Sermon preached by Revd Martin Tanner                                                                        on Sunday 12th December 2010  at 10.30am                                                             in St Mary’ Church, Market Drayton
TEXT:   Isaiah 35  v1-10 (the whole chapter)
“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad                                                      and the desert shall rejoice and blossom”  (v1)
“Say to those who are of a fearful heart                                                              ‘Be strong, fear not! Your God will come and save you’ ” (v4)
“For waters will break forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert (v6)   And a Highway shall be there, (v8)                                                                            And the redeemed of the Lord will return with singing,                                             And everlasting joy shall be upon their heads.” (v10)
Some of the finest words in the O.T.                                                              -Words to revive us, words to lift us, words to give us hope.
Isaiah found himself in a depressing situation.                                                  The people had turned away from God.  Faith was difficult to find.                                                      Strong nations were surrounding Judah, there was the immanent likelihood of invasion. The future was bleak.                                                    God’s chosen people were not looking very special in Isaiah’s days, nor did their prospects look good.

So, Isaiah prophecies to give them hope.

I wonder, Is anyone here struggling?                                                                                   Do any find life’s journey slow, difficult, hard-going?                                                           Is hope difficult to find?                                                                                       Do you feel spiritually dry?                                                                                               Are you in a wilderness place?
Well, if you are, let Isaiah 35 revive you. Let this great chapter give you a new perspective. Let this chapter show you afresh the greatness of God.
(2)

Its an appropriate time to do this. As we wait for Christmas, as we await the Lord’s Coming, its good to see the ways the Lord can come to us and bless us.
First, we see that God is a God of TRANSFORMATION

“Waters will break forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert”

I believe that it is God’s will that we should flourish, that we should grow, and develop. We are not meant to be perpetually down, constantly defeated.  Jesus promised us “life in all its fullness, life abundant”
And if we are to experience this, then God needs to give us the SOURCE of life. The wilderness can only flourish where there is water, the desert can only blossom where there are streams.

And if WE are to blossom we need God’s gifts of the Spirit, we need God’s gift of Christian friendship and fellowship, we need God’s gift of his Word to burn in our hearts, we need God’s gift of uplifting worship.                                                                                    We need God to give us these things AND we need to receive them.
Our God IS a God of transformation, Our God is a God who sends the source of life to us.

Second, God is a God of RENEWAL
“The crocus will blossom abundantly. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon”

Yes, its good to have water in a wilderness.                                                                 But much better is to HAVE THE FRUIT of that water.  The water will produce plants, flowers, crops, beauty and fruitfulness. Thats what we really want.

What we really want is renewal.                                                                      Not just a good experience in church, but a life changed for the better by God.
“They shall rejoice with joy and singing”                                                            They could only do this because God had renewed them.
Our God is a God of renewal.                                                                              We need to let him bring forth his renewal in our lives.
(3)

Third, God is a God of RESTORATION
“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped and the lame shall leap and the dumb shall sing for joy”
John the Baptist had doubts about Jesus.                                                                               “Are you the One or should we expect another?”  John’s disciples asked Jesus on his behalf.
“Go and show John what you see and hear” was our Lord’s answer.

It would be fantastic to go to Birmingham, to the hospital where the soldiers injured in Afghanistan are, and restore perfect sight, perfect hearing and perfect limbs to all those who have suffered in war.

But we cannot.  The fact that Jesus DID do all these things and more, such as raising the dead, IS A SIGN to us that HERE is GOD. A sign that Jesus is unique.

It is also a SIGN that one day all things will be restored.

This life is passing. This life and all its imperfections and sufferings are only for a while. These failings must not get us down. And they won’t if we raise our eyes and see life in its true perspective.

We have a God of restoration who will restore all things.                                Therefore, we can have hope now.
Fourth, we have a God who GIVES US A ROUTE
V8 “And a Highway shall be there”

Not only will the wilderness blossom and the dry land be glad BUT there will be a route through it. A Highway. God’s Highway. 
The word used for ‘highway’ is unique. It is therefore God’s special way. 
We are told three things about the highway:

(4)

(i) Its “there”                              

In the wilderness. And, of course, God previously provided a way in the wilderness in the time of Moses.  It speaks of God’s provision. He provides a way through life to go. He wants us to journey on HIS highway and not go off at a tangent on routes of our own devising.                                                   It is ‘there’ for us. In our wilderness.
(ii) We are told who is to travel on it.                                                              
-The unclean will not journey on it, nor fools (meaning sinners) nor lions (meaning the Devil) nor ferocious beasts (meaning temptation).                       ONLY the redeemed will walk on it, says the last part of v8.                              It is the way out of sin. And out of the desert of guilt.                                               It is a ‘high-way’ not a ‘low-way’. A grand route, not a slippery path.                                                                                                                      Its the way we should travel.                                                                                               

(iii) And its a route of RETURN                                                                         “For the redeemed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with singing”

Clearly, it is THE WAY HOME.

Historically, in Isaiah’s time, this refers to the fact that, despite going into Exile in Babylon, a remnant would return to Jerusalem. God’s people would not be banished forever. Some would come back and Jerusalem and the Temple would be restored.
But it is also a metaphor.
The Christian life is sometimes called “A walk”.                                                 Sometimes it is called “A Pilgrimage”   Pilgrims on a journey.                                                                            And Jesus said, “I am the Way”

He shows all Christians the route we must go to follow him, the route that we walk if we want to journey to heaven.
“And a Highway shall be there”
(5)

Fifth, this route, this Highway, is a way of RIGHTEOUSNESS

It is a highway ‘of holiness’ verse 8 says. 
We are all called to this journey of holiness.                                                     The biblical word for ‘holiness’ means ‘set apart’.  Set apart and different from the ways of the world. Set apart and commitment to God and God’s ways.
SO, it is a challenge to journey on the highway of holiness because to travel it means saying:  
-“Lord, I am serious about my Christian commitment”                                                        -“Lord, I’m not going to drift and disappoint you”                                                                       -“No, Lord, I’m going to do all I can to be a committed and wholehearted  Christian”                                                                                                          -“Lord, I want my faith to shine and be a light so others may see the way too.”

 As the text says, its NOT for those who are casual towards God.                                                                                             “The unclean shall not pass over it, nor shall fools or lions or ravenous beasts come upon it”  v8b
INSTEAD, “the redeemed shall walk there” (5)                                                          It is God’s Highway for us all to take seriously.
I trust that Isaiah Chapter 35 gives you some lovely mental pictures to sustain you. To give you hope.
-There is a wilderness transformed                                                                  -There are dry places renewed                                                                                  -There are people restored                                                                              -There is a route of righteousness, a highway to travel
SO                                                                                                                  If you are feeling spiritually dry                                                                                               If you do feel you are in a wilderness                                                                 If your faith is struggling 
(6)

THEN Isaiah’s message to you IS:

“Say to those who are of a fearful heart                                                              ‘Be strong, fear not!                                                                               Your God will come and save you’ ” 
THEN ALL OF US MUST LOOK FORWARD
“For waters will break forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert And a Highway shall be there,                                                                            And the redeemed of the Lord will return with singing,                                             And everlasting joy shall be upon their heads,                                                               And sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” 

Let us trust in the Lord who promises these great things.
Let Him be your Confidence and let Him be your Hope.
