WHY DON’T YOU COME DOWN?

Isaiah 64:1-8

November 29, 2009 – Pastor Fred Bernhard


Tommy Bolt was a professional golfer.  He was known for two things: his graceful swing and his terrible temper.  After missing six straight putts leaving the ball teetering on the edge of the cup, Bolt shook his fist at the sky and shouted, “Why don’t you come down and fight like a man?!”


Every person has felt that emotion, whether golfer or not.  Even religious people who believe that God is at work in individual lives feels like shaking a fist upward and asking, “Why don’t you come down and face me person to person.”  We have many biblical precedents for that.  Peterson’s translation of today’s text puts it this way: “Oh, that you would rip open the heavens and descend, make mountains shudder at your presence – as when a forest catches fire, as when fire makes a pot to boil – to shock your enemies into facing you, make the nations shake in their boots.”

It sounds to me like Isaiah is frustrated.  His desperate plea was the result of a great feeling of helplessness in the face of two national issues:

1. The suffering of his people, and


2. The sinfulness of his people

A. ISRAEL’S PEOPLE HAVE KNOWN GREAT SUFFERING 

     THROUGHOUT THEIR HISTORY

It was true in Isaiah’s time and it has been true in our lifetime.  On the one hand they knew themselves to be a peculiar people with a special relationship with God.  However, how is it possible to reconcile “We are God’s chosen people,” with the reality of six million Jews slain under Hitler alone?  What a dilemma for any devout Jew facing what it means to be a descendant of Abraham.  Isaiah cries: “Aren’t you going to say something?  Haven’t you made us miserable long enough?”


By the way, did you know that Christopher Columbus took several Jews along on his historic voyages – as interpreters?  He assumed that any Indians or Orientals he would encounter would probably be primitive, and would therefore speak God’s language – Hebrew.  So he took a few Jews along.


So, in the face of seeing his people suffer, Isaiah cries out, “Oh that thou would rend the heavens and come down…”  “Oh that you would rip open the heavens and descend…”

Who of us in our time of personal grief or with all the current problems in our world hasn’t asked that same question?  Why doesn’t God come down and straighten out this whole mess?  Then there would be no starvation, no war, oppression, and bickering.  Isaiah’s first concern was the suffering of his people.



B. THE SINFULNESS OF HIS PEOPLE


     “But how angry you’ve been with us.  We’ve sinned and kept at it so 
long!  Is there any hope for us?  Can we be saved?  We’re all sin-  

     infected, sin contaminated.  Our best efforts are grease-stained rags.”

More than any other faith on the face of the globe, the Jewish faith is one of doing right.  The Jews were called together as a people to give witness to God’s moral law.  They had the law before they had the temple or a homeland.  This was their mission, the reason for their election.  In the beginning God created us to live in perfect harmony with creation and with the Creator.  But something was amiss in the very heart of humanity.  Disobedience alienated us from our environment, from others, and from God.  The Bible names it sin.

The law was given to bring light to their darkness.  But God’s chosen race was called to witness to God’s law, but they ended up with dirty hands and impure hearts.  That sounds like us, doesn’t it?

I’m reminded of the three young men from the bible-belt years ago who were caught red-handed breaking the Sabbath.  Guilt-ridden for their sins and fearful of the punishment they were likely to receive, they stood before the stern preacher.  They shook with fear as he asked for an explanation of their behavior.

The first young man, feeling great guilt, said, “Sir, I was absentminded and forgot that yesterday was the Sabbath.”


“That could be,” replied the preacher.  “You are forgiven.”


Also very upset, the second young man said he, too, was absentminded.  “I forgot that I was not allowed to gamble on the Sabbath,” was his excuse.


“Well, that could also be,” said the preacher.  “You are forgiven.”


Finally the preacher turned to the third young man in whose home these events occurred.  “Well, what is your excuse?  I suppose you were absentminded, too!”


“I sure was, sir,” said the lad who instigated the card game.  “I forgot to pull the blind shades down!”


There is something about that young man’s attitude that strikes me as being contemporary.  There is a rule that is invoked in professional basketball – “no harm, no foul.”  If I don’t get caught it’s all right.  If no one gets hurt, what’s the sweat?  It’s only myself that I’m hurting, so it is my business, isn’t it?  Somehow we, like ancient Israel, have deluded ourselves into thinking that sin is no big deal.  We ignore its power to destroy health and home, to damage witness and impede growth.  We disregard its power to block our view of God and thus, we become slaves to our own passions.  No wonder Jesus reminded us that “Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God.”  There is something about sin that coats the soul with grime and prevents us from seeing God.  Rare are those who listen, until it’s too late.


A policeman watched as a young man backed his car around the block.  Then he did it again, and again.  Finally, the cop stopped him and asked him why he was driving backward.  At first the youth didn’t want to explain the reasons for his strange behavior, but eventually he admitted that he had borrowed his dad’s car for the evening and because he had driven farther than he promised his dad he would drive, he was backing up to try to take some of the miles off the odometer.  He thought he wouldn’t get caught.


Isaiah saw that there was no hope that Israel could save itself from the moral abyss into which it was drifting.  The only hope was that God would come down and bring healing to the people.  Isaiah knew that only God could remove the flaw from the fragile clay of humanity.  In truth,



C. GOD HAS ALREADY ENTERED OUR WORLD

God has intervened.  That is what Advent is all about.  From beyond time and space, down past the galaxies and all the heavenly firmaments, in an event that surpasses our grandest attempt to get our little brains around it, God entered the human predicament in a little obscure town outside of Jerusalem.  There in a lowly stable, as a tiny babe born to a humble couple from a backward village called Nazareth, God intervened.  But we still don’t get it.


There would be no starving people if humanity understood that: If we did, we would share our resources with everybody.


There would be no dividing walls separating us from one another because our practice would match our preaching.  There would be no killing in Iran and Afghanistan if we understood what it means to say, “God has come down.”  It’s amazing to me to see how many of the participants on both sides of the present conflict bear a Judeo-Christian heritage.


God has come down, but the world has yet to receive God.  God offers us Jesus Christ.  We want hope.  Christ is our hope.  We want peace, but we don’t want him.  We want love, but we don’t want him.  We want to achieve a world without suffering, but we do not want to open our lives so that Christ might begin the healing and reconciling work through us.  Without him there is no hope, peace, no love available to this world.  God intervened.  God came down!


All we have to do is to receive him and to make him known to a flawed and suffering world.  Have you really received him?  Does he rule in your life?


Howard and Tom, our two sons, were active in sports.  Both played basketball and baseball, and our youngest son, Tom, ran track.  When we lived in Gettysburg, Ohio, the neighboring team, Arcanum, had an exceptional basketball team.  They were state champions (C class) for a number of consecutive years.


During that time Gettysburg had a scrappy little squad.  Tom played guard.  They wanted to beat their southern rival more than anything.  The game that year was played on Gettysburg’s home court.  Joice and I took our seats on a second row bleacher.  The first row was reserved for the team.


The game seesawed back and forth between the two teams.  During the last quarter with 19 seconds left the ball went out of bounds.  The referee handed the ball to our son who was standing two feet away from me.


I put my hands to the side of my mouth and shouted a command twice in his good ear.  He threw the ball into play and did the opposite of what I told him to do....We won.


After games our sons, upon coming home, would come to our bedroom and sit on the bedside to discuss each and every play.  That night they were both ecstatic, as you might guess.  I was still feeling pinched because Tom didn’t do what I told him to do.  I tried to be excited with them but waited until there was a crack in the conversation.  I said, “Tom, why didn’t you listen to me?”
Tom looked at me with a very perplexed look and said, “Dad, what are you talking about?”  I said, “Don’t you remember when there were 19 seconds left to play in the game you stood before your mother and me and the referee handed you the ball.  I shouted a command at you in your good ear twice.  And you did the opposite of what I told you to do.”  I’ll never forget the words that came out of his mouth.  He said, “Dad, don’t you know by now that when I’m playing in a basketball game the only person’s voice I hear is the voice of my coach.”  What an invaluable lesson for Dad.  
So I’ll leave you with this question: Who’s your coach?  Who are you playing the game of life for?  Whose voice are you listening to?  Who rules your life?
