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Isaiah 42:1-7 

Our first lesson comes to us from the book of Isaiah. The prophet is speaking not just of an 
individual, but the whole nation, calling them to reclaim their purpose. Through the power of 
the spirit, God will use them to bring justice and truth. Listen for the Word of God as it 
comes to us from Isaiah 42, beginning in verse 1.  

Behold my servant, whom I uphold, 
   my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 
I have put my spirit upon him; 
   he will bring forth justice to the nations. 
2 He will not cry or lift up his voice, 
   or make it heard in the street; 
3 a bruised reed he will not break, 
   and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; 
   he will faithfully bring forth justice. 
4 He will not grow faint or be crushed 
   until he has established justice in the earth; 
   and the coastlands wait for his teaching. 

5 Thus says God, the LORD, 
   who created the heavens and stretched them out, 
   who spread out the earth and what comes from it, 
who gives breath to the people upon it 
   and spirit to those who walk in it: 
6 I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, 
   I have taken you by the hand and kept you; 
I have given you as a covenant to the people, 
   a light to the nations, 
7   to open the eyes that are blind, 
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, 
   from the prison those who sit in darkness. 

 
Philippians 2:12-18 

Before we hear the second lesson, a word of introduction. Last week, on Baptism of the 
Lord Sunday, we renewed our own baptismal vows. We asked ourselves hard questions: if 
we were accused of being Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict us? We 
pledged to recommit to our sacred vows: to renounce sin and the power of evil in the world; 
to honor Christ as our Lord and Savior, to strive to be Christ’s faithful disciple, obeying his 
word and showing his love.  

 



But as I touched on last week, our baptismal vows are not only an individual commitment. 
Our vows are a shared covenant. In the Scripture we are about to hear, the apostle Paul is in 
prison; this is his equivalent of “The Letter from the Birmingham Jail.” He is reaching out to 
his most beloved church in Philippi, urging them on. Note that he isn’t speaking to them as 
separate individuals, but as a community – with the plural “you” – reminding them that their 
behavior, their choices, their words, are all a witness of their faith … all are a reflection of 
their identity in Christ.  Listen now to the Word of God as it comes to us from Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians, the 2nd chapter, beginning with the 12th verse. 

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but 
much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and 
trembling; 13for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for 
his good pleasure. 

14 Do all things without murmuring and arguing, 15so that you may be blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse 
generation, in which you shine like stars in the world. 16It is by your holding fast to the 
word of life that I can boast on the day of Christ that I did not run in vain or labor in 
vain. 17But even if I am being poured out as a libation over the sacrifice and the offering 
of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you— 18and in the same way you also must 
be glad and rejoice with me. 

 
 

*** 
 
What does it mean to be a church, the visible sign of the Body of Christ in the world? It is not a 
new question; indeed, it is the same question Paul posed to Christians in the ancient Greco-
Roman world:  how will you be “children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and 
perverse generation”? 
 
Today, on Martin Luther King weekend … today, as our President has been impeached for 
incitement of insurrection … today, as we approach the inauguration of our next President: 
TODAY, what does it mean to be Christian in America? Not hypothetically. Not theoretically. 
But right here. Right now.  
 
It’s crucial that we start where our baptismal vows begin: to renounce sin and the power of evil 
in the world. And there is plenty of sin and evil to renounce, beginning with the church’s own 
complicity. 
 
As we look with shock at the discord in our nation, and the deadly riot at the Capitol, what role 
did the church have? This week, some evangelical voices are speaking up – including the Rev. 
Ed Stetzer, head of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College. He called on churches to “look 
at how their own behaviors and actions may have helped fuel the insurrection,” as the crowd 
raised signs with Christian slogans. It is time, he says, for a reckoning. “How did we get here? 
How were we so easily fooled by conspiracy theories? We need to make clear who we are. And 
our allegiance is to King Jesus, not to what boasting political leader might come next.” i  



 
But is it only an evangelical problem? What of us? Renouncing sin begins not by pointing 
fingers at others, but by naming our own failures to be the Body of Christ. One of the things I 
cherish here at WPC is our commitment to do justice. But we must hold ourselves accountable 
for falling short. We talk about economic justice, which is a crucial first step. But are we 
embodying it, in our own church budget, and in our daily lives? We talk about environmental 
justice. But are we embodying it, in WPC’s use of plastics, and even in our building project? We 
talk about racial justice. But are we embodying it, as a congregation, in our staff, and in our 
work, and in our actions? 
 
I am struck on this Martin Luther King weekend that the church in America has been here 
before. And I turn to his words to remind us of what matters. Listen as Mark Jones shares King’s 
testimony from 1963, his letter to churches … his “Letter from the Birmingham Jail”: 
 

In deep disappointment I have wept over the laxity of the church. … I see the 
church as the body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that 
body through social neglect and through fear of being nonconformists. 
 
There was a time when the church was very powerful--in the time when the early 
Christians rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In 
those days the church was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and 
principles of popular opinion; it was a thermostat that transformed the mores of 
society. Whenever the early Christians entered a town, the people in power became 
disturbed and immediately sought to convict the Christians for being "disturbers of 
the peace" and "outside agitators."' But the Christians pressed on, in the conviction 
that they were "a colony of heaven," called to obey God rather than man. Small in 
number, they were big in commitment. … By their effort and example they brought 
an end to such ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contests.  
 
Things are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak, ineffectual 
voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an archdefender of the status quo. Far 
from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the 
average community is consoled by the church's silent--and often even vocal--
sanction of things as they are. 
 
But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If today's church does 
not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, 
forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no 
meaning for the twentieth century. Every day I meet young people whose 
disappointment with the church has turned into outright disgust. … 
 
I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive hour.ii 

 
Beloved in Christ, we are facing our own decisive hour. Will we speak, or will we be silent? Will 
we act in the faith? Will we witness to the truth, the truth that sets us free?  
 



I know that we are not all of one mind. I know that our church includes liberals and 
conservatives, Democrats and Republicans, progressives and libertarians. And that is as it should 
be. But we must come together around this: that Jesus Christ is our Lord and Savior, and we are 
compelled by our sacred vow to obey his word, to show his love, to embody his justice in this 
world. 
 
This is who we are called to be. In the words of the prophet, we are called: 
  

to be God’s servant, whom God upholds;  
to be God’s chosen, in whom God’s soul delights: 
Ones who will bring forth justice to the nations.  
For God has called us in righteousness. 
God has taken us by the hand and kept us. 
God has given us as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, 
To open the eyes that are blind. 

 
We must not give up. We must not give up. Just months after he wrote the Letter from the 
Birmingham Jail to the church, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke these words to a crowd in 
Washington, DC, gathered at the Lincoln Memorial:   
 

We have come to his hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of now. 
… 
 
Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise 
from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice. 
Now is the time to lift our nation from the quick sands of racial injustice to the solid 
rock of brotherhood.  
 
Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. It would be fatal 
for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment.  
 
So even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. 
It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this 
nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to 
be self-evident, that all men are created equal. 
 
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I 
have a dream today. 
 
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain 
shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will 
be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see 
it together. 
This is our hope.  
 



With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of 
hope.  
 
With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into 
a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.  
 
With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle 
together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we 
will be free one day. 
 
This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new 
meaning: My country, 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where 
my fathers died, land of the pilgrims' pride, from every mountainside, let freedom 
ring. … 
 
And when this happens, and when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from 
every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to 
speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and 
Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words 
of the old Negro spiritual: Free at last. Free at last. Thank God almighty, we are 
free at last.iii 

 
Beloved in Christ, now is our time. Now is our moment. Now is our calling: to be that body of 
Christ in the world. May it be so, beloved. May it be so. Amen.  

 
i A Call For Evangelical Reckoning On Trump : Insurrection At The Capitol: Live 
Updates : NPR 

 
ii "Letter from a Birmingham Jail [King, Jr.]", 16 April 1963 
iii https://www.npr.org/2010/01/18/122701268/i-have-a-dream-speech-in-its-entirety 


