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Sunday after the Epiphany ~ Series B ~ February 8, 2009

They Who Wait for the Lord Shall Renew Their Strength

Invocation

In the name of the Father and of the 
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 Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Amen

Confession and Absolution

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.

But if we confess our sins, God, who is faithful and just, will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

Let us then confess our sins to God our Father.

Most merciful God, we confess that we are by nature sinful and unclean.  We have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have left undone.  We have not loved you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.  We justly deserve your present and eternal punishment.  For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy on us.  Forgive us, renew us, and lead us, so that we may delight in your will and walk in your ways to the glory of your holy name.  Amen

Almighty God in his mercy has given his Son to die for you and for his sake forgives you all your sins.  As a called and ordained servant of the Word I therefore forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the 
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 Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Old Testament Reading: Isaiah 40:21-31 (ESV)

 Do you not know?  Do you not hear?  Has it not been told you from the beginning?  Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?  It is he who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers; who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, and spreads them like a tent to dwell in; who brings princes to nothing, and makes the rulers of the earth as emptiness.  Scarcely are they planted, scarcely sown, scarcely has their stem taken root in the earth, when he blows on them, and they wither, and the tempest carries them off like stubble.  

To whom then will you compare me, that I should be like him? says the Holy One.  Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these?  He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name, by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing.  

Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and my right is disregarded by my God”?  Have you not known?  Have you not heard?  The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth.  He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.  He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength.  Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men shall fall exhausted; but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint. 

This is the Word of the Lord.

Epistle: 1 Corinthians 9:16-27 (ESV)

For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting.  For necessity is laid upon me.  Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!  For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward, but if not of my own will, I am still entrusted with a stewardship.  What then is my reward?  That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my right in the gospel. 

For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them.  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews.  To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win those under the law.  To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside the law.  To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak.  I have become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some.  I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings. 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize?  So run that you may obtain it.  Every athlete exercises self-control in all things.  They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.  So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air.  But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. 

Here ends the Epistle.

Holy Gospel: Mark 1:29-39 (ESV)

And immediately he left the synagogue and entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John.  Now Simon’s mother-in-law lay ill with a fever, and immediately they told him about her.  And he came and took her by the hand and lifted her up, and the fever left her, and she began to serve them. 

That evening at sundown they brought to him all who were sick or oppressed by demons.  And the whole city was gathered together at the door.  And he healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons.  And he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. 

And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed.  And Simon and those who were with him searched for him, and they found him and said to him, “Everyone is looking for you.”  And he said to them, “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out.”  And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons.

Here ends the Gospel.

Apostles’ Creed


I believe in God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth.

And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, 
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born 

of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried.  He descended into hell.  The third day he rose again from the dead.  He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty.  From thence he will come to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Christian Church, the communion of saints, the 

forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.  Amen

The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Isaiah 40:21-31, which has already been read.

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

In Lewis Carroll’s famous story Through the Looking Glass, everything changes when Alice steps through a mirror into a new land.  Suddenly, anything is possible.  In fact, Alice must learn to expect the unexpected.

A similar dramatic transformation occurs in the book of Isaiah.  Because of God’s intervention in history, God’s people must learn to expect the unexpected.  In chapters 1-35, Isaiah prophecies agains the backdrop of the Assyrian threat.  In chapters 36-39 he records Assyria’s failure and warns about the future rise of Babylon.  Beginning with chapter 40, we read about dramatic changes for God’s people.  Isaiah comforts the exiles and spiritual Israel of all times with the promise of deliverance from sin through the incarnation and death of the Messiah.  

Apart from God’s revelation, none of us would know this.  We know there is a God, but we don’t know what He is like.  This has led humans to fashion their own gods out of their limited imaginations.  In Isaiah’s day they created idols out of wood and precious metals.  Though we think ourselves too enlightened for such images, that doesn’t mean that we don’t make our own gods.  In fact, the gods of our contemporary world are no different in essence from theirs.  Fallen man seeks to create a god that rewards loving effort, kind words, and noble thoughts.

The god that so many fashion today appears as a tolerant old grandfather in the sky who smiles when we do good.  He forgets and excuse our moral lapses.  He accepts everyone and embraces them in his fatherly arms.  He does not threaten punishment for anyone except the most heinous criminal.  

But that’s an idol as surely as the images of Baal and Dagon.  It’s a far different god from the one Isaiah describes in our text.  We have fashioned a god in our image and molded him to be the way that we want him to be. 

The four questions of the opening verse of our text are blunt challenges to all of us who seek to create God in our own image.  “Do you not know?  Do you not hear?  Has it not been told you from the beginning?  Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?”  

God has not hidden Himself.  He has revealed Himself from the beginning.  He talked with Adam and Eve in the garden.  After they sinned, He continued to speak to them.  Though He warned them of the consequences of their sins, He also revealed the promise of a Savior to come.  He spoke to Noah before and after the destruction of the sinful world by the flood.  Moses brought God’s revelation down from the mountain and wrote the first five books of the Bible.  God made sure that what Moses and later writers wrote was His Word, not their own speculation.  God inspired them, giving them the very words they were to write.  

The truth has always been available.  But the human mind has been so darkened by sin that it cannot imagine God as He truly is.  Isaiah pictures God as the Creator and Ruler of the world.  God sits high above the created world.  He stretched out the heavens as easily as one would pitch a tent.  God is not created but uncreated and eternal, without beginning and without end.  He is separate and different from the world He created.  He is holy, infinite, perfect, and changeless.  

Even the great leaders of the world are nothing compared to God.  God exists far above the world He created; He rules as a powerful monarch above all creation.  

We humans are like so many grasshoppers.  Because of sin, we are nothing like God.  We are finite, temporal, imperfect, subject to changes of all kinds, and mortal.  What arrogance for finite creatures to fashion God!  If we want to know about God, we must humbly listen to what He tells us about Himself.

The one true God goes on to ask: “To whom then will you compare Me, that I should be like him?”  God, the Holy One who is high above and separate, has always wanted His creatures to know who He is and what He has done.  Through His Word, God now instructs men and women in the mysteries of His love for the world and its inhabitants.  

First, we are directed to look to the heavens and the stars.  We know the answer to the question “Who created all these?”  God did, of course, but God did not simply create the universe and then leave it alone.  He continues to care for it.  Astronomy studies the movements of the stars in the vast expanse of the universe, but God determines the movement.  He controls the movement of the stars as a general would control his army.  

What a contrast to those who think that the stars control their destinies and who consult their horoscopes to discover what life will bring them.  God controls the stars and us; the orbits of the planets and stars do not control us.  But God does not control them with impersonal detachment.  He knows each heavenly body by name.  Each of of the stars of heaven have God’s personal attention; not one of them is missing without His knowledge.  He calls them all by name, as a father would call His children by name.  So powerful, vast, and loving is our God.


Still, God’s people are not beyond complaining that such a powerful and boundless God has forgotten them.  All too often we fail to depend on God’s power and tender interest in the affairs of His created world.  Therefore the Lord says through His prophet: “Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and my right is disregarded by my God”?  
Jacob and Israel are names for God’s people that recall the love of God and the origins of God’s Old Testament people.  God cared for Jacob, blessed him, and protected him.  God wrestled with him and changed his name to Israel.  Then God repeated the promise that the Savior would come through his descendants.  

All this God did out of grace and mercy.  Jacob did not deserve any of it.  When Jacob’s descendants became the nation of Isarel and left Egypt, God continued to care for them.  God marked every phase of their history with His gracious care.

In view of God’s loving care, the complaints of His people are groundless.  If God can call the stars by name, He certainly could care for His people.  If God had demonstrated such love for the ancestor of His people, He would continue to care for them.  God had pledged Himself to His people.  He had bound Himself to them by promise.  No matter what difficulties they faced, He was powerful enough to care for them.  He loved them too much to abandon them.

This message was important for the Jews who would be led away captive by the Babylonians.  In the midst of their tears and heartache, God wanted them to remember that He was in control and continued to love them.  

The lesson is just as important for us to remember.  We are God’s people by faith in Jesus Christ, but we are no less prone to complain when things go badly.  God loves us not just when all goes well.  He loves us always.  He has His own reason for allowing trouble, pain, and tears into our lives.  Remember that He is almighty and all knowing.  We are not.  We can trust Him to do the best for us.  He loves us too much to do anything less.

To remind us of this truth, the Lord repeats two questions: “Do you not know?  Have you not heard?”  These questions direct us back to what God reveals about Himself in the Scriptures.  That’s where we can discover who God is—in His Word.  There God reveals Himself as “the Lord,” Yahweh, the God of free and faithful grace.  This covenant-God reveals Himself to be the true God.  

Here, the Lord reveals four important truths about Himself.  First, He is the Creator.  He has unlimited power and uses that power for the benefit of His creatures.  He gave them life and provided a beautiful world in which to live.

Second, He does not become tired or weary.  His power was not exhausted by creation nor does He grow tired caring for that world He called into existence.

Third, He is beyond human ability to grasp and understand.  He is holy and unique.  God must reveal Himself if we are to know anything about Him beyond the fact that He exists and He is great.

Fourth, God gives strength to the weary and weak.  God turns Himself toward His creatures.  He gives blessings to them out of love for them.

Humans are much different.  We are creatures, not the Creator.  We grow weary and weak.  We can understand some things, but we are often confused and ignorant.  We must learn; God knows all things.  We stumble and fall, grow weary and tired, but God promises to give us strength.

How can we receive such a gift from the Lord?  Our text provides the answer: “They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength.”  Faith in the Lord brings this strength.  When we rely on human strength, we will stumble.  When we trust in the Lord for strength, He gives it.  

What wonderful comfort for all “who wait for the Lord”!  The entire life of God’s people—their walking, running, and soaring—is filled with the boundless and tireless strength of God.  Even in death, they mount on eagle’s wings and soar to God in heaven, when God gives them joy forever. 

All of this finds its ultimate fulfillment in Christ.  God has been revealing Himself to man throughout human history.  He has revealed His splendor and majesty in the magnificence of His creation.  He has revealed His love and grace through His holy Word.  Now He reveals Himself in Christ.  

The author of Hebrews tells us: “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed the heir of all things, through whom also He created the world” (Hebrews 1:1-2, ESV).

Jesus Christ is the ultimate Word and the perfect Revelation of God.  He is the Lord Himself, who has taken on human flesh to dwell with us.  He lived the perfect, righteous life that you could not live.  He suffered and died on the cross to pay for your sins.  He rose again on the third day, that you might have the certainty of the resurrection of your own body unto life everlasting.  And now ascended into heaven, He promises to be with you always to the end of the age.

If you focus only on the circumstances of your life and look within yourself you will fall into despair.  You will see nothing but trials and troubles.  You will see only your sin and the judgment you deserve.  But our Lord bids you to lift up your head, to wait on the Him and His strength.  He sets forth His Word and with it gives Himself to you, so that all things of His are yours and you, on the other hand, may cast your weakness off on Christ.  

You are a sinner, but Christ is righteous.  You are poor, but Christ is rich.  You are foolish, but Christ is wise.  If you are a captive, Christ is present to set you free.  If you are forsaken, Christ takes you to Himself.  If you are cast down, Christ consoles you.  If you are weary, Christ refreshes you.  Finally, He pours Himself out for you altogether, to redeem you and make you His own.  

Christ comes to you, calling you repentance through His Law and comforting you with His Gospel.  In Baptism, He makes you His child and an heir of all of His promises.  He clothes you with His righteousness and credits you with His merits.  In Holy Communion you feeds you His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith.  Through His called and ordained servant He absolves you of all your sins.  Indeed, it is my pleasure to tell you this Good News today: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

The Lord’s Prayer


Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen

Benediction




The Lord bless you and keep you.  The Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious 

to you.  The Lord look upon you with favor and give you peace.  Amen/
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