My Steadfast Love Shall Not Depart From You

Isaiah 54:1-10
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So far in Advent, we have heard how the promises of God are the substance of our hope, how the peace of God is revealed in the coming of the Messiah, how the joy of the Lord is bigger than any crisis we can face. Today, we look at the way God’s love surprises us.

Read Isaiah 54:1-10

We are getting close now, aren’t we? Schools are out, the advertisements more grand, the chores are getting marked off and we can see the end: Christmas morning. I can hear the spiritual sigh coming up from some of you at the notion of getting to the place where no more can be done. In those moments, don’t we all have the thought so poignantly cried by Charlie Brown, “Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?” It is a great question. Even for Christians for whom this should be an easy “yes,” the truth is we have lost our way and allowed ourselves to be led into an overly-sentimentalized picture.


The context of Christmas love
We really misunderstand Christmas. And by that, I am not talking about the commercialization and traditions that have become attached to the celebration of Christ’s birth. That would be accurate, but it is beside the point today. No, today I am talking about how we misunderstand the event itself. Linus’ wonderful recitation of Luke 2:1-20 brings tears to my eyes each year; but we need to hear the story in its original context to regain an appreciation for the mystery of God’s love revealed that night. 

When we look at the snapshot of the moment of Jesus’ birth, it is every bit as lovely as all the cards, lights, presents, and stories that surround the celebration. But if we take a few steps back, we see how incongruent is that picture with the reality surrounding the nativity. It is startling how different is the perspective of what was actually going on. Our familiarity with the meaning of the scene and why it is beautiful blinds us to the miracle in the pressing reality of the moment. 

What I mean is this: the stable was not a carefully prepared expression of hospitality. Mary and Joseph were on the road looking for a place to stay because there was an imperial edict – a government mandated pilgrimage. In other words, they were forced to make this trip. Further, they were in the stable because – as we all know – there was no room in the inn. They were poor. They were part of a large displaced community. It was not safe. It was not pleasant. It did not have anything in the immediate circumstances to suggest that God was at work.

Further still, especially for those who understood what was going on, it was an event with radical and unsettling implications. The birth of the king – whether anyone really understood what that meant – was revolutionary. No matter how seemingly insignificant were Joseph and Mary politically, the proclamation of their child as king was sufficient to generate a massive response from the current king. We read about that in Matthew, where Herod inquired from the travelling Magi about the location of the child and then, horrifically, orders the murder of all children in and around Bethlehem under the age of 2.

The manger scene is the one “ahhh” moment in the midst of a life of “uh-oh…” 

The point is this: God’s love is revealed in the midst of circumstances that are not safe. God’s love is revealed in the midst of circumstances that are hard and where it is difficult to believe that God is present at all. 


Remembering God’s love in the midst of darkness

Such were the days of Isaiah 54. Their situation was a bit more dire than ours, but it is was similar to Jesus’ time and familiar to us in some senses. Specifically, we understand darkness. Perhaps our physical comfort masks the spiritual darkness around us, but we can still look and wonder where is holiness, where are grace and love, and what happened to the church. Somewhere lingering is a voice whispering the questions they must have uttered and feared to answer, “Has the best already come and gone? Has God abandoned us?”

Isaiah’s words must have come across as wishful thinking, akin to “have faith.” But the word from the LORD 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. “In overflowing wrath for a moment I hid my face from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you, says the LORD, your Redeemer.” 

Things are bad, but they will not always be this way. They are hard, but I will gather you. Trust in me. Hear my promise of everlasting love for you. 

It is remarkable how powerful  a promise of love can be. 

Too Busy for a Friend.....

One day a teacher asked her students to list the names of the other students in the room on two sheets of paper, leaving a space between each name.

Then she told them to think of the nicest thing they could say about each of their classmates and write it down.

It took the remainder of the class period to finish their assignment, and as the students left the room, each one handed in the papers.

That Saturday, the teacher wrote down the name of each student on a separate sheet of paper, and listed what everyone else had said about that individual. 

On Monday she gave each student his or her list. Before long, the entire class was smiling. 'Really?' she heard whispered. 'I never knew that I meant anything to anyone!' and , 'I didn't know others liked me so much,' were most of the comments.

No one ever mentioned those papers in class again. She never knew if they discussed them after class or with their parents, but it didn't matter. The exercise had accomplished its purpose. The students were happy with themselves and one another. That group of students moved on.

Several years later, one of the students was killed in Vietnam and his teacher attended the funeral of that special student. She had never seen a serviceman in a military coffin before. He looked so handsome, so mature.

The church was packed with his friends. One by one those who loved him took a last walk by the coffin. The teacher was the last one to bless the coffin.

As she stood there, one of the soldiers who acted as pallbearer came up to her. 'Were you Mark's math teacher?' he asked. She nodded: 'yes.' Then he said: 'Mark talked about you a lot.'

After the funeral, most of Mark's former classmates went together to a luncheon. Mark's mother and father were there, obviously waiting to speak with his teacher.

'We want to show you something,' his father said, taking a wallet out of his pocket 'They found this on Mark when he was killed. We thought you might recognize it.'

Opening the billfold, he carefully removed two worn pieces of notebook paper that had obviously been taped, folded and refolded many times. The teacher knew without looking that the papers were the ones on which she had listed all the good things each of Mark's classmates had said about him.

'Thank you so much for doing that,' Mark's mother said. 'As you can see, Mark treasured it.'

All of Mark's former classmates started to gather around. Charlie smiled rather sheepishly and said, 'I still have my list. It's in the top drawer of my desk at home.'

Chuck's wife said, 'Chuck asked me to put his in our wedding album.'

'I have mine too,' Marilyn said. 'It's in my diary'.
Then Vicki, another classmate, reached into her pocketbook, took out her wallet and showed her worn and frazzled list to the group. 'I carry this with me at all times,' Vicki said and without batting an eyelash, she continued: 'I think we all saved our lists'.

 (source unknown, received in an e-mail).
A word of love is treasured in our hearts, it is something that cannot be taken away. It gives us courage to face the hardest of times, the worst of circumstances, or the depths of loneliness. Even death cannot diminish the power of love. 


A Ferocity to God’s Love.

There is a ferocity to God’s love that is difficult for us to understand. And, yes, ferocious is the correct word. God’s love is active. It is overwhelming. It is focused as a laser. It is unyielding and it is uncompromising. God’s love is expressed as he chooses to reveal, and has often come in ways we could not imagine, anticipate, or recognize at first because we see with human eyes.

Jesus said, “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.” As we know from the gospels, Jesus would be the full expression of the promises made in Isaiah. Can you think of a better description of Jesus’ experience as the proxy, the substitute, the atoning sacrifice of Israel, “For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great compassion I will gather you. In overflowing wrath for a moment I hid my face from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you, says the LORD, your Redeemer.”

When Jesus was talking about God’s great love in giving his only begotten Son, his listener, Nicodemus, was confused. Even though it was a fairly straightforward, declarative statement, but the mystery is deep. In order to understand what Jesus was saying here, you need to know he was making reference to another “giving of his only son” in the Bible.

In Genesis 22, which we covered in depth last year as we went through Genesis, we have this odd account in which Abraham is instructed, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” Do you know this story? The Bible says that Abraham was an old man – 100 years old – and his wife was an old woman – the Bible says 90 years old – when Isaac was born: Isaac’s birth was a miracle. His birth was the fulfillment of a promise made by God to Abraham – but it was a promise that took a long time – almost 25 years and a lot of faithfulness – to see fulfilled. 


Then, a couple of years later, Abraham was told to offer the boy – this miraculous boy whom he loved – as a sacrifice? That’s horrible. What kind of a God would do that? Abraham responds to the test with a complete trust in God; but that kind of overlooks the point of why God asked him in the first place. How does a “loving” God say, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, …and offer him as a burnt offering?” 

A burnt offering involves cutting up and burning the whole animal on the altar and was the [most common] type of sacrifice. It seems to have expressed at least two ideas: that the offerer is giving himself entirely to God (for the animal represents the offerer) and that the animal’s death atones for the worshiper’s sin. (Word Biblical Commentary, Genesis 16-50, p. 105).

The wages of sin is death. The burnt offering was made in order to impose the consequences of rebellion against God on the sinless animal. God’s love is expressed in the way he provides to deal with sin – instead of simply condemning the sinner.

Still, Isaac? 

The cost of sin is high and the price of a substitute is profound. Abraham’s desire to be faithful and reconciled to God expressed a deep love. He trusted that God would be able to raise Isaac from the dead.

Well, Abraham ended up not sacrificing his only son, whom he loved. In Abraham’s case, God provided a substitute for the substitute: a ram caught in the thickets took Isaac’s place as the burnt offering. 

Then, generations later and as God promises in Isaiah 54, God provided a Redeemer for all the children of Abraham: Jesus Christ, God’s only son, whom He loves, the Lamb of God, who once for all takes away the sins of the world. Just as Abraham trusted that God would be able to raise Isaac from the dead, so Jesus trusted and was obedient unto death, even death on the cross. 

In other words, when God manifested his love for the world by giving his only begotten Son, it was a ferocious expression of the depth of his love to redeem the very world that had rebelled against him. God did not simply say, “Oh, never mind; sin does not matter. I know you are trying hard enough.” No, God addressed the consequence of our sin – fully, directly, and specifically – by giving his only Son, whom he loves, as a ransom for many. In his body on the cross, Jesus took our sin and sacrificed his own sin life so that we would not be subject to the rightful consequences of our own behavior.

God did not leave us in judgment; but in his love, God provided a Redeemer: Jesus Christ, God’s only son, whom He loves, the Lamb of God, who once for all takes away the sins of the world. 

“For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great compassion I will gather you,” reported Isaiah. What seems barren, what seems empty, where hope seems futile; that is where God’s love is shown most powerfully. Stronger than nature and more lasting than the mountains, God has promised to express his love for us. And so he did. Jesus said, “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”


Love Looking Forward

But like the people in Isaiah 54, we think, “That was a long time ago. What about now? What can we hold onto going forward?”

In Advent, we look back to Christ’s birth and look forward to Christ’s return. In both we can hear God’s promises in Isaiah 54 anew. We hold onto the promises of God’s love for us. Whether Christ returns in our lifetime or not, we know that God’s word is true. It was true then, it is true now, it will remain true for all time. 

“The mountains may depart and the hills be removed, but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of peace shall not be removed, says the LORD, who has compassion on you.” 

As (we prepare to hear the cantata and as) you go forward into this last week before Christmas, remember that God’s love is expressed in difficult circumstances, that God’s love is ferocious and powerful, and that his steadfast love shall not depart from you. In Jesus Christ, those promises have been fulfilled; in Jesus Christ, those promises will be eternally fulfilled.

“With everlasting love I will have compassion on you, says the LORD, your Redeemer.” 

Amen and Merry Christmas.
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