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   2nd Sunday after Epiphany 
  January 15, 2017 
 
 
 
 

Isaiah 49:1-7 
“Life That’s Greater than Your Choices (Or Anyone Else’s)” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
Part of the series You Are God’s Chosen One 

 
 
 There’s a conversation that all of us end up having about life. It’s known by presidents of corporations and 
workers just getting a foot in the door. It’s known by those financially well-off and those who struggle to put food on the 
table. At the level of our hearts, this conversation is basically for those in peak health and those whose bodies are going 
through the wringer. 
 
 It goes something like: “But I had such high hopes and they aren’t panning out.” Or, “I’m working so hard but 
my efforts aren’t yielding what I want.” Or, “I thought I made the right choices, but there are these frustrations over what 
I just can’t control.”  
 

It’s a conversation over our discouragement. Our partner in this conversation is the prophet Isaiah. He says to 
God, “I have labored in vain; I have spent my strength for nothing at all.”  
 

 Like us, Isaiah had hopes and dreams. He’d set out with a sense of purpose. He made plans and choices and 
faced obstacles but didn’t give up. But also like us, he found that for all his good choices and effort, he still couldn’t control 
other people and their choices. Israel hasn’t given themselves to God in the way Isaiah wanted. They’ve been taken to 
exile in Babylon and Isaiah’s efforts feel fruitless. 

 
The Bible is filled with people that know all about effort feels fruitless. Paul wondered to Galatians if he was 

“running his race in vain.” In the wilderness with the Israelites, Moses told God, “If this is what it’s going to be like leading 
your people, why don’t you just kill me now?” The night before he died, in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was pouring 
out his heart to God. He asked his disciples to stay awake. He just wanted some friends around. When he found them 
asleep he said, “Could you keep watch for one hour?” We can hear the disappointment in his voice. 

 
There is no yearning in our souls for life with disappointment. Our yearning is that our lives should be purposeful 

and fruitful. Isaiah says, “Before I was born the Lord called me; from my mother’s womb he has spoken my name.” We 
want to know our lives aren’t accidental, mere biological blips in a cold mechanistic world. We’d live with the God behind 
creation actually knowing our name, with a sense of purpose and something to show for our efforts.  

 
The backstory to Isaiah’s discouragement includes God coming and speaking his name. In Isaiah chapter 6 the 

prophet is in the temple receiving a vision of the Lord. Heavenly creatures surrounding God, crying, “Holy, holy, holy is 
the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” The temple shakes and fills with smoke, and Isaiah thinks he’s 
ruined.  

 
But rather than ruin he finds empowerment and direction. God says, “Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?” 

And maybe before he knew what he was saying, Isaiah cried, “I’ll go. Send me!” And so he set out with passion to live as 
God’s prophet leading the people back to God’s open arms.  

 
For us the earth may not have shaken. There may have been no smoke or fire or great vision of the Lord, but a 

passion for some kind of life burned in us nevertheless. Perhaps, envisioning a bigger life, we sought a job stimulated us or 
touched us deep within. For the same reasons, we may have changed jobs or started our own business. Or we chose to 
marry someone with whom the future seems brighter, and perhaps one day said, “Let’s try to have children.”  

 
Along the way, in the back of our heads, we knew we couldn’t really script our lives. But when we make choices in 

life don’t tend to plan on the struggles that will come with them. Our field of work changes and joy in the work is harder to 
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find. We ourselves change and discover we’ve set up our lives around values we don’t hold anymore. Marriage vows 
promise “for better and for worse,” and it turns “for worse” turns can be pretty rough. A child that was easy to love when 
you were rocking her in your arms becomes harder to hold in the heart through certain patches of life. 

 
We never ask for discouragement. It just shows up when the life we were hoping for, planning on, even knocking 

ourselves out to create just isn’t the life that’s there. And we can’t seem to make it happen. 
 
Our passage doesn’t tell us exactly what Isaiah was hoping for. Mass revival? Social change? Better government? 

That the people wouldn’t have been exiled to Babylon, at least not on his watch? But maybe what he wanted isn’t the 
point. There are times when we get just what we want only to find that life still contains disappointment. Maybe there’s 
nothing to prevent the sense futility over some things in life. Which means, the question is never, what can we do to keep 
from being discouraged? It’s, what do we do when we find that we are? 

 
This where God gives us Isaiah as our helper. Isaiah tells discouraged people that we don’t belong to our 

discouragement. We belong to God.  
 
When Isaiah said, “I’ve spent my strength for nothing at all,” that wasn’t the end of it. He went on, “Yet what is 

due me is in the Lord’s hand, and my reward is with my God.” Our deep reward in life was never from our own effort. 
The fruitfulness of life isn’t just the sum of our choices. Our deep reward in life is the God whom our souls crave above all 
else. If life’s disappointments can’t take us out of God’s hands, it means God can use even our discouragement to lead us 
to rewarding life. 

 
Today we ordain and install elders and deacons to their ministries in the church. With Isaiah as our example, we 

may know that any called to leadership should be prepared for at least two things. First, like Isaiah, they need to be 
prepared for the work to be challenging. In the Bible, no one called by God has a smooth go in what they are called to do. 
Which leads to the second thing: they need to know that when they are discouraged––and it really is when more than if––
they need ask how their discouragement comes from making plans that are smaller than God’s. 

 
God came to Isaiah in his doldrums and said, “Isaiah, I put you together in your mother’s womb for the work 

you’ve been given to do. I gave you my strength for the very life you find so hard. Now hear this: your struggle isn’t that 
you’ve been trying to do a job that’s too big. It’s that you’ve been aiming at a purpose that’s too small.” God went on: “It 
isn’t enough that you just restore the tribes of Israel.” Which is to say, it isn’t enough to see results that you could take 
credit for. 

 
God said, “Isaiah, I mean to make you a light for the Gentiles, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the 

earth.” Which was to say, Isaiah’s struggle came from making God’s love and faithfulness too small. Only God’s efforts––
not Isaiah’s––could create salvation to the ends of the earth. 

 
Last September I went to a weeklong conference for pastors reaching mid-career. Fifteen years into ministry is a 

good time for reflecting on my big goals and purposes, my relationships and habits, and not just in the church but simply 
in life. That’s what this conference was for––to help pastors take stock and make plans for accepting Jesus’ call in their 
lives afresh. 

 
Toward the end of the week, I was asked to think on a quote from pastor and author Frederick Buechner. In 

seminary I heard this quote so much that I got of sick of it. But it really is a good word. The quote is: “The place God calls 
you is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” It isn’t just about pastors. It’s as much 
about attorneys and teachers, nurses and insurance agents, construction workers and researchers in a lab. It’s about 
parenting and grandparenting and volunteering. God’s call comes in so many different ways. 

 
My first year in seminary I suppose I would have said that my deep gladness was to help others find life’s meaning 

in the Word God speaks. Or to help the church to discern how to live God’s love in the world. Or to sit down with people 
and listen for how God is meeting them in life. I believed, and I still do, that the world is hungry for such things. Humans 
are hungry for meaning, love, and life bigger than our own. 

 
 But at the conference last September, when asked about my deep gladness is in ministry today, my first response 
was, “I don’t know.” Which shocked me at first. I briefly wondered if I was starting some kind of call to ministry crisis. 
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You can’t do anything for 15 years without experiencing discouragement. But my honest, “I don’t know” about my deep 
gladness in ministry right now didn’t come with the sense that my pastor’s soul was in trouble.  
 

It came to me like a dove gently landing on a branch that these days, my deep gladness doesn’t come from thej 
kinds of things I’m doing or some result I am seeing. My deep gladness comes more from whom I’m living with. These 
days, my deep gladness is just in living daily life with God. Which, I suppose, is a larger life than gladness based on activity 
and circumstance, what’s there in life and what isn’t. 

 
To paraphrase St. Augustine, God’s deep gladness is to live closer to us than we are to ourselves. In all places and 

situations, God is deeply glad to lovingly speak our name from within the recesses of our being. Because God does this we 
can live a larger life than the one we would just on your own. Elders and deacons and a whole church can dare with God 
what we’d never dare just on our own strength. We’re never really free until our fruitfulness in life is up to God rather than 
us. 
 

The deeply rewarding life doesn’t come from our next choice that we hope will be right. It doesn’t depend on 
someone else changing so our lives will be better. The rewarding life is in finding that God’s splendor and love and 
invitation to trust are always there within us.  
 

If you are discouraged today the invitation is: Don’t be afraid. Just be honest, and ask how God is making 
discouragement a pathway to larger life? As Isaiah said: “…My reward is with my God, …the one who formed me from 
the womb as his servant; …I’m honored in the Lord’s eyes. My God has become my strength.” 
 
 When God is your strength and power, when God is in charge of your results, you simply cannot fail. Because the 
love of God cannot fail. The one time it appeared as though it really did, God raised Jesus from the dead. If 
discouragement seems tomblike, it’s because it’s just another place where God is giving new life. 


