
November 16, 2014 – (23rd Sunday after Pentecost, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Isaiah 36:1-3, 13-20; 37:1-7; 2:1-4 

 

- Isaiah said to them, "Say to your master, "Thus says the Lord: Do not be afraid because of 

the words that you have heard, with which the servants of the king of Assyria have reviled 

me.  I myself will put a spirit in him, so that he shall hear a rumor, and return to his own land; I 

will cause him to fall by the sword in his own land.'" - 

 

- For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.  He shall 

judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their 

swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword 

against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. - 

 

 It began just a little more than one week ago.  Did you hear it?  I bet you did… 

because you were paying attention.  You are Minnesotans.  You know about these 

things.  You watch and you listen for such things.  And there is was… blaring from my 

television, …squawking away on my radio, …staring out at me from the pages of the 

morning newspaper, …taunting me with news of the disaster about to unfold:  “A winter 

storm warning has been issued for your area!”  And, of course, I read into the message 

the accompanying, but seriously omitted, subtext, “Be afraid!  Be very afraid!  Huddle 

under your covers!  Hide under your bed!   Here comes the first of winter’s many 

disasters!”  Truth be told, it was more annoying than actually frighten-ing.  We’ve heard 

it all before.  We’ve lived through it on other occasions.  We’ve got a strong belief that, 

when it comes to weather, we’re probably going to survive.  But the intent is clear.  The 

desire is to scare us because fear sells.  What better way to insure that we will stay 

tuned to any one of our numerous media outlets than to make us afraid that we might 

miss something.  And it doesn’t really matter the topic.  It might be an impending 

winter storm.  Or it might be the news of an outbreak of a horrible illness.  It could be 

the risk of not buying the right product or service to take care of all our needs.  Or it 

could be the threat of global terrorism.  Any of these will serve the purpose.  They will 

scare the wits out of us, if we let them.  And, when the winter storm warning spoke to 

me at 3:00 a.m. from the phone at my bedside, that was enough!  I was no longer 

going to worry.  I was no longer going to be afraid.  I was just going to go on sleeping 

and let the winter storm come as it may.  And, as I stand before you this morning, I 

think my decision was right.  We all made it!  We all survived!  We will all be around 

now to face the next disaster.  And we will all be there for the next storm whenever it 

may come. 

 



2 
 

 
 

 Of course, there are legitimate reasons to be afraid.  The invasion of a foreign 

army is one of them.  During the time of King Hezekiah, the greatest threat was from 

the Assyrians.  They represented the force of Empire.  They controlled the entire region.  

They had already destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel.  And they now threatened 

the southern realm of Judah, having already marched through its territory to defeat the 

city of Lachish.  In our reading for this morning, they turn their attention to the city of 

Jerusalem, the capital of Hezekiah’s kingdom.  They apply their battlefield tactics to 

the impending siege.  They send an emissary, the Rabshakeh, literally, the king’s “cup-

bearer,” perhaps a high-ranking general in his army, to speak with the people of 

Jerusalem.  I find this strikingly parallel to the much more well-known story of David 

and Goliath.  In that story, Goliath, the Philistine giant, speaks to King Saul’s troops on 

the battlefield, taunting them mercilessly, day after day.  It is a tactic of intimidation.  

Get the opposing soldiers to doubt themselves and you have won half the battle.  

Make them afraid and you are likely to be assured the victory.  In that story, the victory 

in battle is won, against all odds, by the faith of a young shepherd boy with nothing 

more than a sling and five smooth stones.  The message is clear.  It is God who gives 

the victory.  It is God who fights the battle. 

 

 The Assyrian tactic in our present story is to assail the power of Israel’s God and 

the faith of King Hezekiah.  The emissary lists the gods of other countries that have 

fallen prey to Assyrian might.  “Where were their god’s?” he asks.  “Why did they not 

save their countries?”  And the evidence is clear.  The gods of those other countries 

did not save them.  But they are not the God of Israel, and that is exactly the Bible’s 

point.  Those other gods may not have the power to save, but they are not the God, 

who does have all the power.  The emissary further cautions the people not to listen to 

King Hezekiah, nor to head his advice to rely upon the Lord.  “Do not let [him] deceive 

you,” he shouts.  “Instead, make peace Assyria, and you will be spared.”  To the 

people of Jerusalem, it should be clear by now who is deceiving them.  They know the 

Assyrians.  They have heard of their ruthlessness.  They are not about to make such a 

foolish deal.  But, what should they do?  Hezekiah clothes himself in the garments of 

repentance and consults the prophet Isaiah.  “What is God’s answer to the mocking of 

the Assyrians?” he asks.  Isaiah has a word for him.  God says, “Do not be afraid 

because of the words that you have heard… I myself will put a spirit in him… [I will 

drive him back] to his own land; [and] I will [win the victory].”  “There is no reason to 

fear.  God is on your side.  God will answer your prayers.  God is powerful and God is 

faithful.”  As a result, the Assyrians withdraw and God goes into battle on behalf of 

Hezekiah and his people.  The Assyrians are defeated and they begin to fade from the 

pages of history.  They are no longer a threat.   
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 Oh, there are plenty of warring powers to take their place as world empires.  

First, it is the Babylonians, then the Persians, then the Greeks, the Romans, the Chinese, 

the Spanish, the French, the Germans and Italians, the Russians, the British and the 

Americans.  Yes, we too, fit into that category of world empires.  But beyond the 

immediate threat, Isaiah would have us know that the power of God, applied to the 

future, provides a vision of a world in which instruments of war are no longer needed.  

They may be transformed into the tools of agriculture, weapons of destruction into 

devices of food production.  The people “shall beat their swords into plowshares, and 

their spears into pruning hooks.”  Perhaps we need to update those words for a new 

day.  Some have suggested that we might say, “The people shall transform their tanks 

into tractors and their attack drones into wind generators.”  The point is that God is a 

God of peace, not war.  God is a God of feeding, not fighting.  God is a God of caring, 

not combat.  God is a God of health, not hostility.  God is a God of welfare, not 

warfare.  And, as so often happens with the prophets, Isaiah had a word for his day; 

but, he was also a man far ahead of his time.  We have yet to see his prophetic vision 

fulfilled in all its glory.  We still live in the midst of conflict and warfare.  But, we need not 

fear, for God has the power.  God is ultimately in control.  And God will bring peace 

and wellbeing for all God’s people. 

          Amen. 


