The Epiphany of Our Lord, 1/6/08

Isaiah 60:1-6

See Your Salvation from God’s Perspective!

 I. He sees a glorious church that includes you.

II. He sees a glorious church that includes all.


Can I take you back nearly two weeks to the Christmas Eve service held right here? Even if you weren’t here with us, I’m sure you can imagine it—the familiar Christmas hymns, the familiar Christmas readings from Luke 2, the special music. And if I asked you what was your favorite part of that service, 9 out of 10 of you would say, “The portion of it done by the children.” Maybe you’re one of those people that looks forward to it every Christmas.

But if I asked the children that same question, I’m not so sure I’d get the same answer. That was a lot of hard work. It can be nerve-racking. There’s a lot of pressure to know what to sing or say and when to sing or say it. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear one of our children admit that they liked lighting a candle and singing Silent Night more than they liked their part of that service.

But to the vast majority of us, their part in that service was the part we enjoyed the most.

It’s another one of those cases in which it all depends on your perspective.

Imagine being our God on Christmas Eve and watching and listening to all the worship that was happening. I wonder what he thought. I wonder how he felt. Imagine Christmas from his perspective.

And now step back just a little further. Imagine being God and seeing all those who trust in Christ as their Savior. Imagine seeing all those people with you in heaven for eternity.

That’s viewing salvation from God’s perspective. And in a way, that’s what our God is giving us the opportunity to do today on the Epiphany of our Lord. And he does so through these familiar words of Isaiah 60.

See your salvation from God’s perspective. Will you take a look at it with me this morning?

I.

To be impressed with something depends a great deal on the beginning of what is so impressive now. For instance, I won’t be impressed at all if Paris Hilton dies 60 years from now as a billionaire. For Pete’s sake, so was born with a golden spoon in her mouth. She’s was worth millions before she ever earned a dime. But if some poor girl from a depressed area of Dayton stays in school, gets an education and does something to change the world—that impresses me. Where you started from makes a difference.

Through Isaiah the Lord helps us understand where we started from. If you had a Bible open to Isaiah 60 right now, I would ask you to let you eyes wander to the left, over to Isaiah 59. While the words of Isaiah 60 are filled with glory and joy, the words of Isaiah 59 are filled with dread and dismay. “Your iniquities have separated you from your God (59:2)…Their deeds are evil deeds and acts of violence are in their hands (59:6b)…Their feet rush into sin” (59:7a). Isaiah isn’t referring to some mob boss or drug dealer. He’s talking about you and me. We’re sinners who enjoy sinning and God condemns us for it.

That same God opens our text with the words, “Arise, shine.” It’s as if he’s speaking to people who have been struck down and are lying in the dust and ashes. All around are ruin and destruction. The situation looks hopeless. Imagine a bombed out city. Nothing living as far as the eye can see.

In fact, it’s a place of darkness. Here darkness refers to spiritual death and spiritual blindness. It’s living without the truth of God and our salvation in him. It’s believing the world’s lies about ourselves. It’s living a life without hope and without purpose. That’s where we all came from.

How long has it been since you watched the classic movie, The Wizard of Oz? There are all sorts of famous scenes in that movie. Having grown up with black and white television, I’m always amazed at the transformation from the black and white of reality to the brilliant colors of Dorothy’s dream in the Land of Oz. What a difference!

What a difference your God has made with you! What a transformation! Out of the ashes of death and destruction he calls for you to arise and shine. Why? “Your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises upon you.” Maybe we’ve lived in our Christian faith so long that we take it for granted. Maybe we can’t remember life without faith in Jesus. Familiarity breeds contempt. Isaiah reminds us that we are who we are solely because of what our God has done for us. We didn’t bring ourselves into God’s kingdom and we weren’t born into it. God brought us into it when in his grace he caused the light of our salvation to shine on us. He used his word connected with the water of your baptism to shed that saving light on you. He used his word as shared with you by another Christian to bring you to faith in Jesus. As God stands back and looks at you he sees above all else that he has done his marvelous work in you. He has reached his goal for you. You are included in his glorious, eternal church

And he goes on later in this chapter to describe his church as a glorious city—a city with strong walls for protection and magnificent gates for entrance into it. He speaks of that city as his sanctuary—where God himself resides. He describes the finest of building materials. He’s talking about his church—the holy Christian Church. And you are in it.

See your salvation from God’s perspective. He sees a glorious church that includes you.

More often than not, when we think of church we think of this place and the people gathered in it. We think of worship. We think of hymns and scripture readings. Sometimes we think of the difficulties associated with church—dealing with other sinful people, church budgets and shortfalls, work that gets left undone, attendance and membership figures that aren’t what we hoped for. In other words, we view church as what we do.

Your God has a much bigger picture in his eye—an eternal saving picture. First he reminds us of who we are by nature—nothing but sinners, dust and ashes. Left to ourselves we are death and destruction. But then he comes along and he accomplishes his marvelous purpose in us—he makes us his people by faith in Jesus. He convinces us that Jesus is the only Savior that we’ll ever have. He assures us that he accepts the perfect life of Jesus as our perfect life and the innocent death of Jesus as the payment for your sins and mine. When God looks out on us, that’s what he sees—what he has done for us.

See your salvation from God’s perspective. He sees a glorious church that includes you.

II.

But Epiphany is not simply the celebration that Jesus is your Savior; Epiphany is the celebration of Jesus as the world’s Savior.

“All-inclusive” has become an accepted and even expected part of our culture. Gone are the days when you were required to have a certain mindset or nationality to be a member of a certain club or group. Today, most groups will accept you as long as you keep your membership active by paying the yearly dues.

Christianity is all-inclusive and there are no membership dues.

That’s part of the glorious picture which our God sees of his salvation.

He urges us through Isaiah, “Lift up your eyes and look about you: All assemble and come to you; your sons come from afar, and your daughters are carried on the arm.” Isaiah wrote these words initially for his fellow Jews. He had warned them that, because of their rejection of the Lord, they would be scattered among the nations. Now he sees them making a spiritual return to the Lord. He sees his fellow Jews who believe that Jesus is the promised Messiah—people such as Mary and Joseph, Zechariah and Elizabeth, Simeon and Anna, the disciples, Mary and Martha and Mary Magdalene.

But that’s not all he sees. Isaiah writes, “Nations will come to your light.” His point is not that entire nations—every last citizen of a nation—will come to trust in Christ. His point is that people from every nation will trust in Christ as their Savior. What a glorious thing when you consider what God started with—the tiny nation of the Jews!

And it’s not just the poor and lowly who will trust in Christ. Isaiah says, “Kings [will come] to the brightness of your dawn.” The wisemen are the first important Gentiles mentioned in the Bible to come and worship Jesus. Powerful and influential people throughout history have been included among the ranks of God’s faithful people. We see it in our own day. What glory!

And then God sees what to the unbeliever is unthinkable, even ridiculous. “The wealth on the seas will be brought to you, to you the riches of the nations will come. All from Sheba will come, bearing gold and incense.” He sees gifts of love being brought to him. These are not payments to God in order to buy his favor. These are not gifts given with the hope that now God will grant a wish. These are simply gifts of love, expressions of thanks for what God has done for us. And they are given by people from every nation under the sun.

See your salvation from God’s perspective. He sees a glorious church that includes all.

Epiphany is not only a season of celebration, it’s also a season of a call to action. If Jesus is the Savior of all people—and he certainly is—then we have quite a task ahead of us. There are billions of people who need to hear the saving message of Jesus. But our Lord doesn’t ask us to reach every one of them ourselves. He simply asks us to be faithful—faithful with the opportunities he presents us to share Jesus with others. I know I wasn’t faithful in doing that last year. How about you? Let’s assure each other of God’s forgiveness won for us by Christ. And in the joy of that forgiveness let’s see our salvation from God’s perspective—with streams of people from every nation worshipping our Savior with us. Let’s get to work accomplishing that vision! Amen.

