Pre:
Our Bible passage today is a very familiar one. One that has brought comfort and encouragement to the people of God for many generations.  I hope that it will do that for you today. 

Once again, this is about running the race that God has set before you.  It’s about persevering when the going gets tough, and even when you hit the wall, physically, emotionally or spiritually.  Or all three. I want to warn you right from the start that this will not be a quick fix –it will be strength to keep you going on a very long journey.
Here’s some background on the passage: The people who first heard Isaiah’s words were in exile in Babylon. Which is not where they wanted to be! How they got there is something of a lengthy story, but it’s important to know that at least a part of the story is their own unfaithfulness to God. And they know that this is a big piece of why they are there.   At the same time, living as strangers in a strange land, they also feel like God has abandoned them. Yet they are still the people of God, and Isaiah, one of God’s prophets, has the task of motivating them to keep the faith until God brings home. 
Another critical piece of information is that another of God’s prophets, Jeremiah, has told them that the exile will last 70 years. Now, it doesn’t take a mathematician to figure out that if the exile is going to last 70 years, most of these people will never get out. It will be their children and their grandchildren who will return home.  Not them. Think about Isaiah’s position. “What will motivate the people of God to actually trust him and become the servants that they are called to be?” (NIV Application Commentary, in loc) Especially given their history of unfaithfulness, and the length of this exile.  Listen. 
Run for Your Life: Hitting the Wall

Isaiah 40:21-31

There are a couple of assumptions that are lurking in the minds of the people of God in exile in Babylon.  One is that God either can’t see or doesn’t care about what’s going on with them. The other is that God isn’t really powerful enough to make a difference in their life.  
Isaiah’s strong words remind the people of two characteristics of God that they need to hold onto in the midst of their long journey.  I’m going to use a couple of 75 cent theological words here. One is transcendence and the other is immanence. “It is he who sits above the circle of the earth,” says the prophet, “and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers.” God is transcendent.  That is, God is above all.  God is not just stronger than other gods.  God is the ONLY God.  Above all.  The creator of the universe.  Transcendent. 
Isaiah chides them, “have you not known, have you not heard, has it not been told to you from the beginning?”  Were you not paying attention in Sunday School?  Were you falling asleep during the sermons? There is nothing lacking in God.  God’s strength does not fail. 

OK, fair enough.  God is powerful.  All powerful.  But if I’m just a grasshopper, does God even see what’s going on with me? After all, God did let the Babylonians trample all over us, and take us into exile! And Isaiah says, Look up into the heavens at the multitude of stars. He brings out their host and numbers them, calling them all by name; because he is great in strength, mighty in power, not one is missing. It’s kind of like what happens on a school bus trip.  The teachers count all the students and call the names on the roll. Not one goes missing.  And the people who heard Isaiah’s message might well remember God’s promise to Abraham, that there would be more descendents of Abraham than stars in the sky. That makes Isaiah’s words all the more poignant to these people in exile. They are the stars. God calls them all by name, and not one is missing. Beyond that, God gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. God is not only transcendent (above all), but also immanent, which simply means that God comes close to us in love. God is bigger than the universe, yet God sees and God cares about what is happening in your life.  God is right here with you and with me. 

I have a feeling that the people in exile in Babylon thought that God was done with them.  The story has reached its last chapter.  Here’s why.  In ancient times there were many stories of one nation taking over another nation, and hauling the people off into captivity.  But there is no evidence that any of those people ever went back home.  So, why would the Babylonians be any different? 
We’ve hit the wall, they thought.  We’re done. 

But God was not done with them. And God was not done with the story.  Which is why Isaiah speaks with such urgency, calling the people back to trusting God, being a servant for God, staying with God for the long haul.  Because God will act.  God will bring the people home.

So, when Isaiah speaks of renewing their strength, mounting up with wings like eagles, when he says they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint, he is not saying that God’s going to come tomorrow and rescue you.  He is saying that God will give you strength for the journey, which will be long and arduous.   And that is the message for us as well. 

God is powerful, God cares and God will act. As God has acted in the past, God will act again to redeem God’s people.  Their task, as God’s people, is to trust.  To wait. To believe.  And to live lives of faithfulness.

But the thing that the people in exile needed to remember, and we do, too, is that it’s not going to be on our timetable.  It will be on God’s timetable. 
Many times, we are like the salesman who was riding on a very slow train chugging ponderously through the countryside. And suddenly the train came to a dead stop. The salesman, eager to get to his destination, asked the conductor why the train had stopped.  “Nothing to worry about, sir,” said the conductor. “There’s a cow on the tracks.”  So in about ten minutes, the train got underway again, still moving very slowly, but after chugging along for a mile or two, it again ground to a halt. “Just a temporary delay,” the conductor said. “We’ll be on our way shortly.” The exasperated salesman asked, “What is it now? Did we catch up to the cow again?” (Illustrations Unlimited, 396)

Sometimes life does feel like that, doesn’t it? And we wonder why God doesn’t intervene, and do it quickly. 

An important key to understanding this passage and its meaning for you is to look beyond your immediate need and see yourself as a part of a bigger story. A story that began centuries ago, a story whose last chapter will not likely come in your lifetime. Yet it is a story in which you have a significant part to play.

The question is, when you hit the wall, will you trust God for strength to continue or will you give up? 
This is really important stuff.  Because my job and your job is the same one that the exiles had.  Keep the faith alive and pass it to the next generation.  Will you do that, even through tough times?  

I was reading this week about the scribes who copied the Bible by hand.  For us, computers have become such a common thing that it’s easy to forget how things used to be.  The books of the Bible were written by hand on parchment.  And only one copy of each  book, originally.  So, to spread the word around and make the Bible more accessible, scribes worked long hours copying each book by hand.  No computers, not even manual typewriters, and no printing presses.  Just pen and ink. And parchment. The scribes didn’t even sit at a desk.  They generally stood hunched over a table or sat on a stool or bench with the scroll on their knees.  It was grueling work, and many of the scribes wrote brief notes at the end of their work that remain today. Such as: “The end of the book. Thanks be to God.” Or “ He who does not know how  to write supposes it to be no labor; but though only three fingers write, the whole body labors.” Or, “There is no scribe who will not pass away, but what his hands have written will remain forever.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 169-170) It was tedious, thankless work.  We don’t even know their names. Yet if they had not persisted, we would not have our Bibles today.  And how many people just leave this precious book on the shelf!  
It’s easy enough, I think, to see that the characters in the Bible are a part of God’s big story. Maybe easy to see the work of the scribes as a part of that same big story.  Not as easy to see ourselves in that position.  Yet we are.  Our calling, as was the calling of the exiles in Babylon who first heard these words, is to keep the faith alive for future generations, by living the faith ourselves, even in the midst of very tough situations.

Our calling is to persevere through the long years of our own exile, trusting that God will act, even if we don’t see that action in our own lifetime. You and I are a part of the long history of faith that began long before we were born and that will continue long after we are gone. And our task is to pass that faith on to the next generation. 
So if you feel like you have hit the wall, like the exiles did, don’t despair.  God is still God. And God will act to redeem God’s people, including you and me.  And in the meantime, along the journey, God will give the strength we need to keep on running.    

Os Hillman:

“God often allows pain to ignite destiny in our lives. Without motivation, many of us would never fulfill the purposes for which God created us. Oftentimes a measured assault invades our life and creates a depth of pain that all we know to do is press into God with all our being. 

“At first our motivation is to alleviate the pain. After a season of extreme emotional and sometimes physical pain, a second phase begins. This phase moves us to discover a new and deeper relationship with God. We begin to discover things about ourselves and about God that we never would have discovered without this motivation. . . . when we move to the second phase we often find ourselves moving into a new destiny and calling for our lives because God  often separates us from the old life in this process. . .Today, let God move you from the place of pain to the place of destiny.” (web site, Prime Time With God, 8-20-09)
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