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THE HEART OF THE MATTER 
A SERMON ON ISAIAH 43:1-17

by Rev. Russell B. Smith


Once upon a time there was a pastor who wanted a break from preaching every Sunday. He told everyone in his church that he was going to a seminary, and he arranged for his associate pastor to preach for him. Then, that Sunday, he drove out to a golf course far away from his church, where he would be sure that he wouldn’t encounter any of his parishioners. He teed up on the first hole. A pretty little par three hole with a water hazard off to the right. Whack. It was a beautiful shot, the ball arcing high and landing with little effort on the edge of the green, where it rolled straight into the cup. Plop. Hole in one. The second hole was a longer par four with a dogleg to the left. Whack. The ball soared over the trees — hit the green, and straight into the cup. The preacher couldn’t believe he’d hit two hole in ones. The third hole — hole in one. The fourth — hole in one. The fifth — hole in one. 


Now while all this is going on, up in heaven, one of the angels approaches God and says “Why are you doing that— he’s a pastor who is skipping church and lied about it — why are you blessing him like that?” God looked back with a twinkle in his eye “What blessing? I’m giving him a perfect game of golf and he can’t tell a soul.” 


I don’t care what anyone says, that was the best game of my life. 


One of my mentors, John Tolson, the head of a national men’s ministry, the Gathering of Men, used to tell each Christian to skip worship once or twice a year, just so it doesn’t become a legalistic routine. I can see the twinkle in your eyes — let me repeat — once or twice a year, not a month. 


In reality, corporate worship should be one of the most anticipated hours each week. When we gather here for worship, something exciting happens that gives us the power and impetus to make it through the week as a whole. That’s why we’re going to take a few weeks to focus on worship. This week we’ll focus on who worship is for and how we respond. Over the following four weeks, we’ll talk about: 

· Scripture — why the word of God is so important in worship 

· Communion — why do we do this thing with bread and juice once a month 

· Baptism — what is the big deal with babies and water 

· Personal Worship — how do we sustain the momentum throughout the week 


Now, looking back to our text, the most important principle of worship is articulated in verses 5-7. The point here is that worship isn’t for us: it’s for God. The point of worship isn’t to entertain or satisfy us — worship isn’t so much about what pleases us as it is about what pleases God. The point of worship is to bring praise to our Maker. Everything we do in worship brings him that praise — as we tell the stories of the great things he has done, as we pray for his continued involvement in our world, as we sing about his wonderful deeds and acts, and as we receive the grace that he extends toward us. Notice that this passage makes it clear that God calls us together to worship, and that we were specifically made for that purpose. 


However, even though worship is all about God, it elicits within us a response. This makes perfect sense — when we are doing what we were created to do, it resonates deeply within us. We respond with our whole being — our minds, our actions, and our emotions. Most of us understand pretty well how we respond with our minds, digesting and analyzing the information presented in worship. Most of us get the idea that we should be applying the principles taught in worship to our daily lives. However what brings passion and energy to our worship is the emotional component. There are certain emotional responses that Scripture teaches we can expect when we come to worship. If we had a whole weekend seminar, we could explore the richness and diversity of emotion as it is presented in the scripture. A whole array of emotion from conviction of sin, joy in the presence of the Lord, excitement about the great things done for us, anguish over our sin, bitter lament — all facets of our emotional life should come to play in our worship. The catalog of appropriate scriptural responses is endless. Our look at today’s passage is just a sampling so that we can better open our eyes to see how our heart should be affected by worship. 

ISA 43:1 But now, this is what the LORD says — 
he who created you, O Jacob, 
he who formed you, O Israel: 
"Fear not, for I have redeemed you; 
I have summoned you by name; you are mine. 

ISA 43:2 When you pass through the waters, 
I will be with you; 
and when you pass through the rivers, 
they will not sweep over you. 
When you walk through the fire, 
you will not be burned; 
the flames will not set you ablaze. 

ISA 43:3 For I am the LORD, your God, 
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior; 
I give Egypt for your ransom, 
Cush and Seba in your stead. 

ISA 43:4 Since you are precious and honored in my sight, 
and because I love you, 
I will give men in exchange for you, 
and people in exchange for your life. 

ISA 43:5 Do not be afraid, for I am with you 
I will bring your children from the east 
and gather you from the west. 

ISA 43:6 I will say to the north, `Give them up!' 
and to the south, `Do not hold them back.' 
Bring my sons from afar 
and my daughters from the ends of the earth — 

ISA 43:7 everyone who is called by my name, 
whom I created for my glory, 
whom I formed and made." 
ISA 43:8 Lead out those who have eyes but are blind, 
who have ears but are deaf. 

ISA 43:9 All the nations gather together 
and the peoples assemble. 
Which of them foretold this 
and proclaimed to us the former things? 
Let them bring in their witnesses to prove they were right, 
so that others may hear and say, "It is true." 

ISA 43:10 "You are my witnesses," declares the LORD, 
"and my servant whom I have chosen, 
so that you may know and believe me 
and understand that I am he. 
Before me no god was formed, 
nor will there be one after me. 

ISA 43:11 I, even I, am the LORD, 
and apart from me there is no savior. 

ISA 43:12 I have revealed and saved and proclaimed — 
I, and not some foreign god among you. 
You are my witnesses," declares the LORD, "that I am God. 

ISA 43:13 Yes, and from ancient days I am he. 
No one can deliver out of my hand. 
When I act, who can reverse it?" 

ISA 43:14 This is what the LORD says — 
your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: 
"For your sake I will send to Babylon

and bring down as fugitives all the Babylonians, 
in the ships in which they took pride. 

ISA 43:15 I am the LORD, your Holy One, 
Israel's Creator, your King." 

ISA 43:16 This is what the LORD says — 
he who made a way through the sea, 
a path through the mighty waters, 

ISA 43:17 who drew out the chariots and horses, 
the army and reinforcements together, 
and they lay there, never to rise again, 
extinguished, snuffed out like a wick. 

