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“Be careful what you wish for,” the saying goes.  Through the years writers have penned a number of variations on that same theme.  Oscar Wilde put it like this: “In this life there are only two tragedies – one is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.”  Mother Teresa wrote, “More tears are shed over answered prayers than unanswered ones.”  And Benjamin Franklin once wrote, “If a man could have half his wishes, he would double his troubles.”
Have you ever wished you could see God?  I imagine most of us have had that thought at some time.  I’ve often asked people who doubt God’s existence what it would take to convince them that there is a God, and the most common response is something like this: “I would believe in God if he would just show himself to me in a way that made his reality undeniable.”  And even we who already believe have wished that God would show himself to us in some tangible, unmistakable way.  Do you remember what Moses said to God?  In Exodus 33:18 we read this: “Then Moses said, ‘Now show me your glory.’”  The group Third Day wrote a song based on that verse; you’ve likely heard that song, and likely sung that song: “Show me your glory; send down your presence; I want to see your face; Show me your glory; majesty shines about you; I can’t go on without you, Lord … I won’t rest until I see you again; show me your glory.”
But what if your wish came true?  What would it be like if we sang that song and God actually did what we asked him to do, if God sent down his presence and filled the room with his glory?  And how do you think your life might be different if God showed you his glory?  Do you think your life would be any different if you actually saw the Lord?

I’ve never had that experience.  From what we read in the Bible and in history, very few have.  But Isaiah was one who did, and he did his best to tell us what that was like in Isaiah 6.  Here’s how the chapter begins; here’s what it was like for Isaiah when God showed him his glory:

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.  Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying.  And they were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.”  At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke.
“Woe to me!” I cried, “I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” (Isaiah 6:1-5)
Notice Isaiah’s reaction when he sees the Lord.  His reaction is not to shout, “Hallelujah!”  His reaction isn’t to say, “Wow, dude – how cool!”  When Isaiah sees the glory of the Lord, his reaction is, “Woe to me; I am ruined!”  Isaiah wished he could see God, and when he did it ruined his life.  Be careful what you wish for.
But God does not leave Isaiah in ruins.  After all, God is a “rehab addict.”  God takes great pleasure in redeeming the ruined, in restoring the broken, in renovating the wrecked.  So let’s take a closer look at this chapter and see what we can learn about who God is and what difference God can make in our lives here and now.
Because God Is On His Throne, My Future Is Firm

Here’s the first truth we learn from Isaiah’s dramatic encounter with the Lord Almighty – because God is on his throne, my future is firm.  
Notice how Isaiah begins his description of his encounter with God – he begins by telling us when it happened.  He says it happened “in the year King Uzziah died.”  If you’re keeping score, that was about the year 740 B.C.  I know, that seems pretty unimportant to us, an historical detail we are tempted to just skip over.  But it was actually a big deal.  When Isaiah wrote, “In the year King Uzziah died,” every one of his original readers would have known exactly what he was talking about.  There are certain days in our lives that none of us will ever forget.  When I say, “Nine Eleven,” you all know exactly what I mean and you remember exactly where you were.  If someone were to tell me that something happened to them in the year President Kennedy was assassinated, I don’t even have to think about what year that was or where I was.  I was in third grade, and all of a sudden our recess got cut short and we were herded back into our classrooms to be told the news and to be sent home to be with our parents, where many of us spent hours and hours the next few days glued to our TVs.  And I remember that as a third-grader the assassination of our President was pretty unsettling, in much the same way that Nine-Eleven turned our world upside down.
The death of King Uzziah was an event like that; it was something that shook the nation to its core and made the future feel very scary and very uncertain.  Uzziah had been the King of Judah for 52 years, ever since he had been 16 years old.  Most people living in Judah had never known another king.  And Uzziah was one of the relatively few good kings of Judah.  He was a king who loved God and who respected God’s laws and who treated his people well.  But Uzziah’s life did not end particularly well.  In a moment of pride Uzziah went into the temple to burn incense to God, a function that God said could only be performed by a priest.  According to Jewish tradition a massive earthquake struck Jerusalem when Uzziah entered the temple, and when he exited the temple Uzziah was stricken with leprosy.  The last eleven years of his life Uzziah lived separated from everyone else, sharing the rule of Judah with his son, Jotham.  But even so, Uzziah’s death left everyone in Judah shaken and insecure.  While Uzziah was alive the powerful Assyrians had seen fit to leave Judah alone.  But that changed very quickly when Uzziah died.  From then on, Judah became a much scarier place to live.  And you might also remember from last week that Isaiah was related to King Uzziah, which meant that Uzziah’s death was a personal loss as well.
But notice what Isaiah sees when he sees the Lord: “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne.”  And notice how Isaiah expresses it in verse 5: “My eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”  When Isaiah sees God, God is on his throne.  Isaiah’s world has been rocked, because his king of 52 years is dead.  But Isaiah need not be afraid, because while a king is dead, the King is very much alive and seated on his throne.  As well as describing the Lord as the King, Isaiah also describes him – both here and in many other places in this book – as the Lord Almighty.  In the Hebrew that phrase conveys the truth that the Lord is the leader of a mighty heavenly army; it’s a reference to God’s incomparable power.  At a time when Judah’s king has just died and the Assyrian enemy is now knocking on the door, God appears to Isaiah to remind him and all the people of Judah that he is still on his throne and that there is no army greater than his army.  Isaiah’s world was shaken to the core when King Uzziah died.  But because God is on his throne, Isaiah’s future could not be more firm.
The world can be a scary place.  Osama bin Laden is dead, but we are all quite aware that he is not the last terrorist we will ever see.  The last ten years have seen one shockwave after another – some literal, like the enormous earthquake and tsunami that rocked Japan, and some figurative but none less real, like the economic shockwave of the last few years that has changed many of our lives dramatically.  But if we could just see the Lord, we would know that we will be OK, because the King is seated on his throne.   In ultimate terms, it does not matter who the President is or who is Speaker of the House; what matters is who is on the throne, and the fact is that God is on the throne.  He is in charge.  
Isaiah goes on in chapter 6 to try to describe for us as best he can what it was like for him to see the Lord; he says, “I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.”  When we think of a train, we think of a wedding dress with a really long train on it, like the one Princess Diana wore in her royal wedding in 1981.  But that’s not actually what this word means.  Here the word “train” means “the hem.”  In other words, when Isaiah sees the Lord on his throne, high and exalted, the hem of the Lord’s robe is so large that the hem itself fills the entire temple.  Isaiah is doing his best to help us visualize just how big God is, how majestic God is, how transcendent God is.  He is not a God who can be confined or contained.  He is a God who is big enough to handle anything that comes his way, a God who is bigger than anything that might come our way.
Here’s the takeaway for you and me – there is no problem that is too big for God.  That doesn’t mean that our problems aren’t significant; they are.  Some of you have significant health problems, and the fact is that if you don’t have one now you will.  Some of you have significant relationship issues, whether it’s with your spouse or your parents or your kids or your boss or with someone who used to be a close friend.  Some of you have financial problems that are hanging over your head and that cloud everything you do.  But God is bigger than any of our problems.  He is on the throne, high and exalted, and the hem of his robe fills the temple.  And if God is your king, if God is on the throne of your life, then your future is firm.  Take your problems to the King, the King who is bigger than any problem you will ever have.

Because God Is Holy, My Sin Is Serious
But that’s not all Isaiah discovered about his God when God granted his wish and allowed him to see the Lord.  Here’s the second reality he learned, the reality that ruined him – because God is holy, my sin is serious.
It’s these creatures called the seraphs who make sure Isaiah gets the point – God is holy.  Now I’ve got to tell you that the seraphs creep me out a little, because they sound way too much like birds – in fact, not just regular birds but super birds, birds with six wings.  No wonder Isaiah’s reaction was to say, “Woe to me! I am ruined!”  I would have felt that same way.  But seraphim aren’t birds, of course, nor are they the flying monkeys of “The Wizard of Oz” – they are angelic beings.  Seraphim literally means “burning ones.”  When the seraphim speak, their voices shake the foundation of the temple and the temple fills with smoke.
But what’s most important is not what they look like but what they say: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” (vs. 3)  And it’s that truth that ruins Isaiah, because he realizes that the Lord who sits on the throne is holy and that he is not.  
Do you ever clean the inside of your car windows?  None of us like to do it, but when you start having trouble seeing where you’re driving you realize that it’s time to get the Windex out and make the effort.  So you wash the car, you pull it into your garage to dry it off, and then you turn your attention to the inside.  You grab a bottle of Windex and a roll of paper towels and you go to work.  You do your very best to get the windows clean, including all those hard to reach spots, and to make sure there are no annoying streaks to hinder your sight lines.  And as long as you keep you car in the garage, the windows look pretty clean, don’t they?  But then the next morning comes and you pull out of the garage and into the sunlight, and what do you notice?  With the sun shining through, you see ever streak and every imperfection in your work. In fact, you can’t believe how bad a job you did; it looks like a three year old cleaned your windows.
A number of years ago Billy Graham and his wife Ruth had a TV crew into their home to do an interview.  Before their guests arrived, Billy and Ruth did their very best to scrub down the living room and to make sure everything was as clean as it could be.  Then the crew came into their home and set up their own lighting, lights that are particularly bright.  And once those lights were on, Ruth Graham said, everywhere she looked she saw nothing but cobwebs and dust.  The brighter the light, the more evident the dirt.

And that’s what happened to Isaiah.  Oh, he was surely aware before that he was a sinner in need of grace, but that was before the bright lights of God’s resplendent holiness shone like a beacon into his soul and illuminated every secret and every sin.  Suddenly every part of his heart was laid bare by the holiness of God, and in total brokenness he cried out, “Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips.” (vs. 5)  
Nearly 800 years later it was a fisherman named Peter who had a similar experience.  If you were here last month for our “Soul Surfer” series you might remember the story, told in Luke 5.  Peter has spent the entire night fishing and come up empty.  Jesus tells him to put his boat out into the deep water and try again.  Peter and his partners do what Jesus says, and they catch so many fish that the boats start to sink.  And here’s the text: “When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!’” (Luke 5:8)  

We’ve all wished that, in one way or another, we could see the Lord.  We all want God to show us his glory.  But those who have might well warn us to be careful what we wish for, because when someone sees the Lord in all his glory and all his holiness, it ruins him.  It breaks him.  Like Isaiah, Peter discovered this truth – because God is holy, my sin is serious.  Do you remember Job, by the way?  Same thing happened to him.  One bad thing after another happened to Job, and he could not understand why.  After all, he had done nothing wrong, nothing to deserve the heartache and hardship that had turned his life upside down.  Even God himself said about Job that he was the most righteous man on the face of the earth.  And then, after much complaining by Job, God showed up and responded to Job.  And when God was done, here’s what Job said: “My ears had heard of you, but now my eyes have seen you.  Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.” (Job 42:5-6)  Again, like Isaiah, Job’s response to seeing God is not to say, “How cool!”  Job’s response is to say, “I’m ruined!  I despise myself!  I repent!”
But God, the rehab addict, does not leave us in ruins.  When we are willing to humble ourselves and to take our sin seriously and to repent, God restores and renews us.  He is our King and he is our Redeemer.  Notice what happens next in Isaiah 6 after Isaiah’s acknowledgement of his sinfulness: “Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar.  With it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.’” (Isaiah 6:6-7)  Have you ever held a live coal to your lips?  Probably not.  But even if you’ve never done it, it’s not hard to imagine that this would be fairly painful.  Ever burnt your tongue with hot pizza?  Painful, right?  That’s something of the image here, God using something serious to deal with our serious problem – sin.
I finally brought myself to watch the movie “127 Hours,” the true story of Aron Ralston, who in 2003, while climbing in the mountains of Utah, had his right arm stuck underneath a half-ton boulder.  If you’ve watched the movie or read Ralston’s book “Between A Rock And A Hard Place,” you know that before that time Ralston was extremely independent.  He loved to climb and explore on his own, often without letting anyone know where he was going.  He was confident he could get himself out of any situation, no matter how challenging.  But he met his match in that boulder, a boulder that would not budge no matter how hard he tried to move it.  It took him a little while to realize it, but in a matter of hours Aron Ralston discovered that he was in serious need of help.  Ultimately it took 13 men and some serious equipment to move that boulder so they could recover what Ralston left behind.

Most people don’t realize it, but the truth is that sin is a serious problem.  Like that boulder that day by day squeezed the life out of Aron Ralston’s arm and slowly began to poison his body, sin is a killer.  But the good news is that when we take our sin seriously, God takes it seriously.  When we acknowledge our need to God, God intervenes to take away our guilt and to atone for our sin.  He did it by sending his own Son not to be immobilized by a boulder but to be nailed to a cross.  When we’re serious about acknowledging our sin, God gets serious about giving us his grace.
Because God Sends Me, My Mission Is Meaningful
And then God has one more lesson for Isaiah and it’s this – because God sends me, my mission is meaningful.  Let me read the last few verses of Isaiah 6 and then I’ll explain what I mean:

Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?”  And I said, “Here am I.  Send me!”

He said, “Go and tell this people:

‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’ Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes.  Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.”  (Isaiah 6:8-10)  
By the way, here’s a bit of Bible trivia for you.  We’re going to see this summer that Isaiah has written some of the most majestic and inspiring words in the entire Bible.  But do you know what verses from Isaiah are quoted in the New Testament more than any other?  It’s those last two verses, where God tells Isaiah that his mission is to make the heart of the people calloused, their ears dull and to close their eyes.  Jesus quotes these verses in telling the Parable of the Sower; Paul quotes these verses in Romans 11.  They’re sort of odd verses, counterintuitive.  You would think Isaiah’s mission would be to open the eyes and ears of the people, but it’s to close them.  And then Isaiah 6 finishes with these words:
Then I said, “For how long, O Lord?”  And he answered:

“Until the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant, until the houses are left deserted and the fields ruined and ravaged, until the Lord has sent everyone far way and the land is utterly forsaken.

And though a tenth remains in the land, it will again be laid waste.  But as the terebinth and oak leave stumps when they are cut down, so the holy seed will be the stump in the land.”  (Isaiah 6:11-13)  

Let me try to paraphrase what God is telling Isaiah.  God is giving Isaiah a mission.  Other passages in Isaiah make it clear that Isaiah’s basic message to the people is that they need to repent and turn back to God, that they need to do what Isaiah has done and take their sin seriously.  But the fact is, God tells Isaiah, that for the most part people aren’t going to listen to him.  Most of the people’s hearts are already too calloused, their eyes too blind, their ears too deaf.  And the result, God says, is that their cities will lie in ruins, their houses will be deserted, their fields ravaged and the land will be laid waste. 
Not too encouraging, is it?  If we’re Isaiah, we’re thinking, “What’s the point?  This is a waste of my time!  If nothing good is going to come from God sending me to these people, then why go?”   But don’t miss that very last verse, the verse where God again reveals himself to be a rehab addict.  In that verse God assures Isaiah that his mission is meaningful, that from the ruins God will raise up a people to repopulate the land.  “The holy seed will be the stump in the land,” is how the Lord says it to Isaiah.  And history tells us that everything God said in these verses came true.  The people of Judah never did repent, and as a result the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and ravaged the land and left the houses deserted.  But there were a faithful few – the holy seed.  And that holy seed was the stump in the land from which a God raised up his people.  You and I are here in part because of the ministry of Isaiah, who faithfully spoke the truth to a mostly unbelieving crowd.  But some listened to him, some who became the holy seed from which sprouted what we now call the Church, a Church that is in every country in the world.

 There’s something in each of us that wants to change the world.  The fact of the matter is that none of us are going to do that.  None of us are going to solve world hunger or put an end to war.  But because God is the one who sends us, we can be confident that our mission is meaningful.  It may be that we will only impact a handful of people in our lives; in fact, it’s quite likely that we will only impact, in eternal ways, a handful of people in our lives.  But every life we impact is significant.  Every life we impact becomes holy seed in the hands of God, seed that God can plant and nurture and grow into a significant force.  After Jesus told the Parable of the Sower, in which he quotes from Isaiah 6:8-9, Jesus then told the Parable of the Mustard Seed, which goes like this: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field.  Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches.” (Matthew 13:31-32)  
That one third-grader, the only one who seems to listen to you when you try to teach the class about Jesus?  Holy seed.  That one high school student, the only one you really seem to have a connection with – holy seed.  The one neighbor who responds to your invitations to check out church, who after years has finally opened up about the real issues in her life – holy seed.  That person you bought a Bible for, and who actually read it and asked you questions about it – holy seed.  Whatever mission God has given you, please, don’t give up.  You might not always see it here and now, but God wants you to know that God is using that holy seed to redeem the entire world.  Because God has sent you, you can know your mission is meaningful.  
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