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Epiphany 3, 2010
Preached:  January 24, 2010 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Isaiah 61:1-6
Jesus came to bring new life to the devastated.
Forty years after Jesus’ death and resurrection, in 70 AD, the Romans attacked the city of Jerusalem and destroyed it. The Jewish historian Josephus says over a million people were killed in the siege. Another hundred thousand were captured and forced into slavery. And virtually everyone else fled as far away as they could get from it. From that day on Jewish people have never had a country they could call their own—until not so many years ago. In the late 1800s some Jewish people started a movement called the Zionist Movement. They said, “Let’s rebuild the country of Israel. Let’s establish a new homeland for Israel in the same place that the ancient Israelites lived.” And after World War II they did it. Despite many conflicts with the other people who lived there, the Jews have established a new land of Israel. They have built huge, beautiful, modern cities over cities that lay ruined for close to two thousand years. Many Zionists will say that today’s Old Testament Lesson is a prediction of what they have done in the land of Israel. Look at v. 4: “They will rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated; they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations.” Sounds right, doesn’t it?
But did you “connect the dots” in today’s Scriptures Lessons? Did you catch how Jesus in today’s Gospel quoted this Old Testament Scripture? Did you catch how Jesus interpreted and applied this very old prophecy of Isaiah? Jesus was visiting His home town, worshiping with His home congregation, doing the Scripture readings and then preaching the sermon. He read the first part of this 61st chapter of the prophet Isaiah:  “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor.” Then He rolled up the scroll, looked at the people and said, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” Jesus is the one who fulfilled this Scripture. Jesus is the one on whom the Spirit of the Lord came down. Jesus is the one anointed by the Lord, who then went out and preached good news to the poor. Just two Sundays ago we saw how this first verse was fulfilled in Jesus. When He was anointed in His baptism, the Holy Spirit came down on Him in the form of a dove. And from that day on He went out “preaching good news to the poor, binding up the brokenhearted, proclaiming freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners.” Jesus preached release from the guilt of our sins. He proclaimed to those who were slaves to the devil that He was freeing them. The devil used to be our slave master. He made us do evil things. Now we don’t have to do them anymore. Now all the temptations with which the devil plagues us can be overcome because Jesus has defeated the devil. Because Jesus lived a perfect life and died the death that our sins deserved, God no longer holds our sins against us. Whoever believes in Jesus has been proclaimed free. And now shattered lives—devastated people—can start over again. Jesus gives them new life. Isaiah was foretelling a spiritual freeing, a spiritual rebirth that would happen among the people of God.
You know, misinterpretations about Jesus’ gospel have been happening from the very beginning. From the very time that Jesus began preaching, people misunderstood His message. They thought that He had come to bring a physical kind of release. The people of Jesus’ day thought the Romans were the cause of all their misery, and if this Jesus could just get a movement going, lead an army, inspire people, He could be the Messiah who would free them from all of this. Jesus’ own disciples had these earthly notions still spooking around in their minds when He was through teaching them and about to ascend into heaven:  “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” So it has been throughout history ever since. People build their hopes up that Jesus is a Messiah who will make the right kind of country, the right kind of government. Jesus is about earthly success. He makes you rich. You want to be famous? Say your prayers to Jesus, and He will make you a success. Jesus is a builder of cities. He makes the economy good if His people behave themselves. You’ll get that new I Touch if you just believe in Him. Jesus is not an earthly, physical, materialistic Messiah! He came to bring spiritual freedom.
Now, this is not just a matter of interpretation. I think sometimes people have the idea that religion is just a matter of interpretation. You can interpret the Bible your way, and I can interpret it my way. The Bible is a self-interpreting book. It is like no other holy book. It was written not just by one person but by thirty-five/forty different people. It contains 66 books that were written over a period of 1,500 years. It was obviously not masterminded by one person who had a spiritual agenda. It was gradually revealed through many people who could not have known what the other authors were thinking ahead of time unless God revealed it to them. Isaiah revealed things about the future that he could not have known on his own. 700 years before Jesus, he foretold how Jesus would be born of a virgin, how He would be crucified for our sins, how He would be anointed by the Holy Spirit to preach the gospel. And Jesus, when He began His ministry, put His seal on this Scripture:  “It’s me that Isaiah was talking about. I have come to free the prisoners. I have come to free them from the prison of sin.” The Bible is like a 66 piece puzzle in which each piece fits together perfectly. And when all the pieces are together, it’s Jesus who you see in it.
He came to “proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor.” The law of Moses had said that every fifty years the Israelites should have a special year in which all debts were canceled. Every person who owed money would have those debts forgiven. Some of them fell into such extreme poverty that they would have to sell themselves as slaves. But in the Year of Jubilee (that fiftieth year) you got to go free again. Isaiah was foretelling here that a very special Year of Jubilee was coming when everyone would be freed from the debt of their sin. And when Jesus came into the world, He said, “I’m the one who’s going to do it.” Isn’t sin the most devastating thing in our lives? We are so prone to blame our problems on others. It’s what they’ve done—what others have done—that makes our lives miserable. We all have to come to that point where we admit that we are our own worst enemy, that we make our lives miserable by our own selfishness, by our own greed, by our own lust. And when we come to that realization, then Jesus comes into our church with His Nazareth sermon. He says, I have come to “comfort all who mourn, to provide for those who grieve,”. . . to pour on them “the oil of gladness instead of mourning,” to put on them “a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair.” 
You see, Jesus came to comfort those who are in the throes of despair. Have you ever been in despair? Are you in despair right now? Why are you in despair? Have you lost someone whom you loved very much? Has someone been unfaithful to you? Have you lost your job and you’re at your wits end about how you’re going to keep the house? Ask yourself the deeper questions. Probe your own soul. Has it been you yourself who has let you down? Have you let your God down? Is that why you’re on the brink of despair? Are you unable to let go of that sin that you keep committing, and every time you do so, you feel horrible about yourself? Well, Jesus has come for you. He came to free you from the guilt of sin. He came to give you the strength to admit what you’ve done. He came to give you a clean slate, a fresh start. He came to cause you to grow spiritually.
“They will be called oaks of righteousness,” Isaiah says about those Jesus came to save. The land of Israel was a lot like the Central Valley here in California. The oak was one of their biggest, strongest trees. You’re familiar with the Valley Oak, right? They’re those big, spreading trees with the gnarly branches. They’re the only things that can stay green and alive out in the hills in summer when all the grass is absolutely dead from our stifling summer heat. Those who were ruined, who were devastated, who were in the pit of despair—those, Isaiah says, will be turned into oaks of righteousness. Jesus has made us righteous and He will give us the strength to remain in the faith, to stay alive spiritually, when everything around is lies in ruins. 
“And you will be called priests of the LORD, you will be named ministers of our God,” Isaiah says in v. 6. A time would come when all of God’s people would be priests. In Isaiah’s day only men who were descended from the tribe of Aaron could serve as priests, could offer sacrifices at the temple in Jerusalem. The priests were intermediaries who went into the temple on behalf of the people and offered sacrifices for their sins. The people themselves could not enter. But when Jesus came and He offered a one-time sacrifice that paid for the sins of all people, the temple was opened up to all. Now all of us can go directly to God on our own behalf. Each of us has a valuable role to play in God’s kingdom and a ministry that we can fulfill in this task that Jesus has given us of making disciples of all nations. 
Are you one of the devastated ones? Each one of us comes to God’s house each Sunday morning in despair, grieving over a week’s worth of sins that we have again committed. And as our eyes well up in tears and we again confess to Him, “I have done what is evil and failed to do what is good,” He does not speak to us about the day of vengeance that is coming. Instead He takes us to His heart, and He says, “Don’t cry. . . . I have the cure. I can remove the curse again. I have the strength that you need. Why I can even raise the dead.”
Jesus came to bring new life to the devastated. May His spiritual life well up in you this week and cause your soul to flourish even among the ruins.  Amen.
