While we celebrated last week making it 125 years as a church, 


we need to acknowledge that we made it to 125 by the skin of our teeth.  

This last season was very hard in so many ways.  


The lack of workers to fill positions, 


the ever fluctuating plans of how many would be on a ship, 


the rock slides, 


the derailments, 


the out of shapeness of enduring a season, 



after almost two years out of the routine.  




We were not in the condition we desired to be in, 





but God provided nonetheless and carried us through.  

We acknowledge the trauma of the summer, 


as we get ready for a long winter 



with ever shortening daylight 



and excitement of bears roaming the streets. 

Many of the ways we survived previous winters are changing their patterns, 


including the Ferry system and restaurants.

I paint this picture, 


not to scare the last of us out of town.  

I paint it, 


so that we can connect with where the Israelites were at, 



as the Lord of the Angel Armies has described to us today.  

The times had been hard.  

So hard, 


that it sounds a little bit like Jerusalem 



had been Gotham at the beginning of a Batman movie, 


streets were not safe, 


elderly staying homebound, 


all who could 



have left the city.  


No wages being paid, 


enemies prevented business from happening, 


neighbors fighting against neighbors. 

It was treacherous, 


so that even the building of the temple was hindered.  

The Lord confesses that he brought disaster upon the people and the city in verse 14.  


He has done that for a time, 



but the people had repented.  


So now the healthy times are getting ready to flow.

Before we get to those times, 


it is good to ask why they had to repent, 


before the goodness comes.  

Why not just love us more, 

give us more, 


so that we obey God.  

To which you would be pointed to a person 


who was given everything 


and they did not handle it well.  

Instead of discipline, 


their parents gave them more 


and then more again.  



Hoping to buy them into obedience and respect.  

There are times when help, 

blessing, 

generous giving 


lead to a change of heart.  

There are also times 


when the same method 



leads to a hardened and bitter heart.  

Having the guidance of the Holy Spirit is important 


for knowing when it is time to switch tactics, 



so is a relationship with the person or the people.

The Israelites 


had returned to a point 



where God's love 




would lead to a joyful heart 




and not a stubborn one, 





thinking that they deserved all of these gifts.  



Which is an oxymoron.  




You can never deserve a gift, 





because once you do, 





it becomes a payment 






instead of a gift.  

So it was not because of their good works 


or behavior 



that God is changing his ways.  

It is because of the condition or state of their heart.  

They are in a place where the can respond to God's gifts 


with thankfulness and a joyful heart.  

What a difference this makes.

The Message that was our call to Worship this morning 


sets us up well with verses 1 and 2.  

God's zealousness 


means God cares.  

His anger 


means God is involved.  

He has not gone away.  


He loved us too much 



to let us continue on the road we were on.  

Now that the people understand God's desires 


and know that his blessings mean God is gracious, 


instead of the people perfect, 



God can give freely and fully again.

The image that God creates 


takes us from Gotham 


to Mayfield to join the Cleaver family.  

Jerusalem becomes a city of truth, 

people feel free to sit outside 


and need a cane because they have lived so long.  

Children safely play in the streets without fear. 

The temple will be rebuilt.  
Sowing and harvesting will resume, 

Vines will grow grapes, 

Gardens will flourish, 


Dew and rain will make everything green.  

This was not happening by their power, 


but with God's help, 



it now is.  

Mourning becomes rejoicing, 

fasts become festivals.  

People from around the world 


will come to Jerusalem to worship him 


and they will seek out God's representatives 



to draw closer to God, 


because of the favor God will show to the people.

This huge shift 


from punishment to blessings comes, 



because the people's hearts are finally in a place 



where the blessings will lead to rejoicing, 




rather than entitlement.  



Where Yahweh's love is reciprocated to God 




and to their fellow man.  

What God is pouring into people 


is not being consumed and stored, 


it is being shared and spread. 

While the majority of the glorious things that happen 


are acts of God in this passage, 

there are calls for us to respond 


to God's loving act of drawing near to us.  

The first thing we are called to do, 


is to not be afraid.  

How often does being afraid spoil a good gift.  


You receive money, 



but you don't spend it, 



because you don't know if more is coming.  


You get your grandma's China, 



but you don't use it, 




because you might chip it.  


The money was sent to bring you joy, 



not stingyness.  


Grandma gave you the China



 to celebrate special occasions 



and remind people they are worth your best, 




but a possible chip prevents this message from being shared.  

So we must not receive these gifts 


thinking this is all we will receive and they need to be held back.  

We need to hear it as the first fruits 


that will help us achieve what comes next.
Verse 16 says, 


“Speak the truth to each other, 


and render true and sound judgment in your courts; 17 


do not plot evil against your neighbor, 


and do not love to swear falsely. 



I hate all this,”  

All four of these can only be done 


when there is no fear.  

But when you know that God loves you unconditionally, 

that God is your source of life and goodness, t


then speaking the truth is easier.  



Because if the person rejects you for telling the truth, 




your value has not been attacked, 




you identity is in Christ.  

We can have sound judgement in our courts,


 because we have been speaking the truth to others 


and to ourselves.  

We are not deceived into thinking 


that we have what we have 



because of all we have done, 


but because of what God has done.  

The need to plot evil against our neighbor is not necessary 


because we are aware of what we deserve 


and how we have fallen short.  

Lying is unnecessary, 


because we know God sees us as we are 


and we don't need to create an alternate universe 



where we are something we are not.

All of this seems a little too much for us to do, 


especially as we look around 


and see who and what God has to work with here 



and in our world.  

Can God take a remnant of his people 


and transform their world so dramatically?  

But do we believe that God made us, 

that he made the whole universe, 


just by speaking?  

Do we believe that God can send his Son, 


have him die, 



and raise him to life again?  
Then why do we thin this grand change will seem marvelous to God?  


He has done more than deal with your running away from him.  


He has dealt with all his children 



and creation moving away from him 


and bringing them back 



through the work of his Son.  

That is more than just the remnant people, 


that is a saving act for everyone of God's creatures.

We will be having a renewal of Baptismal vows today (this week), 


because Desiree has experienced the outpouring of love from God her Father 



in a way she could not of on her own.  

God has brought her through an Exile 


and back into his love this summer.  

So as we invite her up 


and remember the great work that Jesus did in our baptism, 



removing the weight of sin from our lives 



and freeing us to be his beloved Children, 


we remember we are his 


and recommit our lives to live in his love, 



our hearts to not fear our almighty God, 


but work to move in response and the joy of our loving and almighty God.
As we remember God's love today, 

as we receive God's love today, 


let us remember that we did not do anything to deserve it.  

The Exiles that we have experienced at times in our life


is what we deserve all the time if life was based on merits.  

Fasts, 

lament 

and mourning should be what all 12 months of our calendar are filled with,


 because we so often try to run away from God.  

However, 


whenever God can, 



he lavishes his love upon us, 



transforms the city we live in, 


because that is how a Father is called to love, 



unconditionally.  

As long as his children's hearts are at a place where they can receive that love, 


there is no reason for the Father to stop.  

Let us celebrate God's unfailing love!
