1

RIGHT THE WRONG
Isaiah 1:17

I love everything about our opening song.  “This is my Father’s world, and to my listening ears all nature sings and round me rings, the music of the spheres.”  But I love this line best.  “This is my Father’s world: O let us not forget that though the wrong is great and strong, God is the ruler yet.”  And you, the 2008 SERVE team, have come to right the wrong that is great and strong.  What a powerful theme text for your week of SERVE.  “Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!  Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”  That is a huge challenge, but then you have a huge God, who is hugely upset about what is wrong.  

You hear how upset God is in verses 2-4.  He sounds like an angry parent, a parent who has done everything to raise his children in the right way.  But to his immense disappointment, those children have gone all wrong.  The wrong was great and strong in God’s own family and he is heartbroken about it.  Listen to him.  

Like any good parent, God has disciplined his rebellious children—not with a time out or with a curfew or with restriction on their computer time, but with a good old fashioned spanking.  You see, they hadn’t just said one naughty word or come in late one night or sassed their mom.  They had absolutely rebelled against God, forsaken him completely, turned their backs on the God who had saved them.  So God responded harshly to bring them back to their senses.  Listen to verses 5-9.

In verses 10-15, we read that God’s children responded to that discipline by getting religion.  They thought they could make things right with God by offering a slew of sacrifices, by participating in the beautiful worship of the temple, by observing all the religious festivals, by praying a thousand prayers with outstretched hands.   In verse 15 God responds to all of that religion with a shocking word.  “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen.”  It’s not that God doesn’t want us to go to church, give our offerings, pray without ceasing; those are all good things.  But God wants something more, something simpler, something closer to the heart of the matter.

God wants them to right the wrong they have done.  I will not listen to your prayers, because your outstretched “hands are full of blood; wash and make yourselves clean.  Stop doing wrong and learn to do right.”   Here’s how God defines the right in Isaiah 1:17.  “Seek justice.”  Fascinating, and troubling.  You would think that God would talk about forsaking idols and trusting the true God, which he does say later in Isaiah.  But here God does not define the right vertically in terms of what we must do to God.  Rather, he defines it horizontally in terms of what we must do to God’s children.  “Seek justice,” which he then explains like this: “encourage the oppressed, defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of widows.”   Righting the wrong means seeking justice for the poor and helpless of society, for the least, and the last, and the lost.
That’s what our SERVE team will be doing this week.  That’s what the church must be doing every week of every year.  And that is a huge challenge.  I mean, how do you even begin to encourage the oppressed and defend the cause of the fatherless and plead the case of the widow?  Well, here’s a true story that tells us how to start.  His name is Bill.  He has wild hair, wears a T-shirt with holes in it and ragged jeans and no shoes.  That was his entire wardrobe for all 4 years of college.  He is kind of profound and very, very bright.  He became a Christian while attending college.  Across from the campus is a well-dressed, very conservative church.  They wanted to develop a ministry to students, but weren’t sure how to go about it.  One day Bill decided to go there.  He walked in with no shoes, jeans, T-shirt and wild hair.  

The service had already started, so Bill started down the aisle looking for a seat.  The church was completely packed and he couldn’t find a seat.  By now people were looking a bit uncomfortable, but no one said anything.  Bill got closer and closer to the pulpit, and when he realized there were no seats, he just sat down on the carpet.  The air was thick with tension.

The minister watched Bill’s progress down the aisle with growing concern, but he didn’t know what to do.  As Bill sat down, the minister realized that someone else was about to do something.  From way at the back of the church, an elder was making his way slowly toward Bill.  This elder was in his 80’s, had silver gray hair, and a three piece suit, a godly man, very elegant, very dignified, walking with a cane.  As he started walking toward Bill, everyone was saying to themselves that you couldn’t blame him for what he was about to do.  How can you expect a man of his age and background to understand some college kid on the floor?

It took a long time for the man to reach Bill.  The church was utterly silent, except for the clicking of the man’s cane.  All eyes were on him.  People were holding their breath.  The minister couldn’t start his sermon until the man had done his duty.  And now everyone saw the man drop his cane on the floor and with great difficulty lower himself and sit down next to Bill to worship with him so he wouldn’t be alone.  That’s how you begin to right the wrong.  You go to where the need is and you get down and you sit with the oppressed.  
But some of us are saying, “Isn’t that the social gospel?”  Well, yes it is, but there’s nothing wrong with that, as long as it is still the Gospel.  The problem with the old social gospel that was so prevalent in some liberal churches back in the 20th century was that it was all social with no gospel.  It was all about doing the right thing for the poor and oppressed and nothing about getting personally right with a righteous God.  It focused on the teachings of Jesus in places like Matthew 25, where Jesus said, “In as much as you do it to the least of these, you do it unto me.”  And it virtually ignored the fact that when Jesus said those words, he was on the way to the cross where he would die so that all who believe in him might have everlasting life.   

That’s what was wrong with the old liberal social gospel.  But there is nothing wrong with the even older biblical social gospel because it focuses on both the horizontal and the vertical, on both righting the wrongs in society and getting right with God.  Indeed, you noticed that Isaiah 1:16 introduces this whole call to right the wrong by saying, “Your hands are full of blood. Wash and make yourselves clean.”  And Isaiah 1:18 contains that lovely invitation of a gracious God.  “Come now, let us reason together.  Though your sins be like scarlet, they shall be white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be like wool.”  
That happens, of course, when we are cleansed by the crimson blood of Christ.  It is no accident that the brutal description of God’s disciplined sinful children in verses 5-6 are applied to his sinless Son in Isaiah 53:4,5.  “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him and afflicted.  But he was pierced for our transgressions, he as crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him; and by his wounds we are healed.”   It is just because Jesus has righted the wrong in our lives that we should right the wrong that is so great and strong in our Father’s world.   Last week in the story of the Prodigal Son, we were reminded that we do not have to earn our way back into the Father’s house.  This week we are reminded that once we are back home, we must stop doing wrong and learn to do right.

That is a huge challenge.  But then we have a huge Christ.  The Christ who has washed us clean with his blood can fill us with power by his Spirit.  The Christ who righted the wrong we have done by getting down to our level and then sacrificing his life on the cross can give us the power to go into all the world and make disciples by preaching and living the Gospel of the         Kingdom.  It will not be easy, but we have a wonderful model for how we can right the wrong in the story of Peter and John in Acts 3.

I thought of this text because it is the text our Minister of Outreach uses in our Doorstep Ministry.  All year long Rev. Hoogeboom meets with literally hundreds of our neighbors who come to our doorstep seeking help.  Some are fatherless, others are widows; some are genuinely oppressed, others are merely irresponsible; others are victims of injustice, and others are con artists.  Mike wants to right the wrong in the name of Christ, so he refers them to Acts 3.  
He reads verses 1-4.  “One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer—at three in the afternoon.  Now a man crippled from birth was being carried to the temple gate called Beautiful, where he was put every day to beg from those going into the temple courts.  When he saw Peter and John about to enter, he asked them for money.  Peter looked straight at him, as did John.  Then Peter said, ‘Look at us!’”  Then Mike says, “Like Peter and John we want to know who you are.”  He sits down and listens to their story.  
Next he reads verse 5.  “So the man gave them his attention, expecting to get something from them.”  Mike then says, “Like the crippled man we all have needs.  What kind of assistance do you need?”  He carefully notes their needs and has them fill out a form.  He then checks this information with ACCESS, a clearing house that aims to help the truly needy and fend off the con artists.  He doesn’t try to right all the wrongs alone.  After checking with ACCESS, he gives whatever help is appropriate.

But the Doorstep Ministry isn’t over yet.  Mike always closes by pointing them to God’s grace in Christ.  He reads verses 6-10.  “Then Peter said, ‘Silver and gold I do not have, but what I have I give you.  In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.’  Taking him by the hand, he helped him up, and instantly the man’s feet and ankles became strong.  He jumped to his feet and began to walk.  Then he went with them into the temple courts, walking and jumping, and praising God.  When all the people saw him walking and praising God, they recognized him as the same man who used to sit begging at the temple gate called Beautiful, and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him.”  Mike then says, “We want you to help you stand, walk, and praise God.”  And as he is led by the Spirit of Christ, he tells them about God’s grace in Christ.  He ministers the Gospel to them, the social gospel which is still the gospel.  
You might not be able to do it that well.  Mike is a professionally educated, highly skilled and deeply caring Minister of Outreach.  But you?  Who are you?  Well, you are a child of God the Father Almighty saved by the very Son of God, Jesus Christ of Nazareth, who can fill you with the power of his own Spirit.  So go into the world, get down with the needy, and right the wrong in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. AMEN.  
