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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Five pictures of Salvation - Isaiah 35

Ch 34-35 are a kind of summary of ones before – so Ch 34 is about coming judgement on the nations /world & 35 brings hope for the hitherto anxious, fearful and minority remnant of gods people.

The nation of Edom – show map – traced its ancestry back to Esau. Who was Esau? Jacobs older brother who sold his birthright for a bowl of stew (Genesis 25). In Esau’s lifetime things were kept stable, but after he died things gradually deteriorated until his descendants became implacably opposed to their cousins (the descendants of Jacob), obstructing them and generally being hostile towards them.EG: Edom was one of the few countries to outright deny the returning Israelites rite of passage to the Promised Land. Num 20. After this the two nations had an uneasy relationship with frequently led to military conflict. 

So they came to be the personification of the enemy of God’s people. That’s what they are here in Isaiah 34. The judgement announced on them is far more than just them, it’s about the entire anti church, anti Christ culture – everything that is against our Lord Jesus. 

For the Jews of Isaiah’s time for whom the next few centuries would be the most trying of their existence as they would witness the almost total destruction of their country and the total destruction of their religious culture – Temple smashed and destroyed, promises like these in Ch 35 were so precious. 

They pointed to a time of change, and time of renewal, and restoration – even though they didn’t understand half of it! Whatever else this meant to them it talked about transformation – from destruction, devastation & desolation to restoration & justice and hope. It gave them something to get hold of, something in which to hope for the future in the midst of difficult and discouraging times.
Unbeknown to them the fulfilment of these promises of God would come in stages. 

· First it would be fulfilled when the people as a nation were allowed to return home after the Exile in Babylon. Allowed home to repopulate the land, rebuild the Temple and the nation as a whole. For many that actually turned out to be a disappointment and had that been all the promise was about it would have been a bit of a damp squib. But that wasn’t the end of it. 

· The second would be the first advent of Jesus, his ministry and his triumph on the cross and of the empty grave. That sealed the defeat of Satan and the triumph of right; it secured the victory for God’s people. the climax of which, and the 

· Third and final instalment of the fulfilment will be at the return of Jesus from heaven.

So like so many of the OT prophetic promises this chap (35) has multiple fulfilments, climaxing in the return of Jesus.  

Last weekend we went to visited Charlotte in York and on both Friday and Saturday we went into York Art Gallery, where she seems to spend a lot of her time (she’s studying history of art). Now I’m not a great lover of art and have little understanding of what it’s all about. It was fascinating standing with her and having her explain what the different pictures meant – the hidden metaphors and meaning. She started to open up to me how different pictures can actually portray the same thing. 
The great 20th century Bible teacher John Stott says that this chapter has five scenes, – five pictures if you like. Five pictures of salvation, with the fulfilment of them coming in three parts – when the Jews returned from exile, when Jesus the messiah came and 3, when he comes again at the end of time. Saved, being saved and will be saved!

Firstly he directs us to the first of two desert scenes. 
1. A desert that comes alive – v1-2. 

Through Isaiah God has been warning his people of coming exile because of their repeated and continual sin and rejection of him. They were facing a time in the ‘wilderness’, away from everything they thought of as home. They would be subject to their captors, their freedoms severely restricted. Sadness would be their lot – cp Ps 137! (Note the ref to Edom in v7). 
But the promise is here of a better future – time would come when the desert experience of exile would end. Their situation would be suddenly transformed. 
Sadness, dullness will give way to joy and rejoicing. Note the exuberance – ‘burst’, ‘greatly rejoice’, ‘shout for joy’, etc. This isn’t just a quiet nod of pleasure, it’s extravagant. 
And note also it’s a gift – v2 ‘glory of Lebanon will be given to it’. This is something God will do for them, this is his promise, his work to do. So it calls for faith. 
The mention of Lebanon, Carmel & Sharon is probably lost on us – but Leb was known for its naturally fertile soil that grew great crops; Carmel was renowned for its market gardens with everything neat and in order, whilst Sharon was known as an area of outstanding natural beauty. Such a different picture to a desert – such is the future transformation. 
But this beauty will be secondary to what it points to – the glory of God. He will be the main object of admiration and praise. He will be the focus of attention, not the new luish growth and sheer beauty of the new life – it will all be because of him and he will be at the centre of it.

Which all leads onto the 2nd picture

2. A crowd of frightened soldiers – v3-4
The call of 3b is reminiscent of Josh 1:9 – the context was of a military campaign. Josh was clearly daunted by the challenge ahead, but God encourages him.
He does the same here to people who are crippled by fear. Their hands have lost their strength to grip, their knees are shaking so much they are in danger of collapsing, and their confidence (heart) is so shot that they are immobilised through fear.

How to help such people – 
· Point to God! V4 actually says ‘look at your God’. Look at him and not your weaknesses, etc.

· He will come and put everything right (‘he will come with vengeance’ and ‘divine retribution’). The wrong done to you and against you, the injustice, the wrong, the unfairness – he’ll sort it and make it right. The perpetrators will get what they deserve. 

· He will save you. You won’t be in the situation you are forever; he will deliver you.

Therefore be strong and do not fear – he is in control.

The next picture shows a

3. Crowd of Physical disabled – v5-6
The same people, but here they are blind, deaf, dumb, lame – but at the time of promised transformation these people will have their eyes & ears opened, tongues that work, limbs restored and they’ll be singing and dancing and looking – wow. Can you imagine what it will be like for them!
This is what it would seem like to be allowed to go home – set free, transformed, made whole. 

It’s what Jesus does every time he saves someone. Remember his reply to JB’s question ‘Are you the one, or should we look for another’ Lk 7. Those miracles of healing were little evidences of the kingdom come, physical  signs of the spiritual work.
But also simply little foretastes of the wonderful change and healing we’ll all know, completely when Jesus returns.

4. Miraculous Irrigation of the desert – 6b-7

Here we see the dry desert suddenly being drenched with life giving, life sustaining water. The dust bowls which were the homes of animals will become wet and sustain plants. Transformation, dramatic change is again in the foreground of this picture. But look again, more closely and what it’s actually showing us is the way things will be reversed – placed that absorbed the moisture, the burning sand, the thirsty ground, become ponds and pools to hold it for others.  There is also restoration pictured here – ‘the haunts of the jackals’ – jackals often go to live where people have moved out of. So the picture here is of people coming back and restoring homes and gardens and farms to what they used to be.

Again the immediate picture for the exiled Jews is clear. But it’s what Jesus did – think of legion! And of course it will be wonderfully and fully completed when Jesus returns.

Last picture:

5. A Highway in the desert – v8-9
Actually a causeway – raised and very visible. Causeway – wouldn’t get lost in the sand storms; easy to see and spot from a distance. People would know where it was and where it was going. 
Not to think literally – it’s a picture; note who goes along it. ‘Unclean’ = ceremonially unclean – those who refused or neglected to use the means of grace for forgiveness. This is then a road for the saved and speaks directly of Jesus. He said ‘I am the way, the truth and the Life’ I am the highway of righteousness’ he is the way – the way to heaven.
Clear, sure and safe – that’s Jesus.

When he comes he will take us to be with him – forever. 

And on that day we’ll enter our eternal hiome with singing and dancing and such joy and such happiness that everything in this life whilst maybe not forgotten will suddenly become so little, so insignificant.

This friends is our hope; this is what we’re looking forward to. It’s started already and he will finish it. 

Struggling? Discouraged? Feel you’re in a wilderness? ‘Be strong, do not fear; your God will come’

Prayer.
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