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Grace, mercy and “Happy New Year” from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, as we move our hearts and homes into the Advent season. 

Anybody here ever been “picked on” at some time or another? There was a sign on one of the local schools recently that said, more or less anyway, “No bullies allowed!” What a simple solution to the problem!  I bet that when all the bullies saw the sign, they said to themselves, “Well, that does it for us. We’re going to give back all the lunch money we stole and stop stuffing geeks into their lockers!”    
In the famous movie that will be shown throughout the Advent season, “The Christmas Story,” Ralphie and Randy were constantly bullied by Scud Farcus and his gang. Ralphie didn’t think he’d live long enough to receive his Daisy Red Ryder BB Gun. He probably wished that his Father would beat the cookies out of Farcus, but in the end, Ralphie worked up the confidence to confront the situation. 
Confidence is important, whether it’s a school exam, your driver’s license exam, a date with that “special person” or a job interview. When I was sixteen, I was SO confident that I would pass my driver’s test that I had already asked my parents for the car that night and had lined up a date! My confidence was not well rewarded…… when I made an illegal turn and failed the test! I had to redevelop my confidence before my next visit……..and then I passed.
Fundamental to understand the Advent Season is OUR CONFIDENCE in CHRIST’S COMING VISITATION. It’s more than a “will we make it to Christmas” question. As New Testament Christians we know the answer to that. Rather, the question is framed for us today in the words of the prophet Isaiah, written about 700 years before the birth of the Savior.  Throughout Isaiah’s lifetime, God didn’t seem interested in “being there” for His people. The northern ten tribes of Israel had been carried off into captivity by the Assyrians in 722…..something we can barely begin to imagine in our 21st century world…… and now the southern tribes were being threatened with as well. 
Their prayer was that GOD, THEIR FATHER would visit his vengeance on their enemies and save them. Listen to Isaiah’s words: Oh, that you would REND the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you! As when the fire sets twigs ablaze and causes water to boil, come and make your name known to your enemies and cause the nations to quake before you!”  
That was their prayer. That was their hope. They remembered how God had rescued them from Pharaoh’s army at the Red Sea, delivered the land to them and made them a great nation. Yet now, when the mighty Assyrian army was threatening them, it seemed that God had, using Isaiah’s words, “hidden his face from us and made us waste away because of our sins.” 

These are words we cannot ignore. BECAUSE OF OUR SINS. God’s people, with only a brief knowledge of their history, could not deny that they had fallen into a dreadful state of sin. Over and over again they entered into the worship of false gods. Time after time they had set up their own idols. Their behavior was often completely contrary to God’s commandments, and their so called “righteous acts” had become like “filthy rags,” a phrase that’s even far worse than it sounds.  
It’s no wonder that it seemed to them that God’s face was turned away.
Does that feeling ring a bell for you…….either now, or in the past??

There are times when we wonder why God doesn’t seem to be interested in answering our prayers. There are times when we have literally begged God our Father to REND THE HEAVENS and COME DOWN and make His presence known! On many Sunday mornings we celebrate “moments of Hope” and give thanks to God for His love and blessings, but it seems to me it’s just as often that people really wonder if God is even “there” for them. 

Remember the dark days immediately after 9-11? I had church members calling me asking if it was the end of the world. Then came the proliferation of “God bless America” bumper stickers, literal cries for God to come to our aid in the face of terrorism. In a nation where some are doing all they can to remove God from our culture, it’s almost spiritual arrogance to expect God to “visit vengeance” one someone else! 

In regard to sin, one way that God visits us as a JUDGE, and that, my friends, is a terrible visitation. It’s a VISITATION that we face each Sunday when we speak the words, “I a poor, miserable sinner, confess unto You all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended You and justly deserved Your temporal and eternal punishment.”  If THIS were our total experience with God, there would BE no Hope. There would BE no Good News!
But that’s NOT the whole story. Our text, written 2,700 years ago, reminds us that God has names other than JUDGE & AVENGER: namely, Redeemer and Father. Nowhere in the Old Testament is that more clearly portrayed than Isaiah.  Over and over again, 13 times in fact, Isaiah refers to God’s coming visitation as being our “REDEEMER.”  We can, Isaiah reminds us over and over again, be CONFIDENT in the coming Messiah to REDEEM us from our sins. 
It gets even BETTER! The other name that Isaiah ties to Redeemer is FATHER. Three times in this morning’s text alone, out of 15 total in the ENTIRE Old Testament, Isaiah reminds us to be CONFIDENT of God’s relationship with us as our heavenly Father. 

No matter how rich, warm, comforting and embracing your image of “father” might be…….or how shallow, self-serving, absent, or maybe even abusive your human experiences of “father” have been, God visits us, as Luther writes, out of “fatherly divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me.” It’s out of this fatherly and divine love for each one of us that God visits His people in a wise and wonderful way, seeking through Christ our Savior to restore each and every relationship with Him that sin has broken. 
This is the CONFIDENCE with which we approach the Advent Season, knowing that God is our FATHER and our REDEEMER. This is the confidence with which we can share the message of the Advent Season, that Jesus Christ is coming not ONLY as a judge, but also as our Savior. This is the confidence we can have in the Good News of the forgiveness of sins, life and salvation that He has won for us on the cross and makes available to each of us, free of charge. 
Notice how Isaiah ends today’s text? His words are so familiar to most of us. After all the troubles and grief God’s people had given Him and despite the threats facing his people, Isaiah shares with us this beautiful promise, which would make for any of us a wonderful prayer as we enter into the Advent season.

“Yet O Lord, You are our Father. We are the clay, you are the potter. We are all works of your hand.”  Isaiah writes words of confidence, knowing that God as our Creator and Father and Redeemer continues to shape and mold us into HIS people. Our confidence in the Love of God and His grace and mercy can be just as absolute as the yet-to-be-formed clay in the hands of the Master Potter.
And to that, the people of Hope say “AMEN!”
