LAST SUNDAY IN THE CHURCH YEAR         ISAIAH 51: 4-6                NOVEMBER 22, 2015
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
     EVERY TIME WE LOSE SOMETHING WE ARE REMINDED THAT NOTHING LASTS FOREVER.  CHANGE IS ALL AROUND US.  THIS IS WHY WE LONG FOR CERTAIN THINGS IN OUR LIVES THAT DO NOT CHANGE.  LIKE HOW WE CELEBRATE THE HOLIDAYS:  THANKSGIVING, CHRISTMAS, AND EASTER.  THEY SAY THAT "VARIETY IS THE SPICE OF LIFE" BUT TOO MUCH VARIETY CAN LEAD TO CHAOS AND INSECURITY.  VARIETY IS ONLY MEANINGFUL IN THE CONTEXT OF THINGS THAT DO NOT CHANGE.  FOR ME AND MY SIBLINGS OUR PARENTS' HOMES REPRESENTED SUCH STABILITY IN THE MIDST OF SO MUCH CHANGE.  AFTER FORTY-SEVEN YEARS IT WAS HARD TO SELL OUR PARENTS' HOME IN BELLEVUE.  AND BEFORE THAT IT WAS HARD TO WALK THROUGH THEIR HOUSE AND KNOW THAT THEY WERE NO LONGER THERE.   BUT THE ULTIMATE SIGN OF STABILITY AND SECURITY FOR US CHRISTIANS IS OUR GOD AND OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST. AS WE READ IN THE BOOK OF HEBREWS:  JESUS CHRIST IS THE SAME YESTERDAY AND TODAY AND FOREVER" (13: 8, ESV).  JESUS NEVER CHANGES. HE IS ALWAYS OUR LOVING SAVIOR WHO GIVES US ETERNAL LIFE.   AND TO HAVE THIS ETERNAL LIFE GOD REMINDS US THIS MORNING THROUGH THE PROPHET ISAIAH THAT WE MUST HAVE "THE RIGHT FOCUS" 
I.   TO FOCUS ON SOMETHING MEANS TO GIVE IT YOUR UNDIVIDED ATTENTION.  AS CHRISTIANS WE CAN FOCUS ON ONE OF TWO THINGS:  THE WORLD WE LIVE IN….OR ON JESUS CHRIST.   AND IT MAKES A BIG DIFFERENCE.  HOW SO?  WELL ALL THOSE WHO FOCUS ON THIS WORLD WILL COME TO END…BUT ALL OF THOSE WHO FOCUS ON JESUS CHRIST WILL LAST FOREVER..
     A.   SOMETIMES I THINK WE CONFUSE A LONG TIME AND FOREVER.  JUST BECAUSE SOMETHING LASTS FOR A LONG TIME……DOESN'T MEAN IT WILL LAST FOREVER.  THE ROMAN EMPIRE LASTED FOR ABOUT ONE THOUSAND YEARS….THAT'S A LONG TIME. ………..BUT IT'S NOT FOREVER.   AND SO IT IS IN SPORTS…CERTAIN TEAMS HAVE SUCH DOMINANCE FOR SO LONG THAT THEY ARE REFERRED TO AS SPORTS "DYNASTIES".   BUT EVENTUALLY THEY TOO COME TO AN END.   AFTER GOING TO TWO SUPER BOWLS THE SEAHAWKS DON'T LOOK LIKE THE SAME TEAM…. HAVE THEY LOST THEIR FOCUS?    WELL….HOW ABOUT THE UNIVERSE?  IT'S BEEN AROUND FOR A LONG TIME……TRUE….BUT A LONG TIME IS STILL NOT FOREVER AS GOD SAYS THROUGH ISAIAH:  "…THE HEAVENS WILL VANISH LIKE SMOKE AND THE EARTH WILL WEAR OUT LIKE A GARMENT AND THEY WHO DWELL IN IT WILL DIE IN LIKE MANNER" (V4, ESV).    GOD CREATED THE UNIVERSE…..AND HE WILL DESTROY THE UNIVERSE.  AND WHEN WILL THAT HAPPEN?  WHEN JESUS RETURNS TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD.  AND THEN HE WILL CREATE A NEW UNIVERSE………..A NEW HEAVEN AND A NEW EARTH.  AND ALL OF THOSE WHO HAVE FOCUSED ON JESUS IN THIS WORLD WILL LIVE WITH HIM IN THAT NEW WORLD TO COME…..BUT ALL OF THOSE WHO HAVE FOCUSED ON THIS WORLD WILL HAVE THE SAME FATE AS THIS WORLD AS GOD SAYS, "…AND THEY WHO DWELL IN IT WILL DIE IN LIKE MANNER" (V4, ESV) BECAUSE JESUS WILL SAY 
TO THEM, "DEPART FROM ME, ALL YOU WORKERS OF EVIL!’  IN THAT PLACE THERE WILL BE WEEPING AND GNASHING OF TEETH" (LUKE 13: 27, 28 ESV).        
     B.  BUT FOR THOSE WHO FOCUSED THEIR LIVES ON GOD'S SALVATION IN JESUS CHRIST THEY WILL HAVE ETERNAL LIFE……BECAUSE AS GOD SAYS THROUGH ISAIAH, "MY SALVATION WILL BE FOREVER" (V. 6, ESV).   FOREVER.  THAT'S LONGER THAN A LONG TIME…THE YEAR 2015 WILL SOON BE COMING TO AN END…..AND THE NEW YEAR 2016 WILL BE HERE.  AND WE ARE ALWAYS HOPEFUL THAT THE NEW YEAR WILL BE BETTER THAN THE OLD YEAR…BUT, EVEN THOUGH THERE MIGHT BE SMALL IMPROVEMENTS HERE OR THERE……..NOTHING REALLY CHANGES….THERE WILL BE UNEXPECTED TROUBLES AND SUFFERING LIKE THE RECENT TERRORIST ATTACK IN PARIS…...ONE MOMENT PARIS WAS JUST FINE…AND THEN…WELL, IN A MOMENT EVERYTHING CHANGED...…AND THIS WORLD IS NEVER WHAT WE WOULD LIKE IT TO BE.   .THERE ARE ALWAYS PROBLEMS……. IN THE WORLD, IN OUR COUNTRY, IN OUR FAMILIES……AND YES, IN OUR OWN PERSONAL LIVES……PROBLEM AFTER PROBLEM.  JUST WHEN YOU THINK THINGS CANNOT BECOME WORSE….WELL, THINGS BECOME WORSE.  ON THE OTHER HAND… AT TIMES, LIFE SEEMS TO BE GOING PRETTY GOOD AND THEN OUT OF NO WHERE THERE IS A PROBLEM OR CRISIS. …………BUT NOT SO IN THAT NEW WORLD THAT HAS BEEN PROMISED…, THAT NEW HEAVEN AND EARTH THAT GOD WILL CREATE FOR THOSE WHO HAVE FOCUSED ON JESUS AS JOHN SAYS IN THE BOOK OF REVELATION:  "THEN I SAW A NEW HEAVEN AND A NEW EARTH, FOR THE FIRST HEAVEN AND THE FIRST EARTH HAD PASSED AWAY….AND GOD HIMSELF WILL BE WITH THEM…. HE WILL WIPE AWAY EVERY TEAR FROM THEIR EYES, AND DEATH SHALL BE NO MORE, NEITHER SHALL THERE BE MOURNING, NOR CRYING, NOR PAIN ANYMORE, FOR THE FORMER THINGS HAVE PASSED AWAY.” (21: 1, 3, 4, ESV).  A WORLD WITHOUT SIN, A WORLD WITHOUT PROBLEMS, A WORLD WITHOUT DEATH….THIS IS GOD'S PROMISE TO US IN JESUS CHRIST AND IT WILL NEVER COME TO AN END AS GOD SAYS THROUGH ISAIAH:  "…MY SALVATION WILL BE FOREVER…." (V. 6.)  FOREVER…..THAT'S LONGER THAN A LONG TIME… AS JESUS ASSURES US IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON:  "HEAVEN AND EARTH WILL PASS AWAY, BUT MY WORDS WILL NOT PASS AWAY" (MARK 13: 31).   SO WE SANG IN OUR SERMON HYMN:  "I'M BUT A STRANGER HERE.  HEAV'N IS MY HOME "DO WE REALLY BELIEVE THIS?  THAT WE ARE STRANGER IN THIS WORLD AND THAT OUR REAL HOME …OUR PERMANENT HOME IS YET TO COME?  HOW OFTEN DO WE THINK ABOUT THIS?
II...  ALL OF THIS IS TO REMIND OF US WHERE OUR LIFE FOCUS SHOULD BE……NOT ON THIS WORLD WHICH WILL ONE DAY PASS AWAY……..BUT ON GOD AND HIS PROMISES IN JESUS CHRIST WHICH ARE ETERNAL.
      A.  OF COURSE, THIS IS MUCH EASER SAID THAN DONE.  IT IS SO MUCH EASIER TO FOCUS OUR 
LIVES ON WHAT WE CAN SEE AND HEAR AND TOUCH.   IT IS SO MUCH EASIER TO SEEK THE IMMEDIATE GRATIFICATION FROM THE THINGS THAT THE WORLD CAN GIVE US……RATHER THAN 
WAIT PATIENTLY FOR THE BLESSINGS OF THE NEXT WORLD TO COME.   WE KNOW THIS WORLD WE CURRENTLY LIVE IN VERY WELL…….BUT THAT "OTHER" WORLD THAT HAS BEEN PROMISED…. WELL…IT OFTEN SEEMS RATHER…. DISTANT, HARD TO IMAGINE AND KIND OF "IFFY".    IN THIS WAY WE ARE NOT MUCH DIFFERENT FROM IMPATIENT CHILDREN WHO DON'T HAVE THE PATIENCE TO WAIT FOR SOMETHING…. BUT HAVE TO HAVE IT RIGHT NOW.  HOW HARD IT WILL BE FOR CHILDREN TO WAIT UNTIL CHRISTMAS…. AND SO IT IS WITH US…IT IS OF COURSE TRUE THAT THE BLESSINGS OF THIS WORLD CAN OFFER US SO MUCH…….BUT STILL IT IS TEMPORARY……..IT WILL ALL BE TAKEN AWAY FROM US WHEN WE DIE…ALL OF IT……BUT PEOPLE DON'T CARE…THEY LIVE FOR THE MOMENT…….AS THE SAYING GOES, 'YOU ONLY GO AROUND ONCE IN LIFE SO GRAB ALL THE GUSTO YOU CAN"  SO SAD…PEOPLE LIVING THEIR LIVES AS IF THIS IS THE ONLY LIFE THERE WILL EVER BE AND NEVER GIVING ANY THOUGHT ABOUT THAT WORLD TO COME….  IT IS IMMATURE AND CHILDISH TO FOCUS ON THE BLESSINGS OF THIS LIFE AND IGNORE THE BLESSINGS OF ETERNAL LIFE.  AND AS WE GET OLDER AND REALIZE JUST HOW SHORT THIS LIFE IS……OR AT LEAST WE SHOULD….AS THE PSALMIST SAYS, "SO TEACH US TO NUMBER OUR DAYS THAT WE MAY GET A HEART OF WISDOM" (PSALM 90: 12, ESV).
     B.  MY DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS…….THE FOCUS OF OUR LIVES HAS ETERNAL CONSEQUENCES………WE WILL EITHER PERISH WILL THIS WORLD….OR HAVE ETERNAL LIFE WITH JESUS IN THE NEXT.  AND SO WE NEED TO BE CONSTANTLY REMIND OF THIS…BUT GOD ALWAYS APPEALS TO US TO KEEP OUR FOCUS ON JESUS……AS HE SAYS THROUGH ISAIAH, "GIVE ATTENTION TO ME, MY PEOPLE…I WILL SET MY JUSTICE FOR A LIGHT TO THE PEOPLES" (V. 4).   THIS WAS FULFILLED IN THE LIFE, DEATH, AND RESURRECTION OF JESUS CHRIST AS WE SING IN OUR POST COMMUNION COLLECT:  "LORD, NOW YOU LET YOUR SERVANT GO IN PEACE; YOU WORD HAS BEEN FULFILLED.  MY OWN EYES HAVE SEEN THE SALVATION WHICH YOU HAVE PREPARED IN THE SIGHT OF EVERY PEOPLE:………A LIGHT TO REVEAL YOU TO THE NATIONS……..AND THE GLORY OF YOUR PEOPLE ISRAEL".   THE WORLD IS FILLED WITH INJUSTICE WHICH IS ANOTHER WORD FOR SIN.  BUT JESUS CHRIST ENTERED OUR WORLD ON THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS TO ESTABLISH JUSTICE IN THIS WORLD….IN JESUS CHRIST THERE IS PERFECT JUSTICE AND A NEW CREATION….  HE BROUGHT JUSTICE INTO OUR WORLD BY LIVING A PERFECT HOLY LIFE OF LOVE ……AND BY PAYING THE PENALTY FOR SIN BY DYING ON THE CROSS AND BEING FORSAKEN OF GOD …….  CANCELING OUR DEBT OF SIN TO GOD.  IN JESUS CHRIST GOD'S JUSTICE HAS BEEN SATISFIED AND REVEALED AS A LIGHT TO THE DARK WORLD WE LIVE IN.  AND HOW DO WE FOCUS ON JESUS?  WE FOCUS ON JESUS AS WE HEAR HIS WORD PREACHED AND TAUGHT, AS WE DAILY REMEMBER OUR BAPTISMAL PROMISES AND AS WE FREQUENTLY RECEIVE HIS BODY AND BLOOD IN HIS SUPPER FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS…AND LIVE A LIFE THAT IS PLEASING TO HIM.. 
CONCLUSION:   BUT THIS WORLD…AND THE THINGS IN THIS WORLD ARE CONSTANTLY TRYING TO DISTRACT US FROM JESUS    IT HAPPENS ALL THE TIME WHEN YOUNG CHRISTIANS LEAVE HOME AND GO OFF TO COLLEGE OR A JOB.  MONEY AND THE ACCUMULATION OF THINGS ARE EASY TO FOCUS ON………AND IN THE PROCESS IT IS EASY TO FORGET THE ONE DAY THAT JESUS WILL RETURN TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD…….AND THAT ON THAT DAY WE WILL STAND BEFORE HIM……..AND SO WE NEED TO BE CONSTANTLY REMINDED OF THESE THINGS SO THAT WE CAN KEEP OUR FOCUS ON JESUS….THAT'S WHY GOD SAYS THROUGH ISAIAH: "GIVE ATTENTION TO ME…..GIVE EAR TO ME" (V. 4)………"LIFT UP YOUR EYES TO THE HEAVENS AND LOOK AT THE EARTH BENEATH" (V. 5.)  AND JESUS SAYS TO US IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON:  "THEREFORE STAY AWAKE--FOR YOU DO NOT KNOW WHEN THE MASTER OF THE HOUSE WILL COME….LEST HE COME SUDDENLY AND FIND YOU ASLEEP.  AND WHAT I SAY TO YOU I SAY TO ALL: STAY AWAKE" (MARK 13: 35-37).   WE GIVE ATTENTION TO GOD… WE STAY AWAKE, AS WE FOCUS ON JESUS BY FOCUSING ON HIS WORD AND HIS SACRAMENTS……AND BY LIVING A LIFE THAT IS PLEASING TO HIM…YES…AS WE FOCUS ON HIM…WE WILL BE READY….READY.. TO MEET HIM WITH JOY…. WHEN HE RETURNS TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD AS HE SAYS IN REVELATION 2: 10:  

"BE FAITHFUL UNTO DEATH, AND I WILL GIVE YOU THE CROWN OF LIFE"..  AMEN…COME LORD JESUS.…... ….   AMEN.
