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SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                               11-6-11
                                             ‘SOMETHING TO LIVE BY’

                                                                                                                          Isaiah 38:16.

‘O Lord, by these things people live.’

My friends I would like to begin this morning by asking if we could spend a few moments looking at the important question raised by this text from Isaiah.

‘What are the things by which some people try to live?’

Here is one who claims to live by sheer luck.

Here is another who claims that she lives by her wits.

Here yet another who claims to live by his successes.

Now in some quarters and among some people, these may appear as being sensible and satisfactory ways to live, especially among those who have become involved so frantically in pursuing the means of life that they have lost sight of the ends.
But what happens when for no reason a person’s luck simply runs out, or she comes to her wits end; or his grand escalator of success hesitates and grinds to a sickening halt?

By what then do we live?

The text in Isaiah brings us to one of those great and moving human experiences that only the Bible seems able to present. It takes us back nearly 2700 years, about 700 years before the birth of Christ, to the time when Hezekiah, king of Judea was gravely ill and moving close to the gates of death. He had been a good king and had instituted many worthy reforms, but now it seemed that the bottom had dropped out of everything. All around his tiny country other nations were boiling in trouble, conflict and revolution, and even in the best of times, Judah was threatened by the grim shadow of the Syrian army.

And now double trouble was on Hezekiah’s doorstep: He had no son to succeed him on the throne, always a calamity to any Jewish king. Making matters worse he was only in midlife, with a faultless record of faithful service behind him, but ahead lay only the grim reminder of the prophet: 
‘Set you house in order Hezekiah, because you are going to die!’
So, as the king lay on his bed through all these feverish hours, he was confronted with stern realities:

The shortness of life; the suddenness of death; and the dark mystery of the unseen.
 It is no wonder that he turned his face to the wall and prayed to God and wept and seeming asked the age-old question: Why?
Then the word of the Lord came to Isaiah to go and to tell the king that God had heard his prayer and the prayers of his people and that he was going to live!

Out of the valley of the shadow Hezekiah came with a song of thanksgiving in his heart and upon his lips this glorious testimony: ‘O Lord by these things men live!’

What a great story, but what is the word that this story of Hezekiah bring to us today who gather in our sanctuaries to worship?

What did he bring back from this experience, from this brush with the unseen, from this crisis that had brought him to the very edge of things?

What did he really mean when he declared, ‘O Lord, by these things, men live!’?

I believe that, firstly Hezekiah learned: ‘We simply cannot live without God.’
My friends can’t we picture Hezekiah as he basked in the prosperity of his kingdom?

He has it made, so to speak. Comfortably ensconced in his royal palace, surrounded by a magnificent collection of art and sculpture, he had nothing to fear, especially from his own people, for his reforms had rendered them amiable, docile, quiet and contented. But then right out of the blue the hammer fell and the king was brought face to face with death. And yet out of this painful and shattering encounter, he learned a new meaning of life: ‘the ultimate reality of all life is God.’

And out of Hezekiah’s bedchamber his voice could be heard:

‘God himself has done it.

He loved my soul out of the pit of destruction.

O, Lord by these things, men live!’

My friends how true can this experience be for you and for me today?

Are we not inclined to go through life light-heartedly, absorbed with our business, our successes, and our hobbies? So absorbed with all of these things that the least of our concerns is He who made it all!
Then suddenly life goes to pieces, a loved one dies, and the house is sorely empty. A wee one has an accident and we have to watch him hobble and stumble all his days. A person in whom we trusted proves unfaithful and leaves a bleeding gash in our soul. And so we turn our face to the wall and we long for the grasp of a hand that is strong, warm and true, because everything that the world offers seems so insufficient, disappointing and helpless. Moreover, any speculating about God being, ‘the ground of our being’ leaves us more deeply wounded and hurt.

Everything that is in us cries out for a conscious fellowship; not of the crowd, but of some other one; not as an avenue of escape, but someone with whom we can meet the issue head on.
 As Karl Barth remarked:

‘Communion with God is not a dash to security, but a walk towards reality!’

And my friends that reality that you and I cherish as a personal God will always meet our loyalty with his loyalty, and whenever we are in the dark, he is the only power that can help, deliver and gladden our souls.

Secondly Hezekiah learned: that God is the primary necessity to all living.
Only God could give him a fresh start, because only God could forgive.
He said: ‘You have cast all my sins behind your back.’(v17).
Now he was to have a new beginning, but it was to come through a new sense of God’s forgiveness.

Now regardless of what some people think and feel today, no one of us can ride roughshod over life. No one can presume that his or her will is absolute. None can stride across the world and truculently demand their own selfish rights. Life consists of sunshine and shadow, of give and take, of exciting mountain peaks and lonely valleys, of strange reverses and new beginnings. Every act of forgiveness is for you and me a chance to have a new start. And it is in and through these new beginnings that we really live.
My friends no one can go on, day after day, adding to the tangled ball of tensions within them, without facing up to the need for a ‘soul washing’ every now and then. This comes when we strike the possibility of being able to go on by ourselves, and then we stumble to our knees at the throne of grace and say: 
‘Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.’

And then God comes to us and says:

‘Your sins are forgiven, go and sin no more.’

‘O, Lord by these things men live!’

Thirdly, Hezekiah learned that: ‘we cannot live without God’s love.’
D. H. Lawrence has a story entitled, ‘The Man Who Loved Islands.’

It tells of a man who hated other people and so he bought an island in order to be totally alone and isolated from others. He found, however, no satisfaction there and so he bought and moved to another island, and then another and another until finally he lost his mind.

How very much we too love our islands. 
We were made for life together, but all too often we simply want to stew in the misery of our isolation. We are unable to see that what we really need is to acknowledge and accept the fact that there is someone who loves us; someone who is trying to break through to us and tell us: ‘you are my concern, you are of the highest value to me; your spiritual good is the burden of my spirit.’

This is the thing by which we live!
And this is what God alone can give us.

My friends we urge people to love God, but what a difference would occur if all of us were to acknowledge truly that God loves us.
Every soul in the far country is there because of a broken relationship with the Father’s love. 
For no one can be at war with God without being at war with themselves, with the community and everything in the environment.
Someone once said: ‘I accepted the love of God, and now I am able to love people as I never did before.’ This is, I believe, the key to reconciliation between God and his world.

This is the only way to that sisterhood and brotherhood that transcends, race, color and creed.

God’s reconciling love does not deal with one side of life and neglect the other; nor embrace one group and overlook the other; nor focus upon one evil and ignore the other.

God’s love is pitted against sin, whatever form it takes.

And only when we accept and know and live this love of God, will we learn just how far it reaches, how many it includes, how deep it goes, and how much it costs.

Jesus said: ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life.’

O, Lord by these things, men live.

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                           AMEN. 
