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We are often surrounded by messages that encourage feelings of scarcity and fear. What "makes news" heaps 

images and stories of what might happen to us. Like walking down dark, winding and narrow alleyways in 

Scare City, we can move through our lives in fear of what might be lurking around every corner. This week we 

discover what acceptance in the presence of God can do to shift our fear to assurance that we are never alone. 

  

Our Scripture passage comes out of Isaiah chapter 41. At this point Isaiah is talking to the people enduring 

captivity in Babylon. Jerusalem has been defeated by Babylon not once but twice. The first time they left 

Jerusalem relatively intact, but after an uprising, Nebuchadnezzar allowed the place to be looted, to be leveled. 

They took sacred objects out of the Temple and paraded them into Babylon along with the leaders and the 

aristocracy. In other words, he took anyone who might put together another rebellion. 

  

At that time, gods were considered very regional: the God of Israel, the gods of the Philistines, the gods of the 

Caananites, the gods of Babylon, etc., meaning that they lived in the land, and their power only extended over 

that physical ground. A general named Naaman who was from the area around Syria went to Israel so the 

prophet Elisha could heal his leprosy. In the end Naaman wanted to bring actual dirt from Israel back home with 

him, so he could worship Israel's God there. 

  

There was also this idea that if one country defeated another, the winning county's god was better and stronger 

than the other. In this section of Isaiah, God is saying no to all that. No to the existence of other gods at all and 

no to God's power being limited to the geography of Israel. God is God of the whole world, not even limited to 

the confines of this world. Even peoples and places that follow other gods are under his authority. That is why, 

even when the people were in Babylon, they could be sure that God had not abandoned them. No matter where 

they were, God was still with them. 

  

Hear God speaking to the people through the prophet Isaiah 41:9-20. I want you to listen to this as God 

speaking to you, directly. When God speaks of enemies, think of that which makes you feel captive, those 

things about which you worry or fear. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

9 I took you from the ends of the earth, 

    from its farthest corners I called you. 

I said, ‘You are my servant’; 



    I have chosen you and have not rejected you. 

  

10 So do not fear, for I am with you; 

    do not be dismayed, for I am your God. 

I will strengthen you and help you; 

    I will uphold you with my righteous right hand. 

  

11 “All who rage against you 

    will surely be ashamed and disgraced; 

those who oppose you 

    will be as nothing and perish. 

  

12 Though you search for your enemies, 

    you will not find them. 

Those who wage war against you 

    will be as nothing at all. 

  

13 For I am the Lord your God 

    who takes hold of your right hand 

and says to you, Do not fear; 

    I will help you. 

  

14 Do not be afraid, you worm Jacob, [you who are vulnerable and defenseless like a worm] 

    little Israel, do not fear, 

for I myself will help you,” declares the Lord, 

    your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel. 

  

15 “See, I will make you into a threshing sledge, 

    new and sharp, with many teeth. 

You will thresh the mountains and crush them, 

    and reduce the hills to chaff. 

  

16 You will winnow them, the wind will pick them up, 

    and a gale will blow them away. 

But you will rejoice in the Lord 

    and glory in the Holy One of Israel. 

  

17 “The poor and needy search for water, 

    but there is none; 

    their tongues are parched with thirst. 

But I the Lord will answer them; 

    I, the God of Israel, will not forsake them. 

  

18 I will make rivers flow on barren heights, 

    and springs within the valleys. 



I will turn the desert into pools of water, 

    and the parched ground into springs. 

  

19 I will put in the desert 

    the cedar and the acacia, the myrtle and the olive. 

I will set junipers in the wasteland, 

    the fir and the cypress together, 

  

20 so that people may see and know, 

    may consider and understand, 

that the hand of the Lord has done this, 

    that the Holy One of Israel has created it. 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

The people living in exile in Babylon are afraid. They think that they have been abandoned. They are 

questioning everything they thought they knew about themselves and their relationship with God. Here and 

elsewhere, God assures them that he is still with them. It fact God will provide for their deliverance. They need 

not worry because regardless of how things look, God can do what would seem impossible. Despite 

appearances God is still in charge. 

  

Who needs to hear this today? Have you felt this way at any time during all of the changes and uncertainty of 

COVID?  

  

God is not far away shouting instructions across the expanse. God is right in it with you, holding your hand and 

saying, "Do not fear; I will help you." (Isaiah 41:13) God encourages us by telling us that he is present with us 

in our distress, but even more than that God will be directly involved in bringing you through it. 

  

When survey companies, like Pew or the Burna Group, ask people whether they believe in God a large majority 

like in the 80% range will say that yes, they believe in something that they identify as "God." This includes 

Christians and people of other religions. Even some agnostics will say that they believe that there must be some 

kind of god, even if they don't know what that looks like. However, many people, including people who call 

themselves Christians, maybe even some in this room or who are listening to this, think of God as an entity who 

perhaps created the universe and set up the laws of nature (everything that we think of as physical science), but 

after that took a step back, perhaps going so far as merely to watch things play out over the eons, and see how 

things play out. There have even been times in my life that I believed this.  

  

Here's the thing. If we are talking about a God like that, we are not talking about the God that is described in the 

Bible. This is a hands-on God. It doesn't mean that God is micromanaging every millisecond of our lives, but 

time and time again, we see a God who loves, cares, and is involved in the lives of people. Whether it is 

Abraham being told, go to a land that I will show you, speaking to Hagar crying in the wilderness, speaking to 

the prophet Elijah when he has lost all hope, speaking to Mary, who is going to have a baby before she's 

formally married. 

  



To coming in the flesh and calling people from fishermen, to tax collectors, to revolutionaries. Some of those 

names that we associate with Jesus' disciples, such as Judas Iscariot and Simon the Zealot; these are not their 

last names. These are descriptions of the revolutionary or even terrorist groups that they had been a part of. God 

called them. God calls us and gets into the thick of our complicated and sometimes scary lives. "Do not fear. I 

am with you … I will help you." 

  

I did a Google search for some of the most common fears. It gave me things like: heights, flying, spiders, 

snakes, blood, being in close or crowded spaces, illness, losing a loved one, losing your place to live, dying, 

being alone, and the list goes on… I looked at these. I found a few that I could identify with, but I noticed that 

these are things that can make us feel weak and vulnerable.  

  

In our Scripture passage, I was struck by the description of the Jewish people as a worm. Did you notice that? If 

you have to go back it's in verse 14. Initially, I thought it was a criticism, you know like John the Baptist calling 

some people a "brood of vipers." But, think about worms that you might see on the sidewalk or a driveway after 

a long rain, exposed, defenseless, and vulnerable.   

  

What about fear that we will never have a "normal" life again … whatever that means? A fear that you will 

never see loved ones again in person? Our God tells us, "I am the Lord your God who takes hold of your right 

hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you." We need to keep repeating that to ourselves until it becomes 

a part of our inner dialogue. Where we don't have to think about it. Where we don't have to remember it. It 

becomes a part of us. 

  

God not only tells us that he is with us through the hard times when we feel vulnerable, but that we are in fact 

part of God's plan to shape the world. Elsewhere, God says that he will use Cyrus of Persia to defeat Babylon. 

He used Nebuchadnezzar to defeat Judah in the first place. If God can use them, people that didn't even know 

God, God can use us.  

  

That's an idea we actually find in the first letter of the Apostle John in chapter 4. That chapter includes the 

quote, "Perfect love casts out fear," in verse 18. It makes a nice slogan or bumper sticker, but what does it 

mean? On its surface, it can make us feel guilty or like we are doing something wrong if we are afraid. We must 

not have "perfect love." There is no need to feel guilty (or fear … about being afraid). This phrase is 

aspirational. Like our journey to become more like Christ, our sanctification … Like our journey from Scare 

City to Abundance Forest. 

  

Let's consider verse 18 of chapter 1 of John's Gospel. I know I'm skipping around in Scripture here, but hang 

with me for a moment. It will be worth it. In 1:18 of John's Gospel he writes, "No one has ever seen God. It is 

God the only Son, who is close to the Father's heart, who has made him known." (NRSV) In other words, we 

see who God is by looking at Jesus. Okay, many of us have heard this before. 

  

But, if we go to John's first letter 4:12, he writes, "No one has ever seen God …" same as the Gospel, right? "No 

one has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God is in us and his love is made complete in us." [Emphasis 

mine.] In other words, now, people don't know who God is until they see it revealed in the lives of Christians … 

which is "his love made complete in us." 

  



That is our role now, to show people the nature and character of God, through our lives. Scary? Intimidating? 

Yes! But do not fear because God is with us through his Holy Spirit, holding our hand through it all, helping us 

each step of the way. 

  

When we do this, we are "completing God's love." When we accept that God is with us, helping us each step of 

the journey to the abundant life, Abundance Forest, there is no room for fear. Nervous excitement? Maybe. 

  

Then … then, with God holding our hand, like a parent holding the hand of a child, we can hold out our other 

hand to bring others along with us. Just over the next rise, it's there, our Promised Land, Abundance Forest. 

  

Amen! 

 


