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I found an amazing thing in my files.  The last time I preached from Isaiah 40 was on September 9, 2001.  Think about that date.

That was two days before September 11, 2001,  or as we call it 911.  Do you remember where you were on that day, when the World Trade Center was ablaze, when a plane had hit the Pentagon and another one, headed for Congress or the White House had crash landed in Pennsylvania?

Isaiah 40 that 


“The Lord is the everlasting God,


the Creator of the ends of the earth.”     V. 28.


Since that sermon we have had 911, which lead to a war in Afghanistan, and to a war in Iraq.  These events have shaken our political landscape unlike anything since the Vietnam War.  Those wars and the “War on Terrorism” continue to this day.  Two of our young people will soon be deployed in the Middle East.


Since that sermon we have had a financial meltdown.  The summer of 2008 saw huge banking firms close down.  It saw the stock market fall by 40%.  We have seen the housing market go into a crater.   You and I, taxpayers, are owners of General Motors.  This event changed the dynamic of the presidential election, and all the debates in Washington since.


Since that sermon we have had part one and part two of the Swine Flu or H1N1 Flu scare.  The Secretary of Health and Human Services has ordered 190 Million vaccine doses.  So, many of you will be taking two flu shots this year.

We looked at Psalm 121 last Sunday.  That passage offers confidence to individuals.  “Where does MY help come from?  MY help is form the Lord, the maker of Heaven and Earth.” 

Isaiah 40 was written to address national calamities.  Israel had their 911 and Great Depression and Pearl Harbor all wrapped into one disaster.  They were invaded, defeated and deported by the Babylonian Empire, who cut through Israel like a hot knife cuts through butter.


People did not fear a crisis, they were in a crisis, and they were asking where was the Lord in the great crises of their time.

From Isaiah 40:12-31, I count 14 question marks.  The Prophet gave answer by probing the people with questions.    Scholars call this kind of questioning a Diatribe.  It is where the Prophet engages in an argument with his imaginary opponent.  Isaiah is speaking to the believer who has trouble believing in God when times are hard.


These 14 questions boil down to five.  Through his prophet, the Lord was trying to get the people to think as believers.  He was trying to get them to apply what they knew to be true to their situation.   .
Question 1:  Who has made Heaven & Earth, Justice and Knowledge?  V. 12-17


Isaiah begins with the knowledge that God is the creator of all things.  This is basic information to believers.  Why is it that Genesis begins with the account of Creation?  It is because the knowledge of God as Creator is basic to all true knowledge of God.  We can not know the other things about him, until we know this about him.


Here Isaiah uses poetic language:


Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand



and marked off the heavens with a span,


Enclosed the dust of the earth with a measure



and weighed the mountains in the scales



And the hills in a balance.

Isaiah knew full well that God did not have a physical body.  He is causing his reader to think of God as an artist and a builder.  Like a man drinking from a stream, God measures the waters of the earth in his cupped hand.  But unlike us, it is all the oceans, rivers and lakes.  Like a carpenter, he has laid out his materials with a measuring device before he starts to build.  Like a janitor, he scoops up all the dirt and dust that exists onto a measuring scale.  He toss on the mountains and the hills as well.


Who is big enough to take these measurements?  Only God.  God the creator knows all these weights and measurements.  Even without using an actual scale, he knows the answers.


And not only material things, who is it that has taught God about wisdom and justice?  You and I and every human being have had teachers.  Who is it that sent God to school to learn his lessons? Who is it that tutored him on right and wrong?  No one.

This is interesting because the biggest intellectual reason people give to disbelieve in God is the “problem of evil.”  God can’t exist, they say, because there is evil in the World. Certainly a good and almighty being would get rid of evil.  However, do you notice what happens with this?  The doubter becomes the teacher of God. We ask him to pass our examination on Justice.  The unbeliever becomes the prosecutor of God.  We condemn him for failing to meet our standards!


For those who ask where God is in tragedy – the answer is that God is the creator of heaven and earth – he is everywhere present.  He is the creator of truth and Justice – he is the standard we use.

Question 2:  What is God Like? – v. 18-20


We understand most things by comparing them to other things.  If I asked, what does George W. Bush look like?  You could say, “He looks a lot like Ralph.”  If I ask, what does rattlesnake meat taste like? You might answer, “It tastes like chicken.”  We say: He sings like Willy Nelson.  She drives like Mario Andtretti.  They are as decisive as Brett Favre.  It is hotter than frying pan.


So people have tried to compare God to other tings.  God is like the Sun – that is, he is above everything else.  God is like a mountain – he is too big to be moved.  God is like a mother hen – he cares for his young.  God is like a Father.  God is a just judge.  God is a farmer.


These are OK as long as we know that they are limited.  God is like a mountain, for example, except that he is alive and he is not made out of rocks.  He is like the Sun, except that he made the sun.


In Isaiah’s day people made statues of God.  They depicted their Gods as things from creation.  Maybe they used a golden calf, as Aaron made at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  Or maybe it was a lion, an alligator, an egg or a king.   Then they worshipped these statues that they made.  They convinced themselves that the statue that they made with their own hands was their God.


But an idol of God or silver, stone or jewels is only a thing that can not listen or speak. It can not move or talk.


We don’t do that in the 21st Century.  No we write books.  We write books to say that God is no longer capable of judgment, because he is love and only love.  And he is loving as we decide to define love.  We don’t bother to ask how we know this is true; we just say that it must be true.


So we create idols of words and ideas.


Isaiah is telling us that we can not depend on our images of God.  It does not matter if it is a physical image or a verbal image.  No image of God is true.  We can only worship God as he is.


Israel depended on a God they believe would never let anything bad happen to Jerusalem.  They were wrong.  So either God does not exist, or they do not know who he is.

Question 3 – Haven’t you been paying attention?  V. 21-25


Another way to ask this is: What do you already know?  If they had been paying attention in class they would know their bible lessons.  There they would know that God did some amazing things:


The spoke, and the world came to exist.   How powerful do you have to be to speak and things happen?  God did not scoop up mud and sticks and create the world. He spoke and created the world.  He created the world from stuff that he created.


So to God we are small things.  We are to him the size that grass hoppers are to us.  


Would any of you loose in a fight to the death with a grasshopper?  I have yet to read in the Wisconsin State Journal the headline that says, “Man killed in hand to hand combat with a grass hopper.”  No, the record is People 100, Grass Hoppers 0.


God created the heavens out – like a tent.  We live in this universe, and it was for God easier than it is for us to pitch a tent.  I can put up the family tent in about 20 minutes.  


God establishes Kings and Presidents and then they are swept away.  IF they do not fall form power any other way, they eventually get old and die.  And the great and mighty king dies, withers and is blown away like the dust.


So who is stronger, Babylon or God?  Who is stronger, Atheists or God?  Who is stronger, religion or God?  Who is stronger, Western Civilization or God?

Who is wiser, the University which studies the world  or the Creator  of the world?
Question 4 – Again, who is God like?   V. 25-26


The fourth question repeats the second question.  Do you think Isaiah forgot that he already covered this point?  No, I think it is that we have a very hard time remembering this point.


So now he says that God is the shepherd of the Stars.  Do you know how many starts there are?  No, neither do I.  We would make bad star shepherds.  Shepherds know the number and the names of their sheep.  


So the Lord brings about the nightly parade of stars.  He knows their number and their intensity.  He knows their distance and their age.


There is that guy who lets you name a star after somebody.  I think this is hilarious. What does he do, go and put a name plate on it?  Who would know if he gives two names to any particular star?


The Lord knows.  


You and I only have physical life, our crops only grow, our climate is livable only because the Sun is there constantly day after day.  


Can you move it or turn it higher or lower?  No. I didn’t think so.


God has a flock of millions or billions of stars. He gives them birth and he puts them to death.  

Question 5 – Why do you despair? – v. 27-31


I am indebted to the commentary by Alec Motyer.  He points out that the center point of this speech is verse 27.  this whole chapter centers around a false claim that was said by the people of God.

We should not be so hard on them.  If you or I lose a job, or get cancer, or even a flat tire, we might find ourselves asking: Where is God?  How did he let this happen?


Israel, as we hve said, has faced its Pearl Harbor an 911 and H1N1 crisis.  Their world was destroyed, turned inside out and shaken out.  In their problem, they asked: where is God?  They said,

“My way is hidden from the LORD;

My cause is disregarded by my God.”

So we are reminded of what we know about God – v. 28-29.  Put this thought about God in your minds.  Let this theology sink into your head.  You whose thoughts are filled with questions should focus your mind on this statement:  God is almighty.  He does not grow weary.  He gives strength to the weary.

And then there is the prescription.  Are you sick from despair? Are you utterly defeated?  Are you filled with fear?  Then turn from looking at your troubles, and look to the Almighty.

“Those who put their hope in the Lord will renew their strength,

They will soar on wings like eagles; They will run and not get weary,

They will walk and not faint.”

Through Jeremiah, another prophet of this time, the word came that after 70 years, the people would return.  And under Ezra and Nehemiah they did return.  Through Isaiah and other prophets they received promise that the Son of God, the Anointed, the King of the Earth would come, and he did, in a stable in Bethlehem, announced by angels, visited by shepherds, and by Wise men from Babylon.
