
Bennochy church: 15th December 2019 

I was talking earlier with the children about Christmas being a 

time of celebration. However, a few days ago, I saw another 

side of Christmas. On BBC breakfast TV, they interviewed an 

older gentleman,  who after his mother died 20 years ago, had 

been alone every Christmas day since. Age Concern were 

highlighting the loneliness that many people feel, especially at 

Christmas. Where the image is one of family and celebration. 

In the midst of political turmoil that was taking place in the 

Middle East all around him,  Isaiah 35 is one of the great 

prophecies of hope. Isaiah lived, at least the writer who wrote 

most the first 39 chapters, lived in the middle of 8th century BC 

and lived through the time of  the destruction,  by the Assyrians,  

of the Northern Kingdom of Samaria, and then; their threat to 

the city of Jerusalem, the capital of the southern kingdom of 

Judah.  Turmoil in the Middle East. Nothing much seems to have 

changed.  

In spite of what was happening, the prophet uses the image of 

the desert coming to life. He says, out of the dry dust, flowers 

will bloom,  and what seems dead now, he describes in the 

language of beauty and fertility. He is almost shouting to the 

people, in spite of what you see now and how you feel today. 

Forget all that. Set aside your fears for tomorrow, for your God  

is coming in splendour, greatness and power.  

And maybe he alludes to the great history of Israel. Remember 

he says, don't forget,  from the desert you were given the laws 

of God. The desert was very much part of their identity. Of who 

they were as a people. Isaiah says,  don't forget that God fist 

met you in the desert.  

He says to God's people, I  know you are tired. Your hands and 

knees are weak. I know you are discouraged. But do not fear. Be 

strong. God is coming. Let our ears be the ears of people who 

have lost their land and nationhood. Would not these words 

ring out hope in the midst of their despair? If you felt 

oppressed, would not your spirits be raised by such a possibility, 

at the hands of God, that God would rescue his people. No 

timescale. No detail. Just hope.  

If we were in the midst of imminent invasion,  and we saw no 

way out, how would we feel? The only similarity I could think of,  

was the threat of invasion during WW2 at the time of the Battle 

of Britain.  My impression, things looked ominous. People's 

whole way of life was under threat and along comes Isaiah 

saying,  trust in God. It is going to be OK. Actually it was not to 

be, the Babylonians came along and destroyed Jerusalem in the 

6th century BC, but that is another story and where prophecy 

gets a bit complicated.  

It is important that we do not detach prophecy out of its original 

context. There is a dispute when chapter 35 was actually 

written. But in the midst of despair, this is a message of hope, 



irrespective of the danger. It says, if you are blind you will be 

able to see. If you are deaf, you will hear. If lame, you will dance 

and the dumb will shout for joy. Not literally. These dysfunctions 

are images of the people of God, and what they were going 

through,  and hope changes everything. And hope comes from 

trusting God. It does not matter if the enemy is Assyria or 

Babylon or the journey is about city walls defended or a return 

from exile. The prophets words are all about hope.  

If there is a highway of God. We need to walk it. If there is a 

bridge. We need to cross it. Mark Twain said, The secret of 

getting ahead is getting started. Faith and hope are about being 

on the journey. No knowing what is around the next corner, but 

believing that on our journey,  God will protect. Isaiah and his 

people,  needed to know that protection was real. There were 

literally enemies on all sides.  

For us, on our Christian journey, where the obstacles may seem 

to be too big for us. It is God's hope that gets us on the move. I 

love this quote. I have no idea who Ralph Marston is , but he 

said,  There are plenty of difficult obstacles in your path. Don’t 

allow yourself to become one of them. 

I said earlier that prophecy was complicated.  In 701 BC, the 

Assyrians are once again at the gates of Jerusalem, and all 

looked lost, and it would be just a matter of time before the city 

and the nation would fall.  It is said, that due to the faith of King 

Hezekiah, and listening to the advice of Isaiah, the city was 

saved. Maybe that was Isaiah's words fulfilled.  

But it has also been suggested that chapter 35 is not as old as 

the original Isaiah,  but written much later, in the 5th century 

BC,  when the people of God were in exile in Babylonia and this 

prophecy of hope was fulfilled in  their release and journey back 

home to Jerusalem.   

If the original context is important, so to,  how they have been 

interpreted down through the centuries. The words of prophecy 

are indeed multilayered.  

So I want to ask this; in uncertain times for country and for 

church, are we able to hold onto such ancient words of hope 

and make them real in our lives today? In spite of everything 

that is going on around us,  and for example the seeming 

decline of the church in Scotland, what are we to make of such 

words? 

 Our context is different, but surely hope remains the same. The 

journey of faith has not changed. It is still there to be walked. 

For Isaiah and his people,  their journey was back to Jerusalem. 

At Advent,  our  journey is to Bethlehem.  But what of the 

future? Where will God lead us,  down "the road of Holiness"? 

The way ahead is not known, but as a faithful people we can 

journey in hope, for faith,  is trusting the things we cannot yet 

see. Amen.  


