Order in the court!  Order in the court!  
“I’ll take a cheeseburger and fries.”

Such is the joke that endures through the years – and painfully, I might add. 

· Any teacher knows NOT to try to get an unruly classroom in line by shouting, “Order, order,” for almost inevitably a class clown will retort with a similar attempt to be funny.

Certainly, any retort like that in a real court would get you fined with contempt for disrespecting the judge’s authority.

· So it’s interesting that the word “contempt” is used by the prophet Isaiah to describe the lands of Zebulun and Naphtali in our Old Testament reading this morning (9:1-4, specifically v. 1).

Zebulun and Naphtali were 2 of the 12 tribes of Israel. 
· And though at one time, these 2 tribes were praised for their service and victory in the Lord, they are described here as being “brought into contempt.”

· For they and others in the northern kingdom of Israel – like our class clown – are disrespecting the judge’s authority.

Instead of trusting God and His ways for order, Israel – and specifically Zebulun and Napthali – have trusted backroom deals of diplomacy with other nations.

· This is contempt – disrupting God’s normal process of ruling.

· And the Judge …with his order now threatened… has his gavel raised.

Now, thus far, all that I have summarized feeds the picture we often have of God in the Old Testament: Instead of Judge Judy, we have Judge Jehovah ready to smite sin again.

· And though there certainly is justice being metered out here, I’d like to couch this episode in a different light.

· Israel has lost its first love.
· The beauty and joy it had in relationship with God has waned, as it got older.

· Other things have become more important.

· And yet the more the Israelites chased after success, bedmates, money, keeping up with the daily grind, and its own family drama, the more they lacked.

· Insecurity, false starts, dissatisfaction, and unhappiness was now the order.

· And no “cheeseburger and fries” was going to satisfy their hunger. 

But to this wayward people, God beckons them to return and again enjoy His love and relationship, which they had before so beautifully embraced.

· Isaiah and other prophets spoke as a herald from the King: come back to me, O favored one, and remember US – our time together, our laughs, our peace, even our fun!

This last summer, the movie “Toy Story 3” was released, and it broke all kinds of box-office records as another of Pixar’s animated hits. 

· It continued the adventures of toys like Woody and Jess the cowboy dolls, Buzz Lightyear the action figure, Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head, Rex the dinosaur, Ham the piggy bank, and Slink the slinky dog.

· At the movie’s heart, it tells of a relationship between these toys and their owner, Andy – once a young boy who spent many an hour playing with them, but now a young adult soon off to college.

· The toys feel neglected, and so they put together an action plan to get Andy to once again notice them in the box in which they’ve been stored away. 

· They miss being held, enjoyed, talked to, and seeing Andy smile.

· Obviously, Andy has found other interests in his teen years to occupy his time.

· But the toys have never forgotten the special relationship they had with Andy, and so they call out to him.

God has been doing much the same to Israel.
· He misses the time they gave Him; He misses their joy; He misses their smiles.

· For as you can see again in verse 1, Israel’s pursuit of other hungers has instead brought anguish and gloom.
So to bring us back to the image of God’s raised gavel against contemptuous Israel, please don’t see this as mean Old Testament God smiting people again.

· Rather, see this as a relationship that has been neglected, put in a box, and stored away.
· But now God has an action plan to get Israel to notice Him again.

Yes, history tells us that “the gavel” does come down.

· The kingdom of Assyria sweeps in, devastates the land, and brings oppression and burden upon the people.

· This is “the hand that hurts me more than it hurts you,” as many a parent knows.

· But it’s all part of an action plan far greater than can be imagined, as Isaiah foretells.

· Even amidst this conquering, there is hope – real hope – and a joy that WILL AGAIN BE YOURS!

How?

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined” (v. 2).
Have you or someone you knew ever gotten so hurt that you decided you’d never get hurt again?
· Never gonna date, marry, get a job, travel, dance, take a chance, invest, buy that product, move, sing, play, try out, work out, give, be a friend, or be alone.
· “I’m gonna stay where I am and not put a foot forward.”  

· “No one’s gonna make a monkey out of me twice, no siree!”   

· That’s exactly how Matthew describes Israel when he writes, “…those who SAT (emphasis added) in the region and shadow of death…” (4:14).

In such pain and darkness, Israel sat after getting burned by Assyria.

· And after our divorce, job loss, break-up, tanked IRA, family fight, or loved one’s death, we too… SIT.

· Like an actor or actress upon a darkened stage in an empty theater – lost in thought and emotion – we rehearse our pain in melodramatic soliloquies and dramatic pantomime. 

Until a light shines.

· Out of the darkness, it beams straight to us, and our eyes behold it.

· Usually, this light comes to us in the form of a person who somehow gets behind our walls, meets us in our hurt, walks with us, talks with us, listens to us, lets us be ourselves, and yet also beckons us to something different.

· And little by little, their friendship, their love, their trust, their will brings us forth to a new audience, a new relationship, a new opportunity, and a new life.

· This “light” empowers us to break fears, chains on our souls, and clay feet.  

· It may be awkward, clumsy, and even not too pretty at times, but with every step, we return to a love and joy we once had… but unfortunately had boxed up and forgotten how fun its play could be.

Like the form a person’s light is to us, it was no different for Israel.  

· Matthew rightly applies this prophecy of Isaiah to Jesus of Nazareth.  

· Jesus “made his home…in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali” where “those who sat in darkness have seen a great light” (4:13, 16).

· And through Jesus’ ministry to the people, they too were able to experience all the blessings Isaiah foretold: increased joy, burdens alleviated, and oppressions broken (cf. Isaiah 9:4).

Yes, the Israelites had already been brought out of captivity from Assyria and were back in their homeland, but Matthew is applying the prophecy not to Jesus conquering nations like Assyria of the 8 century BC nor even like Rome of the 1st century AD.

· No, Matthew is applying the prophecy to Jesus conquering a more formidable foe: the darkness of the human heart.

· The yoke of their burden and the rod of their oppressor is not a physical chain or shackle; it is the shame, guilt, curse, depression, anger, bitterness, resentment, sorrow, and sin that enslaves us all – either from others’ actions and attitudes or from our own.

· Jesus can conquer all of these only because he himself took a bar across his shoulders and submitted himself to burdens and oppression as an offering on our behalf.  

· Upon Jesus – the light of the world – was our darkness cast, but his light would not be (“pfffff” [blow]) out!

· He was gonna let it shine!

· And so Jesus did when he rose in marvelous light from the grave and thereby DID CONQUER the heart of darkness.
(The horror!  The horror!)

This was the action plan God put into motion so long ago to restore this neglected, boxed up relationship between Himself and His people.

· God needed His people to realize the error of their ways, but never as an end to itself.

· For oftentimes it is the sorrows, losses, and pains of our lives that get us to recognize that which is most important: our first love with the eternal God who made us for Himself.

· As a contemporary song declares, “I was made to love you

I was made to find you
I was made just for you
Made to adore you
I was made to love
And be loved by you


You were here before me
You were waiting on me
And you said you'd keep me
Never would you leave me 
I was made to love
and be loved by you”








(Toby Mac, “Made to Love”)

· And so we would not have to bear the sorrow, pain, or guilt of a severed relationship with God forever, He came to us in Jesus Christ as the one who would bear the rod of our oppression on our behalf.

· When we come to those dark places in the different times of our lives, we need to remember our first love who calls to us.

· And know that the light of Jesus shines directly at us, waiting for our response.

Instead of reaching to more work, more friends, more things, more popularity, more pills, more investments, or more just something or someone different, if we would reach to Jesus and allow him the rightful place of honor as King and Judge of our lives will again have … order in the court.  
LET US PRAY…
