EPIPHANY 5, C – February 6, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 6:1-8; 1 Cor. 14:12-20; Luke 5:1-11; Psalm 71
“Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.” Isaiah 6
Our Scriptures today begin with a man who is doing what you and I are doing right now: sitting in church and worshiping God. Isaiah is in the temple in Jerusalem. Perhaps he’s listening to a Psalm being chanted, or prayers. And then, suddenly, as if a curtain is pulled back, what he is seeing and hearing disappears… and he sees the God he has been worshiping. He hears God’s angels singing. What an amazing experience! How would you react? Would you take the opportunity to ask God things you’ve always wondered about? “What happened to the Wise Men, Lord? Did they come back later to find you?… When we die, do we experience this immediately? Or, will we be asleep until you raise us to life in our bodies again?” Oh, there are so many questions to ask!… and you wouldn’t ask any of them. As if you or me – sinners – can question God! As if we have any right to ask questions! As if God is at all answerable to you and me!
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” This is what His holy angels sing, even while covering their faces in His presence. God is holy, the utter opposite of and enemy of sin. His holy presence is so overwhelming that fear, and not curiosity or wonder, would fill your mind. Fear, because you would be utterly aware, painfully aware, of your sinfulness… sinfulness that you can not hide from God, that you would realize He is aware of! God’s holiness and hatred of sin would beat upon you far worse than do the scorching rays of the sun on the hottest day of summer. “Woe is me! I am lost!” That is what Isaiah cried out. “I am destroyed! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips!” 

Unclean lips. Why this? Remember, Isaiah is in the temple and worshiping when he has this vision of God. With his lips he’s been speaking God’s words and prayers, just as we are today. There is no better use of our lips than this… and, how poorly do we do so! Our minds drift off to other things… we’re eager to check our phones…we whisper distracting words to one another… we woodenly speak responses because we’ve said them 100’s of times before.
     
God is awesome in His holiness. We should fear Him and bow before Him with awe… and we ho-hum!! How lost we are! How we deserve to be destroyed! And yet, He doesn’t destroy Isaiah… Jesus doesn’t leave Peter. Instead, He says some of the sweetest words we poor sinners could ever hear:

DON’T BE AFRAID

Don’t be afraid, for what Isaiah feared is not what we see from God. God doesn’t come to us or deal with us in His glory. In mercy He covers Himself. He covers His glory and comes to us in lowliness and weakness. 
This seems backward, doesn’t it? It does especially in our day of stunning visual displays and special affects. Surely awesome displays of power would attract attention and draw people to God! Surely if God “wowed” us, instead of covering Himself and dealing with us through sinful men speaking words from a book and leading repetitive liturgies and distributing rather tasteless wafers and sips of wine, more people would pay attention to Him. More people would go to church!
But, it cannot be this way. Sin has so changed us that we cannot have God among us in glory. His glory would destroy us, for we are unclean sinners!
If God will be with us, and we with Him, He must cover Himself. And: He does! We see this throughout the Bible.

· Isaiah does see God… but as a Man on the throne – and who else is this but Jesus? The apostle John tells us this in his Gospel, for he says, “Isaiah… saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about Him.”  (John 12:39-41)
· Peter sees the Lord as a normal man… Jesus, sitting in his boat and teaching the common people.
God wants to be with us and among us. He wants us to be with Him. He will not “go away” from us, as Peter desired. So, He comes to us humbly, covering and hiding His glory, that we might not be destroyed or run away from Him in fear. In this life He always deals this way with us. How good He is!
Do not be upset by this, and feel like something is missing. Do not desire something more, something better than God hidden under the covering of His Word and Sacraments. The only way you can have God here is in His humility, in His coverings. But, know this: the God who is covered is the God who is for you.
Even covered, God is still the awesome and terrible God, as Isaiah and Peter realized. Even when He covers His glory, God is terrifying to sinners. We cannot be in His presence with our sins exposed, any more than we could come to church with no clothes on.
Now, we can, and do, make efforts to hide our sins. Don’t talk about them! Don’t expose them! But, every attempt of ours to cover over and hide our sins is a lie. It’s as effective and lasting as a snowfall. 

· How beautiful things look after it snows! Dirt and filth are covered in white, and barren trees are transformed into beautiful works of art. And then, plows come and shove the snow aside. Cars return to the roads, and their exhaust and dirt make the roads filthy and ugly again. The sun melts the snow from the trees, and their barrenness is again seen. 

So it is with every attempt of ours to cover our sins. Sin cannot be ignored. We cannot pretend it doesn’t exist. It always shows itself… even when we’re at our best.
Isaiah was a faithful believer. He surely worshiped God in His temple, gave Him thanks and praised Him in song. And yet, these good things paled in the presence of the holy God. When he came face to face with God’s glorious presence and the worship of the angels, all he could do was cry out in fear.
You cannot hide your sins from God. Nor can you cover them over. But — He doesn’t want you to!  God wants you to expose your sin to Him by confessing it and seeking His forgiveness. God covered His glory and came among us humbly in Jesus for this very reason: to cover your sin. His way of covering is far more effective than any you could devise.
· God’s messenger came to the sinful Isaiah with a live coal from the altar, touched his lips with it, and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”
· When Jesus’s words to Peter, “Don’t be afraid,” touched his ears, they entered into his heart and gave him God’s peace. His sin was forgiven!

God hid Himself in our flesh that He might come to us in mercy. Jesus especially hid His glory in His crucifixion. There He was proclaimed before all to be an enemy of the ruler of the world: Caesar, people would have supposed, but in truth God Himself. He hung there as a sinner, with the world’s sins upon Him, and so was destroyed by God for them. What Isaiah feared He received – in our place! That we might be spared and receive mercy.

And now, He now hides the forgiveness He won for us there under the covering of His Word and Sacraments. God’s holy Word, proclaimed by His servants, and His holy Sacraments which touch our heads and our lips: these are the holiness of God, the forgiveness of our Lord that make us holy. By them your sin is covered, for in them is the Lord Jesus and the blood He shed on the cross to cover every sin.

You do not and cannot see Him, but do not doubt that you are now in the true and holy presence of your Savior Jesus. Wherever God’s people gather together to confess their sins, hear His Word of peace, and receive His holy Sacraments, there is God. There is heaven on earth! There is peace! May the eternal peace of God – won for you by Jesus, true God for you in the flesh, as He gave His life for you on the cross, and given to you in His Word and Sacraments – keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, our Lord. Amen.
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