Liturgy:

Reading : Rev. 21 :  9 –13

                   “   21 : 22 – 22 : 5 

Text       : Isaiah 2 : 1-5

Ps.    48 : 1,3

Ps.    78 : 3

Ps.    72 : 10

Ps.    72 : 1,2,4

Ps.    98 : 1,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When reading the words of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon one can long for the peace described here, when nation will no longer lift up sword against nation. It seems almost unreal in world, which since Tuesday 11th September is completely in turmoil. People are groping for security, for peace, but do not find it. Alliances are made to fight terrorism. But will it really help? Many are sceptic about it.

As a matter of interest, do you know, beloved, that in the very same New York in which those horrible attacks took place there is a sculpture, standing in front of the building of the United Nations, which has inscribed in it part of Isaiah 2,4. The last words of this verse, “they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore." 

The organization of the United Nations was established after World War II, when there was a universal desire for peace. One of the main aims of this organization is: to maintain peace internationally by settling disputes between nations through peaceful arbitration. In 1945 the expectations were high: never again a traumatic exerience like Word War II. Yet when looking back upon 55 years history of this organization, one cannot but conclude that those high expections all vanished into thin air. True as yet we have not faced a World War III, but during the second half of the previous century many regional conflicts were fought with thousands of victims. I only have to refer to the Korean War in the beginning of the fifties and the Vietnam War during the sixties of that century. Even after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the cold war many conflicts kept ravaging the Balkan. I only have to mention names like Kosovo, Bosnia, and Chechnya. Last but nost least I think of the Middle East, where Arabs and Jews do not seem to be able to live in peace with one another. With leaves us with the question: Isn’t the peace described in Isaiah 2 somehow an unrealistic ideal? 

The answer to this question, Br. & Sr., is a definite no! For the peace of which Isaiah 2 speaks will come. One day all swords will indeed be beaten into plowshares, and all spears into pruning hooks. One day all weapons of war will be changed into agricultural equipment and all battlefields into fruitful gardens.

You may think, okay, this will be when Christ returns, when we will enjoy perfect peace on the new earth. But meanwhile in this present world not much will change. Continually we will be confronted with wars and rumors of war. So what is the comfort of this morning’s text for today? Living in a world full of turmoil, tension, crime and violence, what is the current benefit we derive from the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon?

In response to this question, first of all I would like to say, the very fact that we are on our way to a future of perfect peace should have impact on our life already today. Living in world that longs for peace we as Christians have to make clear that true peace is found only in Jesus Christ, the Prince of peace. Swords will be beaten into plowshares, but only – as we read it in our text – when the nations let themselves be taught by the God of Jacob and walk in His paths. In other words, repentance is needed, return to the God of Jacob. In addition the text of this morning also makes clear this peace of which Isaiah 2 speaks will not be obtained by any human effort, instead it must be received as a gift of God. Summarizing, the text of this morning teaches us: worldwide peace will be accomplished only when the nations bow their knees before Him to whom is given all authority in heaven and on earth. That’s the message we as church have for this world. There is hope, future, only in Jesus Christ, the Prince of peace.

I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

RIGHT ACROSS THE TURMOIL AND REVOLUTION OF THIS WORLD             GOD CONTINUES TO WORK TOWARDS PERFECT PEACE

We will pay attention to

1) the foundation of this peace

2) the result of this peace

I     The yearning for peace, Br. & Sr., and how to secure peace is not just something of today. It also occupied Judah and Jerusalem's mind in the day of the prophet Isaiah, as well as the mind of many other people in those days. The nations were consulting together how to stem the rising power of Assyria, which in those days overran many countries. Those who still lived in freedom saw no other option than to unite together in combatting this threatening power from the East. Mutual conflicts of smaller scale were temporarily patched up to combine forces against the super-power Assyria. Many alliances were established, yet mostly without result. It put off the evil day only for a time.

On behalf of the LORD the prophet Isaiah now warns the people of Judah and Jerusalem not to set their hope on such alliances. For joining forces with foreign nations would not really help them to escape the imminent judgement. God asked something else, namely repentance. From chapter 1 of Isaiah’s prophecies we learn that also in Judah and Jerusalem injustice and oppression reigned supreme. God's commandments were trampled under feet. As a result God’s judgment was imminent on these rebellious children of His. Serious words had to be spoken by the prophet Isaiah. Yet it is not judgement only which Isaiah had to announce. He was also allowed to speak of a glorious future, not only for Judah and Jerusalem, but for all the nations of the world.

The prophecy recorded in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon starts with the words, "It shall come to pass in the latter days.” The latter days – when reading this expression in Scripture, often in our mind we straight away link it to the end of world history. Yet in general these words simply refer to events that will happen not in the days that they are spoken of, but somewhere in the future. Of course, it cannot be denied that the complete fulfillment of what we read in our text will come true on the new earth. But this does not mean that before that time there will not be any fulfillment at all. For what then would be the comfort of it for today?  And so the question for this morning is: what meaning do the words of our text have for us today?

To find an answer to this question, let us have a somewhat closer look at these words to see how the peace of which our text speaks will be accomplished. In verse 2 we read, “It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the LORD’s house shall be established on the top of the mountains and shall be exalted above the hills.”
The mountain of the house of the LORD – in Isaiah’s day this was Mount Zion on which the temple had been built. In Scripture this mountain is always spoken of very highly. It is praised above all other mountains. I think of Psalm 48, for example, the psalm we have sung at the beginning of this worship service, where it reads regarding Mount Zion, it is the joy of the whole earth, beautiful in elevation. Why?  Since the LORD Himself dwelt on Zion in His holy temple. That's why Scripture always speaks so highly of this specific mountain.

In our text we now read, not only that this mountain shall be established but also that it will take first rank among all other mountains. All that is high will become insignificant in comparison with Mount Zion. The result will be that all nations shall flow to her.

With this image Isaiah comforts Judah and Jerusalem. As regards the future they don’t have to be anxious at all. They don’t have to be afraid for the rising powers of this world. For the mountain of the LORD, i.e. the place, which the LORD desired for His dwelling, will be established. Therefore those who as God’s people live on and around this mountain may feel secure and safe. 

I think here also of what it says in Psalm 46, the psalm on which I preached a fortnight ago, “though the earth be removed, though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea, the holy place of the Most High shall not be moved." I also think of Psalm 125, where it reads, "Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved, but abides forever." Finally, I also think of Psalm 68, where a comparison is made between the mountain of Bashan and the mountain, which God desired for His dwelling. Mount Bashan, indeed impressive and majestic, yet it can't be compared with Mount Zion. For there the LORD dwells amidst His people and from there God’s blessings flow.

Well, in our text we read now, the glory of Mount Zion will become so great that it even will attract the attention of the nations. From far and near they shall come calling out to each other, "Come, and let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob." 

All this must have sound very strange in the ears of the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem. Sure it had happened also in the past that tnations went up to Jerusalem, but this had always been with hostile intentions. Yet now it would be different.

When we read this prophecy of Isaiah in light of the New Testament it becomes clear what is meant with these words. In our text Isaiah uses Mount Zion as a metaphor for the Lord’s kingdom that will be exalted above all other kingdoms. And then in the NT we indeed see that the time came that the nations went direction Jerusalem. Not literally, but by a hunger for the gospel that through the apostles went out from Jerusalem into the world.

This prophecy thus contains a tremendous encouragement not only for God’s people in Isaiah’s day, but also for Christ’s church today. From this prophecy we may learn, no matter how difficult and confusing in our eyes the course of history can be, there is no reason for panic, since God continues to work towards His kingdom of perfect peace; a kingdom which offers salvation not only for the people amidst whom Isaiah carried out his prophetic ministry, but for the whole world, indeed all nations. In Rev. 21,13 it reads about the New Jerusalem that it’s gates are open to all sides. The nations of the earth shall flow to it from the north, from the east, from the south and from the west. Well, in our text Isaiah prophecies already about this using Mount Zion as a metaphor.

The nations shall flow to it. Why? The answer we read in the continuation of verse 3, they want to be taught by Israel's God. They come to Zion that they may walk in His paths. Of course, this is not because of their own insight, but this is worked in them by God Himself, who wants to be acknowledged as God not only by Israel but indeed by all people.

In our text the LORD is called the God of Jacob, i.e. the God who despite the many sins from the side of His people remains faithful and comes to the help of those in need. In the Old Testament He showed His glory in Israel by executing justice to the oppressed and by lifting up those who were bowed down (Psalm 146). 

Well, the nations will now also seek their salvation with this God. They will come to the acknowledgement: from ourselves we are unable to build a kingdom of perfect peace. We have to go the house of the God of Jacob, that He may teach us His ways and cause us to walk in His paths. Thus the nations too will seek peace, no longer by means of consulting one another and all kind of human efforts, but by means of instruction in the truth.

As I have said before, this is a very encouraging prophecy. Especially since these words refer not only to what will happen one day in the future. In the New Testament we see already an initial fulfillment of this prophecy when also the Gentiles come to seek salvation with Israel’s God. This prophecy gives the nations a key for the gate to the kingdom of peace. It teaches that man himself can not establish peace on earth. Often he tries. Yet only God can bring about real peace, i.e. the peace in and through Jesus Christ, the Prince of peace. 

His coming was proclaimed by many a prophet and foreshadowed by the sacrificial service on Mount Zion, but also by the theocratic kingship of the kings from the house of David. In their kingship these kings had to show something of the coming messianic reign of peace.

From Scripture we know that these kings often failed in fulfilling this duty. Isaiah too has to point this out. I think of what we read in Ch. 5.7 of his prophecies, God looked for justice, but behold oppression; for righteousness, but behold a cry for help.  That's why Isaiah calls for repentance. Jerusalem should understand once again what task God had given her. It should understand the high calling which God had given her amidst the nations. In our text it reads, "For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem."

These words point to the guidance Zion had to give. Guidance in showing the only way in which perfect peace could be obtained, namely by a faithful obedience to the law and the Word of God. They are the firm foundation of God's kingdom of perfect peace.

Thus the peace of which we read in our text will be obtained only by a faithful obedience to the Word of God. Only obedience to the gospel opens the gate to the kingdom of this peace. In more practical terms this means – as I have said it in the beginning of the sermon – also the nations, if they want to have true peace, must bow their knees before Him to whom is given all authority in heaven and on earth.

Well, beloved, it is the task of the church to proclaim to the world this message of peace. In this context we must give thought not only to the proclamation of the gospel on Sunday, or to the work of mission and evangelism. True, this too has everything to do with the word of our text. However if we would limit the words of our text simply to this, we are narrowing the perspective of the peace of which Isaiah 2 speaks. For our text has also a political aspect. It points to the importance of the preaching of the gospel also for every day life, the importance of the gospel also for the world of politics. 

I think here of what it says in the beginning of verse 4, "He shall judge between the nations, and shall rebuke many peoples." This means the instruction in the law of Israel's God aims at bearing fruit, not only in the church but also in the world, among the nations. The LORD wants to intervene with His Word also in the disputes of the nations to point out how true peace can be attained. 

Thus there is a lesson to be learned from this morning’s text also for today. The attacks of Tuesday 11th September have awakened a global war against terrorism. Yet, beloved, how wonderful it would have been that instead, or at least in addition there would also have been a genuine return to God’s Word. True, people have been flocking together in prayer services. But in these prayer services often Christians and Muslims joined hands, as if it does not matter whom you address in prayer. But that’s not what Scripture teaches. The LORD wants guinine repentance. This lack of genuine repentance among the nations is the root of all evil, not only in the Islamic world, but also in the Western World, where people have become lovers of self rather than lovers of God. From our text we learn repentance is needed to receive peace, to establish true freedom.

Putting it in this perpective it can be clear, Br. & Sr., that the peace of which our text speaks should not be limited just to personal peace, peace of mind or the like. Doing so we would detract from the living and powerful Word of God that wants to control all of life. Yes, then the word of our text throws light also on political and social issues. It will give guidance also with respect to issues of war and peace. Our text tells us that we should not base our hope on human efforts. 55 years of human effort by an organization like the United Nations has made this quite clear. It could not establish the global peace it was looking for. Our text teaches, as long as the nations do not listen to the Word of Jacob's God, this peace will never be accomplished, neither by conferences and resolutions, nor by any other effort of man. 

Well, it is our task, the task of the church to make this known. As church we have a message also for the world. The world is dependent on the faithful preaching of the church, in order that many more may see the light and will say: we too want to go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob, that He may teach us His ways and cause us to walk in His paths. 

Yes, beloved, as church we have to make clear to the world that true peace is to be found only in Jesus Christ, who will establish His kingdom of perfect peace on the foundation of justice and righteousness. This we have to point out also to our own government and fellow citizens – this: it will go well with Australia and the world only when there is obedience to the word of the King of kings.

Thus the church has a word for the world, not only as far as evangelism and mission activities are concerned, though this has also everything to do with our text. But also as far as politics, economics and social activities are concerned. God's Word will throw light on every sector of life.

No, then Scripture does not always straight away give clear cut answers to all kind of problems we are faced with in today's society. It involves study, effort. We should not think lightly about the task God has given us. Yet this should not make us run away from it. It is the LORD Himself who mobilizes us for this task. For that’s how the LORD wants to come to the completion of His kingdom of perfect peace.  A peace far more richer than people in the world strive for. They build their hope on the goodness of man. A hope which time and again vanishes into thin air. Man will never establish peace on earth. We can only receive it as a gift from God who sent His Son to this earth to establish a kingdom of everlasting peace. That’s why in the church we already receive a foretaste of this peace. 

Again as a result of sin we too often destroy this peace even among one another. Therefore we too should take the words of our text to heart by letting ourselves be taught by the word of the God of Jacob and by walking in His paths. Then peace will flourish indeed. Then also in the church all hatred, enmity and anger will fall away. Then swords will be changed into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks.

In a short second point I would like to dwell upon these last words of our text still a bit longer.

II     We saw, Br. & Sr., that the gate to the kingdom of perfect peace can be opened only by submission to the kingship of Christ. A very timely message, not only for this day and age, but also for the time during which Isaiah fulfilled his prophetic ministry. Isaiah too lived during a time, which was full of war and rumours of war, a time full of evil and injustice. In chapter 7 of his prophecies we read how the Syro-Ephraimitic war made the heart of the king of Judah and of his people shake as the trees of the forest shake before the wind. In addition there was the rising power of the Assyrian Empire. How would Judah ever be able to withstand these threatening powers?

Well, it is during that time full of tension and anxiety that Isaiah comes with the word of the LORD, who promises that there is still prospect for Judah and Jerusalem, since He shall judge between the nations and rebuke many peoples, verse 4. How?

The answer we find in Isaiah 11, there shall come forth a root from the stem of Jesse, which is a reference to the coming of the Messiah, who shall reign on David’s throne. “He shall judge not by the sight of His eyes, nor decide by the hearing of His ears. But with righteousness He shall judge the poor and decide with equity for the meek of the earth. He shall strike the earth with the rod of His mouth, and with the breath of His lips He shall slay the wicked. Righteousness shall be the belt of His loins and faithfulness the belt of His waist.”
See there how God through the coming of the Messiah would bring to fulfillment also the prophecy of Isaiah 2, where we read about that same peace and righteousness. Yes, the coming of the Messiah meant a step forwards in the fulfilment also of the promised peace among the nations, as angels sang about it in the night that Jesus was borne. “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.” No, in that night we did not yet see the complete fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah. For in that hour the heavenly host, God's army, was not yet disbanded. Even today the angels are still ready at hand to assist the church in the battle it has to fight.

Nevertheless, in the night that Jesus was borne they still sang of peace on earth, since the child in the manger would bring great joy to all people. He, who through His accomplished work would bring about a kingdom where the wolf will dwell with the lamb and a nursing child play by the cobra’s hole. Perfect peace, indeed!

Well, of that peace we also read in our text, “nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” In the night that Jesus was born, angels sang also of this peace. Through the birth of the child in the manger this peace had come closer. Today we are even further, since this Child became a Man, who on the cross of Calvary obtained the victory, not only for Himself, but also for all who want to acknowledge Him as the Prince of peace.

I realize, Br. & Sr., even today we see but very little of the peace of which our text speaks in such a wonderful way. Yet this should not cause us to close our eyes for the fact that this kingdom of perfect peace is to come, not by means of any human effort, but only by obedience to the Word of Him who is the God of all peace.

This obedience God asks first of all of His own children, in order that the law may continue to go forth from Zion, i.e. in NT words from the church, which also today should live in such a way that it attracts the attention of the nations. As church we should never forget about this high calling. 

That's why Isaiah concludes this prophecy as follows, verse 5 – which indeed should be read in connection with the preceding verses and not with what follows – “O house of Jacob, come and let us walk in the light of the LORD."
What the foreign nations will do in the latter days, God’s people are called to do already today. They must walk in the light. For only by walking in the light we will enter the New Jerusalem, that city of perfect peace.

We are heading for a glorious future. Beloved, may that future already determine your life today. Don't unite your voice in the choir of people who strive but for earthly peace only. Instead we should use our voice to sing that other song,

“All glory to our God on high

And on the earth His peace

For men to whom He favour shows

Which nevermore shall cease.”

Beloved, throughout your whole life always put your trust in this God, no matter what dark clouds may gather above this earth. For right across the turmoil and revolution of this world God continues to work towards His kingdom of perfect peace.

Blessed is he, blessed is she, who believes this and finds rest in it. For then amidst a world full of unrest and turmoil we may feel secure and safe. For then we know God is King who reigns in majesty on high. He has all things in His almighty hands.

Amen.
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