EPIPHANY 5, B – February 7, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 40:21-31; 1 Cor. 9:16-27; Mark 1:29-39

They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.” Is. 40
My wife had a birthday a little over a week ago, and after spending some time picking through cards, this is the one I got her. I didn’t get it just because it has Snoopy on it – one of the Peanuts characters that I like so much. I got it because, when you open it, it plays the very familiar song from A Charlie Brown Christmas. I knew that Lorayne would like it… and Claire would like it. Claire will love it. She loves Charlie Brown and the Peanuts gang!
Charles Schulz really knew how to appeal to kids… and this is especially evident in how he portrayed adults in his Peanuts TV shows. Adults are never seen; they are only heard. And, what is heard from an adult? Waw-waw-waw. Just noise… no words. Kids tune us out!

Tuning out… it’s not just a problem with kids. Today’s reading from Isaiah begins, “Do you not know? Do you not hear? Has it not been told you from the begin-ning?” God’s people had been tuning Him out! We all fall into this.
God has chosen to communicate with us primarily through words… words taught and preached. “This is why I came out: that I may preach,” Jesus told His disciples. This was after a day of doing great miracles of healing, and of casting out demons. They were impressive, but they were secondary. Preaching and teaching God’s Word: Jesus says this is the main thing! So: tune in to God’s preaching and teaching! It’s vital that you do so, because there are a whole lot of others who are preaching and teaching.
Influential people – governmental officials; business leaders; medical experts; teachers; and many, many others – are loudly preaching and teaching and seeking to influence you. The pandemic has increased the number and power of their voices significantly. They tell us how to live and who to be with; and all out of concern for keeping you, and others, safe. This is important, no doubt… but I fear that life itself, simply being alive, is being made an idol by making it more important than the needed comfort of a hug, a touch, and above all a word from God. “Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men shall fall exhausted,” God reminds us.
· Jimmy Ferrara’s sudden death at age 60 last Sunday is a reminder of the frailty of life.
Only the Word of God remains forever! Only it brings the life that remains forever.

Isaiah reminds us of what that Word says: “Do you not know? Do you not hear? It is God who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers… [He] brings princes to nothing, and makes the rulers of the earth as emptiness. Scarcely are they planted, scarcely sown, scarcely has their stem taken root in the earth, when he blows on them, and they wither, and the tempest carries them off like stubble.” We grasshoppers, even the wisest and most influential among us, do not always know how best to live, or why one lives and another dies. We must listen to and trust in God, who alone is the Lord of life!
God also, and God only, reveals another voice that is very prevalent in our world: the voice of the demonic. How present and active were demons during Jesus’ ministry! In Capernaum, after He went to the house of Simon and Andrew, Jesus “healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons,” we’re told. And then “he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons.” Were demons more present and active in His day than now? Was it that Jesus was present; did He draw them out and expose them? I don’t know. I do know that the Bible warns us in many places that demons are very present and active. And, our society today provides very fertile ground for their evil activity.

· Great has been the decline in attendance in churches. People aren’t hearing the words of God!
· Not surprisingly, great also has been the decline in the profession of faith in the Triune God and in the knowledge of the Bible’s teachings.

· Great has been the increase of people with mental illness.
It’s easy to think, because of our technological advances, that we are much smarter than the people of the past, and much less prone to superstition. We are not like those who lived centuries ago and, because of their lack of scientific understanding, considered solar eclipses and the arrival of comets actions of the gods, and even worshiped as divine beings the stars of the heavens! And yet, many today believe in astrology. Even Christians have said to me, “Ah, you’re a Capricorn;” as if the position of the planets – hunks of rock and gas – when we’re born have some influence upon who we are. Astrology is not the voice of God but the voice of those who are opposed to God… of the demonic! “Lift up your eyes on high and see,” Isaiah says. “Who created these (the stars)? He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name, by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing.” This not only speaks of God as the Creator of all things. It proclaims Him to be the One who governs and directs all things. Isaiah tells us: “The Creator of the ends of the earth does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable. He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength.” Listen to Him and trust in Him! Your life is in His hands, and no one else’s. He is your hope and strength when you are confused by what is going on in the world and weakened in heart by it.
Ah… and then there’s the heart. Our hearts often speak more loudly than anyone or anything else. When we face difficult days… days of worry and loss and sickness; days of mourning, or of the fear of death… then our hearts can despair of God’s love, and of His desire to help. The voice of doubt enters our minds and hearts: doubt of God’s love… doubt of our own worthiness of His help. Past sins come to mind… guilt keeps us away from God, from His worship and from listening to His Word. It happens easily, for we are – every one of us – sinful and unclean! Especially then you must listen to God’s Word. You must listen to the preaching and teaching of it, and not just rely on reading it on your own. For, when left to ourselves we easily overlook and do not see the treasures therein, the great love and mercy of God that is proclaimed.

In today’s Gospel reading, for example: it says that all who were sick or oppressed by demons were brought to Jesus after He went to the home of Simon and Andrew. Did you notice when they were brought? “That evening at sundown… the whole city was gathered at the door,” Mark says. What does that tell you? That Jesus was willing to receive and help people at the end of the day and into the night. And then, He got up “very early in the morning, while it was still dark,” and went to a desolate place to pray. Jesus sacrificed Himself – His time; His desires; His need for rest and relaxation – to help those who were in need. No one was turned away or left out. Even the most sinful and guilty, the most unclean and unworthy – those whose spirituality was so low that they were possessed by demons! – were received by Him and cleansed. “[The Lord] gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength,” Isaiah promises. It is the lowly, and not the strong, that He seeks out and comes near to help! We see this above all in Jesus. The Gospels tell us this!
So: be lowly. Don’t trust in your own strength of character or wisdom and understanding, but in humility seek out and listen to the preaching and teaching of God’s Word. Hold to it and never let it go. “They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,” says Isaiah. “They shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.” Through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.
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