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Do any of you like to wait?  Probably not.  I’m not very good at waiting.  I’m better at it than I used to be, because at my age I’ve had a lot of practice.  But I still don’t like it.  I don’t like waiting for a movie to start.  I tend to get to movies early and they tend to start late and they tend to show about 12 previews of other movies before they start the movie I paid to see, so by the time the movie actually starts playing I need to get up and go use the restroom.
I don’t like waiting for my food to come at restaurants.  Like most Americans I often eat at fast food restaurants.  As some social critics have pointed out, we don’t go to fast food restaurants because we want healthy food or because we want tasty food; we go because we want our food fast.  So if I don’t get my order right away, I get a little testy.  And what really bugs me is when I’m at In N Out Burger and they’re calling out numbers and they call out a number that is after mine and I still don’t have my food.  It’s just not fair that someone who ordered after me gets his fast food a full minute faster than I get mine.  
But mostly I’m not good at waiting for God.  I struggle to be patient as I wait for God to do the things I want so much for him to do in my life and in the lives of the people I love.  And I imagine that many of you are the same way.  Think of some of the things we wait for in life, some of the prayers we pray and pray and pray.  There’s the waiting of the single person who keeps hoping and praying that God will bring that special person into his or her life.  He’s been a groomsmen in the wedding of a dozen of his friends, his brothers and sisters each found their soul mate without much effort, but he can’t seem to find anyone he clicks with and he’s starting to wonder if he ever will.  So he waits.  There’s the couple who waited a few years to have a family so they could get their finances in order, and who sort of expected that getting pregnant wouldn’t take all that long once they started trying, but who now are starting to wonder if this is ever going to happen.  So they wait.  Or you’ve been out of work for a long time now.  You were disappointed you lost your job but you weren’t too worried about finding another one; after all, you’ve got your degree and you’ve got some job experience.  But weeks turned into months and now you’re getting more than a little anxious.  You’ve networked, you’ve filled out scores of applications, and you’ve prayed, but still nothing.  So you wait.  And the waiting is getting very old, and you’re getting very tired.
Lewis Smedes was a professor of theology at Fuller Seminary and an author of a host of books I have in my library.  Listen to what Smedes writes about waiting:

Waiting is our destiny as creatures who cannot by themselves bring about what they hope for.

We wait in the darkness for a flame we cannot light,

We wait in fear for a happy ending we cannot write.

We wait for a not yet that feels like a not ever.

Waiting is the hardest work of hope.
Forty-three times in the Old Testament God’s people are commanded to “wait on the Lord.”  Waiting is an act of faith.  Waiting is the hardest work of hope.
Isaiah 40 offers a word of comfort and encouragement to those who are waiting for God.  This chapter is a turning point in the book of Isaiah.  For the first 39 chapters we’ve heard a great deal about sin and judgment.  But the tone is quite different in the remaining 27 chapters, and the change in tone begins with these words:
Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. (Isaiah 40:1-2)
My Golden Retriever Abby passed away over a year ago now, but I still can’t go into my backyard without thinking about her.  I had a major leak in one of my sprinkler valves awhile ago, and to get to the leak I had to move a fence that I have around my valves.  I put that fence there because Abby kept chewing through the wires.  And as I was working on my leak I was thinking about how mad I was at Abby when she did that and how sternly I reprimanded her.  But I also can’t help thinking about how Abby would come to me after I had calmed down hoping that I would take her back and forgive her.  And, of course, I would.  I would sit down with her and rub her furry, soft ears and scratch her tummy and I would speak tenderly and tell her that I forgave her and loved her.  And that’s something like the image of how this chapter begins.  God has been very angry with his people.  He’s punished them quite severely.  Their capital city of Jerusalem has been destroyed and the people have been taken captive to Babylon, where they wait for God.  And God comes to them with words of comfort and speaks tenderly to them to tell them that He loves them and forgives them.  “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.”
But the people have another concern – how long are they going to be stuck in Babylon?  How long will they have to wait for God to hear their prayers and to deliver them from captivity and to restore their land?  Isaiah gives voice to their complaint in verse 27: “Why do you say, O Jacob, and complain, O Israel, ‘My way is hidden from the Lord; my cause is disregarded by my God?’” (Isaiah 40:27)  And maybe you can relate to that feeling, that sense that God isn’t paying attention to your situation, that God doesn’t care about what’s happening to you, that he disregards your cause.  After all, we think, if God did care he would have done something about it by now.  If God was on top of things, we wouldn’t still be waiting around for him to respond to our prayers and to our tears.  
Isaiah 40 is a response to those complaints.  In this chapter Isaiah reminds us why we wait and he explains to us how we can wait.  Yes, waiting is the hardest work of hope.  Yes, we wait for a not yet that seems like a not ever.  Yes, we wait in fear for a happy ending we cannot write.  But here’s how we can keep waiting, Isaiah says.  This is how we do it.  This is how we hang on when it seems like our strength has run out.  So let’s dive into this chapter, one of the most powerful chapters in the Old Testament, and see what Isaiah can teach us about the hard work of waiting.
I Wait Because God Is Never Late
Isaiah’s first word of encouragement is this – we wait because God is never late.  One thing I promise couples when I marry them is that I won’t be late to the rehearsal and I won’t be late to the wedding.  The poor couple and their families have so many details to worry about when a wedding is involved, so many people they’re waiting for – the caterer, the DJ, the florist, the out-of-town aunts and uncles.  I want them to know that I’m the one person they won’t have to wait for.  I’ve only been late to one wedding, a wedding on the beach at a location that was particularly hard to find.  As it turned out, I was there an hour and a half before most of the wedding party, so it worked out just fine.
In Isaiah 40 God reminds us that he’s never late.  He reminds us that we can wait with patience and anticipation because we can count on him to be there at the right time.  Let me read you what Isaiah says next in chapter 40; these are words that are quoted in the Gospels with reference to John the Baptist, so you might recognize them:

A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain.  And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it.  For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” (Isaiah 40:3-5) 

Now we’ve read some similar verses in Isaiah before, verses that talk about God preparing a highway for his people so they can return to their land.  But that’s not what these verses are about.  These verses are about preparing a highway for God to return.  This is God’s way of saying, “Clear the roads because I’m on my way.  Blast through the mountain and smooth over the ruts so I can get there on time.”

Then a few verses later Isaiah writes this:

You who bring good tidings to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, “Here is your God!”  See, the Sovereign Lord comes with power, and his arm rules for him.  See, his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies him.” (Isaiah 40:9-10)
Isaiah wants his people to know that their God is on his way, and he will get there right on time because God is never late.  It won’t be long, Isaiah says, until you will hear the good news being shouted from the mountaintops, “Here is your God!”
Time and again in Israel’s history God had proven to his people that he is never late.  Do you remember when Moses led the Israelites out of captivity, after the ten plagues, after the Passover, and the people found themselves at the edge of the Red Sea?  And right behind them were the Egyptians, who had a change of heart about letting their slave labor leave, and were fast approaching in their chariots.  The people were in a panic, trapped on two sides by mountains and another by the Red Sea – they had no way out and no time to spare.  And right on time, God showed up.  He did something no one expected him to do – he parted the Red Sea.  He made a highway in the middle of the sea so his people could escape the pursuing Egyptians, just as the Egyptians got to them.  And at just the right time, as the Egyptians rode out into the middle of the sea to continue the chase, God commanded the waters to return to normal and to swamp the Egyptians.  It was a close call, to be sure, but God showed up, and he showed up right on time.  

So we can wait, Isaiah says, because God is never late.  Do you like routines?  Do you like to follow a schedule?  I love schedules.  I go to the gym at 7 – not 6:30 and not 7:30 – 7.  I like to eat lunch at noon – not 11:30 and not 12:30 – noon.  On Tuesdays we eat dinner at Burger King, on Thursdays we have pizza from Round Table.  And while you might think me a bit rigid, the Bible tells us that God is on a schedule, and that God is never late.  Let me show you a couple of examples.  In John 7 Jesus’ brothers suggest to him that he should go up to the Feast of Tabernacles and demonstrate his ability to do miracles. Do you recall Jesus’ response?  He said, “The right time for me has not yet come; for you any time is right.” (John 7:6)  In John 8 the people crowd around Jesus and try to seize him, but they can’t.  Why not?  “Yet no one seized him, because his time had not yet come.” (John 8:20)  Then on the night before his crucifixion Jesus prays to his Father, beginning with these words: “Father, the time has come.” (John 17:1)  Jesus was on a schedule, and everything happened right on time.  
And even Jesus’ birth was on schedule.  For hundreds of years God had been promising his people that one day the Messiah would come.  So they waited and they waited and they waited.  To them it surely must have felt like God was late, that God had forgotten, that God had disregarded their cause.  But Galatians 4:4-5 says this: “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.”  Moms, were any of your kids born on their due date?  None of our three were.  Our first was two weeks late, and to a first-time mom those two weeks seem like two years.  But Jesus’ wasn’t late; he was right on time.  We can wait because God is never late.
In fact, not only was Jesus’ birth and his death right on schedule; your life is on a schedule, a schedule ordained by God.  Listen to how the Psalmist puts it: “You saw me before I was born and scheduled each day of my life before I began to breathe.  Every day was recorded in your Book!” (Psalm 139:16, The Living Bible)  God knows your schedule; he knows when you’re going to need him to show up.  And he promises to never be late.  We can wait because God is never late.

I Wait Because God Is Great
Secondly, Isaiah tells us, we can wait because God is great.  Part of the concern of the people of Israel was that God had forgotten them; that’s why they were stuck in captivity in Babylon.  But a big part of their concern was that God simply wasn’t powerful enough to help them out.  Since Babylon had defeated them, that must mean that the gods of Babylon are more powerful than their God.  
Now we don’t have quite the same concern.  We aren’t worried that the gods of Pakistan or of China are more powerful than the God we worship.  But to be frank, we sometimes have our own doubts about God’s ability to help us out.  One way that concern is expressed in our day is when we talk about the problem of evil.  Here’s the issue, as we often frame it: If God is all-good and all-powerful, he would eliminate evil from our world.  So either God isn’t all-good or he isn’t all-powerful.  And if God isn’t all powerful, then there’s no sense waiting around for him to do what he simply isn’t strong enough to do.
To which Isaiah says, “Hold on; you’ve got this all wrong.  Trust me on this one – we can wait because God is great.”  And then Isaiah goes on to explain to us in no uncertain terms just how great God is:

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the breadth of his hand marked off the heavens?  Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance? … Surely the nations are like a drop in a bucket; they are regarded as dust on the scales; he weighs the islands as though they were fine dust … To whom, then, will you compare God?  What image will you compare him to? … Do you not know? Have you not heard? Has it not been told you from the beginning? Have you not understood since the earth was founded?  He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth, and its people are like grasshoppers.  He stretches out the heavens like a canopy, and spreads them out like a tent to live in … “To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?” says the Holy One.  Lift your eyes and look to the heavens.  Who created all these?  He who brings out the starry host one by one, and calls them each by name.  Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing. (Isaiah 40:12-26)  
Here’s what our good friends at Wikipedia tell us about the size of the universe:
The universe is immensely large and possibly infinite in volume. The region visible from Earth (the observable universe) is a sphere with a radius of about 46 billion light years ... For comparison, the diameter of a typical galaxy is only 30,000 light-years, and the typical distance between two neighboring galaxies is only 3 million light-years. As an example, our Milky Way Galaxy is roughly 100,000 light years in diameter, and our nearest sister galaxy, the Andromeda Galaxy, is located roughly 2.5 million light years away.  There are probably more than 100 billion (1011) galaxies in the observable universe.  Typical galaxies range from dwarfs with as few as ten million (107) stars up to giants with one trillion (1012) stars, all orbiting the galaxy’s center of mass. Thus, a very rough estimate from these numbers would suggest there are around one sextillion (1021) stars in the observable universe; though a 2010 study by astronomers resulted in a figure of 300 sextillion (3×1023).
One of the stars closest to us is the star Epsilon, which is actually larger than the orbit of the object formerly known as the planet Pluto.  If Epsilon were hollow, it could contain more than 2.5 billion of our suns.  And even if we can’t grasp those numbers or measurements, Isaiah wants us to do our best to grasp this – the God we worship is bigger and greater than them all.  He is the Creator of everything, whether it’s too big for us to grasp or too small for us to see even in a microscope.  So if God is keeping you waiting, it’s not because he’s not powerful enough to do what you need him to do.  His power is greater than anything we’ve ever seen, greater than anything we can conceive.  We can wait because God is great.
I Wait Because God Is Able To Renovate
But sometimes we get tired of waiting.  Have you ever had a flight delayed and had to wait a really long time at an airport?  It’s exhausting, isn’t it?  Once on a trip back to California from Israel I had a nine hour layover in the St. Louis airport.  I was already pretty tired by the time I got there, but those nine hours seemed like nine days.  Or have you ever been in the waiting room while someone you loved was having surgery?  Isn’t it odd how tiring that can be, just sitting watching the clock and waiting for someone to come out and tell you how the surgery went?  “Waiting is the hardest work of hope.” 
But when it seems like we just can’t wait anymore but we have to wait a little longer, God intervenes to give us the strength we need.  We can wait because God is able to renovate, because God is able to renew our strength.  Listen to how Isaiah puts it in some of the most beautiful poetry in the Old Testament:

Do you not know?  Have you not seen? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth.  He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom.  He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.  Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.  They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.  (Isaiah 40:28-31)  
Ornithologists tell us that birds have three methods of flying.  The first is flapping – keeping their wings in constant motion to counteract gravity.  Hummingbirds can flap up to 70 times per second.  But flapping is tiring; we know, because we’ve all done our share of it.  A second method of flight is gliding, where the bird builds up enough speed and then coasts downward.  It’s more graceful than flapping, but it doesn’t get the bird very far.  Then there’s soaring.  Only a few birds, like the eagle, are capable of soaring.  Eagles’ wings are so strong that they are capable of catching rising currents of warm air – thermal winds that go straight up from the earth – and without moving a feather can soar up to great heights.  Eagles have been clocked at up to 80 mph without flapping at all; they just soar on invisible columns of rising air.
The people of Israel weren’t sure they could go on.  They had lost their homes and all their possessions.  They were slaves to the Babylonians.  They had no idea how long their captivity would last, no idea if it would ever end.  And Isaiah tells them, “You just wait.”  Just wait, because God is building a highway.  Just wait, because God is on his way.  Just wait, because God is never late; he will be here on schedule.  Just wait, because God is greater than any problem.  And when you can’t wait anymore, when you’re out of patience and out of strength, God will renew your strength; God will give you energy and patience and character and courage you didn’t know you had.
Do you remember that very sappy old Bette Midler song “Wind Beneath My Wings”?  Some people loved it, others found it painfully trite.  “I can fly higher than an eagle,” Bette sang, “because you are the wind beneath my wings.”  Eagles can soar without any effort, but they still need wind.  Do you remember what wind is a symbol of in the New Testament?  It was the Day of Pentecost; the disciples were gathered together in the Upper Room, waiting for the Holy Spirit to fall on them, as Jesus promised he would.  And then what happened? “Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting … All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit …” (Acts 2:2-4)  It’s the Spirit who is the wind beneath our wings; it’s the Spirit who renews our strength.  Which means that it’s our job to do whatever it takes to catch the wind, that if we want to soar then it’s our job to make sure we open up our wings.  For me that means spending time alone with God in prayer.  It means spending time immersing myself in the truth of God’s Word.  It means spending time listening to and singing choruses that connect my heart as well as my head to what God is doing in the world.  A sailboat needs wind if it’s going to get anywhere.  But even in a wind the sailboat isn’t going anywhere if the sails aren’t raised.  God promises to send the wind when he sees we’re struggling, when we’ve waited and waited and can’t wait anymore.  But we need to make sure the sails are raised; if we want to soar, we need to do whatever we can to catch the wind.
So let’s do that right now.   Let’s invite God to blow a fresh wind into our weary souls.  Let’s ask God to renew our strength, to fill us with the character and the courage to keep trusting and keep hoping and keep waiting.  Because the truth is this, that God is building the highway, he’s coming down the road, and he will show up in your life right on schedule to do what you so much need him to do.  Someday very soon, the announcement will come: “Here is your God!” 
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