“You Shall Go Out In Joy”

Isaiah 55:1-13
December 11, 2011

Recently, a plane hit a patch of severe turbulence and the passengers were holding on tight as it rocked and reeled through the night. A little old lady turned to a minister who was sitting behind her and said, "You're a man of God. Can't you do something about this?"  He replied, "Sorry, I can't. I'm in sales, not management."
Read Isaiah 55:1-13

To review: Advent is a time of hope. As the people of Israel awaited the fulfillment of God’s promises in the birth of a savior, they could look around and see things were not the way they were supposed to be. Likewise, as we await Jesus’ coming again, we look around and see things that are not the way they should be. There’s a powerlessness that can be depressing and overwhelming if that is all we see. We hold onto hope and we act in the confidence that Christ is coming, there is a new heaven and a new earth yet to be seen, and that we have been adopted as children of the King of that kingdom. We wait. With. Expectation. Advent is a time of hope.

Advent is a time of peace. Being Christians – that is, disciples of Jesus Christ – means that we are following as he “guides our feet in the way of peace.” It is an active following, we are on the move. It is an engaged following as we invite others to, “come, follow Jesus.” It is a faithful following because we know that peace is found only in faith in Jesus Christ.

The third week of Advent is “joy.” Advent is a time of joy. It may seem incongruent to talk about joy in the midst of Advent; some of you may be thinking about all the responsibilities and expectations you are trying to meet. Think about all of those projects, all of those gifts, all of those meetings or phone calls or letters or parties or meals you have to manage this month – who has time for joy? Or, in the alternative, you may be thinking, “I do not have any of those responsibilities or expectations; I feel all alone. Does anyone care? Why does joy elude me?”

There is something off about the way we treat the joy of Christmas in the United States. Contrary to what you see in the advertisements, you cannot buy joy at the store or online. You cannot put joy in a package and give it to someone else. The joy of the season is not something that is an errand to be picked up in order to get to Fed-X for an on-time delivery. Joy is not found in trying to match or live up to the pictures of family gatherings overflowing with presents and smiling well-behaved children and tables set to overflowing with sumptuous food. 

No, joy is not tied to anything we can accomplish in our own strength. The truth of the matter is joy is found in remembering the gift that God gave to those who were lost, to those who were oppressed, to those who had experienced the brunt of judgment for generations: a savior born in weakness and poverty. In Jesus Christ, God gave a king who never forcefully took the throne. He gave a prophet who spoke in his own authority. He gave a priest who offered himself as the acceptable sacrifice. He rebuked the authorities who were supposed to know God best; he welcomed those whom God was supposed to love least. The joy of this season is God’s joy – that’s right, God’s joy – in that his will for the redemption of his children was made manifest in the giving of his son. 


Living in darkness.

In order to understand why we should share in the experience of God’s joy, we need to take a closer look at who we are and what is our situation. We need to admit: on our own, we live in darkness. We try to live without God. We are deluded by our technical advances. We have become accustomed to the darkness; and while it may not be entirely comfortable, and even though we know it is not where we are supposed to be, we are afraid and unwilling to turn our sights and walk toward God. Instead, we try to make our way on our own. We put our hope in the expectation that all of our problems – no matter how big or mundane – will be solved by “the next great thing.” 

On my iPhone, there is a new feature called Siri. I can press a button, ask the phone a question or give a command, and expect an answer or response. As the advertisement describes it, “Ask Siri to do things just by talking the way you talk. Siri understand what you say, knows what you mean, and even talks back. Siri is so easy to use and does so much, you’ll find more and more ways to use it.” Isn’t that how we wish prayer would work?

Although Siri is an incredibly helpful tool if you want to know the weather or find a restaurant, it also illustrates the very problem that has cast us into darkness. It inverts prayer: it casts us into the role of lord, not servant. We ask or command, and it responds. It is another way we have created something to help us “be like God.” 

Even as you hear me describe this thing, you know it cannot discern good and evil. You know it cannot fill the void of loneliness and detachment from God and from others.  It is not a substitute for love. I am able to do more, yet even doing more makes me aware of how much greater are the tasks beyond my control. The more I go down the road to self-sufficiency and try to live without God, the more I recognize my limitations. And that gets pretty dark, pretty quick. 

Our culture, our world, neither recognizes nor admits that it is in darkness. We expect that we can deal with the darkness as easily as pushing a button or flipping a switch. How disconcerting it was to discover that escaping darkness is not always that easy; on September 8, 2011, flipping a switch was meaningless when a 500 kilovolt line from Yuma to San Diego failed, throwing us into a blackout. It was only temporary, but it served to illustrate just how fragile is our situation – which we take for granted. What would have happened if it had been more than a few hours; what would have happened if the electrical grid was knocked out and not capable of being reinstated for years? 

The abrupt change of circumstances was the experience of Israel: the once great kingdom – under David and Solomon – took their prosperity and position as God’s chosen people for granted. When empires began to arise around them, the people acted like there was no reason to worry; as long as God was in the Temple, everything was going to be fine. God would be in the temple regardless of how people acted and believed, wouldn’t he? No, said Isaiah, he won’t.

Well, if God was not happy with the people, why didn’t he say something? He did. Over and over, the word of the LORD came to the prophets to cry out for Israel to repent. For example, in Isaiah 6, the prophet had a vision of the LORD in the throne room of heaven. Isaiah cried out, “Woe is me, I am a man of unclean lips from a people of unclean lips.” The seraph came and touched his lips with hot coals; then, the LORD called out, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Isaiah responded, “Here am I; send me!” That is normally where we leave off. It is a great commissioning text – send me! Send me! 

God did send Isaiah. However, it was not the happy message we usually expect when we think of God sending. Instead, I think it is important we hear the message God sent with Isaiah:

“Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not understand.”

Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so that they may not look with their eyes and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their minds, and turn and be healed.” 

Those were the words of judgment Isaiah was given in the to speak to the people of Jerusalem. Could he not say the same to us? 

God is not pleased or fooled by our behavior. Blindness to God – whether by choice or by neglect – is a condition we see both inside and outside the church. We used to hope that people would be able to tell that we were Christians by what we do; now, it is difficult to distinguish Christians from anyone else. We have allowed ourselves to be intimidated by cultural expectations or peer pressure; we do not proclaim Jesus because we do not want to offend or stand out.

During his years as premier of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev denounced many of the policies and atrocities of Joseph Stalin. Once, as he censured Stalin in a public meeting, Khrushchev was interrupted by a shout from a heckler in the audience. "You were one of Stalin's colleagues. Why didn't you stop him?" "Who said that?" roared Khrushchev. An agonizing silence followed as nobody in the room dared move a muscle. Then Khrushchev replied quietly, "Now you know why." 
But our fear of others causes us to not follow God. We will risk offending the eternal loving God rather than those who have no eternal power. How many times and how many ways does God need to remind us to return to him, to trust him, to follow him, before God allows the darkness we pursue to become the consequence?

By the time of Isaiah 55, the northern kingdom had been completely destroyed. The Assyrian army came in and utterly defeated the ten tribes of the northern kingdom. The Assyrian’s savage, violent treatment of the Israelites horrified those in the southern kingdom. They lived in terror: if that is what could happen to ten of the twelve tribes of Jacob, what would happen to them? It was a time of darkness, terror, and despair. Then it happened to them, too. 

What then? The people asked, where was God when all was lost?


The word of hope.

The answer is in our text today. The prophet offered a word of hope into the darkness of judgment and exile. Isaiah 55 was a word of comfort spoken to the people in Jerusalem, that the disaster experienced by the northern kingdom and the oppression felt by the southern kingdom would not be forever. 

Isaiah 55 begins with a call to the people: “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and eat!” Isn’t that us? Doesn’t that describe us? We struggle, we worry, and we are anxious about how we are going to make things work going forward. “Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?” In other words, “Wake up. Where are your hearts? Where is your faith? Where is your connection to God?” It is the rhetorical response for everyone who wants to blame God for hard times when they are unwilling to pay attention during good times. How do you even begin to answer that question, “Why do you put your trust in things other than God?” 
You cannot begin to understand the joy that the birth of this Christmas child brings unless you understand the futility and hopelessness of trying to live without Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. We are under the weight of our sin, desperate, and unable to get out by our own effort. When we lived without Christ, we lived in captivity to sin. We were sinners dead in our sin.  The hope of being saved is our joy. We do not save ourselves; Jesus Christ saves us.

Picture it this way: imagine you were in the San Jose copper gold mine in Chile a year ago August. There you were, going through your day, when all of a sudden the world started shaking and you heard others shouting “Cave-in! Run!” You made your way quickly to the safe shelter. There you were in darkness, almost half a mile below the earth, with no way out. 

Initially, it would be terrifying. Your adrenaline would have been rushing and your breathing would be rapid. In the next hours, you ride a roller-coaster of emotions: assessing your chances and hoping that there will be some way out. But hours become days, days become a week. All throughout that time, there is nothing: no sounds from above, no contact with anyone outside the underground shelter, no light beyond the dimness of helmet lights that are being rationed. You try to maintain hope, but in your head all you can hear is the tick, tick, tick of the clock towards the time you are eventually going to run out of air. 

You spend a great deal of time thinking about your life. Inevitably, you begin to wonder to God, “What did I do to deserve this?” Slowly – because you have time – you begin to review the ways in which your behavior failed to match God’s law, failed to do what was right and what was righteous. Instead of wondering whether you deserved this, you begin to marvel that it took this long for judgment to come. Even so, you go back and forth in comparing yourself to others, wondering how it could be fair that someone clearly worse than you is not counted among the 33 that are trapped down below the earth. 

It is dark. It was dark for the miners. It was dark for the people of Israel. Friends, let me be clear: the unrepentant sinner is like the miner. There is nothing he can do to save himself. There is nothing he can do to relieve the weight of a half a mile of rock and soil over him, the weight of his sin trapping him down in the depths of despair, hopelessness, judgment and darkness. 

Into this environment comes the word of the LORD: “Listen carefully.” “Incline your ear, and come to me; listen so that you may live.” “I will make with you an everlasting covenant.” Isaiah’s words were like hearing God tapping from above. 

You see, this is the true joy in Christmas – rescue. It was the tapping from above that the miners heard. Again: the joy of Advent and Christmas is not a celebration of our abundance. It is not our ability to give that we are proclaiming. Instead, joy is the response to the message of God: help has come, help is on the way. We are not alone. God is with us and we are assured of our hope in him.
It seems impossible. It seems too good to be true. We cannot see how it will happen because we cannot figure out how to do it ourselves. The miners could not dig their way up and out. But God explains, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.”

Joy comes in the hope we have in God. 

“Joy to the world, the LORD is come; let earth receive her king.” It is a favorite carol because it celebrates what God has done for our rescue. Though we only sing the third verse during the Christmas season, it is the crux of what we celebrate: “No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground; He comes to make His blessings flow, far as the curse is found.” In Jesus Christ, God deals with the curse of sin. God deals with our darkness. God saves us; and his joy becomes ours.
Joy is a reaction to rescue.  Joy is a reaction to victory.  Joy is the anticipation of better things. Yet all those reactions and anticipations start from a place of great need. 

Joy is not a manufactured emotion, but it is a remembered and experienced emotion. It is an expression of remembered blessing; it is the manifestation of victory; it is the attitude of determined perseverance in the midst of present suffering. It is the hope of transformation. Joy is a part of Advent, a part of Christmas, a part of our looking forward.

What about you? If you have been saved – if you have confessed with your lips Jesus is LORD and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead – how do you tell your story? It may not be with the exuberance of the moment of your conviction, but is there joy evident in your reflection – gratitude expressed to the one who saved you? 


Conclusion

As you go out into this season where so many are lost and wondering why they do not feel the joy they are supposed to feel, remember: joy is not based upon your immediate circumstances or your ability to give out of abundance. Joy is the assured hope of your rescue from sin and death, it is the hope of your salvation – even as we wait with expectation for Christ’s return. 

The hope of our being saved through faith in this one whose birth we remember is our joy. The hope of the kingdom yet to be fulfilled is the yearning of our hearts for the realization of being saved. “For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.” 

Go out in joy. Be led back in peace. Share the song of our savior. Clap your hands for his glory.

Amen.
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