fact, ridiculed him. However, Jesus’ point here was that her death had no more permanency than sleep. He sent the mourners away because they were not appropriate for the scene; that is, in light of what he was about to do, there was no need for mourning. He took the parents along with the disciples, went in the little girl’s room and, with commands as to one who is asleep, told her to “Get up.” She was dead, but he treated death like it was no big deal. “Get up,” he said.

And she did. “At this they were overcome with amazement.” No kidding.

You see, death does not have the last word; Jesus does. He would prove that with his own life later. Jesus is stronger than death. “Have faith,” Jesus said. “In me…” is implicit but important. Where is our hope? Our hope is in the one who is able to overcome even the most powerful foe we can identify: death. Trust him for your salvation. Trust him with your life.

And, beyond that: trust him with your every day, every moment life. 

How many other avenues do you pursue before remembering God? In all fairness, I am no different than you are on this account. I try not to bother God with my petty problems; it is like I want to save up my God cards (like timeouts in a football game) until I really need him. It’s only in the really hopeless situations and I need a miracle; then I go to God.


But that’s not how it works. 

The life of hope is a here and now kind of thing. As believers and followers of Jesus Christ, we are to seek him out with the same kind of fervency that these folks followed him; that is, realizing that he is the only source of the good things we need in life. Why is this good news? Well, it is good news because we know the one in whom our hope will not be disappointed, we know the one who is capable of giving us all good things – and it is good news knowing that there is one who is able. That’s better than trying to do it all by ourselves and knowing that we are going to fail.


Living in hope means living boldly.

Knowing Jesus means living boldly in hope. Do not be overcome by fear of the unknown. Do not be paralyzed by the prospect of change. Do not seek security in things that have no lasting foundation. Empires come and go. Money cannot buffer you from illness or sadness. Buildings eventually wear out, as do people. Knowing Jesus means living boldly in hope: it means following where Jesus leads – even if it does not look comfortable, even if it is risky, even if it requires perseverance through suffering. Sometimes, it means doing the right thing even if the right thing looks unreasonable in the midst of current circumstances.

Advent’s reminder to live in hope is a call to live into the kingdom Jesus proclaimed and God already revealed. Those who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior are citizens of the kingdom of God; and that means we are to live as Christ calls, not as the world recommends. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote famously, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.” As individuals, as a congregation, as part of the Christian family, we must put Christ first and our own security second. As individuals, as a congregation, as a part of the Christian family, we must be willing to go on the journey God has revealed: a journey on which God is calling us, a journey in which God will lead us – the journey for which communion with God is the final destination. We must be willing to step out in faith, in the confident and assured hope that God’s will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

The LORD reminded the people through Isaiah to “Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you; for he was but one when I called him, but I blessed him and made him many.” God does not leave us where we are, God is not about preserving the status quo, God is all about leading us forward to the fulfillment of his promises. If we set our course based upon trying to keep things the same, we have not set our eyes on heaven and we have not put our trust in God’s salvation. If we follow in hope, risking worldly things by making God’s promises our security, we proclaim his teaching and bear witness to our faith.


Conclusion

Faith, the Bible tells us in Hebrews 11, is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Hope, the Bible tells us in Romans 5, comes from suffering, which produces endurance, which produces character, which produces hope – and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

Listen to me, my people, and give heed to me, my nation;


For a teaching will go out from me,  and my justice for a light to the peoples.

I will bring near my deliverance swiftly, my salvation has gone out


And  my arms will rule the peoples; 

The coastlands wait for me, and for my arm they hope.

Lift up your eyes to the heavens, and look at the earth beneath; 


For the heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment, 


And those who live on it will die like gnats;

But my salvation will be forever, and my deliverance will never be ended.

Go forward today in hope. Amen.
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