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     Have you ever been to a city that has seen better days?  Where downtown businesses, churches, and people 

were once thriving with activity, but now the city is filled with empty buildings, graffiti, and trash?  It’s not just 

depressing to go through such a desolate place, it can be dangerous.  But then developers move in to do some 

revitalization and those empty warehouses turn into expensive loft apartments, flowers and trees are planted, 

and coffee shops, restaurants, and specialty stores open in those brick buildings that have been scrubbed clean 

of graffiti.  What was once desolate is now thriving again with beauty and activity. 

     The prophet Isaiah, in our Old Testament lesson, uses that kind of imagery to describe God’s plan for us.  

When Isaiah wrote this text about 2700 years ago, he was writing to a nation that had once been powerful and 

thriving with activity, but had become desolate, because the people had rejected God’s Word.  In Isaiah 1, he 

said that the cities were burning and fields were being stripped bare by invading foreigners.  I would guess that 

things in Israel were mush as they are today in places like Iraq or Afghanistan.  The Israelites were not 

necessarily worshipping other gods, as they continued to observe the Sabbath and offer daily sacrifices to God; 

but the problem was that none of this was pleasing to God because it was all so hypocritical.  Their worship in 

the church did not carry over into the rest of their lives.  They came to the temple to seek God’s mercy and 

forgiveness, but during the rest of the week they were unmerciful and unforgiving to one another. 

     Do you ever have that same struggle?  I do.  I went to grab some lunch recently at a fast food restaurant and I 

was waiting for a car to pull out of a parking spot so I could park in that space.  But just as the car was pulling 

out, another car came around the corner in the opposite direction and quickly pulled into that spot.  I was not 

happy.  I had been sitting there for a while with my blinker on and I was convinced that other car saw me.  As a 

result, I pulled into another spot much further down.  But when I got out of my car I noticed the guy who pulled 

into the spot I was waiting for was just getting out of his car.  I decided that I wasn’t going to say anything to 

the guy, but I was determined to get into the restaurant before him.  I quickly walked to the door, cutting 

through the parking lot, and I got there well before him so that I didn’t have to hold the door open for him, and I 

was pleased that I could order before him. 

     Looking back on that situation makes me realize how silly that was, as it was a reminder that it’s very easy 

to be kind, merciful, and forgiving to people here on Sunday, but we don’t always act like that to others during 

the rest of the week.  You see God doesn’t just want us to be obedient to Him on Sundays, He wants us to do 

the right thing at all times and in all circumstances.  That means being patient with your family when you are 

hungry and tired.  It means being encouraging to others or going the extra mile for others even when they seem 

ungrateful.  It means being considerate even when you feel like someone is being unfair to you.   

     Unfortunately, we can strive to be good all we want, but we’re never going to impress God.  In fact, a few 

chapters after our text Isaiah said that our best efforts to be good are like filthy rags in God’s eyes.  Why?  

Because even when we do manage to do something good, it often does not come naturally for us or we do it 

because we know it makes us look good.  In other words, we are all self-centered and that self-centeredness was 

causing all kinds of problems in Israel during Isaiah’s day.  A nation that had once been powerful and filled 

with activity was fast becoming desolate.  But this is not what God wanted for Israel or for any of us.  So God 

said in Isaiah 62:1, “For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be quiet, until her 

righteousness goes forth as brightness, and her salvation shines as a burning torch.”   

     God was not going to sit still.  He was so anxious to save the people of Israel and all of us that He eagerly 

kept the family line of David going so that the Savior could be born from it, just as He had said.  And this 

Savior, Jesus, did not sit still until He had accomplished what He came to do.  It would have been easy for Jesus 

to give up and go home, after all His closest friends were not exactly very encouraging, and when Jesus needed 

their support they left.  Yet, Jesus stuck to the plan to save all of humanity by willingly dying on a cross to save 

us from our sins. 

     As a result, we’re not to think of ourselves as a bunch of filthy rags that have been cleaned up.  God says in 

verse 3 that “You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord, and a royal diadem in the hand of your 

God.”  Because of Jesus’ death and resurrection, we are God’s crown.  To Him we are the best thing He’s ever 

created.  We are more glorious than the mountains and more majestic than the oceans. 



     Although God says that we are His crown, we don’t always feel that way do we?  Last Sunday we celebrated 

the greatest news in the world – a Savior had been born; but today with the gifts all unwrapped and put away, 

decorations coming down in our homes and our city, family members having gone home, and credit card bills 

coming soon, today might feel a little bit like a letdown.  We might be a bit worn out today and it might feel like 

all that peace on earth, goodwill towards others has been packed up again in the attic.  Last Sunday we sang, 

“Joy to the World,” but has anything about our world really changed?  Tonight or tomorrow might be exciting 

for many of you, but on Tuesday, will it all be back to being the sinful and disappointing way it was before? 

     This week as we head back to work, back to school, and back to the routine, we might not feel like we are 

God’s crown.  Instead, we might feel more like a construction hat that has been scuffed and dented, and that’s 

how the world may see us.  After all, there doesn’t seem to be any special benefit to being a Christian believer – 

meaning your paycheck doesn’t increase, and your health problems don’t disappear when you confess your faith 

in Jesus.  But here’s the thing, God hasn’t stopped working on us, even though He has already given us 

forgiveness and everlasting life.  And He won’t stop working on us until everyone sees just how glorious we 

are.  I suppose you could say that we’re like a building in the middle of a makeover.  The inside renovations are 

done, we have been cleansed from our sins, but there is still outside work that needs to be finished.  And that 

work won’t be complete or revealed until Jesus returns to this world.  Only then will the scaffolding come down 

and the tarps be removed so that the unbelieving world, which mocked the Church and sought to marginalize it, 

will gasp in amazement at our beauty and glory. 

     God will not rest until this is accomplished.  Even at this very moment He is working to bring this day about.  

He’s working on your heart and mine to create or strengthen faith in His Son, Jesus.  Dear old Simeon, in our 

Gospel lesson, had waited all his life for Christmas.  And today we heard how Mary and Joseph finally brought 

the baby, Jesus, into the temple.  It’s the moment Simeon had been anticipating for years as God promised him 

that he would not die until he saw His Savior.  For Simeon, even though he had waited for a long time, there 

was no letdown.  He took the Christ Child in his arms and said, “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart 

in peace.”  His eyes had seen the life he’d been waiting for and the One the world needed, and he celebrated. 

     Our calling in life is to tell others about Jesus and to give God no rest in regard to our prayers for those who 

still don’t know Jesus as their Savior.  You see this church is not a cruise ship, it is a lifeboat and we’re all 

crewmembers charged with pulling others aboard while piloting this ship together to heaven.  So don’t be 

content to show up for worship satisfied that you have your ticket to heaven.  What about your neighbor, your 

child, or your grandchildren?  As we begin a new year, let us all resolve to share God’s Word and live His love 

with others as we celebrate Christmas not just once a year, but every day knowing that we are not desolate.  We 

are not broken or powerless.  We are the crown of God’s creation and we are to shine with the love of our 

Savior every day for all the world to see.   


