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“The Promise Awaited” / Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 / Isaiah 64:1-9  

Before we sing the next hymn, take a close look at the words. Today is the first Sunday in Advent.  
Advent is the time of waiting, for the Anointed One, the Messiah. We all know it’s just before Christmas, 
but we need to focus not just on God incarnate, but on why it was necessary for Christ to come. The hymn 
is called, “O Hear Our Cry, O Lord. ” The people are crying out for God to hear them, and to restore them 
and save them.    

O hear our cry, O Lord, now hear us as we pray  
You guide us as a shepherd leads, so keep us in your way  

Enthroned above all worlds, you shine with holy light 
Lord, pour your power upon us all and save us with your might  

Lord, the God of hosts, turn not your face away,  
Our tears have been both food and drink, foes mock us night and day  

Lord our God, return, bring peace into each home  
So let your face shine on us all, restore us as your own.  

At the end of each verse, there is the refrain, “O come, Lord come, restore and save us now.” In Psalm 80, 
upon which this hymn is based, the refrain, “Restore us, O God of hosts, let your face shine, that we may 
be saved” is heard three times.   

I realize it’s just before Christmas, but in the words of the Psalmist, and in the words of the prophet we 
will hear soon, it was a time of desperation and hopelessness. The passage we are about to hear from 
Isaiah was most likely written just before the fall of the Northern Kingdom, which occurred in 722 BC. 
Don’t forget the northern Kingdom fell first, about 150 years before the southern Kingdom. The folks in 
the south thought they would be OK, but we all know how that happened. Eventually the inhabitants of 
the northern kingdom became extinct.   

The words are full of despair – God has turned his face away from Israel, and they are crying out.  
As I read the passage, try to imagine being in this situation, crying out to God. God is remote, indifferent, 
and silent!  He has turned his face from us!  Because of this, we fall further and further away from God, 
and into the bondage of sin.   

Isaiah 64:1-9: O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would 
quake at your presence – 2 as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil – to make 
your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence!  3 When you did 
awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.  4 From 
ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who works for 
those who wait for him.  5 You meet those who gladly do right, those who remember you in your ways. 
But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself we transgressed.  6 We have all become like 
one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, and our 
iniquities, like the wind, take us away.  7 There is no one who calls on your name, or attempts to take hold 
of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity.  8 Yet, 
O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.  9 

Do not be exceedingly angry, O LORD, and do not remember iniquity forever. Now consider, we are all 
your people. 
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As I have said before, this message, written almost 3,000 years ago, is as fresh for us today as it was then. 
Let’s go thru the prayer and see what God has for us today.   

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your 
presence –  as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil – to make your name known 
to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence!  When you did awesome deeds 
that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence. The people are crying out 
for a Theophany – a visible appearance of God. If God would only come, it would be like fire igniting 
wood or causing water to boil. Boy, then our adversaries would know God’s name, and then would they 
tremble! If only you would come down, God!    

If we are crying out for God to come, are we really ready for it? And just why do we want him to come?  
For what? We sang at the beginning of worship – “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” Are we ready? Do we 
really understand what we are asking? Or are we like the nation of Israel, just wanting God to come so our 
enemies would be terrified?    

Let’s continue – From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God 
besides you, who works for those who wait for him.  You meet those who gladly do right, those who 
remember you in your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself we 
transgressed. For all eternity, there has not been any God like you. We all agree with that, don’t we?  
But wait!  There is a small detail in here – “…who works for those who wait for him.” Do we wait for 
God, or do we expect God to wait for us? My friends, it is God who takes the initiative. If it were up to us 
to understand, to pray more, to behave better, to strive to serve God, how do you think it would turn out? 
What if our salvation depended upon God waiting for us? We must be patient, and wait for God.   

Look at verse 5, a most amazing passage: You meet those who gladly do right, those who remember you in 
your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself we transgressed. Because you 
hid yourself we transgressed – shouldn’t this be the opposite? Most of us think, if we sin, God will get 
angry, and that’s correct. These folks tasted the bitter punishment of God, and when his he turned his face 
away from them, they sinned even more!  

I read a quote from Blaise Pascal (17th century French religious philosopher): “If [God] interrupts [the] 
flow [of his mercy] ever so little, drought will necessarily set in.” The entire nation was in spiritual 
disintegration! They were in bondage!  

Again, this is written for us today as well – how are we doing? Anyone here disintegrating?  Anyone in 
bondage?  Anyone feeling that God has turned his face from them, and are you falling any further?  
Because you hid yourself we transgressed…  

Isaiah is not finished with God’s message yet – let’s continue with this picture of hopelessness:   

We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all 
fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away.  7 There is no one who calls on your name, 
or attempts to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the 
hand of our iniquity.  How bad is it?  All our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. If our righteousness is 
like a filthy cloth, imagine what our sin is like!  And does anyone call out?  There is no one who calls on 
your name, or attempts to take hold of you. And why?  Because God has hidden his face from us – we 
have been delivered into the hand of our own iniquity. One commentary I read had this quote: “The 
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people who ask the question in verse 5 do not regard themselves as worthy of redemption, as their self-
righteousness has been so thoroughly put to shame. The entire nation is like one whom the law has 
pronounced unclean.”  

If we are paying attention to this most remarkable, most convicting passage of Scripture, we should be 
trembling right now. As 21st century humans, do you think we are any different from the nation of Israel? 
Do we want our God to come to intimidate our enemies? Are we nostalgic for the God of the past, when 
things were great? (Whatever that means.) Are we waiting on God, or do we expect God to wait on us? 
If we take a serious, honest look at ourselves, do we grudgingly admit that our acts of righteousness are 
like a filthy cloth?  Have we transgressed all the more? Have our iniquities taken us away?  Is there 
anyone here who calls on the name of God anymore?  

If the Holy Spirit has stopped us for even a moment, GOOD – this is the message the prophet had for his 
listeners 3,000 years ago, and it’s the same message he has for you and me this morning, this first Sunday 
of Advent. It’s not a very pleasant message, is it – but if we are honest with ourselves, it has more truth 
than we care to admit.    

Let’s finish the passage for today – the plea continues…   

Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your 
hand.  9 Do not be exceedingly angry, O LORD, and do not remember iniquity forever. Now consider, we 
are all your people. We know who we are – God is the potter, and we are nothing, nothing but clay. We 
beg God not to be angry, and we plead that God will not remember our iniquities forever. Just a small 
reminder God, don’t forget – we are your people.   

My friends, how about some words of hope and encouragement? This is the first Sunday of a wonderful 
season in the church year – Advent. We are to prepare ourselves for the coming of Jesus Christ, God 
incarnate. The whole world is waiting for him to arrive – just as was promised from all eternity.   

Further, we are sitting here on November 30, 2008, the recipients of 1975 years of Christian witness and 
testimony. We know about Jesus and his life, his ministry, his death, and most important, his resurrection. 
We sit here each week, celebrating his salvific work, and if we are honest with ourselves, we await his 
Second Advent, when Christ will bring everything to a glorious close.   

But why do you suppose we were given this particular passage today? My friends, we need to remember 
where we were, or where we are, without Christ. Without God in the flesh, we are no better, maybe even 
worse than the folks who received Isaiah’s prophetic message over 2700 years ago.   

God gave these words to Isaiah and they have been given to us. Let me ask you – who would leave his 
heavenly throne to come down and mingle with such a motley bunch? Who would die for the folks 
depicted in this passage? Who would willingly, as Paul wrote, become sin, and be forsaken by his 
heavenly father so others might have the promise of eternal life?  

My brothers and sisters, we will get to the Christmas story next week. But this week, and perhaps thru the 
whole season of Advent and Christmas, don’t forget why it was necessary for God to come to earth. The 
contrast is simply amazing.   

But that’s what the message of Christmas is all about, isn’t it…  


