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THE PROPHET OF GOD IN TIMES LIKE THESE
Dr Gerard Olivier

Text:  Isaiah 6:1-8

INTRODUCTION

Our theme refers to “times like these”. One can approach this theme from two angles. The one approach could be to look at what exactly “times like these” are like, i.e. the characteristics of the type of world we live in. What are the challenges, dangers and opportunities of “times like these”? The other approach is to ask the critical question: what is my role as pastor/spiritual leader “in times like these”?  

While it is important to understand the type of world we live in, it is imperative that we move beyond a mere analysis of “times like these” to our role “in times like these”. Obviously getting to know our role presupposes a clear discernment of what the real situation is. One must indeed weigh the times on the spiritual scale and by God’s grace, through the discernment He gives, have a spiritual understanding of “times like these”. But what happens once we start to see the picture of our times in the light of His Word and His Spirit? As we read in 1 Chronicles 12:32 – men understood AND knew what to do.

From Isaiah 6 we learn that the prophet found himself in a critical situation.  Through the events that transpire in this chapter of Isaiah we can, and ought to, learn tremendously valuable lessons relevant to our times and our roles in these times.

1. THINGS WERE DARK AND GLOOMY – AND SO ARE THEY TODAY

One can very easily read verse one without fully conceptualizing the extent of the situation. What was the setting, the backdrop for this unforgettable encounter that Isaiah had with God?  The very first words we read are: “In the year King Uzziah died…” It would be irresponsible to disregard this fact when we think about Isaiah’s encounter with God.  It wasn’t merely a reference to orientate the reader as to the date of the encounter – it gives us the very reason why Isaiah was seeking God’s face.

Based on the words we have read (“in the year king Uzziah died”), one could say that in a time like that, things were looking gloomy.  It was a critical time in Judah.  The king had reigned for 52 years and the kingdom had prospered under his rule.  Uzziah had extended the borders of Judah and for most of the time Judah had been at peace with Israel and together they were strong enough to keep the enemies at bay.  For many years the king did what was right in the eyes of the Lord. He led the people of God in military victories over the Philistines and other neighbouring nations. He was an energetic builder, planner and general.

But his life ended tragically.  Isn’t it tragic to see a man who did what was right in the eyes of the Lord for close on 5 decades lose his way in this manner?  There are so many critical lessons to be learnt from how and why he died. Maybe you have been serving the Lord faithfully for many years. Unfortunately, experience and years of service does not make one immune to the wiles and attacks of the evil one.  It could be that after having served the Lord for a number of years you had subtly started to serve Him in your own strength; or perhaps you have started to overestimate your own importance. Perhaps you’ve failed to notice the slow and subtle erosion that has been taking place in your walk with God.  We must learn from this king’s death that our vigilance in our walk with God should never cease.

In this passage we find Isaiah in a very critical situation. Three years prior to the events described in this passage, king Jeroboam II of Israel (their Northern neighbour) had died.  Anarchy followed.  This impacted on the peace in Judah.  Over in the East, Assyria was increasing in power.  At home questions were raised about the young prince, Jotham, coming to power.  Would he be a good king in the eyes of the Lord?  Or would he try to follow his father in his attempt to usurp priestly authority?  So yes, it was definitely a time of crisis.  The people of God could be lead to spiritual decline and decay and end up in exile; slaves to another nation.  We must not underestimate the phrase “in the year king Uzziah died”. It provides the context for what follows.

The year in which king Uzziah died marked a dark, critical time. Similarly, we also find ourselves in critical times today.  In a certain sense though, this is true of all times since sin entered our lives. As Solomon wrote: there is indeed nothing new under the sun. The fierce onslaught against the people of God has always been part and parcel of life on this earth.  Think of Noah, Daniel, Esther, and many others. But one would have to be spiritually blind not to notice the intensity, scale and frequency of these attacks “in times like ours”. It appears that as the time of the Lord’s return draws nearer, the devil and his evil cohorts double and triple their efforts against all that is holy. One could speak endlessly about their work in this world, but one should not waste time to speak too much about the devil’s devastation in the world, nor should one be surprised by it. After all, the Bible teaches that this world belongs to the evil one.  

A matter of great concern that we should be speaking about is what the evil one is doing in the church today. The greatest threat that the people of God faced “in the year king Uzziah died” was not from the outside, but from within. History taught them, and teaches us, that where the wrong king is on the throne, spiritual decay, derailment and death set in. It was when the people of God were weakened by the rot from within that the nations from outside poured over their borders. When I speak about “times like these”, I don’t want to speak about what the devil is doing in the world – his evil actions are to be expected.  What we need to look at now is how things are with the church, the people of God, “in times like these. 

Life experience has opened my eyes to a number of shocking things. You will understand that when I mention these things as very real enemies of the church, I don’t mean to generalise and insinuate that this is universally true of all God’s people. Of course not. But I am saying that these things are inside and need to be discerned and exposed.  Because of numerous factors, that would take too long to discuss here, we find ourselves in a situation where in the church today we have: 

· heaven without hell,

· a God of love without a God of holiness,

· religion without God,

· life that curses our testimony,

· cheap grace,

· an apathetic church 

· disintegration of fundamental building blocks of the church – families,

· shocking lack of discernment and

· popularity in stead of prophetic preaching. 

Fathers and brothers, these are the times that we find ourselves in as preachers and pastors. This is the background picture I wanted to paint before we read on.

2. THE PROPHET OF GOD WAS BEFORE THE LORD – WHERE ARE WE?

In the year king Uzziah died, I saw the Lord. It wasn’t a chance meeting or just a side remark. The death of the king with its imminent dangers was the very reason Isaiah sought the face of God. This fact is an enormous challenge and encouragement to me. Isaiah knew what to do when the crisis came. Some people might have rushed around, frantically holding meetings and pursuing political options while others might have gone to draw all their money from the bank in case of anarchy or perhaps some prepared to emigrate to avoid the danger. Still others might have continued with their lives, not at all interested in what was happening – simply because they did not understand the danger.

But Isaiah knew what to do in a time of crisis. He went on his knees. He entered the throne hall seeking God’s face in the light of what had happened. Where are we as prophets of God in times like these? Are we trying to patch things together; attempting humanistic solutions in our own strength? I have no doubt that all of us would be able to say “I am very busy”, but is seeking God’s face less important than being busy? Do we know the path to the throne hall when the challenges and dangers confront us in our churches and in our society? In times like these, we need to be before the Lord. 

In a very dark time God was busy in the life of His prophet – before He worked among the Israelites. It is easy to point out all the evil in the world and how dark it is in the world today. It has become a favourite past-time for many to often speak about how terrible things are today, how the world is morally and spiritually bankrupt. But our understanding of this passage must extend beyond a mere perception of the dangers to also perceive the other things that were happening at the same time – God started to draw His prophet into His presence. This is vital for us to see and understand. As I asked in the introduction: What happens once we have seen the picture of our time in the light of His Word and His Spirit? If we look to Isaiah, we discover that the most basic lesson of Isaiah 6 is the prophet of God in times like these. What did he do? What must we do? What happened to him? What must happen to us? What was the result of his encounter with God? What should be the result today? That is why I posed the question in the parallel between the prophet and us: He was before the Lord – where are we?

3. THE PROPHET SAW THE LORD – WHAT/WHO DO WE SEE?

The prophet received a perspective that was so desperately necessary in the specific situation. In the midst of the threatening decay and dark clouds, he saw God. How we need this perspective! How desperately we as prophets need a true vision of God! How we need to look beyond all the darkness and chaos to see Him on the throne. And when Isaiah saw Him, God wasn’t busy pacing up and down frantically wondering what to do next. No, Isaiah saw Him on the throne – sitting – a symbol of complete control.  

Right through history God has proven time and time again that He has the final say. Whatever happens, one will ALWAYS be able to add: “But for God…”. The situation would have been impossible…but for God. How many times we find the people of God on the brink of disaster and even extinction – but for God. When they were caught between Egyptians and the Red sea, it looked as if it was all over – but for God. When they faced a flood, Jericho, Goliath, Moabites, Philistines or exile, things were looking desperate – but for God. 

And now, in the year the king died, Isaiah saw the King on the throne. While the king’s throne on earth is empty, the throne in heaven never was, is nor will ever be empty. And He sits – symbol of the fact that He is in complete control. If one loses perspective of this, one can very easily fall into the trap of making one’s own plans and trying in one’s own strength; trying to affect an exodus by killing one Egyptian like Moses tried in his own strength! In the year king Uzziah died, Isaiah saw God on His throne – what do we see?

4. THE PROPHET EXPERIENCED A DEEP CLEANSING – DO WE KNOW THIS CLEANSING AND CONTRITENESS?

I mentioned above that one of the most dangerous signs in the church today is a God of love without a God of holiness. We see here the inevitable link between an encounter with God and experiencing something of His awesome holiness. I have also said before that when we study this crisis time, we discover that God was not dealing with heathens and His enemies – He was busy in the life of His prophet. 

This is indeed part of the core of the message. If ever there was a time in our lives and our history that we needed Him and His working in our lives, it is now. Too many Christians subtly settle for one or perhaps two deep workings of the Lord in their lives. Perhaps subconsciously they feel they’ve been through the process and that it is sufficient. Has our experience of God been reduced to some memory from the past? Do we still know what it is to walk in the awesome fear of the Lord? 

Some years ago Prof. Buys spoke about “Missions in the fear of God” at this very venue during the ministers’ conference. May I briefly refresh your memory on some of the effects of the fear of God he mentioned?

1. It holds us back from continuing in sin

2. It makes you a person of integrity

3. It promotes obedience to God’s commands in our lives

4. It drives away your fear of people

5. It provides a vision and zeal for missions

I mention this here, because the consciousness of God’s holiness is directly related to the fear of the Lord. So many Christians today do not walk in the fear of the Lord, because they have no experience of His holiness. God’s holiness and the fear of the Lord are inseparable. In dark times God gave His prophet a vision of His holiness. In God’s throne hall the fear of God was instilled in Isaiah like never before. The prophet experienced something of the holiness of the Lord – can people still see today in our lives that our God is holy?

5. THE PROPHET HEARD GOD’S VOICE – WHAT DO WE HEAR?
There are many voices saying many things in these times. There are many surrogate solutions and approaches to the crisis times. We need to listen to God’s voice. Isn’t it interesting that it was only after God had cleansed and purified Isaiah that he was able to hear Gods voice? God first cleansed him and then He spoke so that Isaiah could hear. There are many voices today – also many voices on the “Christian market”. 

Whose voice do we hear? Are we able to hear His voice in times like these? And if we do hear His voice in this throne hall encounter – what will be His words? Well, I am convinced that we will still hear what Isaiah heard – “Whom shall I send and who will go for us”. God drew the prophet aside in a time of crisis, dealt with him thoroughly and then He sent him to “go and tell this people.”  Our commission should NEVER come from a church board or any organisation. We should be where we are, preaching what we preach, because we had heard God’s voice to be in the place and speak the words. If we are not in the right place doing the right thing, we have no right to call ourselves true prophets.

6. THE PROPHET GAVE HIMSELF – ARE WE ON THE ALTAR?

When he heard God’s voice and understood something more of God’s heart, he gave himself. Not only is the experience of God’s holiness inseparably linked to an ever deeper cleansing – the work of his sanctification in the throne hall is also directly linked to us hearing God’s call to go to the lost. It is difficult for me to believe that people without a passion for the lost and missions have had any encounter whatsoever with the Lord. In this most intimate encounter with the Lord, Isaiah not only experienced God’s holiness; he also heard the heartbeat of God for the dying world. Do we still have the passion for the lost? Can we still say as pastors, and even missionaries, what C.T. Studd once said: “Some wish to live within the sound of Church or Chapel bell; I want to run a Rescue Shop within a yard of hell.”
In the year that king Uzziah died, Isaiah heard God’s voice asking for labourers to go out into the great harvest. Then he gave himself: “Here I am”. In times like these the prophet of God should commit himself like never before to world missions. Even if you are working in an established congregation – you and your life should echo that voice you have heard in the throne hall: “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?” I still firmly believe in the world missions’ maxim: either you go or you send. 

In times like these the prophet of God should be involved like never before in fulfilling the Great Commission with a holy zeal and a holy restlessness. Do we hear that voice clearly? I want to tell you something brethren that you probably know and probably have discovered, perhaps even long ago – the most “dangerous” words that you will probably ever pray are the words: “Here I am Lord. Send me!” As Abraham found out and Nehemiah and Isaiah and many others – those words will cost something – your very self and your own will. But as we all should know – the price of disobedience is infinitely higher.

Jesus said that the church will be built on the confession that He is indeed the Messiah, the Anointed Whom God had sent to save the world. And then He added that the gates of hell will not prevail against this victorious marching church. Fathers and brothers, gates are not offensive by nature, they are defensive by nature. Jesus is saying that hell will be on the defence against the church. Our giving ourselves and going is part of the Great Onslaught on the gates of Hell that marks the true church of God. Having been sanctified by God, we are also sanctioned to GO:  to go to the billions still lost and living in darkness, to go no matter what the cost, to go into all the allies and byways, to go to the ends of the earth, to go until He comes either to fetch you or until He comes on the clouds.

