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 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.  
       They will be called oaks of righteousness,  
       a planting of the LORD for the display of his splendor.  
 They will rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated;  
       they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations.  
Aliens will shepherd your flocks; foreigners will work your fields and vineyards.  
And you will be called priests of the LORD, you will be named ministers of our God.  
       You will feed on the wealth of nations, and in their riches you will boast. 
                                                                                                       (Isaiah 61:1-6) 

 

"Rebuild the ancient ruins" 
 
Last October my family and I went to visit the national park called Mesa Verde in southwest 
Colorado.  It's famous for the many abandoned, ancient cliff dwellings of the ancestral 
Pueblo Indians.  Some things you can walk through and see on your own, other ruins require 
a guided tour to go through. 
 
As you walk around, you can't help but imagine what it was like long ago.  These were places 
where families lived.  What were they like?  What things did they wonder, did they imagine?   
What games did the children play?  You look out across the desert mesas and try to imagine 
what life was like.  But it's hard.  Because these buildings have been empty for centuries 
(except for the modern tourists).  For some of the earliest dwellings, not much is left except 
a few crumbling stones and holes in the ground.  No one will ever live in them again.  It's 
kind of sad as you stand and view these abandoned places and think about the people that 
are all gone for good. 
 
Isaiah wrote for us today, "They will rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long 
devastated; they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations." 
 



That was Isaiah's prophecy to the people long ago--part of the wonderful news he had to 
share with the people of his day.  It's part of that same chapter that Jesus used as his text 
for his message one Sabbath Day long ago in the town of Nazareth, as we heard in today's 
Gospel lesson.  But what does it all mean?  Ancient ruins, abandoned cities, being rebuilt and 
restored and reinhabited.   But where is this all happening, and what does it really mean? 
 
He's talking about you and your life and the people in your life.  You are the ones who are 
promised the new life and the wealth and the rebuilt cities--if you, by the Holy Spirit, can 
recognize the ruins that Jesus came to restore. 
 
I. Recognize the ruins 
This is an important and very beautiful section of Isaiah.  As I said, it was the verse that Jesus 
himself picked for the sermon he preached to the people of his hometown.  He opened up 
the scroll to this chapter and started reading.  And then he declared to his hearers that that 
day it had been fulfilled--in him!   
 
There's no doubt that this is a chapter of wonderful promises.  But the first thing we need to 
notice is:  just whom are these promises for?    Over and over again Isaiah described the 
audience for which they are intended.  Listen to all the names he gave them:   
 The poor 
 The brokenhearted 
 The prisoners and captives 
 All who mourn and grieve in Zion 
 Those who are in ashes, in mourning, and in despair 
 
What makes people, what makes us so sad?  The people that Isaiah is talking about are those 
who RECOGNIZE THE RUINS.   
 
We're not talking about physical buildings here.  We're talking about the ruin of what we, 
and this world, were supposed to be.  Those ruins are all around you (and also within you).  
They're not hard to find if you know where to look. 
 
I got a good glimpse of those ruins once as I was sitting with a man in an emergency room.  
This man had once been a Christian teacher, husband, and father of five kids.  But his 
addiction to alcohol had taken it all away--losing job after job, estranged from his wife and 
family.  He was sleeping in his van and drinking himself to death.  When I found out where he 
was I took him to the hospital, and I was sitting there watching him puke up his guts over 
and over again.  He body shook and trembled helplessly with the DTs as he cried from pain 
and frustration.  And it made me angry.  Not so much at him.  But at sin and what it had 
wrecked.  At the ruin and devastation that sin and Satan causes in hearts and lives and 
families. 
 
Look around and you'll see the ruins everywhere.  Look at how different is this world from 
what it was supposed to be, the world we read about in Eden when God first made it.  Now 



it doesn't look much like that.  Families ripped apart and spouses betrayed.  Violence and 
substance abuse.  People filled with anger and frustration instead of peace.  Looking for a 
quick high or a quick fling to dull the pain.  People so sold to sin and focused on themselves 
that they'll hurt anyone or ruin any beautiful thing if it gets in their way.  People who are 
afraid of life and afraid of death and afraid of God.  People frittering away their lives on 
some foolishness but who are utterly unprepared for eternity.   
 
It's a world full of ruins.  And scariest of all is when we see it in our own hearts.  How fall 
short we fall of the people we could be, we ought to be.  The wasted opportunities.  The 
people we've hurt or that we've failed.  The damage we've done to others and to ourselves.   
 
There are ruins all around.  No wonder we mourn!   And it looks like a hopeless situation.  It's 
enough to drive one to despair.   
 
II. Rejoice in the restoration 
But remember:  it's exactly for those people--mourning and despairing over the ruins of sin--
that this wonderful announcement of Isaiah is intended.  As we struggle with the damage of 
sin, Jesus speaks through his prophet with words of comfort and hope. 
 
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 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.  
 
Jesus declares that those promises are all fulfilled in him and through him.  He came to 
restore what sin had ruined.  The broken hearted sinner will be healed.  The mourning and 
bereaved soul will find comfort.  The despairing guilty soul finds hope.  In these verses he 
doesn't tell us exactly how he will bring this about.  But we do know.  We know what it cost 
him.  We know about the flogging, the nails, the thorns, and the anguished cry.  This was 
what it took, this is what it cost Jesus for there to be peace between God and sinners.  And 
he did it all for you and me. 
 
That's why we can have a "garment of praise" instead of a "spirit of despair," a "crown of 
beauty instead of ashes."  We can have the joy of sins forgiven, that just when it seemed 
hopeless that we could ever have God's love we now know we have it--and not just a little 
bit of love, but an immeasurable abundance of it in Jesus!   
 
And then...once we know this...we can get to work rebuilding.  " They will rebuild the ancient 
ruins and restore the places long devastated;  they will renew the ruined cities that have been 
devastated for generations. "  They means you and me.  We get to be a part of God's 



incredible rebuilding project!  With sins forgiven, with hope restored, now with God's help 
we can try to fix and rebuild what sin has ruined.   
 
What does that look like?  How do we rebuild?  The biggest way is by teaching the Word of 
God--first  of all telling people the wonderful news of salvation and forgiveness in Jesus, but 
then also giving them the guidance of God's Word for daily life.  Through that Word the Holy 
Spirit builds love for God and for others.   Instead of building cities and skyscrapers we build 
God-pleasing relationships.  We build Christian families, Christian friendships, Christian 
churches, Christian missions, Christian faith.  We start restoring things to the way they were 
always supposed to be.  
 
Isaiah prophesied that God's people would do this--"They will rebuild"--and his words come 
true every time we teach and train people in the truth and ways of God.  Counseling a 
troubled soul.  Encouraging a friend.  Teaching a child.  And now is our chance to do it--what 
Isaiah called "the year of the Lord's favor."  Now is our chance to rebuild--each and every 
day. 
 
There will still be plenty of ruins in this sin-fallen world.   God's Word makes it clear that 
planet earth is not going to become a utopia, despite all this rebuilding effort;  it will still be a 
sin-cursed world until the day Jesus returns.  But now that Jesus has come it's not all ruins 
any more.  Now, wherever God's Word is found, there will be genuine love for God, genuine 
peace of conscience, genuine comfort even when standing next to a grave.  Now there will 
be the oil of gladness instead of only mourning, because Jesus has come.   And one day--the 
ruins of this world will be replaced by perfect mansions for all those who mourned their sin 
and found their comfort in Jesus.   
 
So let's rebuild.  Recognize the ruins, as God's Word helps you see all those places in your 
own life and those near you that need restoration.   And then rebuild, with God's help and 
through his Gospel.  For Jesus has come, anointed to bring good news!   Praise God that you 
get to be a builder, one through whom that good news comes today.  Amen. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


