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51Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the 
rock from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. 2 Look to 
Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you; for he was but one when I called him, 
but I blessed him and made him many. 3 For the LORD will comfort Zion; he will comfort 
all her waste places, and will make her wilderness like Eden, her desert like the garden 
of the LORD; joy and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the voice of song. 
4 Listen to me, my people, and give heed to me, my nation; for a teaching will go out 
from me, and my justice for a light to the peoples. 5 I will bring near my deliverance 
swiftly, my salvation has gone out and my arms will rule the peoples; the coastlands 
wait for me, and for my arm they hope. 6 Lift up your eyes to the heavens, and look at 
the earth beneath; for the heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a 
garment, and those who live on it will die like gnats; but my salvation will be for ever, 
and my deliverance will never be ended. 
7 Listen to me, you who know righteousness, you people who have my teaching in your 
hearts; do not fear the reproach of others, and do not be dismayed when they revile 
you. 8 For the moth will eat them up like a garment, and the worm will eat them like 
wool; but my deliverance will be for ever, and my salvation to all generations. 
9 Awake, awake, put on strength, O arm of the LORD! Awake, as in days of old, the 
generations of long ago! Was it not you who cut Rahab in pieces, who pierced the 
dragon? 10 Was it not you who dried up the sea, the waters of the great deep; who made 
the depths of the sea a way for the redeemed to cross over? 11 So the ransomed of the 
LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their 
heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

 

 
Do you have an alarm clock that is really annoying? One whose tone is so dreadful 

that you almost hope you will wake up a few minute before it goes off so that it 

doesn’t startle you from sleep? Or maybe it’s not your alarm that’s so maddening, but 

your spouse’s alarm or roommate’s alarm. I’ve never had an alarm clock with a cringe-
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worthy sound, but if I ever needed an annoying alarm, I know exactly what it would 

sound like. 

About fifteen years ago, I led a youth mission trip to Neodesha, Kansas. This was 

our first time to participate in a mission experience put on by a large ministry 

organization. We spent the week in Neodesha with nearly 150 other youth, working all 

across the town and county. 

Because there were so many participants, the national organization we partnered 

with had arranged for us to all gather, eat, and sleep at the local high school. This was a 

perfect place as there were plenty of rooms for lodging as well as a cafeteria and 

shower facilities. 

However, staying in the high school had one large drawback. There was a PA 

system. And every morning, we heard the worst alarm ever. A much-too-perky young 

woman would fire up the intercom system and belt out, “Wakey, wakey, 

workcampers!” It wasn’t a pleasant morning greeting but a jarring screech, equivalent 

to nails on a chalkboard. If I wanted to design an alarm that would grab my attention, I 

would definitely track down that “wakey wakey workcamper” gal. There is no doubt 

her perky squawking would wake me from any hibernation, coma, or delirium I found 

myself in. 

About 2500 years ago, God’s chosen people needed a bold alarm to wake them 

from the funk they found themselves in – a malaise that had set in from an unexpected 

move. 

Many of us know what it’s like to move to a new city. Some of you know what it’s 

like to have little say in your new location. Perhaps your dad got a new job and the 

whole family had to move. Perhaps you were moved for military service. Perhaps your 

company relocated you to the European office. And then there are those disorienting 

transitions that come out of nowhere, disrupting everything you have known…like a 
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tornado in 1979. Disorientation from tragedy or unexpected relocation is only made 

worse by loss, and by feelings of remorse, confusion, or anger. 

This is what Israel experienced some six centuries before the birth of Jesus – or 

about 150 years prior to last week’s scripture in Malachi. After years of warning them 

about what would happen if they didn’t take their covenant relationship with God 

more seriously, in 586 BC, the city of Jerusalem finally fell to King Nebuchadnezzar 

and the mighty army of Babylon. The Temple was destroyed and God’s people were 

carried off into exile. It was a shattering moment in God’s relationship with God’s 

people, and they were devastated by it. After all, they were God’s chosen people. God 

had promised to be especially present to them and particularly attentive to their needs. 

But then the bottom fell out, and they found themselves as strangers in a strange land. 

Isaiah 51 is a word addressed to God’s people at this terrible time in their history. 

But, to properly understand this word from Isaiah, you need to know that the book of 

Isaiah consists of two very different messages. The first 39 chapters are a word of 

warning addressed to the people of God about the judgment that was coming. This is a 

discourse about the disconnect between God and God’s people prior to the 

Babylonian invasion of 586 BC. But there is a different tone to the last 27 chapters of 

Isaiah. Beginning with chapter 40, what we find is a word addressed to the people of 

God after the Babylonian invasion. These two parts of Isaiah are so different that 

many scholars believe they were actually written by two different people. Whatever the 

case might be, when we get to the part of the book of Isaiah where our scripture 

lesson this morning is found, the word that God is speaking to God’s people is not 

about judgment anymore. It’s a word about restoration.i 

Isaiah 51 deals specifically with Israel’s disorientation at the loss of Zion. Zion was 

both a physical place - God’s dwelling in Jerusalem – and a sacred space that marked 

the heartbeat of Old Testament Judaism. Zion was God’s presence with Israel.  In 
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exile, Israel felt like they had lost that connection to Zion. There were now thousands 

of miles of distance between them and Jerusalem. There were the conditions of forced 

migration. There were memories of the past that were fading away. The exiles held 

only fragments of Zion in their memory. 

Yet, what we find in our scripture lesson this morning is that Isaiah would not let 

Israel forget Zion. Ingrid Lilly, a religious studies professor at Wofford College, 

describes this remembrance as a “poetry of Israel’s fragmented traditions.” 

In six short verses, a barrage of specific Israelite traditions is referenced: [the] Exodus, the 

ancestral traditions, Eden, [Moses’] instructions, and creation…The end result is a poem of 

rapidly successive fragments meant to overwhelm grief and disorientation…As a whole, the 

poem in Isaiah 51 is about overpowering Israel with her emotional ties to Zion.ii  

We know what it’s like to be overpowered by emotional ties. As a nation, feelings of 

patriotism well up in us on September 11 and Pearl Harbor day. After we lose a loved 

one, memories of them overwhelm us as the milestones of birthdays, anniversaries, 

and special holidays pass by. Even here at First Christian, as a parent of a graduating 

high school senior, we sit through a tender, but heart-wrenching “This is Your Life” 

slide show featuring pictures of our child through all the stages of his or her young life. 

But in Isaiah 51, these fragments weren’t presentations simply designed to tug at one’s 

heartstrings. Instead, these poetic fragments were designed to serve as strong words of 

encouragement for a people who had experienced the worst. Three times in eleven 

verses, God through Isaiah said “Listen to me” and followed it with a brief reminder 

from their past. 

The first of these reorienting fragments of encouragement comes in verse 1: look to 

the rock…to the quarry – your spiritual ancestors. Israel was encouraged to remember 

Abraham and Sarah. This was a reference with dual meaning. The first meaning 

harkened back to Genesis 12:1 when the story of Abraham began with the words: 
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“Now the Lord said to Abraham…” God spoke to Abraham who, at the time was, 

ironically, living in the area where the Israelites now found themselves captive. These 

words spoken to Abraham were Israel’s original call to follow God. When Abraham 

and Sarah heard God speaking, they packed up and moved out. They left the known 

for the unknown. Even in the midst of disorientation, they banked everything they had 

on the things God said. So, too, the people in exile should listen to what God speaks. 

But there’s a second meaning that comes from this remembrance of Abraham and 

Sarah in Isaiah 51. In fact, this is Sarah’s only appearance in the Old Testament outside 

of Genesis. If you remember, the bulk of Sarah’s story in Genesis focuses on her 

experiences of barrenness. As she and Abraham aged, their situation began to look 

desperate as well. Yet, one family, lacking fertility, became a nation. 

Now, you should know that the prophet Ezekiel also argues for hope based on this 

story of Abraham and Sarah (Ezekiel 33). But he is also quick to condemn its use in 

giving false hope – the illusion that the bad things will be over quickly. When he 

referred to this story, Ezekiel was making clear to God’s people that this time of 

punishment would not be over quickly; it would not be a mere scolding. 

But here in Isaiah 51, times are different. Ezekiel issued his warning at the early 

stages of the exile – at a time when memories of “what had been” were still fresh. 

Now, years later, fully overwhelmed and embedded in the exile, Israel couldn’t imagine 

an alternative to the captive position they found themselves in. That’s why Isaiah – 

again, speaking for God - used this story of Abraham and Sarah in an attempt to jolt 

them from their funk – to wake them up. 

Yet, God didn’t stop there. The second reorienting fragment referred to Eden – the 

Garden of Genesis 2 and 3. With the assurance that the Lord will comfort his people, 

in verse 3 of Isaiah 51, this past Eden is summoned as a future place. The impossible 

waste-place becomes the setting for new growth. This tragic narrative of exile doesn’t 
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end with destruction, desertion, and forced migration.  Instead, a Garden of God will 

one day spring-forth. 

Now, when you and I think of a garden, we think of plants and vegetative growth. 

But what God suggests will grow in this future Eden is vocal – it will be filled with 

“the voice of song.” Instead of trees of life, the waste-place will be filled with blooms 

of joy and buds of thanksgiving. These voices of expression will constitute the new 

Eden.iii 

Finally, through Isaiah, God shared a third “Listen to me” fragment – one 

fashioned to reorient Israel to Moses’ teaching. After all, it was from Moses’ teaching 

that Israel found the direction to live righteously, morally, and justly. This was what 

distinguished Israel as a community. And what God was suggesting in Isaiah 51 is that, 

soon, this kind of teaching will come – an instruction that will be a light of justice for 

the world (51:4). God was tipping His hand about what was soon to happen. 

Three times in eleven verses, God said “Listen to me.” And three times in eleven 

verses, the words “deliverance” and “salvation” are coupled together (vs. 5, 6, 8). This 

was the content of the “comfort” – the encouragement - that God was offering to 

God’s people. Despite what had happened to them, despite where they were, despite 

what they had lost, despite what they were still going through, God in our scripture 

lesson this morning told His people that He was not finished with them.iv 

In each of the fragments – in each of the remembrances – the emphasis in Isaiah 51 

falls heavily upon the action of God. God will be the one to act, and when God does, 

joy, gladness, thanksgiving, and the voice of song shall all break out where sorrow has 

been. When that kind of deliverance and salvation occurs, Isaiah 51 proclaims, even 

nature is swept up in its abundance. It will be like Eden all over (51:3).v That’s the kind 

of everlasting joy (51:11) we speak of on this third Sunday of Advent. 
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In some circles of the church, Isaiah is known as an evangelist rather than a 

prophet. This is because, outside of the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, no 

other book of the Bible speaks as much about the good news of God’s breaking into 

our world. No other book speaks as much about what Jesus Christ was coming to do 

than Isaiah. Some even go so far as to suggest Isaiah is the fifth gospel. 

It’s in Isaiah that we hear the familiar words: 

• For unto us a child is born… (9:6) 

• A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse… (11:1) 

• He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities…and by his wounds 

we are healed. (53:5) 

 

And it’s in Isaiah that we hear: 

• Arise, shine for your light has come! (60:1) 

• Your light shall break forth like the dawn. (58:8) 

 

That’s what Isaiah 51 is pointing to. It’s signaling that a new day is dawning for the 

children of Zion.  

Nearly thirty five years ago, the first camping trip I went on as a Boy Scout was to 

Copper Breaks State Park – the Texas State Park just south of Quanah. Together with 

another young tenderfoot, we carefully set up our tent close to the older scouts in a 

grassy meadow with a slight incline. Then, we spent the rest of the day exploring, 

playing games, and sitting around the campfire. 

Just after we put out the campfire that night and returned to our tents, I heard the 

sound of thunder in the distance. Before long, rain began to fall…slowly at first, and 

then with ferocity. This storm was a good West Texas gully washer. We soon realized 

that a river of water was flowing under our tent. It was like having a waterbed…except 
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not nearly so comforting. The wind howled and tore at our tent flaps as the rain 

continued to come down in sheets. And then it began to hail, fortunately not hard 

enough to tear through our tent, but with enough force to make us wonder when it 

would. We even learned later that a tornado had touched down just a few miles away. 

That night in Copper Breaks was one of the longest nights of my life. I was cold, 

wet, miserable, and even a little scared. I don’t think I slept at all. I was awake all night 

waiting for a glimmer of light on the horizon to signal that the night of terror was over. 

I was never so glad to see the morning. 

Some of us find ourselves in our own tents with the storms of life howling about 

and beating down upon us. For some, it’s the word from our doctor about a test 

abnormality. For others, it’s the news that your company is downsizing. For others, it’s 

the phone call that your child is at the police station. These situations, and those like 

them, are our Babylonian captivities. These are the places in our lives where we are 

sheltered-in-place, feeling hopeless and joyless, waiting for morning to come. 

It’s because of these realities that we need Advent. We need the reorienting that 

Advent provides. In the dark moments of our lives, when joy seems hard to find, we 

need the reminder that God is not finished with us yet, either – that, one day, we will 

burst forth with blooms of joy and buds of thanksgiving. 

So let the final twelve days between now and Christmas be the alarm clock that 

rouses you from the doldrums of 2020. “Wakey, wakey First Christian.” A new day is 

dawning. 
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