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May God’s grace fill your hearts and your minds through trust in him by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  

The Word of God I’m sharing with you today is in Isaiah 54:1-3; and it reads:

   “Sing, O barren woman, you who never bore a child; burst into song, shout for joy, you who were never in labor; because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband,” says the Lord.

   “Enlarge the place of your tent, stretch your tent curtains wide, do not hold back; lengthen your cords, strengthen your stakes.

   For you will spread out to the right and to the left; your descendants will dispossess nations and settle in their desolate cities.”

   This is the Word of our Lord.

IT’S TIME TO GROW

In Jesus Christ,to whom all authority in heaven and on earth has been given and who rules and reigns invisibly, but rules and reigns yet still over all the earth; and you and I are laborers in His kingdom, my dear friends.

In an era of corporate downsizing, factory closures, and widespread layoffs, God says to us, “Get ready to grow.”  In a time when mutual funds are half the value they used to be, stocks are taking a nosedive, and salaries are either frozen or shrinking, God says to us, “Get ready to grow.”

In a period when church attendance is far below what it normally is and our offerings are suffering from the summer slump, God says to us as a church, “Get ready.  Get ready to grow.”  At a time when our church body, the Wisconsin Synod, is suffering severe financial setbacks, closing missions and recalling missionaries, cutting staff in its prep schools and college, God says to us as a church body, “Get ready to grow.”  Get ready to grow?  “Yes, get ready to grow,” says your God.

God is telling us to lift our eyes up off of our current problems and struggles and onto him and onto our future glory.  God, in this part of his word, called Israel a “barren woman, who never bore a child”.  You have to understand that bareness was considered a curse by God for married women; and to be called barren at that time meant that they were very unfruitful and unproductive.  Isaiah was looking ahead to the time during and after the captivity, to a time when the walls of Jerusalem will have been torn down, the temple of Jerusalem – that beautiful magnificent temple Solomon built – will have been totally leveled so there was not one stone on top of another.  

At that time when there was only a remnant of the Israelites remaining, God called them barren.  It was a time when there was lots of bad news and negative reports circulating.  Nehemiah, for example, was the cupbearer of the king in Persia; and the reports he heard coming back from Jerusalem were depressing. He asked the king for permission to go back to Jerusalem to help rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and make those people safe once again.  According to all outward appearances, life looked bleak.  That’s when God says, “Sing, O barren woman, burst into song, shout for joy.”  Why?  “Because you’re going to grow”, God says.  

Here at St. Mark’s we can focus on bad news.  Our eyes can be focused on the attendance and why it’s so low and why aren’t there more people here in church?  It could be on the fact that we are taking in $14,000 for operating expenses each week instead of the $22,000 that we need.  We could be sitting here wondering, as the 2004 budget time approaches, how are we going to fund our Hispanic ministry, and can we really afford to keep that fourth pastor?  And news can be negative, and the situation can look bleak.  

Barren time?  Unfruitful time?  I don’t think so.  There’s lots of great things happening in this church, and there’s lots of blessings; there’s lots of people who are active and involved; and God is growing us his people.  We are bringing in more people each year than most of the other churches all together around us; and we baptized ten adults alone so far this year.  God’s hand of blessing is on this church, and He’s calling us to respond to it.

This next week our synod will meet in convention, and most of the news you hear around synod these days has been rather black and bleak.  I hear a lot of people whining and complaining and pointing fingers of accusation here and there.  That’s because they’re approaching it the way humans do – not the way Christians are called to.  We can get our eyes on the ground, on the problems.  We can whine and we can complain and we can grumble and we can cry; or we can lift our eyes up.  And God is saying to us as a church body, “Sing; burst into song, shout for joy.”  Why?  “Because you’re going to grow.”

Now let’s get this straight.  God is the one who does the growing.  It’s not contemporary worship services or slick programs or anything else that does the growing.  It’s God who does the growing.  That’s the work of the Holy Spirit when He takes control of a person’s heart.  God’s Spirit works when His word is heard and shared and read and preached.  That’s when God goes to work in human hearts.  For example, as God says in Isaiah 55:11 (the next chapter), “so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”  God’s Word works.  It will turn your life around. It will turn your marriage around. It will turn a church around, and it will turn a church body around.

What about you sitting in the pew?  Perhaps you’re laid off, or maybe the prospect for being laid off looks pretty grim.  Perhaps your current situation looks rather bleak – you’re working harder and longer for less and less.  And you know what this is?  This is a call to faith.  This is a challenge to believe big in a big God.  “And who is this God?” you ask.  Well, a couple of verses down it says, “For your Maker is your husband – the Lord Almighty is his name – the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer; he is called the God of all the earth.”  (Is. 54:5)  

Consider who was saying “Get ready to grow”.  This is the God who made all things out of nothing, who called it into existence by His almighty word.  This is the God who led his people out of slavery in Egypt in an impossible situation, against insurmountable odds, and he delivered his people from slavery.  This is the God who backed a young teenage boy against the giant named Goliath, and gave him the ability to defeat the giant.  

This is the God who goes to work on our problems and on our troubles and overcomes.  We must never forget that God took a ragtag bag of mixed-nut disciples, a small handful of men, and told them, “I want you to go into all the world and preach the Gospel to every creature.  I want you to make disciples of all nations.” – Just a handful of men; and they did it in the span of one generation.  God does great amazing things through small beginnings of faith.  Remember, this is a call to faith.  This is the challenge to believe big in a big God.  It was Jesus who said “With man these things are impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Mt. 19:26) Jesus is the same Redeemer who says to us in Is 54:8, “with everlasting kindness I will have compassion on you,” says the Lord your Redeemer;’ and who promises us in Is 54:10, Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed,” says the Lord, who has compassion on you.’ 

My friends, keep in mind that these words were written following the greatest chapter that had ever been written in the history of mankind.  If all of Scripture and all of writing had been lost except for Chapter 53 of the Book of Isaiah, you and I and everyone would know enough to be saved.  Who is this who tells us, “Get ready to grow.”?  This is the God who took up our infirmities.  This is the God who carried our sorrows.  This is the One who was stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.  This was the God who was pierced, by nail and spear, for our transgressions.  This is the God who was crushed, not with the weight of a wooden cross, but with the weight of our sins and our guilt, who was crushed for our iniquities.  This is the One who was punished so that we might have peace – by his wounds we are healed.  This is the God on whom the Lord laid the iniquity of us all.  This is the One who was oppressed and afflicted, who was led like a lamb to the slaughter.  This is the One who was taken away, who was cut off from the land of the living, as He hung suspended on the cross and said, (Luke 23:46) “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”, who offered Himself and His life as a sacrifice so that you and I could be rescued, delivered, and saved for all of eternity.

This is the One who, again, saw the light of life and overcame the grave, overcame death; so there is no problem, no obstacle, nothing standing in our way – no mountain too big for our God to smash.  Our God can deliver you and me, our church, our church body from any problem and any trouble it is facing.  This is a call to faith, a challenge to believe big in a big God - to us as individuals as we face our own individual struggles in life, to us as a church as we face what we think are mountains in our path, and to us as a church body as we face times of trial and times of testing in our life.  Get ready to grow.

Getting ready to grow is not always easy, nor is it always fun.  It involves work – lots of hard work and discipline on our part.  God will stretch us, but he stretches us to strengthen us.  He says, “Enlarge the place of your tent, stretch your tent curtains wide, do not hold back; lengthen your cords, strengthen your stakes.”  He says, “Enlarge, stretch, do not hold back; lengthen, and strengthen” – those are all action words.  God is calling us to action.

Do you ever wonder what are the reasons for barrenness in our life?  I believe there are two.  I believe when we allow time and distance to get between us and God, that when we drift away from God, little time spent with Him, little or no time spent in His word, worship is hit or miss, or this [once a week worship] is all the contact we have with God, it’s not enough.  It’s not enough to sustain us.  It’s not enough to grow us.  It’s not enough to fuel us.  It’s not enough to equip us in the battles we’ve got to fight between now and the next time we worship.  When we drift away from God, we should not be surprised when there are barren times in our life.  It’s our fault – our doing. If there is distance between you and God, who moved?  Not God.  “Draw near to God – He will draw near to you,” Scripture says. “God is not far from each one of us.” 

I believe the other reason is there is no personal spiritual growth taking place in our lives.  When there are problems, when there are crises like there are in our church body or there are going on around us, I don’t believe they grow character as much as they reveal character.  Character is built in the little things we do day by day, the times we spend disciplining ourselves in prayer, in time in His word, and in worship and Bible study – those are the times that God grows our character.  Crises and struggles in life reveal and test our character.  And I believe that how people respond next week at our Wisconsin Synod convention will reveal the character inside our church body.

And the way that you and I as a church handle the problems and obstacles that we are faced with will determine the character of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church.  We need to be engaged in personal, spiritual growth.  In 2 Peter (1:3a) he said, (God’s) divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.  Everything we need God has already provided – it’s at our fingertips, he says.  He says, For this very reason, make every effort – he didn’t say “Make an effort, take a stab at it” – make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. (v.5-7)

I said,  “Whoa!  Wait a minute, Lord.  Back up a few.  I gotta work on the first couple I haven’t even gotten.past goodness yet.”  You know, I started reading through this list and I realized I got a lot of things I need to work on.  And I hope you do too.  You and I will never be done growing.  We are continually Christians under construction by God.  But listen to what he says.  For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. (v.8)  And the reason why we are ineffective and unproductive is because we are not taking the time, practicing the discipline to grow ourselves spiritually.  That takes hard work and it takes time and it takes commitment; and it’s not fun and it’s not easy.  

That’s why God says stretch, enlarge, lengthen, strengthen, and pound those stakes in strong and deep.  How many of you have ever been to a circus where they set up one of those big tents?  Quite a few!  Isn’t that pretty cool?  Did you ever watch them do that?  As they’re driving those huge stakes in and they’re stretching out those tents, God is saying to us, “Stretch your tents; stretch your church.”  

You see, God wants us to reach our members who have stopped coming to church, who are drifting and straying away from God. God wants you and me to go after them, to win them back, and to experience the incredible joy of knowing that we’ve rescued someone from the fire.  

God wants us, as a church, to reach the lost in our community.  He wants us to reach out to the Hispanics in our community.  He is the One who has built that ministry in our midst.  God wants us to reach the lost in all the world.  That’s why we join the Wisconsin Synod and other fellow like-minded Christians to accomplish this – to get the Gospel out.  Now is not a time to hold back.  Now is not a time to hold back our prayers.  Now is not a time to hold back our offerings.  “Lord, I’m laid off.”  Now is not a time to be holding back.  

Now is not a time to be holding back personal involvement, personal action on our part as we get involved in other people’s lives, as we get involved in ministries, perhaps for the first time, and join as part of a larger mission that God is trying to accomplish in changing lives, impacting our community and reaching our world.  It may not be easy nor fun at the time, but stretching and lengthening is essential for growth as a church, as a synod, and as an individual Christian.

This is a call to growth, to personal growth and maturity in our faith; and it’s the call to action.  This is a call to pray big, to pay big, to play big, and to work big because our God worked big on our behalf.  What our Lord did through His Son on the cross He did for all people in our world; and He chooses you and me to be a part of His team in reaching out to them and bringing them in, whether they’re in India or Thailand or Latin America, on a street corner in Watertown or wherever they may be.  They could be on Fourth Street or on the north end of town; they could be living behind you or right next door, or maybe in your own home. 

It’s time that we get on God’s team.  It’s time that we stretch ourselves, do things that we’ve never done before.  God is not content to let us stay the way we are.  We sang “just as we are” – God let’s us come in just as we are. It doesn’t mean He wants us to stay that way.  He wants us to grow, and He wants us to stretch and let the Gospel loose.  When we let the Gospel loose, be it in our hearts, in our homes, in our church, in our community, or in our world, incredible things happen.  That’s when God will provide supernatural growth.  That’s when God says to us here, “You are going to spread out to the right and to the left; your descendants will dispossess nations and settle in their desolate cities.”  

You remember what God said to Abraham when he was seventy-five years old and had no children?  He said, “Abraham, your descendants are going to be as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore.”  Abraham is ninety-nine, twenty-four years later he is still waiting for that promise to come true.  Sarah is ninety, and they’re wondering “Lord, did you forget about your promise?”  God took that barren woman, and from her came our Savior, and the whole nation of Israel.  God kept His work.  He provided supernatural growth through one promise given to one man. Paul used this incident in Abraham’s life as an example of faith for us in Ro 4:18 ff, “Against all hope [all human reasons for hope], Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations…he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.” And God kept his Word to Abraham. He still does, my friends. He is a God you can trust. For example I gave my son in Iraq a passage written later in this chapter to read and trust (Is 54:17), ”No weapon forged against you will prevail.” You can trust with your problems and struggles, your doubts and fears, a God who was willing to die on a cross to rescue you and free you forever.

Remember when the Israelites had their back to the water, the Red Sea?  Remember when the Egyptian Army was coming at them?  There was no place for them to run, no place for them to escape, no place for them to turn to.  And you know what Moses told them to do?  Nothing.  He said, “I don’t want you to do anything – “you need only stand still”.  You watch today.  Stand firm.  You’re going to see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today.  The Egyptians you see today you will never see again.”  “Sit back”, God says; and you watch His Gospel go to work on your marriage, on your problems, on your troubles, on your community, in this church, and this world; and God will provide the supernatural growth.

The New Testament Church was persecuted in Jerusalem.  From all outward appearances, it looked like it was going to die and be destroyed.  And what happened?  It spread from Jerusalem to Judea and to Samaria and to the ends of the earth.  God provided supernatural growth.  This is a call to stand back and watch God go to work on our problems.  When we set the Gospel loose in our hearts, in our homes, in our church, and our Wisconsin Synod, we watch God go to work.  

This is a time for us to trust that God will do (as Ephesians says) exceedingly abundantly more than you can even ask or imagine.  It’s a time for us to expect great things from God and attempt great things for God.  This is a time to pray big, to plan big, to act big.  This is a time for you and me to get ready to grow.  Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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