Rom 8:31-39
SATURDAY DECEMBER 5
ISAIAH 49:1-7
/ AM CALLED GOD'S SERVANT?
Our readings over the past fortnight may have left us puzzled about the figure of God's servant, who is so prominent in Isaiah 40-55. On one hand, the servant is
Isa 44    explicitly identified with Israel. To be God's servant is
Israel's privilege and destiny. But the task of the servant is one which Israel cannot possibly accomplish - and one
Isa 42    which Christians understand Jesus to have fulfilled perfectly. Today's passage complicates the picture further, but also brings comfort and challenge to us, as we are involved in God's service.
The servant who speaks so movingly here is again identified with Israel (3). But he also has a ministry to Israel: he is called to bring back to God a people who
Isa 48:18,22 lack direction and peace because they have ignored
God's word to them. This servant tells us of his calling to minister to Israel in just that aspect of their need. He himself is to embody what Israel is supposed to be. Who, then, is he? The immediate answer is that it is the prophet himself who speaks. He describes God's call and preparation of him, the hardness of his task and the temptation to give up. So God's prophet is to minister as a servant - as Jesus
Acts 13:47   did, and as Paul did. Indeed, this servant calling is open to all who accept God's invitation to be involved in the tasks set before God's servant here (5,6). One is the physical, material restoration of Israel to her promised land (6a). This, God says, is too limited a task for his servant to focus on. God is concerned that his people should be drawn into the kind of relationship with him that he really means them to enjoy: his servants are also to be those who gather God's people closer to God (5). But even more importantly, we're to be light to those who are not yet God's people (6). We may often be tempted to think we are getting nowhere with these tasks. But God promises that his purpose through us will be fulfilled (4,7).
 SUNDAY DECEMBER 6
ISAIAH 49:8-50:11
GOD REASSURES HIS PEOPLE IN THE FACE OF THEIR DOUBTS.
God's word can often seem too good to be true. Central to this section of Isaiah is his promise to restore Israel from exile, but Israel has difficulty in believing that promise. In 49:8-50:3 God responds to a number of her doubts and questions. Let's look at some of them, asking ourselves if tney represent doubts we may have when we are presented with God's promises, and reassuring ourselves that he responds to us in this kind of way, whatever doubts we may have.
How long will it be before you restore us? (49:8-13). No dates or times in response to this. But reassuringly, a powerful affirmation of God's freedom to act according to his timetable (49:8), and a deeply moving description of what his restoration means for his people. No shoddy half-measures here, no conditional freedom.
Do you really still care about us? (49:14-23). God replies that he is not only Father but Mother, and more committed to us than the most tender earthly mother. He is also Architect, with the plans of our lives tattooed on his hands (16).
Haven't you terminated your relationship with us? (50:1-3). This is the question implied by God's answer. 'But our separation didn't originate with me', he replies. 'Nothing could pressure me into giving up my people. The problem is the sin which you have Knowingly engaged in. There is no question of my ability to reach out to you again.' Sometimes a sense of distance from God needs to be looked at again in the light of these verses.
Verse 4 picks up the thread from 49:1-6. The servant is faced with the dilemma of having received from God 'the word that sustains the weary', and knowing that to speak that word will bring rejection and reprisal (6-9). Obedience to that word means walking in the dark (10). But it's a safe darkness. The danger lies in the deceptive blaze of our own way of doing things (11).
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MONDAY DECEMBER 7
ISAIAH 51:1-16
GOD'S RIGHTEOUSNESS: OUR OBLIGATION AND OUR SECURITY.
Three times more God invites his people to hear his word of promise. 'Look back to Abraham', he urges (1-3). His situation was hopeless when God spoke to him: yours is the same, but you are Abraham's children, still loved by Abraham's God. 'Look round at the world' (4-6), a world longing to find a real God: he is going to demonstrate that he is that God. 'Don't look at the obstacles' (7,8); what you are called to believe in looks laughable, but it will be shown to be true.
God keeps coming back here to certain key Old Testament words which are difficult to express in English. 'Righteousness' or 'right' indicates not just a personal quality, but an activity; so God's righteousness means his doing what is right by his people - delivering them (5). 'Law' is not a strictly legal term. 'Teaching' or 'guidance' gives a clearer impression of its commonest meaning. Here the idea is of the direction God gives to history (4). 'Justice' (4) suggests the exercise of authority or rule on behalf of what is right, the implementing of God's just and gentle government. 'Salvation' (5) affirms that God's intention is to carry out a rescue operation on behalf of the nations, to give sense to the whole of history - not just to our individual lives.
After the threefold 'listen' (1,4,7) comes a threefold 'wake up' (51:9,17; 52:1). The first addresses the Lord himself, and expresses Israel's recurrent fear that God has fallen asleep (Pss 44:23; 74:22). We can find help for our own praying here. God responds with tenderness and reassurance (12-16) to his people's audacious prayer (9,10). His consolation is already evident in their hopeful final words (11). Israel feared permanent exile, annihilation, disgrace. The church today, in many parts of the world, fears the fierce pressures to conform, compromise, turn a blind eye. On a personal level, we may also be acutely aware of the tightening of the world's mould around us. Let's hear God's word to us today, in these repeated promises. We are God's people (16).
 TUESDAY DECEMBER 8
ISAIAH 51:17-52:12
YOUR GOD REIGNS.
Isaiah 52:7-10 has become one of the most popular of recently composed hymns. What were the exiles invited to affirm when they heard it, and what are we invited to affirm when we sing it?
That God reigns (7). The exiles' experience seemed to deny it. Were the world's gods reigning? Was the Lord powerless? (This experience underlies vs 3-6.) Often we look at the world and at our own lives and wonder what evidence there is that our God reigns.
That God returns (8). The exiles were not wrong when they expressed the conviction that the Lord had left them. Their sin had distanced them from him. But his anger does not last for ever. (These facts underlie 51:17-52:2.) If we look at the world and the church and ourselves, and sense that the Lord is far away, we must be honest about the possible reasons for his distance.
That God comforts (9). In the Old Testament, comfort is an action word which implies giving people reason to feel consoled. It was tough for the exiles in Babylon to believe in a God of comfort. Sometimes their only reality was hearing God's name misused (5). But, says the Lord, even that can comfort. They will be prompted to remember that this apparently chaotic situation was foretold by God, and is still under his control (6).
As exiles in a foreign land, God's people were invited to affirm 'The Lord reigns'. But they couldn't see anything happening: it was all 'promises, promises'. As God's people we also sing 'Our God reigns'. Sometimes this confession must be drawn from us by the Holy Spirit, as an act of faith in worship, and in the teeth of the evidence. But we can also affirm it joyfully as we witness, and are involved in, the important but often unspectacular ways in which God gives us evidence of his reign here and now. Acts of reconciliation and healing and love - in marriages, families, communities, churches and nations - may be signs of the kingdom.
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WEDNESDAY DECEMBER 9
ISAIAH 52:13-53:12
SUFFERING, EXALTATION AND FRUITFULNESS - THE WAY OF ALL GOD'S SERVANTS.
If there is one Old Testament passage that may seem to
need to be read from the New Testament backwards, it is
this. It is Jesus who empties himself out as he takes the
form of a servant; who shares our grief and pain, and
heals them as he takes them into himself (4); who shares
our guilt, and lifts it from us as he bears it for us (5,6);
who is counted a transgressor and does not protest at his
unjust treatment (9,12). It is the gospel of Jesus that brings something unheard of to the nations (15), something Israel found difficult to believe (1). In this vision of God's servant, we find the gospel, and deep comfort and joy.
Yet there is another aspect to the way the New Testament takes it up. It is the foundation for some radical teaching: 'Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus ...'; 'Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example ...'. Isaiah 53 is not only good news for us. It is also a call to live a different kind of life.
How do these two perspectives relate to the passage's meaning in its context? It comes at the climax of several chapters which focus in different ways on the theme of the servant. Now the prophet speaks neither of Israel (for she cannot do what is spoken of here) nor of himself (he no longer speaks as I). He simply shares with us a vision of the way God's purpose for the world is to be fulfilled. Behind the vision we can see some of the experiences of Israel, of the prophet himself, and of leaders of God's people such as Moses, who offered to give himself for sinful Israel. But the vision is greater than any of these, greater than the sum of them. It is a vision which waits for someone to fulfil it. The fact that Jesus did so as no other could, does not (in the New Testament's view) let us off the hook. We may read it looking at Jesus; we must also read it looking at ourselves.
 THURSDAY DECEMBER 10
ISAIAH 54:1-17
THERE IS HOPE FOR THE CITY.
When prophets like Hosea speak of Israel as the bride, the emphasis is usually on her faithlessness and her 'adultery' with other gods; but here, though the separation from her 'husband' is acknowledged, God speaks tenderly and sensitively to her. He wants to win her back rather than to rub salt into her wounds.
The Bible begins in a garden. The city (11) has an inauspicious start in the biblical record. It soon becomes the refuge of people who want to avoid scattering through the earth as God purposed, and who want to 'make a name for themselves'. God puts a stop to city building. So are there biblical grounds for 'faith in the city'? In his book The Meaning of the City, Jacques Ellul points out that, while the Bible starts off in a garden, it ends in a city, in the new Jerusalem. God does have a vision for the city. Like kingship and the temple, it is an institution devised by human beings, which God chose to take and make an integral part of his purpose.
Verses 11-17 mark a significant point in this development. Jerusalem before the exile had been as sinful as any city. One might have expected that God would declare an end to the urban experiment, recognizing that people are nearer to him in the countryside, on the farm, in the desert, or in the garden. Instead, he puts his faith in this city and reaffirms his commitment to it. It will grow and flourish, to be made a place of pride, mercy, restoration, love, peace, joy, security and justice.
This picture in Isaiah relates directly to the actual city of Jerusalem and suggests ways we may pray for her. It also relates indirectly to the church and gives us promises to claim for it. But what God does for Israel is also a pattern of what he can do for all peoples. His vision for Jerusalem is his vision for my city. We need also to note, though, that the fulfilment of the vision in chapter 54 depends on the fulfilment of the vision in chapter 53.
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FRIDAY DECEMBER 1 1
ISAIAH 55:1-13
GOD'S INVITATION TO ALL HIS PEOPLE IN EXILE.
This chapter seems to round off the section of Isaiah	which relates to the exile. (Chapters 56-66 contain God's
word for the people when they are back in Israel and facing problems there.) This section began by affirming that God's power may cause his people to wither, as all things in nature wither. But it added that his promises hold for all time. It closes by affirming that God has power to cause his people to flourish, as nature flourishes, guaranteeing for us the fact that God's promises achieve all that he purposes (8-11).
God also does something new with one of his ancient promises (3-5). He had done marvels through David,
proving to the world, through his achievements, that the
Lord his God was truly God. But for the exiles the
question was what was God doing now about his sworn
commitment to David and his line. One prophetic
answer was that a son (or branch) of David would one
day reign on his throne. But here God offers the exiles an
exciting complementary promise. God's sworn
commitment to David still holds, but it now applies to all people (4,5). The kind of thing God achieved through David he purposes to achieve through us all.
This chapter's climax to God's message repeats his commitment to the exiles to bring them home. But the imagery speaks as powerfully to us today as it did to GocPs people then. Here is water for the thirsty, a banquet for the penniless, satisfaction for the sated, meaning for the insignificant, a relationship with God for the alienated, mercy for the guilty, revolutionary new perspectives for the small-minded, fulfilment for those unable to believe in a God who acts, overflowing joy and peace for dejected captives. The writer invites me to detach myself from the superficial satisfactions of whatever is my current Babylon and to return to the real thing. He invites me to believe that God's acts in the past have significance for his present people. He invites me to seek a God who is here.
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