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	The Bible Story Journey: Rebirth		
Isaiah 54:4-10

Jerusalem was destroyed and the temple smashed to dust. The armies of Babylon rendered the city uninhabitable, then dragged another batch of Judean slaves off to Babylon in chains. For all intents and purposes, the Promised Land was a wasteland, and the nation of Israel now existed only in exile. All the judgments that the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel had declared, both in Jerusalem and among the exiles in Babylon, had come true.
	But, oddly enough, just at the time that all their doom-saying was being fulfilled, those prophets’ message changed. During the siege of Jerusalem, while Jeremiah was under house arrest, God spoke to him. “Tell the people this: I’m about to make a new covenant with my people Israel. It won’t be like the old covenant that I made with them when I brought them out of Egypt, which they couldn’t keep anyway. This time I won’t just give them a law; this time I’ll write the law on their hearts. I won’t wait for them to turn to me; I’ll turn to them, and I’ll fill them with the knowledge of me. Tell them that.”
	Let’s unpack this for a moment before moving on, because this is radical. The old covenant, represented above all by the Ten Commandments, goes like this: “Thou shalt, thou shalt not, thou shalt not” and so on. In this new covenant, God says, “I will, I will, I will.” God isn’t promising to restore the people to the covenant that they had broken. God is saying, “I’m bigger than that covenant. We’re going to do something completely different now. You apparently can’t keep covenant yourselves, so I’m going to have to do the heavy work.”
	Meanwhile, back in Babylon, the prophet Ezekiel had a similar shift in message. As soon as the exilic community got word that Jerusalem was gone – while the people mourned in abject sorrow – God spoke to Ezekiel. “Tell the people this: you have been punished, and have deserved it, but I will not have my name profaned among the nations, so I’m going to start over with you. You have been scattered, but I will gather you. You have defiled yourselves, but I will cleanse you myself. I am going to remove your old heart of stone and replace it with a heart of flesh. I will breathe my own spirit into you. You are dry, scattered bones, but I will make you a people again.” Once again, at Israel’s lowest point, God changes everything. No longer will he demand holiness; now he will give it. No longer will he wait for love; now he will breathe it into us. No longer will he demand that we change; now he will start the change himself, removing our calcified hearts and replacing them with hearts of flesh. This new covenant will be the work of God, not our work.
	Long years of exile passed. Weeds grew and foxes hunted in the ruins of the City of David, but the Jewish exiles in Babylon set out to make a new life for themselves, finding new ways to honor the traditions of their ancestors. They no longer had a temple, but among the few things that they had been able to bring from Jerusalem were scrolls of the law. They began to gather in small groups to study the law of Moses, to sing the songs that had once only been sung by temple musicians, and even to read the writings of the prophets. This was, in fact, when they invented the gathering that we now call the “synagogue.” 
	Meanwhile, on the political stage, what had happened to the once-feared Assyrians was now happening to Babylon. Having conquered an empire, they appeared to be helpless at ruling one. Almost as soon as Babylon had reached the end of its ability to conquer new lands, their vast empire began to decay. Raiders from the north – the Medes – began to chip away at the empire, and a new nation in the east, called Persia, allied itself with the Medes and began to gather for war under the leadership of a great general named Cyrus. Within ten years of his first appearance, Cyrus the Persian would march his armies, unopposed, through the gates of the capital city of Babylon and begin the new Medo-Persian Empire.
	It was during those years, as the Babylonian Empire was crumbling under its own weight and the armies of Cyrus were on the move, that a new voice arose within the community of Jewish exiles, a messenger of God who spoke words of hope and peace and promise. We don’t know this messenger’s name, only that his words are collected together with the words of the prophet Isaiah and are now found in second half of that book. They begin at chapter 40, verse 1: “Comfort! Comfort my people! says the Lord.” 
	Here’s the comfort. This anonymous prophet of the exile declared a new Exodus, “God is making a way for his people to return to the land of promise – he will lift up valleys, lower mountains, straighten roads, produce springs of water in the desert. You have heard the former things, how God brought his people from Egypt. Forget them now, because God is doing something even bigger today, something you could never have imagined!”
	And this prophet’s vision was new. Over the fifty-plus years of the exile, worshiping God as a minority faith in a foreign land, this new prophet had come to see the God of Israel in a different light. For instance, it had been a commandment since the time of Moses, or even earlier, that the descendants of Abraham were to worship only one God, the Lord. But notice that that commandment doesn’t say that there are no other gods, only that Israel was to limit its worship to one. This prophet of the exile, worshiping the Lord in Babylon, declared that the God of Israel was the only God. People were not faced with the choice of which god to worship; they had the choice of worshiping God or worshiping figments of their own imagination. This prophet, in a sense, is the beginning of true monotheism.
	But that led to an even more revolutionary idea. If there is only one God, then that God doesn’t just belong to Israel. He is working in every land, not just one. Until the exile, Israel had thought of their God as basically their own tribal deity: on their side and opposed to all the other nations. But the prophet of the exile rejected that notion utterly. God is bigger than our own nation, bigger than our temple, bigger than our revelation. He is the God of all the world. Ah, but wait! Doesn’t scripture say that God specifically chose Israel? Yes, of course. But didn’t you ever wonder why? Thus says the Lord: “I will raise my hand to the nations and make Israel a standard on a hill, and all nations shall bring their children to be blessed by you, because you know the Lord!” (49:22-23) Israel, you are not God’s people; you are God’s servants. Before you were born, God called you, saying, “You are my servant, Israel, and through you I will be glorified in the eyes of all the world.” Israel wasn’t chosen just to be special; Israel was chosen to be a standard bearer for a living God to all the world, because God loves all the world. 
	Then the prophet pushed it even farther. “You know where God is at work right now? In Cyrus the Persian. God has chosen Cyrus for a task. God has made Cyrus his own anointed one, by whom Israel will be set free.” The Hebrew word for “anointed one”? Messiah. The prophet of the exile said, “It doesn’t matter that Cyrus has never heard of our God. God has still chosen him as his Messiah and is working through him.” 
	One of the most striking things about this prophet is that the God he proclaims is first and always a God of love. Most of the other prophets have prophecies of hope at the end of their books, but for the most part, those promises of salvation feel insignificant before the mountains of judgment and doom-saying that precede them. But this prophet is salvation from start to finish and presents God as a source of love and forgiveness and hope, all expressed in words of beauty and tenderness. “I am the one who made you. I called you by name; you are mine.” “Do you think I rejected you? I didn’t. I never will. Can a mother reject her children? Well, yes, even that can happen. But not me. I am a mother who will never let you go.”
	This prophet shakes the ancient faith to its roots and turns much of it upside-down. But there’s one more revolutionary shift from this already-beyond-radical theologian. The old picture of the Lord as a tribal god had included the idea of God going to war to redeem his people from their enemies. That’s what tribal gods do, after all. But this prophet pictured a salvation that didn’t come through strength or by victory. Israel would not be redeemed by someone destroying their enemies, but by someone bearing Israel’s punishment for them. In the stunning chapter 53 of the Book of Isaiah, the prophet of the exile pictures a suffering servant, innocent of guilt but bearing guilt for others: 
Surely he has borne our infirmities
   and carried our diseases;
yet we accounted him stricken,
   struck down by God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions,
   crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,
   and by his bruises we are healed.
All we like sheep have gone astray;
   we have all turned to our own way,
and the Lord has laid on him
	the iniquity of us all. (53:4-6)
And so it was that out of the depths of despair, from the ruins of their former faith, the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel were granted a vision of a covenant beyond the law, and the prophet of the exile saw still further horizons. That prophet saw a God that was bigger than anyone had ever imagined, a God who loved all the world. We close with more of his words of hope.
We read these words from the Prophet of the Exile, found in Isaiah 54, verses 4-10:
 4Do not fear, for you will not be ashamed;
   do not be discouraged, for you will not suffer disgrace;
for you will forget the shame of your youth,
   and the disgrace of your widowhood you will remember no more.
5 For your Maker is your husband,
   the Lord of hosts is his name;
the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer,
   the God of the whole earth he is called.
6 For the Lord has called you
   like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit,
like the wife of a man’s youth when she is cast off,
   says your God.
7 For a brief moment I abandoned you,
   but with great compassion I will gather you.
8 In overflowing wrath for a moment
   I hid my face from you,
but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you,
   says the Lord, your Redeemer.
9 This is like the days of Noah to me:
   Just as I swore that the waters of Noah
   would never again go over the earth,
so I have sworn that I will not be angry with you
   and will not rebuke you.
10 For the mountains may depart
   and the hills be removed,
but my steadfast love shall not depart from you,
   and my covenant of peace shall not be removed,
   says the Lord, who has compassion on you.
* * *
Final word: Anybody want to guess which Old Testament prophet Jesus quoted more than any other? Yeah, it was the prophet of the exile. The God that that visionary from 500 years before Christ saw was the Father in Heaven that Jesus came to proclaim. There’s some rough stuff in the Old Testament – no question about it. And some of the Old Testament writers definitely projected their own anger on God and came up with a bloodthirsty deity. But those pictures are merely faltering steps along the path to a greater God than those writers were able to imagine. Today, in a voice crying out from the wilderness of exile, we have caught a glimpse of the true God who was then, and is now, waiting to be known. Thanks be to God.
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