Pentecost 1							      June 7, 2009
Isaiah 6:1-8						          Pastor Michael T. Carr

Christ Changes Us from Sinner to Servant
1.  “Woe is me!”
2.  “Here am I.  Send me!”

How did you like the lightning storm last Wednesday?  I haven’t seen a lightning storm like that since I moved out here from the Midwest.  I’ve heard some of you have never seen anything quite like that in California.  I was wearing a giddy smile the whole time watching it.  I think most of your were too.  But that was pretty weak.  All of the lightning I saw was cloud to cloud.  No bolts darted abruptly to the ground.  My house didn’t shake with the rumble of the thunder.  On a scale of 1-10 with 1 being the weakest and 10 being the strongest, that thunderstorm ranked a 3 on my scale.  If a bolt of lightning had split a tree in your front yard down the middle, the snapshot of your face would not show giddiness.  If a tornado had ripped the roof off the house during that storm, I think sheer terror would be the best explanation of what you were feeling.

When you go to a zoo and look at the lions and tigers, you are impressed by their sheer size, their powerful jaws and massive paws.  You can stand on the other side of a piece of glass or a fence and stare in wonder with a giddy smile on your face.  But if the creatures were outside the fence or the glass box, or if you were inside, again, sheer terror would be the look on your face and the feeling from your head to your toes.  

When we look at the power of God’s great creations from a distance, we are amazed and in awe as we stare in wonder.  But when the power of God’s great creations is no longer distant but very near, we are terrified because we realize how small we are and how quickly nature can end our fragile little lives.  

So here’s the kicker:  That’s just the power of his creation.  That’s not even the full power of God.  In our text for this morning, Isaiah is not theologically contemplating a distant God.  He is taken into the very presence of God at full-power.  He records his encounter for us:

 1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were calling to one another: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; 
       the whole earth is full of his glory.” 
4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 
5 “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! 

Even Isaiah’s words can’t do justice to actually experiencing what this experience was like.  It was literally breath-taking—the all-filling God in glorious regal robes sitting and ruling from his throne.  The six-winged angels that flew around him are called seraphs.  Seraph is a Hebrew word that means “burning.”  The sound of these fiery creatures’ hymn was so intense and massive that the foundations shook and the supporting columns quivered like jello.  

The appearance of such mighty angels is enough to make rugged men hit the deck.  When the angels appeared to the shepherds in the fields at Bethlehem and the glory of the LORD shone round about them what were they?  Terrified!  Sore afraid!  To be in attendance at this concert of the angels would be jaw-dropping, goose bump-producing, knee-quivering experience.  And yet these angels were just creatures.  They weren’t even close to being as impressive as the Creator himself.  These powerful creatures hid their faces and feet in the presence of the Almighty.  

Their song said it all, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; 
       the whole earth is full of his glory.” 
Three times holy.  Each person of the trinity is holy as we confessed in the Athanasian Creed this morning: For each person—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—is distinct, but the deity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit is one, equal in glory and coeternal in majesty.  The idea of “holy” is to be completely set apart.  God is something other entirely.  He is in a class by himself—more glorious and impressive than the brightest angel.  The angels call him the LORD Almighty.  They use the name that God gave to himself—I AM—the God who is and who was and who is to come.  The use the descriptor—the Almighty.  This is the name that in Hebrew indicates that God is the Commander in Chief of mighty angel armies.  

The angels confess that not only is God holy, but his creation is full of his glory.  The idea of glory is to be so abundantly rich in something that you are impressive.  When we look at the Wonders of God’s creation—as some of you did in detail during last summer’s Bible class on that—we are indeed filled with awe.  Nature shows us the abundantly rich power and wisdom of the Creator.  

And in response to being in the middle of this whole revelation of God and his power, Isaiah responds “Woe to me! I am ruined!”   But it is not God’s power that causes this reaction.  It is his holiness.  God is completely set above sin.  He has nothing at all to do with sin.  And Isaiah knows that he is full of sin.  He confesses:
For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty.

Yes, even such a holy hero as Isaiah cannot stand in God’s presence.  Adam and Eve knew they couldn’t and ran away.  Moses knew he couldn’t and at the burning bush he hid his face when the LORD announced himself.  The children of Israel knew they couldn’t.  When faced with the glorious presence of the LORD at Mt. Sinai with thunder and lightning, smoke and earthquakes the people trembled with fear and pleaded, “Do not have God speak to us or we will die!”  

Isaiah says, “Woe!”  It’s not even a word—it’s an impassioned expression of grief and despair.  Before this section of his prophecy where Isaiah describes this encounter with the LORD, he announces God’s judgment on Israel’s sin. “Woe” to his countrymen six times.  In the presence of God, Isaiah’s countrymen would be forced to cry out “Woe to me!” in terror because they were unclean.  These are the  sins that God lists against them:
· Wanting bigger houses and more property and filling their lives with stuff.
· Running after drinks, staying up late at night binging on alcohol, being heroes at drinking wine and champions at mixing drinks.  
· Saying that what’s wrong is actually right.
· Thinking that they were oh so smart and clever.

And the worse thing of all is that these people were parading their sin proudly, living in defiance of God in his very presence.  They were like the man who went to live with grizzly bears.  He was so sure of his own ability to stand in the presence of  these massive creatures and that cockiness was only increased the longer he was allowed to live.  But one night, a grizzly crashed through his tent and ripped him apart. So too these people were living on borrowed time before they would feel God’s wrath against the sinner. 

Isaiah lived among them.  His actions were affected by living in that society.  He was a man of unclean lips living among a people of unclean lips.  

Sound familiar?  Are you proud of how big your house is and how much stuff you have?  Are you proud of your tolerance for alcohol, for being able to drink bigger people under the table, for knowing all the best bars, for mixing the best martini?  Do you justify what you’re doing and defend it as being right?  Do you have great reasons for missing worship and Bible study?  Do you have solid financial reasons why you’re better off not being married to the person you’re living with?  Do you listen to the words of the pastor who calls you out on your sin and follow with, “Yeah, but…”  Do you walk comfortably in sin, flaunting that you’re getting away with it—that God will just have to understand that you gotta be you?

When you walked into this sanctuary this morning, were you already bored?  As the lessons were being read did your mind wander?  Did you spend time contemplating God from a distance?  Did you hear the words of Isaiah and say, “I’m glad that wasn’t me!  I’m glad I’m not in the presence of God!”  Ah but you are.  What Isaiah saw is going on right now, but you just can’t see it!  This was not a vision on that day in the temple in Jerusalem!  The temple in Jerusalem doesn’t have a throne!  Isaiah was allowed to experience the unseen reality of God’s real reign.  

That God is present this morning and his angels are singing hymns that shake the glue-lams.  But we don’t see it or hear it and so we think that it isn’t real and does not exist.  Why is it that the first thing that we did this morning is confess our sins?  Because we were entering into the very presence of God.  Did you bumble through the “Lord Have Mercy” thoughtlessly and lethargically this morning?  Did your voice sound like Isaiah’s when he cried out Woe to me!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips!”  

Woe is you and woe is me!  And if that’s all we had to go on today, perhaps I could scare you into what you’re supposed to do.  Maybe I could scare you into caring about what you do and what you say.  But it wouldn’t work.  You would only say what the children of Israel said, “You go deal with God, we can’t handle it.”  If Isaiah’s experience had ended on his terror, then Isaiah would not have made a very good prophet.  What was it that changed him from terrified sinner to motivated servant?

  6 Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”

When the high priest entered into the temple on the Day of Atonement and entered into the Holy of Holies where the presence of the LORD dwelled on top of the ark of the covenant, he was to take coals from the altar, put them in a censer and sprinkle incense on them.  The smoke from the incense burning on the altar coals would put up a smoke screen so that the high priest would be shielded from the very real presence of God.
 
But here, the coals from the altar don’t go into a censer to make smoke to cover over Isaiah, the coal goes to his lips.  He had confessed that his lips were unclean and so this coal would cleanse them.  The angel announced that his guilt was taken away.  The word “guilt” there means “inequality.”  Isaiah was separated from God because of sin.  The word for sin that the angel used means missing the mark.  Isaiah had missed the mark of God’s perfection.  That separated him from God.  The coal would remove that separating barrier so that God and Isaiah could be at-one once again.  His sin was atoned for.  

But it wasn’t the coal that mattered, it was where the coal had been taken from.  It had been taken from the altar.  After having human hands placed on it, after having human voices confess their sins on it, after having human tools bleed it to death, a sacrifice had been placed on that altar.  Those coals had fueled the fire that completely consumed and burned up the sacrifice.  The body of that animal had melted to ashes on top of those coals.  It was the sacrifice that gave those coals the power to cleanse Isaiah from his sin.  

Mission could have been given to angels.  God could have done it himself, but he sends a human to humans…somewhere in here?

I watched in detail the last space shuttle mission to fix the Hubble telescope.  At the end of the mission, the astronauts thanked everyone who designed the ship that they were on, the suits that they wore and the tools that they used.  Without them, the vacuum of space would have sucked their life from them before they had a chance to work on that telescope.  Isaiah should have been dead in the presence of God, but instead, God gave him what he needed to be able to stand in his presence, he gave him perfection.  And now that gave him the ability to go to work.  And Isaiah was eager to go to work.  8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?”  And I said, “Here am I. Send me!”  Isaiah’s job was not going to be easy.  But he was willing.  Isaiah’s job was to tell his countrymen exactly what God said.  He would warn.  He would comfort.  He would be largely ignored, but for the few—the remnant—and for us today, the Holy Spirit would accomplish his mission through him.  

Today, there is an altar, but no fire.  On the altar lays the sacrifice.  As we approach the communion rail this morning, we are approaching the very real presence of God, but we do not need to fear.  The God that filled the temple with smoke and power, filled the temple of a human body.  He cloaked his power and became a man of clean lips in a world of unclean humans.  He let human hands torture him and nail him to a tree.  He let human voices hurl insults at him.  He let human tools bleed him dry as the spear pierced his side.  

It is that very body that was sacrificed that took away our sin.  His perfect score covers over our missed marks.  How is it that we can stand in the presence of a holy God this morning?  Christ covers us.  Before we commune we join with that angel song as we sing “Holy, Holy, Holy…”  And when we come into his special presence at the communion rail he gives us the very body and the very blood that took away our iniquities.  And Christ changes us. We get up from the communion rail realizing again with all of our senses that we have nothing to fear.  We get up reenergized and ready.  

God asks us, “Who will go for us and whom shall we send?”  We were a people of unclean lips living among a nation and world of unclean lips.  But because God has removed our filth, we are now free to serve.  Christ has changed us from sinner to servant.  We go out this week with fresh lips, minds, eyes, ears, hands and feet.  We keep God’s message on our lips.  We keep his mission on our mind.  We keep his mighty power before our eyes.  We hear his commission to share the gospel with the world in our ears.  We keep our hands busy serving others.  We keep our feet moving forward, taking us into the world with a message that is out of this world.  

May the Father who created us, the Son who paid the price for us and the Spirit who has made us alive when we were dead give us the strength for such service in his kingdom.  

