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The headlines of recent days contained little good news for Christmas.  Santa May Skip Wall Street, says one.  Another proclaims Black Friday Pain Ahead for Retailers.  Gas prices to rise.  Worries about the economy and the usual bad news that comes at us from every direction.  Bad news is ever with us, and just a cursory study of current events will confirm darkness remains a constant in our world.


But there has always been darkness in the world.  Darkness has always been found in the difficult political crises; in the crime that persists; darkness has always been present through the suffering, the disease, and the hunger; and darkness has always threatened to overtake hearts and minds.   


This morning, as we continue with our series of The Bible You Should Know, we jump forward in chronology to the time of the prophet Isaiah.  Through the weeks of Advent we will examine some of the stories of the season.  Today we begin with the prophet Isaiah.  

Most of us are not as familiar with the prophets as we are the other stories of the Bible.  The prophets are often visualized as wild-eyed, fire and brimstone preachers who pronounced great judgments upon Israel.  While that characterization is partially true, the prophets were much more than mere proclaimers of gloom and doom.  The prophets spoke beautiful words of promise and hope and they could be as tender and gentle as they were thunderous and judgmental.


The words from Isaiah we read this morning are an example of the incredible beauty of the prophetic words.  The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light will shine on them (9:2).  Aren’t those beautiful words?  

The Bible speaks a great deal about light and darkness.  Our New Testament reading from John’s gospel says In Him (Jesus) was life; and the life was the light of men.  And the light shines in the darkness; and the darkness did not comprehend (overcome) it (John 1:4-5).


Isaiah lived and prophesied during dark years.  During his life – the eighth century BC – Israel was divided into two separate kingdoms – Israel in the north and Judah in the south.  Isaiah was active as a prophet under four different kings, all of whom suffered because of their tragic choices.  The first half of his book is an indictment against Israel for her sins and the warning of judgment that will come to them because of their sin.  The second half addresses the people after they have been carried into exile in Babylon and in this section Isaiah offers them hope that they will have a future.  


Let’s look at some of the themes Isaiah brings through his words.
1.  The danger of arrogance.


Richard Roberts, you may have heard, resigned Friday from the presidency of Oral Roberts University.  I probably shouldn’t say this publicly, but I will.  It’s about time.  And I probably shouldn’t say one more down and several more to go, but I will.  The reason I say this is because of the arrogance demonstrated by those who would use the sacrificial tithes and offerings of others to live such lavish lifestyles and then attempt to justify it as God’s will is arrogance of the highest order.  It’s the kind of arrogance that gives the body of Christ a black eye.  And I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of seeing such arrogance strutting across our land.  Perhaps this is another one of God’s house cleanings, like the one we saw with the PTL scandal not too many years ago.

In the section we read this morning, the background is that Isaiah has rebuked King Ahaz.  Isaiah warned against a nation feeling secure through its own power.  Assyria had annihilated the northern kingdom and the southern kingdom survived only by placing themselves in servitude to Assyria.

The kingdom of Juday was forced to deplete the royal treasury to pay tribute and to even strip the Temple to meet the demand for tribute.  To add insult to injury, the Assyrians then set up elements of their religion in the Temple.  King Ahaz was so desperate to maintain his throne he was willing to do whatever was necessary, including participation in child sacrifice by offering one of his sons.  Imagine the plight of the people – their holy Temple stripped of its treasures and religious implements to pay tribute to a foreign king and that king’s pagan gods set up in the Temple.  And all because of the arrogance of a nation and its king.

In 9:8-9 Isaiah gives this chilling warning – the Lord sends a message against Jacob, and it falls on Israel.  And all the people know it, that is, Ephraim and the inhabitants of Samaria, asserting in pride and in arrogance of heart…

It is a warning to beware of where arrogance can lead a nation or an individual.  We are not so strong as individuals that we can exist without the need for others, and we are not so strong as a nation that we can do whatever we choose.  It is a warning that we cannot treat our world however we choose without paying a price.  When arrogance becomes a defining characteristic of an individual or nation, rather than humility or gratitude, you can be certain that danger lies near at hand.
2.  God’s concern is for all the world.


Astronaut Roger B. Chaffee said problems look mighty small from 150 miles up.  Perspective is one of our problems.  We become concerned about our immediate vicinity.  I become concerned about my little corner of the world, often to the exclusion of all the other corners of the world.

Isaiah taught that God is God of the entire world.  Many in Israel still saw God as only being a local God.  After being taken into exile they feared they were outside of the protection of God and would be under the control of the Babylonian god.  The people had to learn the lesson that no other gods exist.  

In 40:18-19 Isaiah says to whom then will you liken God?  Or what likeness will you compare with Him?  As for the idol, a craftsman casts it, a goldsmith plates it with gold, and a silversmith fashions chains of silver.


In 42:17 he says They shall be turned back and be utterly put to shame, who trust in idols, who say to molten images, “you are our gods.”

And in 44:6-8 Isaiah powerfully says Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts; I am the first and the last, and there is no God besides Me.  And who is like Me?  Let him proclaim and declare it; yes, let him recount it to Me in order, from the time that I established the ancient nation.  And let them declare to them the things that are coming and the events that are going to take place.  Do not tremble and do not be afraid; have I not long since announced it to you and declared it?  And you are My witnesses.  Is there any God besides the Me, or is there any other Rock?  I know of none.”

Isaiah works to teach them God is not concerned only with Israel, but with all nations.  This is a lesson that still needs to be learned.  God is not concerned only with the United States, but with all nations.  We do not serve an American God, but a God who loves America, and Asia, and Africa, and all nations and all people.  John 3:16 says For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that whosever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.  Notice the word that Jesus uses – world.  We can never be too big or too expansive in our thinking about how God loves.
3.  The connection between worship and holy living.


If there is one thing that gets under my skin and bores a hole there and just irritates, it’s the claim that churches are full of hypocrites.  I assume there are some, but churches are not full of them.  The next time you hear someone make that charge ask them who they are.  Ask them – can you name some of those hypocrites?  If the churches are full of hypocrites, how do you know?  Isn’t that a rather large claim to make?  I know a lot of church people, and they are good people, and I doubt very much that churches are full of hypocrites.  Say that the next time you hear someone make that charge.


Do you know how many it takes to paint us all with the brush of hypocrisy?  One.  Just one.  And then, suddenly, everyone is a hypocrite.

We don’t like hypocrisy much either, do we?  This is where Isaiah once again hits hard – making the charge that a connection must exist between worship and holy living.

Like all the prophets, Isaiah has a particular concern for the care of those who are suffering and those who are poor.  A common theme of all the prophets is the condemnation of people or nations who are unconcerned about those who are suffering and those who are poor.  Isaiah saw how the rich and the powerful took advantage of the poor, the widows, the orphans, and those from other cultures who lived in their land.

We live in a world where the millions upon millions of poor are falling further into poverty.  Hundreds of millions of people live on less than a dollar a day and starvation and disease is a constant presence for much of the world.


While skeptics point to this poverty and suffering as evidence that God does not exist, it would be more correct to point out that God has provided the resources that are necessary to give life and health to all people.


We can never allow our hearts to grow hardened to the plight of those who are poor and who suffer in our world, for to do so is to clearly contradict the will of God.

Isaiah said The people who walk in darkness will see a great light.  That light is Jesus, and may he be the light of our lives.
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