Sunday 2 December 2012 : Isaiah 54 : 1-8  
It’s now that very special time of year we call Advent, a time of eager expectation, of looking forward to and preparing for Christmas. The month of December is, for just about all of us, one of intense activity. Had you noticed that? There’s so many things to be done, on time and on budget, as they say, but in the midst of all that rush I hope we find – or make – a bit of precious time to reflect on what it’s really all about.
In the passage we read this morning, there is also a sense of eager expectation, as the Old Testament people of God begin to see the light at the end of the tunnel following a long period of exile in Babylon. They are looking forward to going back home, to settling once more in the Promised Land, the green and pleasant land God once gave them, but from which they had been taken captive because they’d turned their backs on God, they’d forgotten His promises, they’d trusted in their own strength. Bad idea.

A society that turns its back on God, that insists on setting its own agenda, that likes to think it’s clever enough and grown-up enough to do without God, is setting itself up for a fall. Not because God is out to punish people for their behaviour, that’s not on His agenda at all. It’s just that life doesn’t work, separated from the giver of Life.

This Christmas, some of us might be looking forward to getting some nice new piece of electronic kit, a computer, a home entertainment centre, a mobile phone, a gadget or gizmo we’ve had our eye on for a while. In 23 days’ time – just thought I’d remind you in case you’d lost count! – with hands trembling in eager expectation, we open the parcel, and find the object of our desire. What, then, do we do with it?

Stick it in the oven for Christmas dinner? Wear it as a hat? Play football with it? Stare blankly at it till August Bank Holiday? Don’t think I’m being unkind or disrespectful but, if that’s what you’ll do with it, you need a check-up from the neck up! 
There is a purpose for all these gadgets. Flatsecreens, DVD’s and Blu-rays are to be watched ; CD’s and MP3’s are to be listened to ; GPS systems are to be put in the car so you can make your unerring way into a farmer’s field or a pond – sorry, so you can find your destination ; Bluetooths – blueteeth? are for … er, em, something.

And if, like me, you haven’t the foggiest idea how to use these things, there is a truly stunning and earth-shattering innovation called “instructions”, normally provided in about 20 different languages. If you’re lucky, English will be one of them ; if you’re really lucky, the English version will be at least vaguely comprehensible. 

At any rate, if you want to get the very best out of all these fancy and expensive toys, you’d be well advised to read the instructions. They are provided by the people who made the things in the first place, so if you want to be sure to use them safely and properly, there’s a fairly hefty probability that will happen by following the makers’ instructions rather than us winging it and making it up as we go along.

As with expensive electronic gadgetry, so with the still more precious commodity that is life itself. Follow Our Maker’s instructions, and we will stand an infinitely better chance of enjoying a long, happy, healthy, fulfilling, rewarding life than if we just do what we feel like, how we feel like, if and when we feel like. With me so far? Right. All that being so, why is it that in actual practice we treat God’s gift of life in a far more cavalier and irresponsible way than we do things? 

We’re very careful about putting the right kind of fuel in the car, be it petrol or diesel, and if anyone put the wrong stuff in we’d be hopping up and down with rage at the inconvenience and the repair bill. But cars can, and ultimately must, be replaced. Whereas the human body can’t. We only get one. So why do we ram it full of junk food it doesn’t need and can’t handle without the risk of collateral damage? Get it?

Another example. If you have a set of good-quality tools, but somebody “borrows” your power-drill, tries to make holes in a boulder and wrecks it, you’re not going to be best pleased. But there’s a high-performance power-tool inside each of our heads, and all too often we use it in a reckless manner that causes all sorts of chaos. I refer to our tongue. Words are a hugely powerful tool, for better or worse. Proverbs 18.21 : The tongue can bring death or life ; those who love to talk will reap the consequences
James 3.7-10 : This is scary : You can tame a tiger, but you can’t tame a tongue. It’s never been done. The tongue runs wild, a wanton killer. With our tongues we bless God our Father; with the same tongues we curse the very men and women he made in his image. Curses and blessings out of the same mouth! My friends, this can’t go on. 

It’s in our interests, then, to follow God’s instructions about how we speak. Used in love, our words have power to build up and encourage. Used in faith, our words have power to move mountains of debt, despair or disease. Used wrongly? Well, we all know what those words can do. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt.

Our text today, them, speaks to two different audiences, 2,600 years and 2,600 miles apart – the exiled Jews in Babylon longing to go back home, and a small but precious group of people here in Scotland who are dedicated to follow Jesus, whatever popular opinion might say to the contrary. If you are determined to stick faithfully with Jesus, these promises in Isaiah 54 that we’ll look at today and next week are for you.

They speak of increase, even in a time of recession ; of prosperity, even in a time of high unemployment and low wages. What goes on out there in the big bad world is the big bad world’s problem. At present, by not wanting to acknowledge the Lordship of Jesus, the word has locked itself into the curse. But because you have chosen to make Jesus your Lord and Saviour and trust Him with your life, you’re free. 
Galatians 3.13f : Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree. He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. 

If you have chosen to make Jesus your Lord and Saviour, you’re in. You’re under the blessing of Abraham, not the recession of the world. In order to address the big issues of poverty and hopelessness in this world, God needs His resources to be in the hands of people He can trust. Remember the parable of the talents a few weeks ago?

The Message translation of vs. 2-3 brings the significance out clearly : Clear lots of ground for your tents!  Make your tents large. Spread out! Think big! Use plenty of rope, drive the tent pegs deep. You’re going to need lots of elbow room  for your growing family. You’re going to take over whole nations ;  you’re going to resettle abandoned cities. Did you hear that? Think big! 

The church of Jesus Christ needs to adjust its way of thinking. We are not in decline. Not if we think big and preach big. We have a big God, a great big God, a God far bigger than the challenges and difficulties we face. What does it mean, for the church to think big? Well, for a start, there’s a few things we need to get rid of. Stop being negative. Stop being defeatist. Stop looking back wistfully to a supposed golden age sometime in the past, when all things seemed bright and beautiful. There wasn’t one.

We need to unlearn a lot of wrong attitudes. The Bible nowhere teaches : what’s for you won’t go past you. That’s a piece of stupid folk superstition that creates bondage. We choose our future. We choose life and blessing, or death and curse. We speak our destiny into being – life and death are in the power of the tongue. We are not swept helplessly along on the tide like so many empty crisp packets.

We need to know who we are, what we are, what we have, what our authority is, what our purpose is. The Bible tells us all of these things. We are dearly-loved sons and daughters of the Most High God, brothers and sisters of Our Lord Jesus Christ. We have all things necessary for life and godliness through our knowledge of Christ who called us by His own glory and goodness [2 Peter 1.3].

As born-again believers, we have within us the creative power of the Holy Spirit who has taken from what belongs to Jesus and has made it known to us [John 16.14]. We stand in succession to the original apostles in the Great Commission – and I’ll give you both Matthew’s famous version and the less well-known one in Mark : 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.
These miraculous signs will accompany those who believe: They will cast out demons in my name, and they will speak in new languages. They will be able to handle snakes with safety, and if they drink anything poisonous, it won’t hurt them. They will be able to place their hands on the sick, and they will be healed.”
Now, if we get hold of who we are, what we have, and we’re to do, and stop getting distracted by the background noise of the politically- and religiously-correct world, we will find the same thing happen in Scotland as we’re seeing in the vast majority of the world – a church growing in every way, not just in terms of numbers, but also in terms of influence in every area of life, as even unbelievers see that faith works!

And although we will make enemies as well as friends, make no mistake, God has our back. We enter into covenant with Him, through the shed blood of Christ, to walk by faith in Christ, and that same covenant binds God to protect and deliver us from oppression and persecution. When people come against us, remember from Ephesians 6 that our battle is not against flesh and blood, but against the spiritual forces of evil. But we can tell those demons : my Dad’s bigger than your dad, so get lost! Amen?
So be bold, be strong, the Lord our God is with us. We are on the winning side, as the approach of Christmas reminds us. Prepare for battle, but prepare for victory. Jesus, the baby born to be King of Kings and Lord of Lords, has made sure of that. 
