PAGE  
3

Isaiah 51:1-6





New Year’s Eve ~ December 31, 2005

Are You Better Off Now?


The text for this evening is our Old Testament lesson, Isaiah 51:1-6, which has already been read.

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


Are you better off tonight than you were 365 days ago?  To answer this question, you may need to consult with several people.


Your accountant would be able to help you determine your current financial condition, compared with what it was at this time last year.  By simple comparison, you would know whether your net worth had increased or decreased.


Your doctor would be your best resource to determine your physical condition.  After a thorough examination, your doctor could tell you the general condition of your heart and circulatory system, lungs and respiratory system, stomach and digestive system, and the rest of your bodily organs and functions.


Your teacher would best be able to report your academic progress.  Semester tests indicate how much you’ve retained of the last four months, and your grades will reflect your overall achievements in learning.  


Through your annual performance evaluation, your boss would tell you how you have performed at work.  You will learn whether you are a valued employee or if your employment future is on shaky ground.  You might be praised for exemplary service or you might be told certain improvements must be made in order to keep your job.


Some of you sitting here this evening may not have evaluated the past year.  Yet, there is a sense within you regarding where you are tonight compared with one year ago.  Some of you certainly feel good about this past year.  Others are ambivalent.  Still others are concerned.  And some are on the verge of despair.


But consider these amazing statements.  Some people whom the general public would call “dirt poor” feel quite good about themselves.  They are satisfied with life and wouldn’t be too willing to trade places with anyone else.  Some individuals with terminal medical conditions or chronic illnesses feel positive about the past year as well as the future.  Some of those who did not receive a job promotion or salary increase still believe they have the best job in the world.


As we end this year and begin the new, we might want to evaluate our lives based on net worth, health conditions, position at work, or some other earthly criteria.  Our text, however, offers another method for evaluating our life.  Isaiah challenges us to consider what we put our faith and trust in.  He writes: “Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness and who seek the Lord” (51:1).


Isaiah describes what needs to be foundational in our Christian life—the pursuit of righteousness, seeking after the Lord.  We don’t do this on our own, somehow choosing to seek God.  No, Isaiah beautifully brings out in our text that we pursue righteousness and seek the Lord because of what God has done in us and for us in the person of Jesus Christ.


This passage in Isaiah reminds us of God’s great miraculous work, calling to our attention the many ways God’s grace and mercy impact our lives.  In verse 2, Isaiah takes us back to Abraham and Sarah, who were beyond childbearing years and yet, by the power of God, they conceived and bore a child.  

As we consider this miracle, we are reminded that our membership in God’s family is by His grace and goodness.  We are well-off tonight—spiritually speaking—because God had mercy on a man named Abraham.  God chose to give him faith, chose to give him a child he should never have faltered, chose to make his descendants number like the stars, chose to bring from his descendants the Savior of the world.


In verse 3, God comforted and showed compassion to Zion, even when Zion had forsaken Him.  The last two verses of our text make it crystal clear that it was God’s saving work that redeemed and restored Israel as His family.  “My righteousness draws near speedily, my salvation is on the way, and my arm will bring justice to the nations… My salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail” (vv 5-6).


So many individuals, including the Jewish people of Jesus’ day, interpret God’s promises to comfort and restore His people to mean earthly power, wealth, and prestige.  Sadly, even some Christians misunderstand the biblical concepts of restoration and comfort.  Yes, God has made us wonderful promises.  But God never promised these would come to us in this life.  In fact, Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble.”  Then He went on to say, “But take heart!  I have overcome the world (John 16:33).

All God’s promises are based in Jesus Christ. God’s promises give us strength to bear the burdens of today and to hopefully face the future.  God’s promise of forgiveness of sins through faith in His Son comforts us.  God’s promises, fulfilled through His Son, Jesus, assure us of an eternal victory over all the forces of evil.  St. Paul so eloquently states the Christian’s position in Romans 8: “If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all—how will He not also, along with Him, graciously give us all things?” (vv 31-32).


Our well-being begins with God’s love for us in Christ Jesus, as the prophet writes, ”My salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail” (v 6).  This Gospel message gives us assurance.  This Gospel message gives us strength to endure what comes our way every day, month, and year.  This Gospel message enables us to be positive even if our net worth went down, our health deteriorated, or our employment went sour. 


St. Paul declares: “I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, not any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38-39).


God gave a son to an aged couple.  God cause His own Son to be born of a virgin.  God, in love, sacrificed His own Son on the cross of Calvary for your forgiveness and life.  This God helps us endure hardships and disappointments.  He helps us endure any difficulty.


“Listen to me, my people; hear me, my nation: The law will go out from me; my justice will become a light to the nations” (v 4).  The word law here does not mean the Ten Commandments, but the pronouncement of our need for a Savior and the fulfillment of God’s salvation plan in Jesus Christ.  It is a Gospel pronouncement that points us to God’s love for sinners.  It assures us that God desires to save all people from their sins.  God’s good news is salvation for all people in the person and work of His Son, Jesus Christ.


“The Lord will surely comfort Zion and will look with compassion on all her ruins; He will make her deserts like Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the Lord.  Joy and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the sound of singing” (v 3).  The Lord still gives His people faith to trust in His grace and mercy.  The Lord still forgives His people their sins as they repent and seek His forgiveness through Jesus Christ.


By God’s grace, we are present at this worship service.  We have passed through another year because God has enabled us to do so.  Despite our financial, physical, scholastic, or employment status, we are blessed people because of God’s bountiful provision.  God meets our every spiritual need through the power of the Gospel, through the daily renewal of His baptismal grace, and through the body and blood of Jesus, which we receive though the Sacrament of the Altar.


Are we better off tonight that we were 365 days ago?  The answer is no!  We are still the same sinful residents of a fallen world.  But we are the redeemed children of God, thankful to have received God’s grace and mercy every day this past year.  And it is by God’s grace that we can say we are equally well-off tonight as we were last year or 10 years ago because God’s salvation will last forever; His righteousness will never fail.  

And you can be certain that all of this remains true, because 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.
