Pre:


Last week as we began our Treasure Hunt series, we discovered that the kingdom of God is a valuable treasure—it’s worth everything.  And we also began to uncover the meaning of this treasure: The kingdom of God is God’s leadership in your life.  This is what is worth everything—to know that God is leading you and to know that you are in God’s will. 


Today we are going to the Old Testament for our message.  This is from the prophet Isaiah, who is speaking to God’s people in exile.  The exile came to pass (long story short) because of the unfaithfulness of God’s people. They were taken to Babylon, far from their homeland, and far from their familiar ways of worshiping God. For 70 years exiles were surrounded by the culture and the religion of Babylon. Unlike the Israelites in Egypt hundreds of years before, these people were not slaves exactly, but they couldn’t go home either. They were stuck there for 70 years. So they made the best of it. They settled down and made homes there, raised families there.  This passage that we are going to read is spoken to the people very near the end of the exile, so you can imagine that most of the people to whom Isaiah is speaking were born into the exile. Yet they were still the people of God, and God still had a plan for them, a future that included going home.  This passage that we are going to read is an invitation to leave Babylon, step away from the exile and go home.  

Backward Budgeting

Isaiah 55


I went to the grocery store last Monday and spent about $200 on a variety of food and household items. The next day I realized that I had forgotten about the 10% off certificates that I had earned from my previous shopping trips. I had two 10% certificates that I could have used to reduce my $200 bill to $160. Which is nothing to sneeze at.  The thing is that these certificates have an expiration date, and that date was looming at the end of the week. I somewhat despaired of being able to get back to the grocery store and spend enough money to make good use of my 20% off. But it seemed like bad stewardship to not take advantage of it. But then I thought, maybe if I take my receipt from last week, and the two 10% off certificates, and go to customer service they’ll give me the $40. So on Wednesday night, after my church meetings, I went to customer service at the grocery store and, sure enough, collected my $40.  And left the store quite happy and self-satisfied. On my way out of the store I saw a couple of people loading bag after bag of groceries into the trunk of their car.  I didn’t think that much about it until I overheard someone ask them how much they saved. I didn’t hear the answer to that, but I did hear them say that they had bought $1200 worth of groceries! So, do the math on that one! For 10, 20 or 30% off. And I thought my $40 was big stuff. 


It’s not just me. Budgeting is really a big deal these days. For pretty much everybody. For instance, a husband and wife were talking about their budget and the husband said, “OK, let’s start with the basic necessities—food, clothing, and shelter. We have a choice of any two.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 374)

Things are tough all over. The recession has created a budget consciousness that seems to have been absent for many people in the fatter years.  So, here’s what I want to ask you: do you think that God has anything to say about budgeting? Do you think God can give you any guidance or provide any hope for moving into a more stable economy? 

So many times people think that the Bible is just a “spiritual” book and that it has no real bearing on our daily life.  Not true. I’m going to quote a couple of statistics that some of you have heard me quote before, but it doesn’t hurt having a reminder. If you look at the Bible as a whole, there are about 500 verses on prayer, under 500 verses on faith, but more than 2,000 verses about money and possessions. If you look at what Jesus has to say in the Gospels, you’ll notice that his favorite topic is the kingdom of God, and his second favorite? You guessed it, money. In the Gospels, one verse out of every ten deals directly with money or possessions. (Ibid, 372) Why do you suppose that is? 

The way that we deal with our material possessions is directly related to our relationship with God. The kingdom of God is God’s leadership in your life. And very often, things get in the way of that relationship—that leadership. Someone once said that a person’s checkbook is a theological document. I would suggest adding your credit card statement as well as your investment portfolio into that statement. Have you taken a look at your theological documents lately? What do they tell you about your relationship with God? 

Here’s the challenge in Isaiah’s words: “Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?” 

The idea of spending money on that which is not bread brings to my mind a variety of painful images. There is the young woman giving birth to a crack baby or to a child with fetal alcohol syndrome. There is the alcoholic who can buy liquor but can’t pay the mortgage, or the food pantry client who can still manage to buy cigarettes. Or a family that got a second mortgage to put in a swimming pool, and now they owe thousands more than their home is worth in the current market. (Add your own story here!)

Yet another image that comes to mind is of relatively well-off people who seem to have plenty of money, but have no real quality of life. For instance, John Wendel was a millionaire who died in 1915 in New York City. Because he wanted to keep the inherited wealth in the family, he convinced five of his six sisters to remain unmarried. They lived together and were so frugal that when the last one died in 1931, her estate amounted to more than $100 million. She had never had a telephone, electricity, or an automobile. Her only dress was one she had made herself and worn for nearly 25 years. (crosswalk) So, they had lots of money, but for what? 

“Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?”

Keep in mind that this message comes to people about to be released from exile. That suggests that there’s more here than what meets the eye. This statement about money and labor has something of a double meaning. It’s a challenge about your budget, but on a deeper level it’s a challenge about how you are budgeting your life. I personally believe that God doesn’t care that much about money. But God cares about you and God wants to lead you out of exile and get you on the road home.  Will you come along? 

In the past few weeks I have been captivated by the story of the 33 miners who are trapped in a mine half a mile under a scorching desert in Chile. They’ve been there more than 2 months, long enough to establish routines and habits there. But the day of their release is drawing near.  The rescue hole has been drilled, and the final preparations are being made to bring up each person in a rescue capsule, one by one. 

Can you imagine in your wildest dreams that any one of those miners would say no when the invitation comes to climb into that rescue capsule? 

Not on your life. They have survived the ordeal. They have made the best of the situation. But every one of them will climb into the Phoenix and ride out of that mine. The rescuers won’t have to ask twice. 

Go back in time to the exiles in Babylon who have been trapped in a foreign country for 70 years. Now God is sending in the rescue squad. All the preparations have been made. So you might expect that, like the miners trapped in the mine, God’s people would jump at the chance to leave Babylon. 

But here’s where you have to remember why they ended up in exile in the first place. It’s because they as a whole community had stopped trusting God. You can see what a hard sell it really is. People have settled down in Babylon. They’ve become accustomed to the compromises they’ve made with the Babylonian culture and with their alienation from God. They’ve made homes there and raised their kids there, and now, Isaiah is telling them it’s time to pack up and go back to the land of promise. To turn their backs on the life that they’ve come to accept as normal, and take a long hard journey to a place most of them have never even visited. And that involves great trust. 

That’s the invitation. And where there is an invitation, there is a decision to be made.  As one theologian says, they can stay where they are “in unbelief” or they can “go forward in immense uncertainty.” (John N. Oswalt, Isaiah, in loc) And that’s how it is when God calls people forward, out of exile, into the journey that leads home. Bible commentator John Oswalt says that “Nothing has changed since the Garden of Eden. We do not wish to be told by our Creator that something is wrong for us when everything appears so delightful. Neither do we wish to be told that something is good for us when it looks as though it is going to take a lot of effort and may actually bring us some pain.” (ibid) The road home would be long and arduous, and the destination unfamiliar. 

Do you think all of the exiles went home? Some of them did. Some believed the promise and took the difficult yet grace-filled journey. Others stayed in Babylon, which had become their home. 

So we come back to our own life and our own time. Many people today, in the context of this great recession, certainly feel like they are in exile. Trapped, held hostage, in a bad place. Yet it has become if not comfortable, at least familiar, and the patterns of life that led them into exile are tough to change. 

Yet the same invitation stands for the people of God today.  Money can’t buy God’s gift of forgiveness and freedom. It is yours for the taking. But listen to this: if you let God lead you out of your own personal land of exile, you will find that every aspect of your life will be affected. No longer will you put a priority on “that which is not bread.” Instead you will “delight in the richest of fare.” Isaiah promises a new start with God (new, everlasting covenant), more than adequate provision, joy, peace, and celebration.  The really good news in Isaiah’s message is that God doesn’t think like we do. God doesn’t make promises like we do.  God’s word is true. God will accomplish this. 

So if you are in a bad place, a place that feels like exile, God’s invitation stands. 

 Come, buy and eat without money and without price. Come out of exile into the land of God’s promise.
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