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 For the past several months we’ve been going through the bible one book each 
week, starting in Genesis.  We’ve moved through the Law, the Historical Books, and the 
Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament.  Today we begin a new section of the bible as 
we have arrived at the prophetic books, as we take a look at Isaiah.   
 
 Prophets had a unique role in ancient Israelite and Judean society.  Like the 
priests, they were to represent God.  However, the function of priests was usually 
limited to leading and fulfilling religious rites and rituals of the people, where prophets 
spoke and acted on God’s behalf.  While the priests became priests by their being born 
into the tribe of Levi, prophets were called by God without regard to their tribe, 
occupation, or social status.   
 
 While many prophets faced extremely difficult conditions during their ministry, 
through much of his ministry, Isaiah was a prophet who held a position in the court of 
the King of Judah, and held that role through a number of different Judean kings.  Isaiah 
lived at end of the 8th century into the beginning of the 7th century BC, around the time 
that Assyria was the most powerful and feared nation in the Ancient Near East, and 
Isaiah lived through the time that saw the Assyrians destroy and enslave of the Northern 
Israelite kingdom and threaten the Kingdom of Judah.  Like many prophets, Isaiah 
warned of coming disaster and judgment if the people did not change their ways and 
return to God.  Particularly characteristic of Isaiah is his emphasis on the overwhelming 
glory, grandeur, and majesty of God. 
 
 There are moments in life where we too experience and are overcome by the 
overwhelming greatness of God.  [After all, it’s the sort of thing that is fairly easily 
experienced when we take the time to look for it.]  Maybe for you it’s has happened 
standing on the beach looking out into the vastness of the ocean.  Or maybe it was up 
on a mountaintop surveying the awe-inspiring view.  Or maybe it’s staring up into the 
vastness of the starry sky at night.  Maybe it’s looking through a microscope at the 
cellular building blocks of life.  Maybe it’s in experiencing the power of a storm.  Maybe 
it’s being caught up in the wonder of a beautiful piece of music, or art, or architecture.  
Or maybe it happens for you sometimes when you are in prayer.  Or maybe for you it’s 
something else or some other time entirely.  Whenever or wherever we sense God’s 
overwhelming greatness, these sorts of experiences have a way of filling us with awe 
and making us feel small.   
 

There is a big fancy theological word for this quality of God – transcendence – 
meaning superior or supreme, surpassing the universe and even time.  Early in the 
book of Isaiah, Isaiah the prophet has an experience of God’s transcendence while 
praying in the temple, which he tells us about in Isaiah 6.   

 
Imagine this:  1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a 

throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were 



seraphs, each with six wings:  With two wings they covered their faces, with two they 
covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were calling to one another:  
"Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 4 At the 
sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with 
smoke.1   

 
Whoa.  Isaiah’s experience of God might be just a bit more dramatic than our 

own experiences.  These experiences of the transcendence of God have a way of 
bringing us to silence, of humbling us, and making us feel very small and how unlike 
God we are.  And we see that this is exactly how Isaiah responds to this vision of God, 
saying:  5 "Woe to me!" "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a 
people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty."2 

  
Likewise, Isaiah uses these pictures to make people aware of their sin and 

shortcomings, to call them to repentance, and warn them of the danger of God’s 
impending judgment if repentance does not occur.  Isaiah is full of pictures of God like 
this – a God who is gigantic, massive, enormous, all powerful, holy, righteous, and just, 
unbounded by space or by time – all beyond our ability to comprehend.  We see this in 
the excerpt we began the service with from Isaiah 40 – that God is beyond us . . . 
beyond the limits of our comprehension and our imagination.   

 
And Isaiah does not simply describe God this way, unfortunately that is 

sometimes where we choose to leave our understanding of God.  Out there . . . 
somewhere . . . maybe or maybe God made it all and then walked away.  Maybe 
listening or paying attention . . . maybe not.  Maybe willing to act on our behalf  . . . and 
maybe not.  We wonder if God even knows what is going on.  We see suffering, 
sickness, injustice, all sorts of horrible situations and ask, “God, where are you?  Don’t 
you care?  Why don’t you do something?” 
  

When we were at my parents house in Western Pennsylvania over Thanksgiving, 
Jessamine and I went outside because she wanted to look at the stars.  It was an 
absolutely gorgeous night, dark and clear – perfect for looking at the stars.  As we 
looked up to the heavens, the stars shone brightly and we see thousands upon 
thousands of stars, with the band of stars that make up the Milky Way spread out 
directly over our heads down to the horizon behind the trees.  Now Jessamine is four 
years old, and as many of you know, life with a four year old is full of questions, so after 
a bit, Jess asked me how many stars there were.  I told her I didn’t know - that there 
were way too many to count.  Which was followed by her asking, what the stars’ names 
were, and I knew some of the names of all the stars’ names (but couldn’t remember 
where they were), but I didn’t know all of them.  She responded by asking, “But God 
knows, right?” 

 
In Isaiah 40, Isaiah is delivering a message from God to a people facing trouble 

and turmoil, in need of comfort and hope.  After painting a grand picture of God in all his 
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matchless glory, power, and majesty, the chapter closes with “27 O Jacob, how can you 
say the LORD does not see your troubles?  O Israel, how can you say God ignores your 
rights?  28 Have you never heard?  Have you never understood?  The LORD is the 
everlasting God, the Creator of all the earth.  He never grows weak or weary.  No one 
can measure the depths of his understanding.  29 He gives power to the weak and 
strength to the powerless.  30 Even youths will become weak and tired, and young men 
will fall in exhaustion.  31 But those who trust in the LORD will find new strength.  They 
will soar high on wings like eagles.  They will run and not grow weary.  They will walk 
and not faint”.3 

 
Isaiah reminds the people that God does indeed see their troubles, that the 

Almighty God of the universe is on the side of the weak and powerless, and that those 
who trust in the Lord will have all the strength that they need.  God knows not just the 
names of the stars, but our names.  Isaiah offers hope that God is near . . . that God is 
watching . . . that God will act. 
 Maybe this is all the comfort and hope you need to be strengthened and 
renewed, but Isaiah gives us more.  Interspersed throughout the book are some 
previews, some coming attractions if you will . . . 
 You know, coming attractions - you walk into the movie theater and sit down with 
your popcorn and wait for the movie to start.  The theater goes dark, and the screen 
goes to green and displays short previews of coming attractions – movies that will be 
coming to the theater in the future.  Some people love these previews, I know my 
brother has even paid to go to movies he isn’t really interested in seeing, simply 
because there is a preview showing before the movie that he really wants to see, others 
can’t stand these previews and just want to get on with the movie.  In either case, these 
previews of coming attractions give us an idea of what movies we have to look forward 
to (or what movies we want to avoid) in near future. 
 Isaiah provides his people with some coming attractions – as if to say, “Hey, you 
think that God being on the side of the powerless, and giving hope and strength to the 
weak is great/cool, then check this out – that’s not all God is going to do . . . God is 
coming!   (Isaiah 11):  1 Out of the stump of David’s family will grow a shoot— yes, a 
new Branch bearing fruit from the old root.  2 And the Spirit of the LORD will rest on 
him— the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit 
of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.  3 He will delight in obeying the LORD.  He will 
not judge by appearance nor make a decision based on hearsay.  4 He will give justice 
to the poor and make fair decisions for the exploited.  The earth will shake at the force 
of his word, and one breath from his mouth will destroy the wicked.  5 He will wear 
righteousness like a belt and truth like an undergarment.  6 In that day the wolf and the 
lamb will live together; the leopard will lie down with the baby goat.  The calf and the 
yearling will be safe with the lion, and a little child will lead them all.  7 The cow will 
graze near the bear.  The cub and the calf will lie down together.  The lion will eat hay 
like a cow.  8 The baby will play safely near the hole of a cobra.  Yes, a little child will 
put its hand in a nest of deadly snakes without harm.  9 Nothing will hurt or destroy in all 
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my holy mountain, for as the waters fill the sea, so the earth will be filled with people 
who know the LORD.4   
 A ruler is coming who will rule, a leader is coming who will lead, with God’s spirit 
and wisdom and understanding, who delights in obeying the Lord – a leader who does 
not make decisions on appearances, but gives justice to the poor and the exploited, and 
destroys the wicked.  Peace will reign among all creation and the earth will be filled with 
those who know the Lord. 

And from Isaiah 9:  1 Nevertheless, that time of darkness and despair will not go 
on forever. The land of Zebulun and Naphtali will be humbled, but there will be a time in 
the future when Galilee of the Gentiles, which lies along the road that runs between the 
Jordan and the sea, will be filled with glory. 2 The people who walk in darkness will see 
a great light.  For those who live in a land of deep darkness, a light will shine.  3 You will 
enlarge the nation of Israel, and its people will rejoice.  They will rejoice before you as 
people rejoice at the harvest and like warriors dividing the plunder.  4 For you will break 
the yoke of their slavery and lift the heavy burden from their shoulders.  You will break 
the oppressor’s rod, just as you did when you destroyed the army of Midian.  5 The 
boots of the warrior and the uniforms bloodstained by war will all be burned.  They will 
be fuel for the fire.  6 For a child is born to us, a son is given to us.  The government will 
rest on his shoulders.  And he will be called:  Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  7 His government and its peace will never end.  
He will rule with fairness and justice from the throne of his ancestor David for all 
eternity.  The passionate commitment of the LORD of Heaven’s Armies will make this 
happen!5 

Isaiah says, God is coming, darkness and despair are going to end, my glory is 
coming, and my light is going to shine.  People are going to be joyful again.  They will 
be freed from their slavery.  For a new King is coming – God himself – who is going to 
rule with fairness and justice for all eternity - and I love this – “the passionate 
commitment of the Lord of Heaven’s Armies will make this happen!”  [Can I get an 
amen?] 

We often read these scriptures at Christmas time as we think of the arrival and 
birth of the God-child Jesus, but these verses are for the ages.  The arrival of Jesus on 
Christmas morning, but they also speak of the day that He will come again and 
vanquish his enemies and establish his kingdom and rule forever with righteousness 
and justice.   

This is the heart of the gospel my friends.  God is not far off.  God is near and 
coming nearer.  God is listening, God is paying attention, God knows what is going on, 
and God is acting to bring redemption.   Death, despair, suffering, sickness, injustice, 
and oppression will be brought to an end.  Christ has been born, Christ has died, Christ 
has risen, and Christ will come again.  God has spoken through his prophet Isaiah and 
God (along with his armies) is passionately committed to making this happen. 

This Sunday marks the beginning of Advent, the season in the Christian year 
where we prepare ourselves for the coming of God into the world.  Advent is not just a 
series of shopping days and Christmas events strung together leading up to Christmas.  
It is a time for examination, reflection, and repentance.  A season for us to ask 
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ourselves, are we ready for the coming of the Christ-child?  Are we ready for the infinite 
God to enter into the world in all his righteousness, justice, and glory? 

If God is coming to establish a kingdom of righteousness and justice, we need to 
examine ourselves for the areas of our lives where we are less than righteous, the 
areas where we are less than just.  Maybe we have relationships with others where we 
need to seek or offer forgiveness. Maybe we have attitudes that need to be adjusted.  
Maybe our priorities need to be rearranged.  Maybe we struggle with anger or gossip or 
with being satisfied with what we have.  Maybe we struggle to live a life that is pure and 
pleasing to God.  Maybe we have become self-focused and need to become more 
generous with our money, possessions, time, and energy.  Maybe there is a sin that is 
ensnaring you that you just can’t seem to break free from. 

Whatever it is for you . . . whatever shortcomings, whatever sins, whatever 
makes us say “Woe is me!” as we enter into God’s presence and examine and reflect, 
when we repent, God can provide the forgiveness, grace, and strength we need to 
overcome them, for God’s power is made perfect in our weakness. 

As Isaiah tells us, the infinite, all-powerful, righteous, just, awesome God of the 
universe is coming in all his glory to establish his glorious kingdom that shall stand 
forever.  As we shop and eat and celebrate the coming of the Christ child, let us not 
forget to spend time in examination and reflection that we might prepare ourselves for 
the future coming of our King, Jesus, who will reign forever and ever.  Hallelujah! 

 
 
 

  


