Pre:  

In chapter 11 of Isaiah, which we read a couple of weeks ago, there is a strong promise that one day, through the work of God’s messiah, there will be overwhelming peace.  Nations will be reconciled, and even nature will experience the joy of peace—the lion will lie down with the lamb, a little child will play with poisonous snakes without fear.  All of these are symbols that one day, all will be well.  Shalom will reign in our hearts and in the world. 

The 12th chapter of Isaiah is a very strong statement of praise and thanks to God.  The words fairly sing as you read them, giving praise to God for what God has done.  What’s interesting about this hymn of praise is that it is not just thanking God for what God has already done, but it is thanking God in advance for what God will do. And that’s appropriate during Advent, as we remember what God has done for us, in sending Jesus, as we look forward to what God will do in our lives today, and as we look forward to the coming of Christ a second time to complete the work of salvation that he has begun in us and in the world.   

Let This Be Known!

Isaiah 12:1-6


On a cold winter day a trucker pulls to a stop at the stoplight.  The woman behind him jumps out of her car, runs up to his truck, and knocks on his door.  The trucker lowers the window, and she says, “Hi, my name is Heidi and you are losing some of your load.”


The trucker ignores her and proceeds down the street.  When the truck stops for another red light, the woman once again catches up, jumps out of her car, runs up and knocks on his door.  And again, the trucker lowers the window.  As if they’ve never spoken, the woman says brightly, “Hi, my name is Heidi, and you are losing some of your load!”


Shaking his head, the trucker ignores her again and continues down the street.  At the third red light, the same thing happens again.  All out of breath, the woman gets out of her car, runs up, knocks on the truck door.  The trucker lowers the window.  Again she says, “Hi, my name is Heidi, and you are losing some of your load!”  


When the light turns green, the trucker revs up and races to the next light.  When he stops this time, he hurriedly gets out of the truck, and runs back to the woman.  He knocks on her window, and as she lowers it, he says, “Hi, my name is Bob, and I’m driving the SALT TRUCK!”  (parables, etc., 22.8.5)


Empty-headed Heidi reminds me of the Christmas Season.  The season brightly and cheerfully and repeatedly comes running at us with its message, saying the same things over and over again.  But it’s out of synch with reality; it’s the WRONG MESSAGE!  


Let me explain.  I brought a few of the catalogues and other things that have come in the mail recently.  Land’s End, Orvis, here’s an ad from Macy’s (private men’s sale), and one for JC Penney’s with a lot of coupons.  Here’s a letter from the Disabled American Veterans and the Humane Society.  And my favorite, a gift catalogue from the Heifer Project (in fact, if you want to give me a gift this year, here’s the catalogue to use).  That’s some of the printed material.  Now think about the other things that you see and hear these days:  Giant blow-up Santas on your neighbor’s front yard, along with a million-watt light show.  TV commercials showing warm cozy family gatherings, and very large expensive gifts.  Songs on the radio reminding us that the Christmas season is here.  Here’s what I want you to think about: what are the messages conveyed by all these visuals and sound bytes?  What is it that we are being challenged to believe and do?  


For one thing, we are being encouraged to believe that it’s important to buy big expensive gifts.  The bigger the better.  The same goes for lawn ornaments.  Get a bigger one than your neighbor.  And then, we need to get together with our family.  And not just any family.  In fact, you may need to find a new family, because the Christmas that is portrayed is about having a family where everything is good and we are all getting along.  The messengers of the season encourage us to indulge ourselves and our family in every way:  eat, drink, party, give, overdo.  And underlying it all, is the message – SPEND!  

The message communicates, doesn’t it?  Because we want to make the season bright, right?  We want our family to have a merry Christmas.  We don’t want our friends to think we’re scrooges.  So we spend, we indulge, we overeat, we max out credit cards.  

But it is never enough.  Whenever I am buying my Christmas gifts, there is always that twinge:  it’s not enough.  I need to do something more.  


Indeed, the message of the season communicates, the message motivates people  to action.  But it’s the WRONG MESSAGE!  Like poor Bob the salt truck driver, we are continually being assailed by a message that has nothing to do with the reality of who we are or why we are here, or what, in God’s kingdom, this season is truly all about.  But unlike Bob, we listen, many of us, to this wrong message, and find ourselves exhausted and confused when the season is over.  


Here’s the good news.  It does not have to be that way!  Are you ready for a different kind of Christmas?   


I am going to lift just two phrases from Isaiah 12 that summarize the message that I believe we desperately need to hear this Advent season, and that can point us in the right direction:  

Surely God is my salvation.  

And, Let this be known throughout the earth.  


Surely God is my salvation, Isaiah says.  Surely God is my salvation. 


Reading Isaiah this week made me think about the Rich Young Man who came to Jesus asking him what he needed to do to be saved.  Jesus said, sell your belongings, give to the poor and follow me.  He went away sad, because he had many many belongings, and he couldn’t part with them.  Now, Jesus wasn’t being harsh with the man.  He was trying to save him.  The reality is that if you are clinging to anything more tightly than you are clinging to Jesus, that other thing is an idol.  And you are not following Jesus, if something else is more important than he is.  

There are things that many Christians cling to harder than they cling to God.  Some of those things are exposed at Christmas: Money, family, friends, power, habits or traditions.  Wanting to be liked.  Here’s the point:  those other things will not save you!   Your friends won’t save you, your family won’t save you.  Your job will not save you.  The Christmas season will not save you.  In their heart of hearts, I think everybody knows that the Christmas season won’t save them.  Because everybody wakes up on December 26, with a strange but familiar sense of let-down.  No matter how merry the Christmas was, no matter how well the family got along, it wasn’t enough!  Just like my Christmas shopping.  Not enough.  Something is still missing.


Surely God is my salvation.  That is the message that needs to get through this season.  God is my salvation.  God is your salvation.  God is enough.  


Somebody once said that in each person there is a God-shaped vacuum.  You can try to stuff just about anything into that vacuum.  But it won’t fill it up.  Only God will fill it up and complete your life.  


Most people know the story about Mary and Joseph and the baby in a manger.  I think most people find it touching.  Inspiring even.  The shepherds in the pageant are cute and the angels are lovely.  But the message that needs to come through is:  God is my salvation.  


God is the one who has come to lift you out of the quicksand of your desperate situation and to place you on the solid rock of his love.  He has come to rescue you. 


The thing is that so many people out there are running away from God and salvation, because they have believed the “other” message, the one that says that the one with the most toys at the end wins.  And they believe that God is out to get them.


In 1981, a VW Bug was stolen in California.  Police immediately staged an intense search for the vehicle and the driver, even to the point of placing announcements on local radio stations to contact the thief.  Their desire to find this car thief went far beyond their concerns about the car itself.  That’s because on the front seat of the stolen car sat a box of crackers that, unknown to the thief, were laced with poison.  The car owner had intended to use the crackers as rat bait.  So the police and the owner of the Bug were more interested in apprehending the thief to save his life than to recover the car. (story file, 20.2.6)


That’s a great analogy, isn’t it?  So many people have a sense of guilt, being in the wrong, doing wrong things, heading in the wrong direction.  But what people don’t always realize is the ultimate danger that they are in.  Taken in small doses, sin can seem quite enjoyable, even though forbidden.  But taken as a steady diet over a lifetime, sin is fatal.  It’s poison.  So when people run from God, they think they are running from punishment.  What they are actually doing is eluding rescue.  


Surely, God is my salvation.  


Let this be known in all the earth.  This is the message that needs to be heard above all else this season.  Above the reveling, above the family get-togethers, above the rustle of wrapping paper, above the giant lawn ornaments.  


Let this be known. 


I suppose we could blame the catalogues and the retail stores and the writers of TV commercials for putting across the wrong message.    For pulling the wool over everyone’s eye’s about the meaning of Christmas.  But that wouldn’t be fair.  It’s not their job to proclaim the message of the gospel, is it?  


It’s ours.  Those who have experienced God’s salvation are the ones who are called to proclaim the message.  The real message.  


How can we do that, when the rest of the world is so loud?  How can we compete?  


Essentially, we compete by not competing.  By not buying into the excess of the season.  I don’t think we need to preach on the streetcorners.  I think we simply need to live what we believe. Nothing speaks louder than a life of integrity.  If you claim to be a Christian, but you behave just like everybody else, then you just blend into the wallpaper.  But a person whose lifestyle matches up with what he or she believes fairly shouts. 


Surely God is my salvation.


Let this be known in all the earth.     
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