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Our first reading comes from Second Isaiah, which was written anonymously in 

Babylon right around the time of the fall of Babylon but before the victorious Persian 

king Cyrus enabled the Judean exiles to return home.  His audience is completely 

different from John’s but is still relevant to us as we consider the idea of being called to 

serve. 

The reading is the second of four so-called Servant Songs in Second Isaiah.  We 

heard the first one last week.  In this one, the servant says: “And he said to me, ‘You are 

my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.’” 

According to this, Israel was God’s chosen instrument to share the good news of 

salvation to the far reaches of the earth, to act as a ‘light to the nations;’ restored, despite 

their sins and their exile, to be a covenant people.  This might be great news, arriving just 

as the people are expecting a national renewal. 

Walter Owensby, a ministry director in Central America for the United 

Presbyterian Church, wrote that ‘the prophets did not just announce a general truth; they 

engaged in condemnation of specific acts by people, groups, classes, and trades.’1  For 

example, the prophet Micah rails against social sins, such as a vendor cheating customers 

with dishonest weights, in chapter 6.  He also said, ‘Your wealthy are full of violence’ 

(6:11-12).  Throughout the Bible, God sides with the poor and the distressed. 

Everyone favors justice for the poor and oppressed in a general way, as an 

abstract idea.  But prophetic truth is seldom general.  Owensby wrote, ‘A word of hope 

for the poor is a word of challenge to the rich; justice for the oppressed means judgment 

of the oppressor.’2  

Being God’s prophet is not an easy call to accept and was often avoided. 
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Isaiah said, ‘Pay attention, you peoples from far away!’ meaning those coming 

home from Babylon.  He said, ‘God made my mouth like a sharp sword, in the shadow of 

his hand he hid me; he made me a polished arrow, in his quiver he hid me away.’ 

Isaiah has a job to do, and not everyone will like or appreciate what he has to say. 

We also want to pay attention to the idea of names and their significance. 

Names are important, in or out of the Bible.  When we’re born, our parents take 

care in picking over names until they find the one that fits, and then our friends jump in 

to give us just the right nickname, like ‘The Jodester,’ over there. 

Isaiah said, ‘The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s 

womb he named me.’ 

In the Bible, if a character in a story has no name, then the meaning and 

significance of the story probably does not lie with them.  All names in the Bible have 

meaning, and they give a certain power and identity to the one who owns it.  We talked 

about this a few years ago.  We see a name in the Bible and we often skip over it because 

they tend to be difficult to pronounce, but they all have meaning. 

Chapter 23 in Second Samuel includes a list of “David’s Men,” or “David’s 

Officers.”  On the list are two men named Donkey; there’s a Blackie, a Scabby, maybe a 

Sleepy, depending on how you look at it; and one named Fats or maybe it’s Mole.3 

In Judges, we could call Ehud ‘Lefty’ for all the emphasis on his left-handedness. 

In the Book of Job, when Job’s test ends and his life is restored, he gets a whole 

new family of seven sons and three daughters.  Unlike the unfortunate first set of 

daughters, these three get names: Jemimah, meaning Dove; Keziah, which is Cinnamon; 

and Keren-happuch, which means Blue Eye Shadow.  Lovely names; intimate names. 

In Genesis, God renames Abram to Abraham, which means father of many, and 

Sarai to Sarah, the mother of nations: new names for each to describe a new purpose. 

Speaking of God, in the Book of Exodus, Moses, whose name means the one 

drawn from the water, wants to know God’s real name and God will not reveal it.  

Instead, God says, ‘tell them Yod-Hey-Vov-Hey – I AM WHO I AM – sent you.’  YHWH 

has many meanings, but the best translation might be the one who makes things happen.  

God’s name is ambiguous, mysterious, but it is God’s name forever, God’s title for all 

generations, and it will remain with God. 
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In contrast to Isaiah, John’s Gospel was probably written sometime around 70, 

about the time of the second destruction of the Temple, with the final editing taking place 

during the next ten or 20 years. 

John’s audience seems to have included more Gentiles coming to the church who 

didn’t speak Hebrew, which is why John bothers to include translations for words such as 

Rabbi, Messiah, and Cephas.  As more and more new people came to discipleship, the 

people who actually experienced Jesus’ ministry were becoming fewer in number and 

more dispersed.  But the Word gets around, pun intended. 

The Bible tends to tell us only what we need to know: when a detail is mentioned, 

it must mean something.  So, do we really need to know that it was “about four o’clock in 

the afternoon?”  Apparently, John thinks we do, and he uses the time of day to symbolize 

that John the Baptist’s two disciples are on the boundary between the end of today and 

the beginning of tomorrow.  They are on the edge of a new life as disciples of Jesus, and 

that makes it important for us to know.  It’s a nice detail we might otherwise miss. 

The Gospel writer also implies that Andrew and Peter had been actively searching 

for a Messiah, and they found one – seek and ye shall find – but not necessarily the kind 

of Messiah they were looking for.  Jesus instead invites them to discipleship, saying, 

Come and see.  They remained with Jesus that day and decided to stay. 

Before that invitation and response, John the Baptist, when he saw Jesus walking 

by on two successive days, called out, ‘There he is, the Lamb of God!  This is the one 

who takes away the plural, collective sin of the world.  That’s the guy I told you about!’ 

And then the story really gets rolling, but I digress. 

God reaches out to us in revelation, sometimes through people like Isaiah and 

John the Baptist, whose proclamation leads us to Jesus. 

Tomorrow, we celebrate the birthday of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who 

once said that “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, ‘What are you doing for 

others?’”  This question of what we are doing for others is indeed persistent and urgent.  

We know an 80-year old woman with the energy of a six-year old, and she makes an 

annual trip down to El Salvador to work with a church there that is still working on 

rebuilding a community devastated by that country’s 12-year civil war, which ended 

almost 30 years ago.  Wars don’t just end; they linger. 
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A related question might be, ‘What are we not doing for others?’  Jesus invites all 

disciples to ‘come and see.’  If we really look, what would we actually see? 

The sin of the world continues to reveal itself in racial and justice issues.  Even 

now, some of our cities go day to day with an undercurrent of anger, deprivation, and a 

nagging suspicion that peace and fairness have passed them by. 

Netflix is running a series called Messiah.  It tells the story of ‘a charismatic man 

who sparks a spiritual movement and stirs political unrest.’  Sound familiar? 

At one point in the rock opera, Jesus Christ, Superstar, Judas sings: 

Why'd you choose such a backward time in such a strange land? 

If you'd come today, you could have reached a whole nation. 

Israel in 4 BC had no mass communication. 

The Messiah series hints that even with mass communication, the story might turn 

out the same way.  How we encounter and react to Jesus is a timeless, human story.  In 

any century, it seems as if those in power want Jesus dead. 

Of the four Gospels, John’s is the most different. 

Notice how he identifies who John the Baptist is not: he is not the Messiah; not 

Elijah; not the prophet.  He is, however, the voice of one crying out in the wilderness. 

Notice also how the Gospel writer identifies Jesus: as Lamb of God; Son of God; 

Rabbi; Messiah.  Last week, God called him, ‘Beloved.’ 

Each disciple sees something different in Jesus according to what they and we 

need: a teacher, a deliverer, the fulfillment of Scripture.  To insist on just one nickname 

for Jesus is to miss the point of the fullness of his identity.  Just as God evaded Moses’ 

question about his name, we too can’t pin down Jesus.  Maybe we ought to watch for 

God’s unexpected revelations in all the different ways we can know Jesus. 

It may well be that Beloved is Jesus’ one true name, the one given him by God 

when he was being formed in Mary’s womb.  Perhaps John saw Jesus for exactly who he 

was and proclaimed it, testified to it, loudly.  That confession implies that we too can 

change our direction, get a new name, and decide to hang out with and follow Jesus the 

Christ, teacher and Son of God.  Perhaps the question really is, who is Jesus for each of 

us, who do we see, and what are we going to do about it? 

Amen.  
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