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Do you remember a few weeks ago when I cautioned you against simply reading a passage and lifting an interpretation from the page?  I encouraged you to study your Bible, to know your Bible, to read what Biblical Scholars who have devoted their life to understanding the text have to say.

    The texts for today are difficult ones for sure and what God is saying through them has been the source of much debate.  Consider first the Isaiah passage.  “How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn!  How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low.  ...I will raise my throne above the stars of God.   I will sit on the mount of assembly on the heights of Zaphon; I will ascend to the tops of the clouds, I will make myself like the Most High.”  But you are brought down to Sheol, to the depths of the Pit.


You can't just open your Bible and start reading here and hope that it will make some kind of sense.  Who is the Day Star, the son of Dawn?  What is Zaphon?  What or where is Sheol?  What is 'the depths of the Pit' referring to?


First a glimpse of the big picture.! Isaiah is called the Book of Salvation and the name Isaiah means   the salvation of the Lord.  Prophets were men and women who spoke for God, not their own opinions.  God revealed His Word and Will to prophets in dreams and visions.  When we read Isaiah, we should do so, knowing he is describing what he saw in his visions.   We also need to know that although he often used present tense, that which he described might be a near future event or something that would not happen for a very long time, for example the return of Christ.  Isaiah is the first book containing the writings of the prophets of the Bible.  Isaiah is referred to as the Prince of the Prophets.  He was called as a prophet primarily to the nation of Judah, the southern kingdom and to Jerusalem, urging the people to repent from their sins and return to God.   The great theme of Isaiah is salvation through the Messiah who is to come.  Two sub-themes from this book include, the Holiness of the Lord and Humility before the Lord.


Isaiah ministered during a very disruptive time in the history of the Holy Land.  It was a time of political unrest and corruption, personal immorality, rampant idolatry, and aggressive acts of dominance and land claims among a people divided.  


So knowing that bit of background, let's look at the passage.  It is not certain who Day Star and Son of Dawn was referring to?  Some say Lucifer, the enemy of God, but other scholars suggest it is referencing the kings of Assyria and Babylon, meaning that they will fade like the morning star when the sun rises...their power is fleeting.    Scholars agree that the tyrant in these verses could be Satan and that would fit with verses 12-14 however, that interpretation does not fit with the rest of the chapter.


Many of us think that Sheol and the Pit refer to hell.  In fact,  it refers to 'the grave', silence, darkness, a place from which God cannot be praised.  It is life among the shadows, amid worms, and dust, but it is not hell.


In its most simplistic terms, I suppose, what Isaiah is reporting, is that in the vision God gave him, the enemy of God, whether it be Satan or the two corrupt kings, has fallen and is cast out, into the dark and ghostly shadows.  Their desire to be above all, even God, to reign over all, is for not.  It ends in disaster.  This star has fallen.


Let's have a quick look at Revelation, probably the most difficult book in the whole Bible to understand. 


The Book of Revelation is comprised of a vision that God gave to the apostle John.   It was written to the 7 churches of Asia and believers everywhere.  It was intended as an encouragement for all of us to constantly fight against the temptation to become loveless, immoral, lenient, compromising, lifeless, or casual about our faith.  The intent was to warn Christians who have grown apathetic and an encouragement to those who are faithfully enduring the struggles in this world.  It is intended to be reassurance that good triumphs over evil and gives us hope in difficult times and direction when we waiver.   In today's passage a few words jump out...war, Michael, dragon, Devil, Satan.


Michael is a high ranking angel and one of his responsibilities is to guard God's community of believers.   In the preceding portions of Revelations, there is much to prepare us for the inevitability of a conflict, a war.  It is Michael and his angels against the dragon (or Satan) and his angels.  Isn't it interesting that in Biblical narrative the helpers of Satan are referred to as angels rather than demons?  


The story, or at least this portion, ends as we hoped it would.  The dragon and his angels are defeated and cast out of heaven.  There is no description of the battle itself but here, in verse 9, the dragon is identified as the Devil and Satan, the one who deceives the whole world. But this is by no means the final conflict.  The dragon, the Devil, Satan is not overthrown or destroyed, simply thrown out of heaven, and perhaps left to reek havoc on earth.


And finally the passage from Luke!  The first part of the passage seems quite clear, Jesus is sending out disciples to prepare others for His arrival.  He wants them to plant some seeds, getting those who were interested, ready for their time with Him.  He advises the disciples as to how to be with those who are hospitable and those who are not.   Jesus speaks with unrestrained criticism of two towns – Chorazin and Bethsaida who have had every opportunity to give thanks for ministry performed there.  Neither of these towns had any humility, or gratitude, or sense of thanksgiving.  They had been given opportunities with other cities and regions had not had.  Therefore they rest under a greater responsibility and are incurring a greater judgement.  H.J. Cadbury refers to this as an example of the principle of proportionate duty.  “To those to whom much has been given, much is expected.”  This has both individual and corporate implications.  

 
When we consider Canada as a country of great natural resources, tremendous political freedom, wonderful medical  and educational opportunities, a low unemployment rate, our Christian response calls for extravagant generosity, unwavering compassion,  and service to others to a standard far beyond those in a country we would describe as  developing.    
The passage from Luke, reminds us, “For every one who exalts themselves will be humbled, but whoever humbles themselves will be exalted.”      The higher the position we give ourselves, the lower the position God will give us.  The Interpreter's Bible commentary says that if we exalt ourselves to heaven, we shall be cast into hell, just as the man who takes for himself the highest seat is forced to take the lowest.  Whenever we exalt our will over the will of God, we betray His will for our lives – and we inevitably suffer the consequences.  


In Luke the 70 disciples returned with joy.  Their mission had been successful.  They rejoiced in their success yet Jesus cautions them not to become self - congratulatory.  The source of their real satisfaction must not be their consciousness of having great powers or authority, but the awareness of belonging to God in Christ.  The disciples' joy is not to be in possessing, but in being possessed.  Knowing that we are Christ's, knowing who's we are rather than focusing on who we are, knowing that it is not us, but rather Christ in us that is able to do kind, compassionate, forgiving, generous things.  Always being conscious of this, is what saves us from intolerable pride and selfishness.  As the song based on Micah reminds us, what does the Lord require of us.....to seek justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the Lord?   Is this evident in all our relationships.....all of the time? Any of the time?


There is so much from these passages to apply to our daily lives.  I think that the two themes from Isaiah, Holiness and Humility  connect so well with the other two passages.

First of all Holiness.  Revelations warns against living our lives in such a way that we become loveless, or immoral, compromising, lifeless, and casual in our faith.


With regard to Humility, the Luke passage reminds us that those to whom much is given, much is expected.  It cautions us that those who's goal it is to be exalted will be called to bow down.


One of the stories on the news I could not bear to continue to watch as it played and re-played was about the Attawapiskat reservation in Northern Ontario and the conditions under which our native people are living.  I heard the interview of a medical doctor who spends time each month there, treating the residents.  She talked of scurvy and lice, and all sorts of skin diseases, infections and allergies, all provoked by unsanitary living conditions.   Apart from any partisan politics, it is repulsive to think that in this day and age, in a country as rich as ours, that there should be people living like this.  “To those to whom much is given”.


Closer to home, we are going to be calling for teams from our church to feed the homeless in the In From the Cold program.  I appreciate that it is a complicated dynamic, but is it not inconceivable to you that a country as rich as Canada has people living on the street and being fed at shelters?  In the Year of Philanthropy the author talks about watching a mother and her three children having a free meal at a shelter at Christmas time and considering  what it might be like for these kids to always have as part of their Christmas memories, eating here.


Today we are initiating our Christmas Gifts of Change program, that by our financial contributions, we might affect positive change in the lives of children, adults, and villages in developing countries.  


Isaiah implores us to live a life of holiness....one from which love pours, one that is vibrant and alive, one where one's faith is anything but casual, living a holy life has all sorts of ramifications for our zeal for mission work...to be the hands and feet of God....to love one another and to take care of one another. 

       Isaiah calls us to live a life of humility......one where we do not live from a sense of entitlement, one where we put others before ourselves, one that lives out of a place of gratitude......this has an impact on everything we say, everything that we think, and everything that we do.  “Do unto others....”


So people living in destitute, unhealthy, disgusting conditions, on a reservation or on the street....they are our concern.  They deserve more from we who strive to be children of the light than to simply turn off the TV because we cannot bear to watch.   


Are the people, with whom we share a home, are they blessed by our holiness and our humility?  How about those who live in our neighbourhood, or who we see at work, or at the curling rink, or in crowded check out lines?

To those who are given much, much will be expected.   Amen 
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