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Partnering With God

We took down the Christmas tree yesterday in our house.  We put away the
outdoor lights.  I hated to see it go.  But we’ve moved on to another season.  Now we
are in the season of Epiphany.  It began on Thursday, when we celebrated the visit of
the Magi to honor Jesus and to worship Him.  In the church calendar, the season of
Epiphany goes on for seven weeks this year.

An epiphany is when God makes Himself known and we recognize who He is.  It
is an “Aha!” moment.  One moment you are unaware and clueless and in the dark.  The
next moment, God manifests Himself, and your eyes are opened, you know who He is,
and you can see the light shining in the darkness.

The Epiphany we celebrated on January 6 was when

• the wise men came from the East,

• they recognized that the star was a sign of the birth of a great king;

• they followed the star to the house where they found Jesus;

• they understood who He was;

• and they worshiped Him.

There are many moments in our lives when God manifests Himself.   If we are
paying attention, if we are ready, if we are willing to have Him knock our socks off, the
lights will come on for us.  Today, I want to talk about what our response to God ought
to be once we recognize Him for who He is.  The text I’m going to focus on is the one
we read a moment ago from the Prophet Isaiah, Chapter 42.  This passage speaks to
us on several levels.  It talks about the ancient Hebrew people as God’s servants.  It
speaks about Jesus, the Son of God.  And it speaks to us today.  God is speaking to us
across the centuries to tell us who we are and who we are going to be, and how God is
going to use us to pierce the darkness of the world.  Listen again to verses 5-6:

5 This is what God the LORD says—
he who created the heavens and stretched them out,
   who spread out the earth and all that comes out of it,
who gives breath to its people,
   and life to those who walk on it:
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6 “I, the LORD, have called you in righteousness;
   I will take hold of your hand.
I will keep you and will make you
   to be a covenant for the people
   and a light for the Gentiles…

Let’s spend a few minutes on these verses.  First of all, they tell us who God is.

• He created the heavens

• He created the earth

• He created everything that is on the earth

• He gives life and breath to all living things.

• God is responsible for everything.

• Without Him there would be nothing.

I look back on a time when I hadn’t really grasped all this about God.I was mostly
focused on myself.  I saw that I had certain abilities that allowed me to make it in the
world.  I made a good living.  I saw all I earned and bought as my own.  I made my own
decisions about what was important to me.  I made my own choices.  I made plans for
how I wanted my future to look.  But I was not at peace.

• I sweated blood to achieve something, and then,

o I worried about whether it was good enough;

o and immediately started striving for the next thing.

• I worked long hours to be able to buy stuff, and then,

o I worried about my stuff,

o I protected my stuff,

o And I found I wanted what other people had.

• I made my choices and my plans, and then,

o I worried about whether I had made the right choices,

o And I worried about whether the future was going to turn out right.
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 Maybe you can identify.  Let me ask you this:  If God created us and everything
we have; if He can bring it all to an abrupt close should He so choose, then what does
that say about how we go about our life?

• Is it our abilities that enable us to succeed?  Where did we get those abilities?

• Is it our hard work that puts bread on the table?  Who made it possible for us to
work? (See Deuteronomy 8:17-18)

• That stuff that we own:  do we really own it, if it all could cease to exist in the
blink of an eye?

• Those plans we make: how certain are they, when we don’t control the future?

When we realize that it is God who made us who we are, and gave us abilities
and gives us work and holds the future in His hands, then the lights come on for us.
When you have that Epiphany, that “aha” moment, and you realize how very great God
is and how very small you are, your eyes are opened.  You realize that everything you
have belongs to Him, and that He is simply giving it to you for you to make something
of it.  You realize that, if it were not for God, you would have nothing, be nothing and
hope for nothing.

And the big question is, when you realize those things, how should you respond?
The short answer is that we should respond humbly, thankfully and obediently.

• Knowing how very great God is and how very small we are should make us
humble.  “Come, let us bow down and bend the knee before our Lord and
Maker, for He is our God, and we are the people of His pasture and the sheep of
His hand.” (Psalm 95:6,7, in the words of the Venite, Book of Common Prayer, p.
82)

• Knowing that everything we have comes from God should make us grateful.  For
God loves us and is good to us.  Yes, he could have made it all come to an end
in the blink of an eye.  But He didn’t.  He loves us.  And He is redeeming this
broken world.  And He is inviting us to take what He gives us and participate in
this great work.  For that the only response is profound thankfulness.

• Knowing that God has given all things to us for a purpose should make us eager
to receive His guidance and to do what He asks of us.  “Speak, Lord, for your
servant is listening.” (1 Samuel 3:9)  “Here am I, Lord, Send me.” (Isaiah 6:8)

And when we approach God humbly, thankfully and with a willing spirit, it opens
us up to a new kind of life.  It opens us up to a life based not on illusions, but on the
truth of God.  Our reading from Isaiah walks us into that perspective.  “I, the Lord have,
called you In righteousness,” God says in verse 6.  What does that mean?  Righteous
means that our relationship with God is as it should be.  If we are righteous,
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• We are humble before God.

• We are in synch with God’s plans and purposes.

• And we are willing to invest ourselves in God’s work.

This week, those of you who are regular participants in the life of this
congregation received a “stewardship package” in the mail.  It includes a brochure in
which I talked of this perspective of our relationship with God.  And it includes two
forms which invite you to make a pledge for 2012—a pledge of money, and a pledge of
personal ministry.  We send out these invitations, because God has called us in
righteousness.  Having come to know Him and had the lights go on for us, we humble
ourselves before Him.  And in gratitude for all He has given us, we give back to Him.
We make our commitment to how we are going to be His light shining in the darkness.

• Some will commit to working in jails and prisons.

• Some will express a willingness to go on a mission trip.

• Some of us will commit to visiting homes to invite people to worship with us.

• Some will sign up to host coffee hour after worship.

• Some will minister to the hungry.

• Some will teach.

• Some will visit the sick.

Our pledge form lists 65 different ways we can serve God in thankfulness and
obedience, and there are many others.  And our pledges of how much money we will
contribute for the ministries of the Church will fund many of those ministries.

Now, none of this is easy for us.

• It is not easy to let go of the illusion that we are the “masters of our fate and the
captains of our souls.”1

• It is not easy for us to admit that without God we are nothing, without hope and a
future.

• It is not easy for us to make the sacrifices He asks us to make in order to love the
unlovable people in this world whom God loves.

                                               
1 Expression taken from the poem “Invictus,” by William Ernest Henley.
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When I first surrendered to Jesus, the humility and thankfulness came right
away.  The obedience took a while.  In fact, I continue to struggle day by day, week by
week.  It is a struggle for all of us.  Jesus reminded us that, “The spirit is willing, but the
flesh is weak.” (Matthew 6:41)

But listen to what the Lord says as we read on in Isaiah 42:6:

I will take hold of your hand.  I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant
for the people and a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are blind, to free
captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness.
[Isaiah 42:6-7]

God has a future planned for us!  He wants to make us a light to the world, to
open blind eyes and bring freedom to those in bondage.  Jesus called us the light of the
world and the salt of the earth. (Matthew 5:13-14)  We don’t have to cling to a future we
plan for ourselves not knowing if any of it will come to pass.  God holds the future in His
hand.  He makes it happen.  And He has a plan.  He’s going to take those gifts He has
given us and put them to productive use.  He’s inviting us to be partners with Him in
healing all that is broken about this world. He’s inviting us to work with Him in restoring
the beauty and perfection of this world He has made. He’s inviting us to bring back
those poor souls who are wandering around in the dark.

And He is not just saying, “Do this and report back.”  No.  The scripture says, “I
will take hold of your hand.  I will keep you and make you a …light to the nations.”
(Isaiah 42:7)  We don’t have to do these things by ourselves.  The one who created us,
who gave us the breath of life, and the ability to do things, will give us all we need.
Jesus promised He would send His Holy Spirit to live in us.  And the Holy Spirit opens
us up to God’s power.

• He gives us wisdom and understanding.

• He makes us able to do things that we cannot do in our own flesh.

• He encourages us.

• He comforts us.

• He gives us words to speak when we need them.

“I will take hold of your hand,” the Lord says.  He is making it clear to us that He
is not a faraway, unapproachable God.  He so loved the world that He sent His only
Son, Jesus, that all who believe in Him might not perish but have everlasting life. (John
3:16)  But His concern is not just for what happens after our life on earth has ended.
He walked into our lives to take us by the hand.  And the Bible tells us what I can
personally testify is the absolute truth:
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• He will never leave you.

• He will never forsake you.

• He will never mislead you.

• He will never stop loving you.

• He is always glad to hear from you.

• He is never too busy for you.

• You’re on His calendar every minute of every day

God is in the business of rescuing us and bringing us home.  And so He will
manifest Himself to you over and over, until you have an “Aha!” moment and recognize
who He is.  And if you respond in humility, thankfulness and with a willing spirit, you can
be a light shining in the darkness.  And He will give you abundance of life.

• You will find yourself being joyful when the world thinks you should be miserable.

• You will find yourself being content with what God gives you, instead of sweating
blood to get stuff, and worrying about your stuff and protecting your stuff and
wanting other people’s stuff.

• You will find yourself having a peace that the world cannot give, because you
don’t have to try and control the future.  It’s God’s future, and you are headed
there, hand-in-hand with Him.

• And you can be delighted to be just who you are, because the King of all
creation, the master of the Universe, has made you His partner in His marvelous
work.

God bless you in this Epiphany season.  May we see His light shining in the
darkness.  And may we be a light to the nations.
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