SERMON THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

The efficacy of God’s Word

Isaiah 55:10-13

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

The Word of God, the basis for the sermon, is the Epistle heard before, Romans 7:14-25

10 For, as the rain and the snow come down from the sky and do not go back there without watering the earth and causing it to bring forth and to sprout, so that it gives seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 11 so My Word will be, which goes out of My mouth. It will not return to Me without results, but it will accomplish what I desire and be successful in what I have sent it to do.”

12 For you will go out with joy, and be led out in peace. The mountains and the hills will break into shouts of joy in your presence, and all the trees in the field will clap their hands. 13 A cypress tree will grow up instead of the thorn-bush, and a myrtle tree will grow up instead of the stinging nettle. This will also make a name for the LORD and become an everlasting sign, which will not be cut off.

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

Dear friends in Christ,


The ways in which God deals with us is often baffling. Here we confront the hidden God, who is the God of the Law. In the two verses before our text, He says, “’My thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not My ways,’ declares the LORD. ‘For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts are higher than your thoughts.’”


Some theologians, who have lost their conviction about the inerrancy of Scripture, like to write a good deal about its efficacy, instead.  However, what use is an efficacious Word of God if it is not reliable and trustworthy? When we do not understand the Lord’s thoughts and ways, we cling to His revealed Word. WE find certainty in His revealed Word even when it is also beyond our understanding. His peace surpasses our understanding. There He is the God of the Gospel. There we find His grace in Christ. The ultimate reason for our salvation is God’s gracious purpose for us in Christ, and we know that only from His revealed Word. When we do not understand God’s thoughts and ways, we cling to His Word, even when His promises seem unlikely.


God’


After the Israelites took possession of the land of Canaan, Joshua wrote, “So the LORD gave to Israel all the land that He had sworn to give to their forefathers. They took possession of it and lived in it. The LORD gave them rest on every side exactly as He had sworn to their forefathers. Not one of all their enemies had withstood them. The LORD had handed all their enemies over to them. Not one Word of all the good promises that the LORD had made to the family of Israel had failed. All had come true” (Jos 21:43-45). Our faith in the Gospel of our salvation similarly rests on the power and certainty of God’s promises.


Mary asked Gabriel, “How will this be, since I am not living with a husband?” After Gabriel gave His reply about this revelation from the Lord, he concluded, “For nothing will be impossible with God” (Lk 1:37). That statement was a reminder to her about childless Sarah. The Lord asked Abraham, “Is anything too difficult for the LORD?” (Gn 18:14).


God’s Gospel Word, “Let there be light” shone in our darkened hearts when we were baptised. It worked powerfully there.


Because God’s Word is powerful, we should be on our guard not to listen to it carelessly or ignore it altogether. When we shut out God’s life-giving Word, we are simply toiling for what does not satisfy us. The Lord invites us to seek Him by listening diligently to His gracious Word. That Word tells us that Jesus has accomplished the purpose for which the Father sent Him. He has brought us pardon for our sin, which He won for us at the cross. 


The Lord was preparing for the time when the Jews would be in captivity in Babylon, when return to their own land seemed unlikely. He told his prophet, Isaiah, to compare His Word with the effect that the rain and the snow bring about when they fall on the earth. Israel was often a dry country, and the people were familiar with the beneficial effect of rain. Water produces its effect on dry ground. “As the rain and the snow come down from the sky and do not go back there without watering the earth and causing it to bring forth and to sprout, so that it gives seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so My Word will be, which goes out of My mouth. It will not return to Me without results, but it will accomplish what I desire and be successful in what I have sent it to do.” In our land, as in Israel, the ground can quickly sprout and produce lush vegetation after rain. You also hear our country-people saying, “You can irrigate all you want, but that does not produce the same effect as rain.”

Confidence in the full reliability and power of God’s Word underlies the confidence that sinners should have in God’s gracious invitation to salvation. In verse seven before our text, Isaiah wrote, “Let the wicked person forsake his way, and the sinful man his thoughts! Let him return to the LORD, that He may have compassion on him! Let him return to our God! For He will abundantly pardon.” We approach God as desperately needy people, like beggars, as poor in spirit, and repentant for our sin. Before the powerful Word of God, which will never fail, we trust God’s grace in Christ alone.


We are often tempted to think that the building and promotion of the church is the result of our efforts. What we need to look at is the effect of the Word of God when our pastor preaches it. It is a heavenly, holy, powerful Word, which is able to do all that God can do. God’s omnipotence and the efficacy of His Word belong together.


We can illustrate the power of Christ’s Words with what happens in the Lord’s Supper. The Roman Catholic Church reckons the power to sacrifice Christ as one of the chief things about the priesthood. This puts the emphasis on man’s work. Rather, when the pastor uses Christ’s Words, “This is My body” in the words of institution, Christ’s Word consecrates the bread and causes what He says to be so. It is not the pastor’s doing. The Lord still causes the miracle of the real presence, just as His Word miraculously caused water to be wine at Cana.


We must not think that God’s Word is sometimes effective, and that it sometimes is not. When people with hard hearts resist that powerful Word of God, it is not as if nothing has happened. The powerful Word then works condemnation as its result. It leaves unbelieving people without excuse.


The mention of seed and food reminds us of the comparison that the Old Testament often uses between longing for God and His wisdom and people’s longing for water and food. God’s promise that He would restore captive Jews from Babylon would certainly come true, as surely as the rain and the snow that God sends on the dry earth produce their beneficial results.


Isaiah then comments on the Lord’s promise: “You will go out with joy, and be led out in peace.” The Scriptures look forward beyond the return from captivity in Babylon to the coming restoration of the fallen creation when God creates a new heaven and new earth, which the Messiah was going to redeem by His suffering, death, and resurrection. Joy will characterise eternal life, and the peace will be the restored relationship between God and His reconciled people, when He has permanently dispelled fear of His wrath from our hearts.


Students of literature sometimes write about “pathetic fallacy.” Poets sometimes personify nature as if it took an interest in what human beings do. For example, one poet wrote that the trees in the Ardennes wept as soldiers marched through them on their way to death at Waterloo. However, the Psalms and the prophets sometimes speak about trees, fields, and mountains, which have no voice or consciousness, as if they were persons expressing emotion. “The mountains and the hills will break into shouts of joy in your presence, and all the trees in the field will clap their hands.” The land would join in celebrating God’s redemption of His people from Babylon. When the Jews came out of the various countries where they had been scattered, nature would join them in their joy.


This promise looks ahead to the new heaven and new earth, when the Lord will liberate plant and animal life, which is now under bondage because of the sin of human beings at the head of the created order from their subjection to futility, decay, and death. Paul wrote, “The creation is waiting with eager expectation to see the revealing of God’s children” (Rm 8:19-21). The new heavens and new earth will rejoice over our arrival there. God’s Word promises us that, when the promised Son of God finally removes our sin and death, He will also deliver the natural world from futility, together with us, in a restored paradise. Jesus’ redemption will surpass a restored natural order. St Paul also wrote, “The spiritual is not first, but the natural, and after that the spiritual. The first man was of the earth, made of dust. The second Man is from heaven. Those who are made of dust are also like the man of dust; and those who are heavenly are also like the Man from heaven” (1 Cor 15:46-48).


After Adam and Eve fell into sin, God cursed the earth because of man. “You will eat from it through painful toil all the days of your life. It will cause both thorns and thistles to grow for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. You will eat bread in the sweat of your brow until you return to the ground. For you were taken from it. For you are dust, and you will return to dust” (Gn 3:17-1i9). Christian farmers and gardeners remember that when they have to combat weeds and pests and diseases in crops. They should also remember the ultimate curse on human beings because of human sin. Here the Lord promises a reversal of that curse. “A cypress tree will grow up instead of the thorn-bush, and a myrtle tree will grow up instead of the stinging nettle.” Beautiful evergreen shrubs will replace weeds and thorns. We are sure of that because God’s promise will not fail.


Isaiah concludes with his comment on the Lord’s efficacious promise: “This will also make a name for the LORD and become an everlasting sign, which will not be cut off.” We need to give special attention to the use that the Scriptures make of the word “name.” For example, when we pray, in the First Petition, “Hallowed be Thy name!” we should be aware that the name to which we pray, and which we should keep holy, is “Father.” He wants us to use the name “Father” when we call on Him. He guards His precious name and takes delight when people use His name well. He does not want us to use His name carelessly. Here God’s name is also inseparable from who He is. His name often means His reputation, His fame, His good name. God’s fulfilment of His promises in eternal life will make a name for Him. There we shall acknowledge that in everything that God has done, from His purpose for us in eternity to its fulfilment, has revealed His grace and continues to bring glory to His name.


The return of the Jews from Babylon was gong to demonstrate to the Jews that God’s promises were fully reliable and powerful. We should also have complete confidence that God’s promises of eternal life through Jesus Christ will come true in every respect. The fulfilment of God’s promises in the restored Paradise will “become an everlasting sign, which will not be cut off.” It will be an ongoing memorial to His glory. His redemption of sinners from their sin and death will bring Him ongoing praise and honour from our grateful lips.


Praise be to God for the certainty and power of His gracious promises to us, in Jesus Christ, our Lord! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord our God, You are our strength and our joy, kindness and love mark everything You do. Because You are gracious, we trust in You and offer You our prayers.


We thank and praise You for all Your kindness to us: for blessing us with life, and for equipping us with all our powers of body and soul. We thank You for giving us the ability to be useful, for permitting us to enjoy Your creation, and for surrounding us with the warmth of human relationships in every facet of life.


We confess our sins before You, repent of them, and earnestly turn from them. Do not look on us in anger, for Jesus’ sake. We praise You above all else for Your grace in Christ Jesus. You have sent Your Son to die on the cross, and have raised Him in power and glory, to provide all the riches of our salvation. In Him You have given us free pardon for all our sins, the strength to overcome evil, and the sure hope of eternal life.


We rejoice in the death of Your Son, through which You have been reconciled to us, so that we may approach You as a God of love. Comfort us with Your free forgiveness, and fill us with the new life of the Spirit. Make us alert and firm in faith against every temptation and test, so that we may resist Satan and His evil tricks, and hold our ground against all evil.


Be gracious to Your Church, O God, that it may seek the lost, lift up the fallen, comfort the broken-hearted, and heal the afflicted. Enable Your pastors and people to proclaim with courage and conviction the message of life in Christ Jesus, and to declare to all people Your mighty acts of judgment and mercy. Cause growth among us, through Your powerful Word.


Reveal Your power to all lands and nations. Remind people everywhere that You are the Lord of all history, that You judge the leaders of the nations, and that You have the power to break bows, shatter spears, and destroy all human might. Grant that all people may turn to You and follow Your truth.


Be the heavenly guest in all our homes. Move all families to trust You in everything, and to love and serve each other, until that day comes when You call us from our homes on earth to live with You in our heavenly home for ever.


Bless all who are in any need of body or soul. Teach them to humble themselves under Your mighty hand, trusting that You remove all burdens in Your own good time. Teach them to place all their worries on You, and assure them of Your infinite understanding and loving care.


Gracious God, since You have called us to share eternal glory in Christ, make us strong, and make our lives holy. Hear our prayers for the sake of Jesus, to whom be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen.

 

