12/14/11  Advent  #3  Sermon:  “O Come, O Come Emmanuel!”
( Text:  Isaiah 40:6-8 )

**********************************************************************************
     Have you ever been homesick?  I remember the first time I spent the night away from home.  I was about 6 years old.  Even though I was staying with my grandparents at their farm about 30 miles from my home in Thief River Falls, I still felt uncomfortable and even a bit scared.
     Years later I remember what it was like leaving home for my first year of college in St. Paul, Minnesota.   Even though I was a young adult man of 18, it was difficult living in a dorm in a huge city over 300 miles away from my home.

     But that’s nothing compared to what other young men my age have faced.  I think of the young men of 18 and 19 who left their homes and traveled to foreign lands during World War I, World War II, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, the Gulf War – and the ongoing battles in the Middle East that we continue to face to this day.  Many men and women in our military right now are very homesick because they will spend Christmas in some foreign place – separated from the home and family they love so much.
     With that understood, we can begin to image what it must have been like for the people of Israel who were exiles in the foreign kingdom of Babylon.  During our last two sermons on Isaiah chapter 40 we learned how God sent the pagan nation of Babylon against Jerusalem in order to humble his people and bring them to repentance.  Many of them ended up being taken from their home and became exiles in a strange land.

     Isaiah, writing in the eighth century BC, addresses Israelites living in Babylon in the sixth

century BC. As I said, these exiles were far from home.  A monstrous reality called Babylon was a

fire-breathing horror that had destroyed everything.  In 587 BC the empire of Babylon was used by God to utterly destroy the city of Jerusalem along with the beautiful Temple of Solomon.  God’s people lost their place of worship.  They lost their homes.  They lost their land.

     Gathered by the waters of Babylon , the exiles wistfully wondered:  “ Is our God for real? If so, does he care about us?  Does He hate us?  Will we ever have a home of our own again?”   Israel has no king, no temple, no royal city, no land, no liturgy, no sacrifice, no hope, no future

and no song.  As it says in Psalm 137:  “How can we sing God’s songs while in a foreign land?”
     So, by the rivers of Babylon they sat and wept -  reminiscing about the good ol’ days when they worshipped in the splendor of Solomon’s temple, worked and shopped in the city of David, and saw the Mount of Olives from a distance.  

     But what’s even worse is that these Israelites in exile were not only far away from home, they were also far away from God, their Father.  You see, God was not the One who left them.  They were the ones who had turned their backs on God.  God is now using their exile to turn their hearts and bring them back to Him in repentance.  But many of them are wondering if God will take them back.  Many of them are wondering if they will ever be able to go home again.  

     That’s a problem we sinners face as well.  Life in this sinful world is like being exiled in a kind of Babylon.  This world of sin, pain and suffering is not our real home.  In the beginning, God intended Adam and Eve – and all their descendants – to live with Him in paradise forever.  But all that was lost when Adam and Eve turned their backs on God.  We have inherited their sinful nature.  We have turned our backs on God in more ways than we can imagine.  

      Because of our many sins we are now exiled in a Babylon of our own making.  Is there any hope for us?  Does God even care?  Or, worse yet, does God hate us?  Will we ever have a home where we can dwell in safety and peace forever?  Or is that just a foolish dream?  Well, our reading for this evening has the answer to our questions.   In tonight’s reading from Isaiah chapter 40 God has bad news and good news for us.  
     The BAD news, says Isaiah, is that all of us are like grass and flowers.  Grass and flowers sprout up for a short time, but they eventually wither away and die.  Simply put, we can’t save ourselves.  If left to ourselves we would be doomed to dwell in exile forever – with only death in our future.
     But then Isaiah gives us the GOOD news:  “…the word of our God stands forever!”  God speaks His word to us who are in exile because of our sin – and His Word is Jesus.  Jesus is God’s Son who took on human flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  Jesus is Emmanuel, which means “God with us.”  

     Remember what we sang in the first stanza of tonight’s sermon hymn:  “O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.  Rejoice!   Rejoice!   Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.”
     Dear friends in Christ, you can rejoice!  You can rejoice even while you live in this sinful world – exiled from your true home.  Jesus was born into this world the first time to save us from our sins – the sins that created this horrible exile we’re now living in.  We can come to Jesus and know that our sins are forgiven because of His sacrifice for us.  This same Jesus will come again to take us home.  And so we sing:  “O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.  Rejoice!   Rejoice!   Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.”
     This was the hope for God’s people who were exiled in Babylon.  You see, just when things seemed hopeless and Israel’s history seemed closed and controlled by the Babylonian imperial policy, to the shock and surprise of everyone the LORD kept His promise.  

     God’s promise was that His people would be in exile for only 70 years.  Of course, to us 70 years is a long time – and so many of them forgot God’s promise.  But God never forgets His promises.  After 70 years God brought His people back home to Jerusalem – and they started to rebuild.  They were joyful beyond words when they returned to their home.  Of course, they needed to remember that Jerusalem was not their real home.  Their real home was yet to come – the home we are waiting to share with them.
      Just as God kept His promise to send His Son into this world the FIRST time.  God will also keep His promise to send His Son into this word a SECOND time.  

     Jesus left His Heavenly home the with God the Father the FRIST time when He entered into our exile to be our Savior.  Jesus is “Emmanuel” – God with us.  Jesus entered our exile we created by our own sins against Him, and He dealt with those sins when His body was nailed to the cross.  Jesus did that for you so that you could be forgiven and have an eternal home with Him.

     Because of Jesus, your sins are forgiven.  Because of Jesus, you also have an awesome future ahead of you.  You see, even though our exile in this sinful world seems like an eternity, God will keep His promise to send His Son a SECOND time.  But when Jesus returns the SECOND time He will not return to die.  Instead, Jesus will return to raise the dead and heal this sinful world.  

     All who live and die trusting in Jesus can look forward to living forever in our true home.  We will can look forward to living in an earthly paradise – basking in God’s love for all eternity.  We can be sure about this because we have God’s Word on it – and, as Isaiah says, “…the word of our God stands forever.”
Amen!

