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One of my responsibilities as the man of the house is to manage the remote control.  That means that we watch a fair bit of sports in our home, as you might guess, and I have to say that my wife is very gracious about letting me watch the games I really want to watch.  But in any marriage there needs to be some compromise, some give and take, so I do my best to find shows that Brenda likes to watch.  And it turns out that she likes to watch the DIY Network – the “do it yourself” network.  Now maybe you’re thinking, “Well that’s not much of a compromise.  You’re a guy, and guys love to watch that kind of stuff – shows with tools where they remodel homes and do renovation products.”  So let me make a confession – I hate that kind of stuff.  Brenda is the “do it yourselfer” in our home.  I am the “get someone to do it for you” person in our home.  She loves to see how to refinish a wood floor or how to remodel a bathroom or how to build a deck in the backyard.  You are far more likely to find Brenda at Home Depot than me.  So as much as she is accommodating me by watching an NBA game with me, I am accommodating her by watching shows like “Bath Crashers” and “Run My Renovation.”
But then one day we stumbled across a show on the DIY Network that caught my attention – it’s called “Rehab Addict.”  And the reason the show caught my attention is that it’s set in my hometown of Minneapolis.  The star of the show is a single mom named Nicole who discovers and rehabilitates historic homes in Minneapolis that were once the pride of the neighborhood but fell on hard times.  When I first saw the show, Nicole was renovating a home on Lyndale Avenue, a street I drove down hundreds of times growing up.  Then she starting renovating a home on the Minnehaha Parkway, another neighborhood I spent countless hours in as a kid.  The Minnehaha home was a large home, about a hundred years old, and in serious disrepair.  There were broken windows, broken doors, floors that had suffered water damage, a fireplace blackened with smoke, faucets that delivered no water, and weeds that had overtaken the lawn.  My thought when I saw the “before” pictures of the property was, “This house is beyond repair.”  But a year later, after many thousands of dollars and thousands of man and woman hours of sweat, the place looked like a mansion.  The “Rehab Addict” took a property that was ready for the ash heap and turned it into a real beauty.

And according to the prophet Isaiah, that’s exactly who our God is – a “rehab addict.”  God specializes in turning ashes into beauty.  Listen to this passage from Isaiah 61, the very passage, by the way, that Jesus used as his text in the sermon he preached in his hometown of Nazareth as recorded for us in Luke 4.  Here’s Isaiah 61:

The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, because the Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn, and provide for those who grieve in Zion – to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair.  (Isaiah 61:1-3)  

Now we’re not going to fully appreciate the power of these words to the first readers of this book until we get into some of the historical background of Isaiah, until we figure out who these people are who are grieving in Zion and what it is that is causing them to grieve.  But even without that background, we can tell that these people are brokenhearted and that for some reason they are in captivity.  But because their God is a “rehab addict,” their future is filled with hope.  Here’s what the next verse in Isaiah 61 tells us their God is going to do for and through them: “They will rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated; they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations.” (Isaiah 61:4)  
Have you ever ruined something?  Ever made a mess you could not fix?  My first quarter at college I, like a number of college students, made it a habit to take my dirty laundry home so my Mom could wash it for me.  She did this a few times, and then one day announced that it was time for me to do my own laundry.  “Don’t you have washers and dryers in your dorm?” she asked.  Upon investigation, it turned out they did – who knew?  So one Saturday night I took all my clothes down into the dormitory basement, loaded it all into the washer, put in my quarters and started my load.  I came back about an hour later to move the wash into the dryer, and when I did I noticed something.  For some odd reason, none of my white clothes were white anymore.  In fact, everything looked pretty much the same color.  Never having done laundry before, I sort of assumed that was normal, and that it would all look like it should after it came out of the dryer.  It turns out I was wrong.  Not only did none of my clothes look the right color, about half of them shrunk up so much that I couldn’t get them on.  In just two hours time my Mom had completely ruined all of my favorite clothes; they were irredeemable.  (OK, it might have been partly my fault.)
And the harsh reality is that every one of us has ruined more than a load of wash in our lifetimes.  Some of us have made a wreck out of our marriage.  Some of us have ruined our health, whether it was from drugs or too much alcohol or too much of the wrong kind of food.  Some of us have lost a job we really liked and really needed, and it was nobody’s fault but ours.  Some of us have made some very poor financial decisions and have made a royal mess of our finances and our credit.  Every one of us has a piece or more of our lives that in one way or another are in ruins.  Something in our lives is a mess.  Something seems from all indications to be irredeemable.
But not to God.  Not to the “Rehab Addict” of the book of Isaiah.  He is a God who can transform our ashes into a crown of beauty.  Through his power and his grace, we can rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated.  Over and over again we will read this summer in our study of Isaiah that our God is a God who rebuilds and restores and renews and redeems.  He is a God who specializes in lost causes, a God who reclaims what seemed destined for the scrap heap.  
So that’s why we’re going to be studying the prophet Isaiah this summer, to discover all we can about the God who is uniquely able to redeem our worst mistakes.  This morning our goal is to get a brief overview of this book so we can better appreciate what Isaiah has to teach us, and we’re also going to get started by looking at some of the highlights of Isaiah 1.
The Gospel According To Isaiah
So let’s me start by introducing you to this book.  Isaiah is one of the longest books in the Bible.  It has 66 chapters, 1292 verses, and over 37,000 words.  Now here’s a quick quiz – how many books are there in the Bible?  That’s right – 66.  Just like the Bible has 66 books, Isaiah has 66 chapters.  How many books are there in the Old Testament? The answer is 39 – 39 in the Old, and 27 in the New.  Coincidentally, Isaiah’s 66 chapters divide rather neatly into two main sections.  The focus of the first 39 chapters is on judgment, and the focus of the last 27 chapters is on hope.  
Many people refer to this book as “the Gospel according to Isaiah.”  That seems odd, of course, since Isaiah lived 700 years before Jesus was born, and 750 years before the writings of the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  But in many ways it is perfectly appropriate to call Isaiah a Gospel, because Isaiah talks a great deal and in great detail about the coming Messiah.  Isaiah is quoted by the authors of the New Testament more than any other Old Testament book except for the Psalms.  And while the book of Revelation never quotes Isaiah, Revelation is littered with allusions to Isaiah, which we will see very clearly when we get to the last few chapters of Isaiah.
And let me show you a passage from John’s Gospel where John makes quite an amazing statement about Isaiah, a statement that makes it appropriate to refer to Isaiah as a “Gospel.”  Listen to this, from John 12:

Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him.  This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: “Lord, who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?”  For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: “He has blinded their eyes and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand with their hearts, nor turn – and I would heal them.”  Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him. (John 12:37-41)  

Did you catch what John said about Isaiah?  He said that Isaiah – who lived 700 years before Jesus – “saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him.”  And in the coming weeks, when we read Isaiah 7 and 11 and 53 and many other chapters, I think you will agree with John that the person Isaiah was writing about could not have been anyone but Jesus.  Seven hundred years before Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Isaiah saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him.
So who was Isaiah and when did he live?  Here’s how Isaiah begins: “The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.” (Isaiah 1:1)  I know – that’s not particularly helpful, it is?  I mean, we can hardly pronounce those names.  And don’t worry – there’s not going to be a test on this, and you don’t have to be able to remember these names to have your life changed by the message of the book of Isaiah.  But let me tell you just a little about how this verse helps us put Isaiah into some context.
Verse 1 tells us that Isaiah was the son of Amoz.  Now we can’t say this with certainty, but Jewish tradition tells us that Amoz was the brother of Amaziah, who was the king of Judah just before Uzziah.  In other words, it is very possible if not likely that Isaiah was of royal blood.  Imagine that some day William, whose wedding we watched last month, becomes king.  William’s brother is Harry.  Imagine Harry has a son.  That son would have the same relationship to the throne as Isaiah did in his day.  And that would explain how Isaiah seemed to have such easy access to these four kings of Judah, because he had royalty in his blood.
Now you noticed that Isaiah says his vision concerned Judah and Jerusalem.  You might remember that the nation of Israel was for many years a divided kingdom.  The northern kingdom retained the name of Israel, and the southern kingdom, where Jerusalem was located, took the name Judah.  We know from Isaiah 6 that Isaiah received his call from God to be a prophet in the year that King Uzziah died, which was about 740 B.C.  Here’s why that date matters.  The northern kingdom of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians just 18 years later, in the year 722.  So for the majority of Isaiah’s ministry the northern kingdom was gone and only Judah remained.  

We also know that Isaiah had a rather long ministry.  If his first vision was in 740 B.C., then he served as a prophet for at least 50 years, because Hezekiah, the last of the four kings he mentions, lived until about 690 B.C.  The king who followed Hezekiah was a particularly evil king named Manasseh.  In Hebrews 11 we are told about the fate of some of the great saints of the faith; verse 37 says this about some of these saints: “They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword.”  Tradition tells us that it was Isaiah who was put to death by being sawed in two, and that it was Manasseh who ordered his execution.
Let me just tell you one more bit of background, and I tell you this just so you can see why knowing the background makes the writing of Isaiah so amazing.  After all, Isaiah was a prophet, and part of the writings of the prophets concerned the future.  In Isaiah 44 and 45 Isaiah writes that God has chosen a king named Cyrus (no relation to Miley or Billy Ray) to authorize the rebuilding of Jerusalem.  And if you read the Old Testament and other historical books you discover that in fact Cyrus, the King of Persia, did authorize the rebuilding of Jerusalem.  So what?  Well, when you pay attention to the dates and circumstances, it gets pretty interesting.  For one thing, when Isaiah predicted the rebuilding of Jerusalem, Jerusalem was still intact, standing as strong as ever.  Isaiah died around the year 690 B.C.  Jerusalem wasn’t captured by the Babylonians until 586 B.C., over a hundred years later.  Second, Cyrus wasn’t even born until the year 600 B.C., and his decree authorizing the Jews to leave Persia and to go back to rebuild Jerusalem wasn’t made until the year 538 B.C., over 150 years after Isaiah died.  Later in this series we will spend a Sunday talking about those details and what it all means, but for now I just wanted to give you a preview of what a remarkable prophet Isaiah was and what a remarkable book this is.
Isaiah 1 – God Can Redeem Our Rebellion
So let’s acquaint ourselves with the first chapter of Isaiah and learn what Isaiah has to teach us about the God who can redeem our rebellion and our sin.  In much of this first chapter Isaiah details the sins of God’s people; here’s just a taste of it: “See how the faithful city has become a harlot!  She once was full of justice; righteousness used to dwell in her – but now murderers! … Your rulers are rebels, companions of thieves; they all love bribes and chase after gifts.  They do not defend the cause of the fatherless; the widow’s case does not come before them.” (Isaiah 1:21-23)  
In the language of our day, the people of Judah and the rulers of the holy city of Jerusalem were making a royal mess.  And it wasn’t just a matter of making mistakes; this wasn’t a case of people who were trying to do their best and happening to slip up now and then.  These were people who were very intentionally doing what they knew was wrong.  This was rebellion.
Most of our messes are probably of the more innocent variety.  We don’t mean to lose our temper – we just had a really bad day and it happened.  You didn’t set out to spend the afternoon scrolling through pornographic websites; you just stumbled across something while you were checking your email, and before you knew it you found yourself knee deep in stuff that shrivels our souls.  

But sometimes, if the truth is told, we’re just plain rebellious.  Sometimes we know very well that something is wrong, but we’ve weighed the options and we’ve decided we’re going to do it anyway.  Or maybe it’s something you know you should do, something God has made clear he wants you do to, and you’ve made the conscious decision that you’re not going to do it.  That’s a little bit like the people of Judah.  God had made it very clear what he wanted them to do; in verse 17 God says this to them: “Seek justice, encourage the oppressed.  Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”  And as we just read in verse 23, they didn’t do it.  They didn’t defend the cause of the fatherless; they didn’t plead the case of the widow.  They rebelled.  They said to God, “Talk to the hand.”  And at one time or another, in one way or another, we’ve all done the same thing.
But listen to this; listen to the invitation God extends to his rebellious people:  “Come now, let us reason together,” says the Lord.  “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.  If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the land.” (Isaiah 1:18-19)  And a few verses later God makes this promise: “Zion will be redeemed with justice, her penitent ones with righteousness.” (Isaiah 1:27)  God is a God who can redeem not only our innocent mistakes; he is a God who offers to redeem even our most stubborn rebellion.  
John Ortberg is a masterful story-teller; my favorite is still a story from his first book, “The Life You’ve Always Wanted.”  It’s the introductory story to his chapter called “Life Beyond Regret: The Practice of Confession.”  Let me read it to you:
Some years ago we traded in my old Volkswagen Super Beetle for our first piece of furniture: a mauve sofa … The man at the furniture store warned us not to get it when he found out we had small children.  “You don’t want a mauve sofa,” he advised.  “Get something the color of dirt.”  But we had the naïve optimism of young parenthood.  “We know how to handle our children,” we said.  “Give us the mauve sofa.”
From than moment on, we all knew clearly the number one rule in the house.  Don’t sit on the mauve sofa.  Don’t touch the mauve sofa.  Don’t play around the mauve sofa.  Don’t eat on, breathe on, look at, or think about the mauve sofa … Then came the Fall.  One day there appeared on the mauve sofa a stain.  A red stain.  A red jelly stain.

So my wife, who had chosen the mauve sofa and adored it, lined up our three children in front of it: Laura, age four, and Mallory, two and a half, and Johnny, six months.  “Do you see that, children?” she asked.  “That’s a stain.  A red stain.  A red jelly stain.  The man at the sofa store says it’s not coming out.  Not forever.  Do you know how long forever is, children?  That’s how long we’re going to stand here until one of you tells me who put the stain on the mauve sofa.”
Mallory was the first to break.  With trembling lips and tear-filled eyes she said, “Laura did it.”  Laura passionately denied it.  Then there was silence, for the longest time.  No one said a word.  I knew the children wouldn’t, for they had never seen their mother so upset.  I knew they wouldn’t, because they knew that if they did they would spend eternity in the time-out chair.

I knew they wouldn’t, because I was the one who put the red jelly stain on the mauve sofa, and I knew I wasn’t saying anything.
Then Ortberg adds this comment: “The truth is, of course, that we have all stained the sofa.  Some of the stains are small and barely noticeable.  But some of them bleed through the entire fabric of our lives.”  And he could not be more right, could he?  We know exactly what he’s talking about.  We try our best not to think about those stains.  We certainly never talk about them with anyone.  But they are there, always, inescapably, those stains on our soul, stains we made, stains that follow us into every relationship, stains we see at night when we close our eyes and try to sleep.  

And then our gracious God comes to us and says, “Come now, let us reason together.  Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.”  (Isaiah 1:18)  God can get the red jelly stain out of the mauve sofa, and God can get the stain out of your soul.
So what do we have to do for that to happen?  Verse 27 tells us: “Zion will be redeemed with justice, her penitent ones with righteousness.”  For us to be redeemed, Isaiah says, requires penitence.  To be penitent is another way of saying repentance.  It means to say to God, “I admit it – I am a rebel.  And I’m sorry, and I want to change.  God, I recognize that I can’t get this stain out.  Will you forgive me and make me clean?”  The New Testament says it like this: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:8-9)  
In his book “Healing For Damaged Emotions,” Dr. David Seamands says, “The two primary causes of emotional stress are the failure to receive forgiveness and the failure to forgive.”  I saw a Charlie Brown comic that illustrated this point quite well.  The gang was playing baseball, and as usual it wasn’t going well.  Lucy had just dropped an easy fly ball, and was now back in the dugout explaining what happened to her manager, Charlie Brown.  “Sorry I missed that easy fly ball, Chuck.  I thought I had it, but then I remembered all the other fly balls I’ve missed, and the past got in my eyes.”
That happens to all of us, doesn’t it – the past gets in our eyes.  We can’t see straight, we can’t move on because the past gets in our eyes.  But it need not be that way.  We have a God who can redeem the past, a God who can scrub the stains out of our souls and give us the peace that has eluded us for so long.  So let’s take a moment right now to engage in the most healing thing we can do for our damaged hearts and souls – let’s confess our sin to God, let’s allow God to forgive us once and for all, and let’s get the past out of our eyes so we can experience all the joy God has planned for our futures.
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