17th May 2009

Come Empty Handed

Reading:  
Isaiah 5.1-11
1 "Come, all you who are thirsty, 
       come to the waters; 
       and you who have no money, 
       come, buy and eat! 
       Come, buy wine and milk 
       without money and without cost. 

 2 Why spend money on what is not bread, 
       and your labor on what does not satisfy? 
       Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, 
       and your soul will delight in the richest of fare. 

 3 Give ear and come to me; 
       hear me, that your soul may live. 
       I will make an everlasting covenant with you, 
       my faithful love promised to David. 

 4 See, I have made him a witness to the peoples, 
       a leader and commander of the peoples. 

 5 Surely you will summon nations you know not, 
       and nations that do not know you will hasten to you, 
       because of the LORD your God, 
       the Holy One of Israel, 
       for he has endowed you with splendor." 

 6 Seek the LORD while he may be found; 
       call on him while he is near. 

 7 Let the wicked forsake his way 
       and the evil man his thoughts. 
       Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, 
       and to our God, for he will freely pardon. 

 8 "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
       neither are your ways my ways," 
       declares the LORD. 

 9 "As the heavens are higher than the earth, 
       so are my ways higher than your ways 
       and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

 10 As the rain and the snow 
       come down from heaven, 
       and do not return to it 
       without watering the earth 
       and making it bud and flourish, 
       so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, 

 11 so is my word that goes out from my mouth: 
       It will not return to me empty, 
       but will accomplish what I desire 
       and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. 
A few weeks ago, Bill and Ann were out cycling on their tandem when they came to a particularly steep hill.  It was really quite a struggle getting up to the top, but when they finally made it Bill puffed to Ann, 'Are you all right, that was quite a climb!'  Ann replied from the front of the bike, 'It sure was - and we'd have rolled right back down again if I hadn't had the brakes on all the way.'

 

Sometimes we just seem to make life difficult for ourselves - and we're particularly good at that in the church.  How else could such a wonderful message as we have, good news for all the world, be so easily ignored, rejected or joked about?  In trying to proclaim a universal message of hope, peace and love, we've ended up more tied in knots than when we started and we've spoilt the gift.  Jesus picked fishermen to be his first disciples, but it's been said that there's a fine line between fishing and standing on the bank looking stupid.

 

This fabulous passage from Isaiah this morning shows what faith is all about, the foundation on which we build and the way our faith should work itself out - it tells us the 'what' and 'how' of Christianity, what it is we stand to proclaim and work for together in this small corner of God's kingdom.  It's so important to have that foundation set right, because if we can't sort out that bit, we'll all end up peddling harder and harder uphill, getting nowhere and looking pretty unattractive.

 

God's call to us through Isaiah is one that sounds too good to be true in today's world, but it's very simple and straightforward... "Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without cost."


The prophecy is that the promised one, the Messiah mentioned just a couple of chapters earlier, would bring an invitation for all people to come and be saved - Christ's life and death open the way for everyone.  It sounds simple, so why do so many like to jam on the brakes and make it harder than it needs to be?

 

One of the ways by which people are excluded from things today is poverty - they can't afford to do or buy the things they badly need.  Many residential areas where people live, many clubs and restaurants, even something as straightforward as a wrist-watch, can be promoted by emphasizing how exclusive it is - certain people are kept out, usually because they haven't got enough money.  The special ones are therefore only those who can afford it - it's not good news for the rest of us.  God says, 'Come you who have no money.'  What he has to offer is simply priceless, it can't be bought.  You can try to be as rich as possible, even within the rules of banking or Parliamentary expenses claims, but it will never be enough.  You can work your fingers to the bone, save every penny, beg borrow or steal what you can - it will never be enough.  You cannot earn what God has to offer.

 

'Come you who have no money.'  God wants you to come empty handed.  In fact, it's the only way you can approach him - which should make it quite easy, and yet we resist.

 

I suppose, because this all seems too good to be true, many people can't believe it, so they try to find what God has to offer by some other way.  In trying to seek their own heaven people chase after worthless idols - careers, possessions, fame, being good, working hard and all sorts of man-made gods.  And God says, "Why?  Why are you doing this?  Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labour on what does not satisfy?"

Diet has become a bit of an issue these days, and I know it can get boring, but it seems that we're spending a lot of money on food that doesn't satisfy and leads to all sorts of problems later on.  We're eating too much junk.

 

And we're doing the same thing in the way we feed our souls - just too much junk spirituality, too many artificial ingredients.  Or perhaps a starvation diet where there's nothing to feed the soul at all.  We've had demonstrated all too clearly that you can obey the letter of the law but still end up impoverished.  You can try to dismantle the Christian heritage that's formed the society in which we live, you can be liberal and tolerant and accepting of anything and everything, but without any solid foundations underneath, things start to fall apart.

 

We can survive like the prodigal son, amongst the pigs, or we can come to our senses (as he did eventually) and dine on the richest of fare with God.  Why hesitate?  St Paul once wrote (Phil.3:7-8), "Whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ."  The word Paul uses for rubbish there is actually better translated by an four letter Anglo-Saxon word that I can't use in church.  He really did see a huge gulf between what this world has to offer and the good news of Christ.

 

A few weeks ago I splashed out on a new bike.  It's a super turbo lightweight carbon fibre aluminium go-faster Ferrari of a bike - it really is.  I've never cycled so fast in all my life - it's so light.  But it's when you come to a steep hill that it's a real revelation; just stand up in the saddle and it takes off, there's no drag from the weight of the machine, it just takes off, and there's a lovely sense of freedom, of being released, that comes with that - nothing holding me back.
Paul admitted that he'd been running after things that had weighed him down, he'd been peddling up hill with the brakes on - but now he has found the rich fare that God provides and found a new energy and freedom... and a new life.

 

But not only is it rich fare, not only is it free for us all, it also lasts forever - "Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live. I will make an everlasting covenant with you."  All good things come to an end.  Well, they don't actually.  If they come to an end, they're not that good.  God knows that and has made us a promise that has no ending.  This isn't just for life, this is for all eternity.  The gospel we have to share together now is such good news.

 

Again, it's been made pretty clear lately that, all over the world, it's hard to find examples of good leadership, and yet God says of his Son, "See, I have made him a leader and commander of the peoples."  What it is we proclaim and what we hope for will come because we have the right leader.

 

We're becoming increasingly suspicious of leadership today because we're not sure of the motives - or maybe we are sure of the motives and we don't like what we see.  I know it's easy to pick on them at the moment, but there was a comment from an MP last week after his expenses claims had been made public, 'It never occurred to me that anyone would see anything odd - though I suppose looking at it now it does seem a bit strange.'  Some of these people have lost the ability to think straight.  God says, "my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,' declares the Lord. 'As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.'"  We can trust in Christ's leadership because he doesn't think the way we do - thank God.

 

It's difficult for us to comprehend what God has promised because our minds are so small, our generosity so lacking and our imaginations so dull - what comes naturally to God seems impossible for us.  His thoughts are more elevated, honest and pure than ours could ever be - no petty jealousies, selfish ambitions or hidden agendas.

 

Isaiah goes on with more encouragement, "Seek the Lord while he may be found."  The Greek word for 'religion' in Jesus' day implied a degree of secrecy - that's what they thought a good religion was, a secret sect.  Here Isaiah proclaims a surprise, some good news, that God is no secret, he can be found - and wants to be.  But there's more to it than that, it's not just about finding God, it's about joining in with what he's doing.  In the end, Jesus said to his disciples, "I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends."

 

Your discipleship is not by chance, you've been chosen to work in this corner of God's kingdom because you are special and unique.  And you have been called to let others in on this open secret.  This is the news God wants to leak out.

 

The church is always an easy target for poking fun at, and we often associate the Christian faith with odd people, and a declining membership - basically, we fail.  But, however it might look, it's really all good news.  'As the rain comes down from heaven, and does not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so is God's word that goes out from his mouth: It will not return to him empty, but will accomplish what he desires and achieve the purpose for which he sent it.'
RK
