The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 3C

The Text: Isaiah 12:2-6

When talking about world leaders and powerful nations many modern-day examples come to mind, but it was an 8th Century BC ruler that is among the most powerful leaders in history. Tiglath Pileser [note: pronounced Tig-lath Pill-ee-zer] the Third turned fading Assyria into an awesome Empire. He took the throne in 745BC after his forces seized the royal palace in the capital of Kahlu [pronounced Kar-loo] and slaughtered the royal family. 
By 740 he had conquered all of Northern Syria and in 738 he vanquished the Aramean city-state of Hamath and consequently threatened other small kingdoms with the same fate if they didn’t submit to him. He curtailed the power of provincial rulers, and forcibly re-located populations to vulnerable locations, which successfully discouraged revolt and fostered dependency on his rule. Less than 20 years later, the Northern Kingdom of Israel fell, a host of Israelites were exiled into captivity, and Assyria extended its empire to the northern boundary of Judah. Judah was dwarfed by the awesome size and might of the Assyrian Empire that surrounded it. 
This crisis facing Judah is the background to the early chapters of Isaiah. Israel had repeatedly refused to listen to God. Their thinking had become so empty that they replaced the living God with lifeless and useless blocks of stone and wood that had to be chained down so they wouldn’t fall over when they were moved! They lusted after the ways of their pagan neighbours—literally—participating in temple prostitution, convinced that it would bring fertility to the land despite God’s promises to provide for his people. 
They followed the teachings of the surrounding nations, which didn’t bring life but robbed them of life—literally—when Israel joined in the ritual sacrificing of their own children to Molech [pronounced Mow-lek]. The God who Israel had confessed as the Creator of heaven and earth had said in the beginning: “Let there be” and it was so…and God saw that it was “good.” But how could this be good? 
It seems unbelievable how messed up the human mind and the human heart are. But God loved Israel. He had chosen them to be his own and he called them…and called them and called them—look how many pages in the Bible are words of the prophets. But Israel quite simply refused to listen to God and refused to follow him, even stoning the prophets he sent. So eventually, God handed his people Israel over to the Assyrians, teaching Israel a powerful lesson—that the gods they had made in their own image couldn’t help them after all.
What would become of little Judah, surrounded by the Assyrian powerhouse? Would Judah learn from what had befallen Israel? Or would they make the same mistake? Isaiah begins his prophecy by warning Judah in the opening verses that they were no different and had also turned their backs on God just like the Northern Kingdom. God had warned them through the prophet Jeremiah too: “My people have forsaken me; the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water” (Jeremiah 2:13). It’s a picture of the people trying to fill their deepest needs within themselves with everything but God, things that will not bring lasting fulfilment and life. 
But then we hear these beautiful words in Isaiah 12:
Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The Lord, the Lord himself, is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation.” With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. In that day you will say: “Give praise to the Lord, proclaim his name; make known among the nations what he has done, and proclaim that his name is exalted. Sing to the Lord, for he has done glorious things; let this be known to all the world. Shout aloud and sing for joy, people of Zion, for great is the Holy One of Israel among you.” (Isaiah 12:2-6).
Even though little Judah was surrounded by such a vast and powerful empire that threatened to overpower them and dish out the same fate that Israel had received, God promised Judah through the prophet Isaiah that one who is even greater than Tiglath Pileser III was working for them. God himself was among them with all his saving help, even though they didn’t deserve it. God gave his people a picture of himself as a well from which people will draw salvation. Unlike the broken wells that leak and cannot hold water, God will give them life that will never run out. He will bring them refreshment and life in the midst of a spiritual wasteland. His well will be a permanent fixture in their midst that will not be able to be destroyed or relocated by an invading army; an image of his ever-present help in the face of threat and danger. And so his people will be settled, able to come and draw from him the life they need.
These words in Isaiah are given by God as a victory song. “The Lord, the Lord himself, is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation.” This verse is repeated from Exodus 15:2, where Moses and the Israelites gave thanks to God for another great rescue—his deliverance of them from Pharaoh and the mighty Egyptian army. Indeed the reference to ‘salvation’ is repeated three times, as is the mention of ‘singing’ or ‘song’. As the people come and draw from God, they will do so in joy. Even though the noisy clamour of political and military threat besets them on all sides, their praise and confession of faith will ring out among the nations and drown it out. Salvation and song go together—but it is God who will win the victory for Israel, all Israel needs to do is sing about it. 
This song is ultimately about God’s promise of his saving help in Christ, which Isaiah had prophesied earlier in chapter 7: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). That is why today’s Psalm from Isaiah is not just a song of praise for God’s deliverance to Judah in the 8th Century BC, but for God’s people of all times and places who trust in Christ for salvation. 
As we gather as God’s people in this place we are like Israel and little Judah; by no means exempt today from the problem of idolatry in the struggle of our hearts to cling to Christ and Christ alone for our comfort, joy, peace and fulfilment. Just as the Israelites could not overcome the mighty Egyptian army with all their chariots and horses, and just as Judah had no strength within themselves to overcome Tiglath Pileser III and the powerhouse of his Assyrian Empire, so too there is no way we can overcome even greater enemies—Satan, death and our own sinful flesh, by our own strength. 
But Jesus has come and was born for us. He is our salvation. That is why the song in Isaiah is our Psalm for today. It is a Psalm of divine promise and hope for another little Judah—we who are gathered here—that the Holy One stands among us, and is our salvation. 

This Holy One, Christ the Saviour, is our salvation from the world with all its selfish greed that in its fullest expression leads to violence, terror attacks and exploitation, political power struggles, kingdoms rising and falling, wars and threats of the world being wiped out with the push of a button. Jesus is our salvation from the spiritual desert of western society, which tries to fill broken cisterns with so many other things to worship, but none of which give true life…just like the blocks of wood and stone Israel worshipped of old. 
Jesus is our salvation from the world that continues the temple prostitution fertility cult of ancient days by idolising sex as a product to consume in whatever image people picture it, to be, opposed to what God ordained for relationships and marriage, and all the degradation, abuse and exploitation that comes with it. Jesus is our salvation from the world around us that has a worse rate of child termination than the nations which sacrificed to Molech.
God is greater than all this tribulation around us and no matter how great our problems and fears and challenges, he is here with his ever present help in all we need together as his church. The Holy One stands among us as the well of salvation that will never run dry. He invites us to draw from his well with joy as he serves us his own holy and precious body and blood to give you forgiveness of all our sins, and his victory over sin, death and Satan as our victory, his strength as our strength.
He takes our guilt upon himself and covers over our shame by clothing us with his own robe of righteousness. He is our Saviour, protector, forgiver, and giver of blessing. 
Salvation and song go together. Advent is a time for both, as we sing of God’s salvation coming from heaven to earth in Christ. So: “Give praise to the Lord, proclaim his name; make known among the nations what he has done, and proclaim that his name is exalted. Sing to the Lord, for he has done glorious things; let this be known to all the world. Shout aloud and sing for joy, people of Zion, for great is the Holy One of Israel among you.” Amen.
