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The signs of the times are all around us and wherever you look, the omens
abound. There is a Christmas tree discarded on the curb; there is a bit of
stale fruitcake that no one wants to eat. Over there is a broken New Years'

resolution, and just past that is one more Christmas present that has to be
returned. On all sides we see evidence that the year 1984 has run its course,
and has passed into the organized oblivion we call "recent history." The hustle
and bustle of the holiday season has faded into the more routine schedule of
working-, shopping, schooling, and .all the other tasks that make up our everyday
lives. New Year's Day, with its parades and football, and celebrations and
football, and feasting, and football, came and went without a trace, except for
10 inches of white reminder that we now stand face to face with the frigid
months of January and February that lie ahead.

But before we get too far into 1985, it seems appropriate that we pause in
this season of transition to make one more observation. As Christians, you and
I need to spend some time reflecting on the status of our faith; to consider
where we have come from in our walk with God, and equally importantly, to think
about where we might be headed. This is, in fact, the content of this morning's
message. It is an offering of some perspectives on Christian faith and life in
our contemporary society. While this topic could easily fill up several sermons
and turn this into an afternoon worship service, rest assured that I will only
present a few general ideas as they arise from this morning's provocative
scripture reading.

I call this passage provocative because it does not lend itself to simple
surface reading and comprehension. Indeed, I have read it several times, and
with some depth, and I can only understand it in a sketchy way. It is also
provocative because the themes it presents—justice and servanthood--often
challenge modern readers, and sometimes angers them. This reading is best dealt
with as the sum of three separate parts, each containing an important message
which Isaiah wants to communicate to the people. The first four verses contain
the introduction of God's servant who will bring righteousness to the earth.
The second portion, verses 5-8, address Israel as the embodiment of that
servant, and the final segment, verse 9, appears to be a separate announcement
from God which, in fact, serves as the starting point for our consideration of
the passage.

"Behold, the former things have come to pass, and the New Things I now
declare to you! Before they spring forth, I tell you of them." In a way, these
words about former things and new things, seem to fit right in with our thinking
at this time of the New Year, but in order to understand what they meant to the
audience in Isaiah's time, it is necessary to consider the context in which he
wrote.

The people of God were in exile in Babylon after the destruction of
Jerusalem, and Isaiah wrote to give them hope in a desparate situation. The








