5th Sunday after the Epiphany, 2012 
                                                       Isaiah 40:27-31


FOR WHEN I AM WEAK, THEN I AM STRONG

Sermon for the 5th Sunday after the Epiphany, 2012 

Isaiah 40:27-31

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is Isaiah 40:27-31, that second part of our First Reading from before, when God reminds us all that He is not far away from us: Jacob, why do you say, and Israel, why do you complain, “My way has been hidden from the LORD, and my just claim is disregarded by my God”? 28 Do you not know? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not become tired or weary. His understanding is unsearchable. 29 He gives power to the weary, and He increases the strength of those who have no vigour. 30 Even young people will become tired and weary, and young men will indeed stumble; 31 but those who wait on the LORD will receive new strength. They will cause their feathers to grow like eagles. They will run and not become weary. They will walk and not grow tired.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,


Today, as you look around, you see that the world today is pretty much anti-God. Well this should come as no surprise, because men are by nature evil. Already in Genesis 6 we read: The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually, (6:5). 


But while it is true that man only has himself to blame for his wickedness, yet it is also true that false leaders in the Church are also to blame because often God’s Word is discarded, and other gospels are preached in its place. Throughout the history of the Church, false doctrine has been taught, and so now we are reaping the bitter harvest of unbelief. 


Australia still has Christians among her people, but we are not a Christian nation. Paganism is on the march. It certainly appears that we are in that season when the Spirit expressly says that “in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared,” (1 Tim. 4:1-2). Again, “For people will be ﻿lovers of self, ﻿lovers of money, proud, ﻿arrogant, abusive, ﻿disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, ﻿heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, ﻿not loving good, treacherous, reckless, ﻿swollen with conceit, ﻿lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having the appearance of godliness, but ﻿denying its power.”(2 Tim. 3:2-5). I think that this is an accurate description of the country we live in. 

Mankind has the desire to shape its own destiny, and so will use a number of things at its disposal to look into its future. One thing that springs to mind, and to which we can tie in our text from Isaiah today is the practice of consulting your daily horoscope. Millions around the world do this. Instead of looking to God and His Word for guidance, man will look to such things as the stars to see what lies in his future. But this is nothing new at all! Even in the Old Testament, nations viewed the stars as visible representations of the gods. God had warned the Israelites about their false worship of the stars. God warned them through Amos (5:24) that because they worshipped Sikkuth and Kiyyun, false star-gods of the Mesopotamians, He would send them into exile into a foreign land, a prophecy that came true when the Israelites were captured by the Assyrians in 722 BC (2 Kings 17:1-23). Astrology, looking to the stars, will never help anyone with their future. Man will never learn the truth there, but will only be deceived by the devil’s lies. Nevertheless, there is a message in the stars, and today Isaiah tells us what that message is. It is a message for those who are discouraged and weak. 

Isaiah says, Jacob, why do you say, and Israel, why do you complain, “My way has been hidden from the LORD, and my just claim is disregarded by my God”? Everything had been going wrong for the Israelites. They had nothing to show of themselves except suffering, shame, and defeat. But this is also true of us all. We all go through bad patches. Everything is going wrong, so much so that we have to ask, “Where are You, Lord? Why aren’t you noticing me? Can’t You see what is happening to me? Don’t You care? I go to church, I believe in the Bible, I trust in Christ, I try my best, and it isn’t easy. It’s hard, and now everything is going wrong. It shouldn’t be this way. You should be blessing me, not making life a heavy burden for me. My just claim is disregarded by my God, that is, my rights. Why do the wicked always get their way, their just claims, to which they are not really entitled to, and I get all the wrongs? It isn’t fair, and I am growing mightily sick and tired of it. The world is living more and more without a care for God, and I am being made fun of. Where are You? When will You do something about it?”

It is truly discouraging to be so weak and helpless. Even Isaiah himself wrote about the so-called unfairness of the Lord. He said that we are Like a pregnant woman who writhes and cries out in her pangs when she is near to giving birth, so were we because of you, O Lord; 18 ﻿we were pregnant, we writhed, but we have given birth to wind. We have accomplished no deliverance in the earth, and the inhabitants of the world have not fallen, (Is. 26:17-18). We are supposed to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world, but what have we done to save or to change the world. It’s as bad as ever. We want our friends to be saved, but they are deaf. They don’t want to listen. And even those close to us, our family members, our loved ones – they turn from God and go their own way. Our hearts ache for mankind. God has said that His enemies will be scattered, so when will that come to pass?


And as we see the horrors of the world around us, how society is crumbling, and so many people are destined for hell, our own spirituality becomes weak and discouraged. When was the last time you felt your own faith as being strong and fresh and vigorous. When was the last time you felt wonderful and complete? If that time is now, or it’s always been that way to you, well, God bless you! But for so many, having a strong and vigorous faith is a rarity. Quite often for that person they will find that they are constantly struggling with temptation, worldliness, fear or bitterness. It is such a hard battle, and in the end he caves in and surrenders. We do what we know is wrong, and we do not do as we ought. Where is God when I need Him? Where is the spiritual strength that He has promised me? I go to the Bible to strengthen me in my temptation, but it doesn’t help. I go to the Lord’s Supper but don’t feel any strength surging through my soul. When is the Lord going to help me? 

Well, the Lord Himself gives you the answer, and it is written in the stars and it is written in His Word. 


Let me tell you without any doubt whatsoever, that you might grow weary, but God doesn’t. He never grows weary of caring for you. Listen to Him! He says: Lift up your eyes on high and see! Who has created these? He brings out their army by number. He calls them all by name. Because of His great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing.


If any of you feel that God has abandoned you, that He is not present with you, then consider the stars. Every night they come out, and like you, they are part of God’s creation. But they are not as important to God as you are. You are the crown of His creation. As wonderful as the stars are, in all their magnificence and splendour, they were created only to be lights and signs and seasonal markers for you. Yes God pays close attention to every single one of them. In fact, He calls them all by name. So if God pays close attention to all those countless stars scattered throughout this endless universe, then be assured that He has His eyes on you too. In fact, even the hairs of your head are all numbered (Lk. 12:7). God knows all the stars, He knows you too.

But the stars also have another point to make. Do you not know? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not become tired or weary. God never grows tired of looking after all those stars, and neither will He ever grow tired of looking after you. Sometimes it might seem to us that He is asleep on the job, just as those disciples feared when the storm arose and Jesus was sleeping on the boat. The disciples had to wake Him, fearing that they would perish, yet even though he was asleep, He was ever alert and watchful, and He chastised them by saying, “Why are you so afraid, you of little faith?” Sometimes we too have to be chastised.


Again, His understanding is unsearchable. God knows exactly what is going on in time and in history. What wisdom and understanding it took for Him to create all the stars, and to maintain them every day and night! And so, also creating us, He understands our troubles and what they do to us. He understands because He became man and experienced all the trails and troubles of flesh and blood. He knows exactly how we feel, and He also knows what is best for us. 


He also knows how to give us strength. He gives us strength through His Word. When God gives us strength, we don’t usually feel it, but it is there. It is spiritual strength and power. It comes in the Gospel of forgiveness of sins through Christ. It comes to the penitent, to those who know their sin and crave the reassurance that God is for them and not against them. It comes in the Lord’s Supper. You might not feel strong after receiving it, but if you receive it in faith, you are stronger, for you have received assurance of God’s grace. And are you worthy? Well, he who believes in the words “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins” is truly worthy and well prepared, and you don’t have to have the strength of superman to believe that. 

Finally, He gives power to the weary, and He increases the strength of those who have no vigour. The only way for us to believe in Christ, to resist temptation, to endure in the faith till the end is to have the strength of the Lord. Our own strength is not sufficient. He gives power to the weary, and He increases the strength of those who have no vigour, that is, he will give them strength not only to do their duty, but also to endure, to outlast all their trials and tribulations, temptations and weaknesses, to overcome death and hell and the devil himself, not with their own strength but with His. 
Through the Gospel and the Sacraments, God gives His strength. It is only through these that we receive strength. Without them we soon sag and collapse. With them we receive new strength. As Paul says, though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day, (2 Cor. 4:16). Everything that is necessary for our salvation has been completed. Know that your salvation does not depend on how strong you are, or on how weak or helpless you feel. Listen to these words again: The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not become tired or weary. His understanding is unsearchable. 29 He gives power to the weary, and He increases the strength of those who have no vigour. 30 Even young people will become tired and weary, and young men will indeed stumble; 31 but those who wait on the LORD will receive new strength. They will cause their feathers to grow like eagles. They will run and not become weary. They will walk and not grow tired. This is the Word of God, and it is to Him alone that we look. Sometimes we tend forget this, so remember, you are strong through the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Himself up as a ransom for us all. Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY


Father in heaven, we who are Your children by grace pray that Your kingdom may come. We thank and praise You that You have revealed Jesus as Lord and Christ, and as King for evermore. We pray that His rule may be established from sea to sea and from the rising to the setting of the sun, that every nation, people, and tribe may confess that He is Lord, to Your glory. We thank You that, though He is King of kings, He humbled Himself and became our servant, so that He might be our Saviour, able to save all who come to You through Him.


Gracious Father, You do not enjoy seeing sinners die, but would rather see them turn from their sinning and live. Therefore spread the Gospel, and extend Your kingdom among all nations on earth. Cause the mighty to bow before Jesus their Lord, and teach all people to know that there is healing and saving power only in Him.


Although we rejoice that Your kingdom is already with us, make it come with fresh power and new blessing into our lives. Make the peace of Christ to rule in our hearts, and move us to thankfulness and praise. Give us increased trust in Your Word and obedience to Your commandments. Give us grace to be humble, merciful, kind, and forgiving. Make Christ’s message in all its richness live in our hearts and direct all we do and say. Grant that we, redeemed in body and spirit, may be dead to sin and alive to righteousness. Lead us to rejoice in Your grace, and to give thanks for Your mercy day by day.


We pray for Your Church on earth. Keep it from weakness and error, from unfaithful shepherds and false teachers. Protect us from heresy and division. Defend us from the lies of Satan and from the schemes of godless men. Make Your Church secure against the powers of hell. Teach Your people to be patient in hope, firm in trust, and faithful in prayer, until that day comes when You send Your angels to gather Your own into Your everlasting kingdom.


Comfort those who are cast down. Give patience to the sick, peace to the anxious, strength to the weak, help to the needy, and forgiveness to the repentant.


Pour out Your mercy on us all, and teach us to set our hearts on things above, where Christ our Lord lives and reigns. In His holy and precious name we pray. Amen.
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