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The last several weeks our world
has been captivated by the cave
rescue in Thailand. 12 young
soccer players, trapped for 18
days beneath the earth…9 days
without food. A rescue nothing
short of miraculous.
And what I find especially
striking is the team’s response to
helplessness. They didn’t try
anything heroic. They didn’t go
off on their own. They didn’t try
to swim out. Instead, they cared
for each other, they recognized
they could not save themselves.
And they waited for deliverance.
In our passage from Isaiah we
find another example of
helplessness. It’s around the
year 700 BC. The Assyrian
Empire is the world’s
superpower. From the Persian
Gulf to the Mediterranean, they
rule with an iron fist. And
they’re looking to expand. From
their capital city of Nineveh—
modern-day Mosul in Iraq—
they’re looking south, to the tiny
kingdom of Judah, and beyond
that, to the grand prize, Egypt
itself.
So it’s a time of tremendous
uncertainty. Nation rising
against nation. And into this
chaos the Lord sends his prophet
Isaiah.
And Isaiah warns the people – a
day of reckoning is coming.
You’ve sinned against God and
your neighbor. And the Lord

will tolerate it no more. Instead,
he will purify his people. He
will purify them with fire. With
the fire of suffering. The fire of
exile.
Yes, from the promised land in
which they’ve lived for 800
years. The land of milk and
honey. The land of Zion. The
Lord will remove them forcibly.
The cities will be burned.
Jerusalem will be overrun. And
the population will be deported.
It’s an unthinkable calamity.
The people can’t believe what
Isaiah is saying. ‘We’re God’s
people,’ they respond. ‘He’s
promised to take care of us. He’s
given us this land. And besides,
these other nations are evil. God
would never let them conquer
us.’
But no, Isaiah says. Whether
you like it or not, judgment is
coming. And here in chapter 57,
the prophet shares why it’s
coming, and how the people
should respond.
First, why the judgment is
coming. Because of sin. In the
first half of chapter 57 Isaiah
documents the sin. They’ve
committed idolatry. They’ve
committed sexual immorality.
They’ve mistreated the poor.
Even though they are God’s
chosen people, even though they
have ‘correct’ theology, their
lives are no different from those
around them.
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Rather than following God
wholeheartedly, the people do
what they want, and they use
God as a rabbit’s foot. A lucky
charm. They have a good time
during the week, living like
everyone else. And on the
weekend they go to church for
good luck. Essentially they’re
using God to get blessings from
him.
You know, when you boil it
down, paganism is essentially a
way of manipulating the divine
to get what you want. And so if
you think about it, a lot of
people today are functionally
‘Christian pagans.’ They’re not
truly worshipping God. Instead,
they go to church, they check
the box, simply because they
think they’ll get blessings from
God.
And perhaps Isaiah’s strongest
indictment is verse 10: ‘You
were wearied with the length of
your way [God says], but you
did not say, ‘It is hopeless.’ You
find new life for your strength
and so you were not faint.’
You did not say ‘it is hopeless.’
Essentially the people will not
admit how dire their
circumstances are. They won’t
admit they’re in trouble.
Have you ever had something
unexpected happen, a challenge,
a crisis. And your immediate
response is, ‘I’ve got this. It’s
not so bad. I’ll figure it out.’
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Maybe you’re driving with your
family in an unfamiliar city.
You can’t exactly find what
you’re looking for. But there’s
no way you’re asking for
directions.
Well the people of Judah won’t
admit that they’re lost. They’re
spiritually lost, they’re morally
bankrupt, they’re staring down
the barrel of Assyria. And yet
they keep saying, ‘We’ve got
this. It’s not so bad. We’ll figure
it out.’
Except of course they won’t.
They’re about to crash and burn.
They’re going into exile. And so
God challenges them in verse 13
– ‘when you [finally] cry out, let
your idols deliver you.’
Now if this message of
judgment were Isaiah’s only
word, this would be depressing.
But fortunately, there’s more. In
verse 14 Isaiah transitions to
look beyond the judgment,
beyond the exile, and he shows
the people how to respond to
disaster.
And it’s interesting that in the
first half of this chapter—the
judgment half—the focus is all
on the people. 25 times God
says ‘you’ or ‘yours.’ Where, in
the second half of the chapter—
the hopeful half—the focus is all
on God. Verse 15, ‘For thus
says the One who is high and
lifted up, who inhabits eternity,
whose name is Holy: I dwell in
the high and holy place, and
also with him who is of a
contrite and lowly spirit, to
revive the spirit of the lowly and
to revive the heart of the
contrite.’
I’m all powerful and righteous,
God says. There are no other
gods like me. I’m utterly

transcendent, dwelling in a high
and holy place. AND YET, at
the same time, I also dwell with
him who is lowly and contrite.
My friends this is mind-blowing.
No other God has ever been
conceived like this.
Transcendent and personal. Yes,
you can find transcendent gods
in Confucius and Aristotle and
others. And you can find
personal gods in Hinduism and
nature religions. But you will
never find a God like this, who
is all-powerful, and all-personal.
And what’s the secret to having
a relationship with this God?
What great things must we do to
merit his favor? Nothing.
Simply having a lowly and a
contrite heart. Humility and
repentance. This is the secret to
knowing this God. And notice
that God not only dwells with
those of lowly and contrite
heart…he also revives and
restores them.
Doctors Cloud and Townsend
are two of the most prominent
Christian psychologists in the
world. And in their book ‘How
People Grow’ they suggest that
the chief elements to personal
growth and spiritual maturity are
(1) acknowledging your
weakness and (2) reaching out
for help. Acknowledging your
weakness and reaching out for
help.’ Instead of trying harder,
thinking we can make it happen.
Of course this is the secret to
Alcoholics Anonymous and
other 12-step groups. The way
to healing is realizing we’re
powerless, our lives are
unmanageable, and then
reaching out to God and others.
I once counseled a young man
battling alcoholism. I urged him
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to go to alcoholics anonymous.
He said, ‘No, I can do this. I just
need to fight harder.’ Two days
later they found him dead under
a bridge.
My friends this could be any of
us. Our battle may not be
alcoholism. But our world is full
of Assyrias, cutthroat enemies
seeking to destroy us. Money,
sex, power, distraction,
depression, etc.
And so how do we face these
challenges, the Assyrias of our
world? Again, God revives the
lowly and the contrite. We need
to be honest and reach out for
help.
We have to acknowledge, I
don’t have it all together. I can’t
figure it out. I don’t know how
to deal my children. I don’t
know how to raise them right. I
don’t know how to find a good
job. I don’t know how to face
this illness. I don’t know how to
control my temper, my drinking,
my shopping, etc. I’m freaking
out and I don’t know how to
find peace.
Jesus said, ‘Whoever exalts
himself will be humbled and
whoever humbles himself shall
be exalted.’
And so whatever we’re dealing
with, whatever we’re struggling
with, let’s stop pretending. Let’s
be honest with ourselves and
God. And reach out for help. To
God, to people we trust, friends,
life groups, prayer ministers,
whoever.
We were not created to be selfsufficient and independent. We
were created to rely on others.
Even Jesus when he faced the
great crisis of his life in the
garden of Gethsemane, what did
he do? He prayed to God,
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acknowledging his weakness.
And then he reached out to his
friends. ‘I am very sorrowful, he
said, watch with me.’
Yes, even Jesus knew what it
was to be human. And he
modeled the kind of humility
which relies on God.
Now I need to acknowledge, it
isn’t easy to be vulnerable. To
be open about our weaknesses.
It can be terrifying.
When I was in seminary, I was
in love with a young lady named
Caity. We were dating and I
really wanted to marry her.
However, there was a problem. I
knew I was a sinner. Throughout
my life I’ve done so many ugly,
selfish, shameful things. And I
thought, ‘If Caity knows how
bad I really am, she won’t want
to marry me.’ And so what was I
to do?
Well one fall break Caity and I
drove 5 hours to visit her
parents. And on this drive I felt
God saying. ‘Just tell her. Stop
pretending.’ Now I’d no idea
how she’d respond, if she would
even want to be in a relationship
anymore. It was frightening. But
again, I felt the Lord saying
whatever else, don’t be a
hypocrite. Don’t pretend to be
something you’re not.
So I made a full disclosure. I
told her the junk in the trunk.
Things I’d never shared with
anyone. And I waited for her to
respond. And this is what she
said: she said, ‘Thank you for
sharing this. God forgives you,
and I still love you.’ Her words
were amazing grace. I could feel
God speaking through her,
pouring out His forgiveness.
And a couple days later I asked
Caity to marry me.

But the really amazing thing is
that in that moment of grace, I
experienced something I didn’t
expect. I felt the power of God
in a way I never had before. I
felt God setting me free. From
the burdens of the past. From the
bondage of the present. I was a
different person when I got out
of that car. And my life has
never been the same.
Yes my friends, God’s grace is
made perfect in weakness and
when we humble ourselves, He
delights to heal and revive us.
Now the truth is, our world is
ruled by Assyrians, people
always striving and grasping for
more. Thinking they can do it on
their own strength. Whereas the
way of Jesus is the opposite. It’s
humility and radical dependence
on God. So when the rubber hits
the road, which of these
approaches ultimately wins out?
The poet Harry Kemp puts it
well in his poem, The
Conquerors. He writes:
I saw the conquerors riding by
With cruel lips and faces wan:
Musing on kingdoms sacked and
burned
There rode the Mongol Genghis
Khan;
And Alexander, like a god,
Who sought to weld the world in
one:
And Caesar with his laurel
wreath;
And like a thing from Hell the
Hun;
And, leading like a star, the van,
Heedless of upstretched arm and
groan,
Inscrutable Napoleon went,
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Dreaming of Empire, and
alone....
Then all they perished from the
earth,
As fleeting shadows from a
glass,
And, conquering down the
centuries,
Came Christ the swordless, on
an ass.
My friends, there’s no conqueror
greater than Jesus Christ. And
there is no power in the world
greater than humility. It was
Christ’s humility which allowed
him to become one of us, to
overcome sin and death and the
grave and has forever changed
the world.
And so whatever subterranean
caves you may have wandered
into. Whatever sin or fear is
haunting your life. Don’t try to
save yourself. Instead humble
yourself under the mighty hand
of God, acknowledge your
helplessness, reach out to
others…and then find that He is
closer than you ever imagined,
and He is mighty to save.
To God be the Glory, now and
forever.

