3

Sermon “Each Day a New Beginning”

Scripture Readings:  Isaiah 43:1-3; Lamentations 3:22-26; Romans 8:28

Isaiah 43:1-3

But now thus says the LORD, 

he who created you, O Jacob,

he who formed you, O Israel:

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;

I have called you by name, you are mine. 

When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;

and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;

when you walk through fire you shall not be burned,

and the flame shall not consume you. 

For I am the LORD your God.

Lamentations 3:22-26

The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, 

his mercies never come to an end; 

they are new every morning;

great is your faithfulness. 

“The LORD is my portion,” says my soul,

“therefore I will hope in him.” 

The LORD is good to those who wait for him,

to the soul that seeks him. 

It is good that one should wait quietly 

for the salvation of the LORD. 

Romans 8:28

We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.

Introduction:

Talk about the “hero gene”
All three of today’s Scriptures are words of encouragement, offered to help us deal with those difficult situations that arise in life. 
And as we are well aware, those situations do arise, continually. The hurricane that is hitting the East coast in this very moment brings the importance of these Scriptures to light: 
As you may know, Jim and I have a daughter and son-in-law who live in lower Manhattan, which is right in the path of the storm. Ever since the warnings first went out on Friday, we have been in contact with Julie and Todd wanting to be sure they were doing whatever needed to be done in order to be safe. They live on the 28th floor of a high-rise so they were advised to move to a lower level. They gathered up a few belongings, including their dog and cat, and went to stay with a friend from work, who lives on 169th Street in a brownstone located farther inland…   

Well, isn’t it interesting to observe how different people respond to emergency situations in different ways!? When warnings go out, some people heed them and some don’t. And when a crisis does take place, different people react in different ways. Some run away, some freeze, and a rare few “jump right in” to help.     

We’ve all heard amazing stories of persons who seem to have forgotten themselves in an instant and done whatever it took to help others during times of crisis. 

On the other hand, we have also heard stories of crowds of people--just standing and watching while a crisis is taking place right in front of their eyes, doing nothing. We who are far removed from the situation are quick to judge, asking: “Why didn’t somebody do something? How could they just stand there?”

Well, not much study has been done, yet, but medical researchers believe that they have identified a certain quality that some people have and others do not. Even though they do not yet know whether the characteristic is genetic or acquired, for now, they are calling it “the hero gene.” 

According to a news story that aired yesterday morning on The Early Show, the study grew out of the question: “Why can some persons risk it all without flinching?” 

  Not much study has been done yet but researchers believe that they have identified a certain quality that some people have and others do not. Even though they do not yet know whether the characteristic is genetic or acquired they have named it the “hero gene.” 

According to a news story that aired yesterday on The Early Show, the study grew out of the question: “Why can some persons risk it all without flinching?” And even though the answer to this question is still indefinite, there are some who, viewing this as a desirable trait, are looking into ways it can be developed—beginning in childhood.

 “Persons can be taught to set themselves aside for the moment and focus on another person,” others claim.

Is it true? Can persons be taught to handle life situations in constructive ways?
“Yes, of course,” the Bible says. The entire Scripture is based on this premise: 

“People can change. Each new day offers the opportunity to take what we have learned in life and do things differently. And it all begins with faith—believing that God wants the best for us. 
Let’s take a closer look… 

The prophet Isaiah 

gives us our first lesson 

this morning. 

Speaking for God, 

which is what prophets do,

he begins with the bold statement:

“I have called thee by thy name” 
'
To ‘call by name' 
denotes intimacy 
of friendship. 
As used here, the words “called by name” show that God is addressing His people. 
It was a call not addressed to the nations at large, 
but rather, 

to these persons in particular. 
They were His 
because he had formed them as a people 
and had redeemed them. 
The same may be said of the church today:
We are His 

because He has formed us as his people on earth today,

He has redeemed us with precious blood; 
and He has called us by name, 
designating us 

as His own.

Believing this is basic 

to our life as Christian believers

for we cannot trust 

that God wants the best for us


unless we believe that we are His.

And what is it that we trust God to do or not do?

One thing we know for sure:


God has never promised 

that life would be easy or problem free.

But he has promised us the next best thing:


That He will be with us through thick and thin.

“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers,  they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. For I am the LORD your God.”

The people of Isaiah’s day

could count on this.
It had been true 
in their past history 
as a people

--so that they could be assured that God with be with them in the future 

as well. 
They knew what the words fire and water meant.

They were used often in the Scriptures 
to denote calamity
-water because it overwhelms,

and fire because it consumes.
As it is for us still today,

               these were two major threats 


to the peoples’ existence



--raging fires and flood waters.

“Even so, I will be with thee,” 
God assured His people of long ago.
“The waters shall not overflow thee.”

History had proven them that this was true

 ….as was the case with the waters of the Jordan River

when the armies of Israel,

led by Joshua, 
crossed it on a pathway 

made for them by God.

And when you walk through the fire, 

God continued,

  

“you will not be burned and the flame will not consume you.”

Like the term, passing through water,

this is an expression of calamity and danger, 
as those “fires” of life were always present.
The incident that they would automatically recall was that of those three pious Jews: 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego,

who were cast by King Nebuchadnezzar 
into the burning furnace.

And why would God intervene for the people in this way?

“Because I am the LORD thy God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior,” God said.
He was Yahweh--their God. 
He was the one true God, 
who had entered into solemn covenant with them 
--and promised to protect and defend them forever.
 And He was their Savior 

The One who had saved them 
in days of peril.

.

It was the prophets’ job 

to remind God’s people 

of these things



--each time their faith began to waver.

And their faith was definitely wavering


--for they had been exiled from the land God had given to them.

The Babylonians had taken it away from them


--along with all their hopes and dreams.




Jeremiah had the same call:

As a prophet of God



it was his job

to speak for God




during times of crisis 

or impending danger.

His call came 

when the destruction of Jerusalem 

was at hand.

In this book entitled Lamentations,

Jeremiah laments what he has seen 

in the vision God has given him. 

Today’s Scripture reading

is actually the center portion 

of a poem. 
In these words,

the riches of God's grace and mercy 
are set forth in beautiful language to encourage the people of God. 
He speaks 
as the representative 
of all sufferers,

reminding God’s people everywhere

that God’s promises 

are new every morning.

“Great is thy faithfulness,” 

he says to God


on behalf of all sufferers.
And then he tells them,
My soul says: the LORD is my portion, therefore will I hope in him…
And he goes on to say, that

The LORD is good to those who wait for him,

to the soul that seeks him

and that 

it is good that one should wait quietly 

for the salvation of the LORD. 

The Hebrew word for good 


is key here...

for since Yahweh Himself is good, 
He is especially good 
to those who, 
being in adversity,

 can yet wait in confidence 
--without complaining,

upon His mercy.

It was their past—their history 

that gave them the confidence 

that this was true:

Because God had been with them 





in years past







he would be with them 

in the future.

Applying the same kind of reasoning 
can be a tremendous help to us 



--as well.
When we look back over 

our own lives 

and remember all the times 

God has been with us


we too can trust



that He will be with us 

at the present time.

 

And what exactly is God doing 

all this while 

that He is with us?

He is holding us close,

comforting us


--and He is redeeming us. 

St. Paul, 

 
in his letter to the church at Rome, 



clarifies this word “redeem” 

for us.
And this is the way he defines it:

“We know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.”
Not some things,  

but all things! 
This includes all of our afflictions and trials, 
--all of the persecutions and calamities 
to which we are exposed. 
And though they are numerous and long-continued, 
God will work to bring good out of them.

God has promised to make all things new.

He gave us this promise


in the vision he gave to St. John, 

recorded in the book of Revelation.

We read:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,

"See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them;  he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more ,for the first things have passed away." 

And the one who was seated on the throne said, "See, I am making all things new." 
The these words of promise 
direct us to look to God 
for strength and courage 

in the present day 

--and to look to heaven for a final home. 
Surrendering to the fact 
that God is in control

and we are not

gives us a subdued spirit. 
a humble temper, 
a patient, tender, 
and kind disposition. 
This has been the experience of all saints. 
At the end of life each of them has been able to say 
that their troubles and afflictions

had made them stronger.

Looking back over their lives, 

they realized

that even when others had intended them harm,




God had brought good 
out of those circumstances…
…for God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts,

and God’s ways are higher than our ways.

God wants the best for us

--welfare that is real

--true piety, peace, 
and happiness in our hearts

--in the hearts of those 
who love God.

This is a characteristic of true piety:

--considering afflictions as a blessing. 
Admittedly, 

most people 
are not there yet.

We are “a ways away” from 

considering the trials of life as nothing but joy

as James said to his brothers and sisters in Christ 

--who were scattered across the land.
“Whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it nothing but joy ,James said… because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance;  and let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing. If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you. But ask in faith, never doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind; for the doubter, being double-minded and unstable in every way, must not expect to receive anything from the Lord. 

This is very strong language that James uses


--it serves as a warning 

--for us to not be 
like those who consider the trials of life 
chastisements, 

acts of punishment administered by God.

As we have seen, 

those who think in this way produce conflict instead of peace 
a rebellious spirit instead of surrender to God 
and anger, impatience, and hatred, 
instead of calmness, patience, and love. 
We become better persons when we receive 

afflictions as they should be received, 
realizing that stuff happens
--bad things do happen to good people.
And also realizing that God’s work in us and in our world is not yet complete.

To those who are called,

which includes all who accept the invitation 

to be saved,

God has sent into their heart 
the desire to be transformed into the image 

of Jesus Christ himself…

for God does have a purpose 
for our lives. 
We are not saved hap-hazardly

--or by chance. 
And God does not transform people without design. 
And this should excite lively gratitude in us.
Let us therefore acknowledge Him as the fountain and source of all our hopes and dreams..

Let us sing alleluia to God 

For He is our redeemer

--or savior.

He  will get us through today


--and He will guide us 

into tomorrow,


working all things together for good 
in our lives. 

With these as our guiding Scriptures in life, we can all be heroes in God’s eyes!
There is a hymn in our hymnal 

that gives us words to praise 

the One who created us,


who redeems us




and works continuously 

to make us whole.

Let us sing together…

