His Hope for the Weak

Matt 12:15-21 Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from there. And many followed him, and he healed them all 16 and ordered them not to make him known. 17  This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: 18  "Behold, my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my soul is well pleased.  I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles. 19 He will not quarrel or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets; 20 a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will hope." ESV

Rom 15:13 May the God of hope fill you with all  joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

As human beings we are slaves to our perceptions; how we perceive things to be often determines much about how we react and respond and even receive from others.  Unfortunately our perceptions are often false or at the least misleading.  Has anyone ever done you a kind deed and you, because of your false perception of the situation, refused it or read into it evil intentions?  How foolish you felt or looked when the situation came to a full fruition later!  

I think back to that story in the Old Testament when David heard that the Ammonite king, Nahash, had recently died and that his son, Hanun, now sat on the throne of the nearby country.  The Bible tells us in the 10th chapter of 2 Samuel that David remembered how that in a time of distress the late king had been kind and helpful to David and so David decided to send some emissaries to express his regret to the newly-reigning son with gifts.  The son, in his foolishness and false perception of the situation, thought that David was sending the men as spies and treated them spitefully and through his wrong perception started a war that would lead to his demise.  David had meant only the best, and yet the man had read too much into David's actions.  

So it is with us; so it often is with our view of Jesus Christ.  He was and is God and flesh, thus, our perception of Jesus Christ also speaks to our perception of God.  Many here have a false perception of how God deals with you and I today.  It is not a new problem.  The Jews largely rejected Jesus Christ because He did not fit their preconceived perception of what their Messiah would be like.  They viewed Him as warlike and as antagonistic; as a person who would be a great debater and revolutionary leader and who would single-handed take on the Roman government and force men to bow before Him.  They expected a Napoleon or perhaps an Elijah who would call down fire from heaven upon those who did not receive Him and who would be a bit rough around the edges.  They expected a Micaiah who would stand up before Herod and break things in his anger and illustrations.  They expected a Nimrod to rule all men firmly and harshly and a Maccabee to take the sword out of the soldier's hand and turn his own weapon upon himself.  

Instead they got a meek man who was loving and caring, still while being firm.  They got a strong teacher, but one who was also a patient teacher.  The best definition of meekness is that of great strength restrained.  Think of a body builder's massive hand holding a small kitten gingerly.  Though he has the strength to simply close his hand and crush the life of the creature, yet he restrains himself and his strength actually protects the kitten.  Such is the picture of meekness.  True strength is that which is governed by greater principles.  Such was Jesus Christ, the meekest man who ever lived.  Strong yet patient and caring!  

Our text in Matthew is at a place in Jesus' earthly ministry where the Jewish religious leaders of the day began to actively combat Him in an effort to trap our Lord in something that they could prosecute.  Though meek, Jesus' direct teaching directly contradicted their man-made religiosity and instead of changing to match His truth, they attacked the messenger.  This, too, is a common thing even today.  What is startling is  how Jesus at this time dealt with the conflict.  Rather than rail on them and argue with them heatedly, He just walked away and went to those who wanted to hear.  Matthew tells us:

Matt 12:15-16 Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from there. And many followed him, and he healed them all 16 and ordered them not to make him known. ESV              

Aware of the opposition and the enemies' attempts to ensnare Him, Jesus withdrew from that place and touched those who would follow Him willfully, asking them to keep the news of what He had done down, so that it would not cause a scene with the enemy.  Far from rubbing His miraculous power in the face of the Pharisees, Jesus just kept genuinely meeting the needs of those who genuinely sought Him.  Matthew, writing to the Jewish audience, felt like these actions needed some explaining, so he wrote:

Matt 12:17-21 This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: 18  "Behold, my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my soul is well pleased.  I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles. 19 He will not quarrel or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets; 20 a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will hope." ESV  

He is quoting the 42nd chapter of Isaiah, a prophecy about the coming Messiah and showing how that Jesus – although He did not match the Jewish expectations of their Messiah – actually perfectly fulfilled scriptural prophecy by His actions.  The Messiah, when He came, would not quarrel or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets.  That is, He would be distinctly different than the rabble-rouses and the dissents that were so frequently found in the streets of ancient cities screaming their slogans and loudly crying their mottoes of rebellion against the government.  In modern times, we would say that He would be the exact opposite of our protestors who line the streets and scream and wave their signs.  He would not take to the streets with His cause of righteousness and He would not actively combat the Roman army and even when the Pharisees came at him with malice, He would not at first respond in kind.  Though His actions were surprising to the Jewish people, Matthew was telling them that actually Jesus' actions were in line with scripture's predictions.  It was just that Jesus went against their misconceived perceptions of their Lord's coming.  

You and I today can fall into the same trap, if we are not careful.  God's Word is powerful and He truly thunders truth in an age that doesn't always want to hear it.  Truth, by its very nature, is combative and the Word of God is truly a two-edged sword piercing down to the very core of who we are and what we need to change.  The second part of Matthew's quote of Isaiah is to you and I today.  We, for the most part, do not need to be reminded that Jesus would be meek in dealing with the Pharisees because we are looking back at the story and we know how that He would lay His life down willingly for our sins and not curse back when cursed.  We realize that He was the sacrificial Lamb who would be silent before the shearers.  But the second part of Matthew's prophecy is for us:

Matt 12:20-21 a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will hope." ESV 

This is for us because I am preaching to people today who feel as if God is not for you, really.  I'm preaching to those who feel weak today.  Perhaps there are some who are strong spiritually, then this sermon is not for you, although you should listen and file it away because it might be one day that you need it.  There are some here who are acting strong although they are not.  Like Samson in Delilah's arms, they appear strong, yet are very vulnerable.  I'm preaching to you, too.  I'm preaching to some who are struggling to believe the Lord in His great promises; I'm preaching to those who have made mistakes and considered even this morning whether or not to come to church.  As the woman caught in the act of adultery trembled inwardly when she was cast at the feet of our Lord in the temple so you felt when you walked into this place.  You respect God and you know that Jesus is the Messiah, but you also suffer from a gross misconception as to how He is.  There are some here who have only been hurt by men and your view of Jesus Christ is that He will eventually turn and hurt you too just like everybody else that you have ever loved or tried to trust has done.  I've come to preach to change your viewpoint of Jesus Christ.  Don't bind Him to that misconception.  And the words of Isaiah recorded in Matthew about Him is the Word of the Lord to you today – hear it:

Matt 12:20-21 a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will hope." ESV 

And in drawing your attention to these words, I pray with Paul the prayer of our text:

Rom 15:13 May the God of hope fill you with all  joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. ESV

God wants to give you hope today!  Not a false hope and not a man-made hope, but a true hope because it is founded in His eternal nature!  Since Jesus Christ is here, there is hope for the weak today!  

___________________________________________________

We live in a world of tablet computers and smart phones and so we do not immediately grasp the imagery of these words of hope.  We do not realize what is meant by a bruised reed or a smoldering wick.  What was clearly apparent to people in Matthew's day is at first hidden in our modern culture.  

The reed meant is the hollow reed of the marsh or waterside.  It was particularly common in Egypt and along the Jordan river.  It is light and brittle and is easily broken by a foot stepping upon it or a child taking it and snapping it in two.  When I was a smaller child, we lived on the shores of a great lake and my friends and I would cut similar reeds by the dozens with machetes and take bigger ones and with a growl snap them over our knees as if we were bending bars of iron.  They are weak and insignificant and when bruised or crushed, they are irreparable and would not be worth repairing for there is no point to it. 

Most scholars believe that this is a musical allusion for the chief use of the reeds to men were to take them and place them in musical instruments to provide notes when air blew through them.  You have heard of bagpipes and they make their sound by air blowing through reeds.  So it is with an accordion and so it was with the first organs in the days before electronics.  It is very likely that the “organ” that Jubal is said to have invented in the early days of Genesis is a reed instrument of this sort because technology as we know it was not around.  Reeds would be carefully selected for their size and placed to make a certain sound.  When and if the reed became bruised or broken, the musician would just take the reed, remove it from the instrument, throw it away and put in another in its place.  They were the ancient world equivalent of paper plates – it wasn't worth trying to fix because they were cheap and expendable.

The smoldering wick spoken referred to oil lamps which would have a wick of cloth material which would wick the oil upwards into a flame.  When one went to put out the  fire, they would smother with a metal cup this wick and put the fire out.  Oftentimes, the fire would not go immediately out, but would be a “smoldering wick” in which there was no flame, but where there was still a small spark of ember in the cloth smoldering.  The common view was that a smoldering wick was a nuisance because as it smoldered, it would put off much black smoke that had a putrid smell, so the common thing to do with a smoldering wick was to take the metal snuffer and cover it again so that it went completely out.  Yet Matthew tells us:

Matt 12:20a a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, ESV  

That is, our Messiah and Lord – our great God! – will not do as men commonly do.  The bruised reed is usually just discarded and replaced with another, but Jesus Christ doesn't do that with men and women.  What people tend to do when they are through with you or when they are disgusted with you or when they see faults that to them break the harmony of what they are trying to achieve is to do as the ancient musician with that reed, just remove you, break you, and throw you in the trash.  But Jesus Christ is not like that because a bruised reed He will not break!  Rather what is impossible with men is not impossible with God; He can take the irreparable and make it as good as new!  He can take the reed that sounds off or not at all and repair it, bind up its bruising and replace it to its purpose and its position.  Even greater, He can take a bruised reed that would never have been selected in the first place and heal it and then place it in a new position of glory as an instrument to sing His praise!  He is the opposite of what normal humanity does!  

Furthermore, “a smoldering wick He will not quench.”  When the fire that once was has dwindled down to almost nothing and when the passion and the zeal and even the glow of the Holy Spirit has faded until it is only a thin wisp of annoying smoke in most people's eyes, our God does not behave as His creation.  Where men and women have the tendency to kick you when you are down and to snuff out the glowing embers lest the smoke get in their eyes, “a smoldering wick He will not quench.”  Rather than put out the flame, He tenderly bends down and very gently breathes on the ember trying to stoke it back upwards into a roaring flame!  Rather than snuff out the smoldering, He trims the lamp and tries to get it back to where it once was.  

This is the nature of our Lord!  He is altogether different than what you have expected!  He is for you not against you!  But how we hurt Him by treating Him with our misconceptions of what we expect Him to be.  His truth thunders – does not the Sermon on the Mount prove that?  He preaches hard and yet His mercy is all-sufficient to tenderly produce the righteousness that He has so adamantly proclaimed.  

Think about that with me:  were not the sayings of Jesus hard to receive?  Was not His truth and parables hard hitting?  Did He not only decry say, sexual immorality, but also decried hypocrisy in religion?  He who taught to turn the other cheek when smited and to repay what you had stolen by cheating sounded the truth clearly and directly because there is no other way.  This, too, is because of man's misconceptions.  If the truth is proclaimed weakly, then men perceive it as untrue even though it might be truth.  If glorious truth is spoken mildly and not strongly, then people dismiss it as something of no consequence.  And so our Lord thundered when He taught.  He “astonished the people with His doctrine … for He spoke with authority and not as the scribes.”  All of that is scriptural descriptions of how our Lord preached and taught.  He thundered truth directly and did not mince words.  

He told the story of two sons of how one said that he would go and work in his father's fields and yet in reality did not go and then how a second son said that he would not go work in the field and yet turned and did.  He then asked, “which one did the Father's will?”  And when they replied, “the second, the one who said at first that he would not, but actually did” then Jesus' reply was, “surely publicans and harlots will enter the kingdom before you.”  That's tough preaching!  That's truth in the most direct manner!  

Yet observe how shocking it is when Jesus was actually in front of the individual of whom He preached.  Mary Magdalene, a woman who had seven devils, did not receive condemnation but deliverance when she found Him!  The woman caught in the act of adultery – of which Jesus Christ had thundered against in His sermons – yet did not receive judgment but mercy, “go and sin no more.”  Even Matthew, the one writing our text to us, knew of this meek and merciful side of Jesus Christ for he was a dreaded tax collector or “publican” which was the stereotypical evil one that Jesus used as an illustration in his preaching.  Yet this tax collector, this publican, heard the call of Jesus to leave his crookery and his swindling behind and follow our Messiah!  Our Lord proclaimed truth as it is and was, yet in dealing with the individual, “a bruised reed, he would not break and a smoldering wick he would not quench.”  He gave them every chance to come out and be redeemed.  He turned to them first with a hand of mercy and offered them hope!  

So it is today for Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever!  I'm preaching against your misconception of true religion, the Bible, and even our Lord.  The truth is proclaimed here directly and strongly because that is how the Lord has commissioned His mouthpieces to proclaim it!  If it were not proclaimed strongly, then people would dismiss it and not fully grasp it.  Yet, never forget that it is backed by a strong, yet merciful Savior who is in the saving and redeeming business!  As John told us, the light did not come into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved!  There are those here who read the Word of God and it frightens you because you think it harsh.  There are those who in learning the Word of God realize that it boldly renounces your petty sins and habits that are against the very nature of God and calls for you to change and to be born again.  We make no apologies for that, because Jesus Christ always calls men and women to leave where they are and move forward in righteousness.   If a church truly preaches truth, then it will always be direct like that and call for change because in ourselves we are unworthy and incomplete.  

Yet there is a great danger that you would begin to interpret that direct and clear truth and proclamation as a condemnation and not a convicting power intended for your betterment.  And there is a great danger that you would begin to view Jesus Christ as a judge first and not a Savior.  That you would look at this bringer of truth as a destroyer of bruised reeds and a smotherer of dying embers.  That you would begin to think of true Christianity as only for those who are naturally an inherently strong.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Jesus Christ came to bring hope to the weak!  He desires to fill heaven, not with the rich Pharisee, but with the publican and the sinner and the former harlot and the down and the out and the ones from the highways and the byways.  

Oh, the rich Pharisee is invited too, if he will humble Himself as Nicodemus did and repent of his pride and sinfulness that is so well covered by religiosity and be born again just as the common sinner that he truly is.  And thankfully, there are some Nicodemuses who will be in heaven because they did not depend upon their feelings of self-worth but made themselves like the Lord of no reputation so that they could be saved by a Savior.  But the Lord most commonly deals with those who are weak; who know within themselves there is nothing strong; who know that within themselves their righteousness and goodness is but filthy rags.  

It is the weak who know that they are weak whom God can strengthen!  It is the broken that He can put back together and do the greatest work!  It is the impotent that He can lift up and heal!  It is the poor in Spirit that will inherit the kingdom of God!  This race is truly not given to the swift or the strong, but to those who place their weaknesses in the hand of a Savior who is strong but meek enough to reach down to help!  As Paul said, when I am weak, He is made stronger!  He came so that the Gentiles can trust in His Name!  He came to bring hope to the outcasts and those who are weak!  A bruised reed He will not break and a smoldering wick He will not quench!  There is hope in Jesus Christ today!  Despite your sins, He speaks truth to convict you to come to Him and be forgiven and to change; not to condemn you and turn from you!    

___________________________________

I'm preaching hope to you today!  Jesus Christ has hope for the weak!  Truly He will not break the bruised reed nor will He quench the smoldering wick.  This speaks hope to us today that:

If you're trying, God is for you and with you!

The two illustrations are not the same.  It is the same message given to two, very different, groups of people.  The bruised reed speaks to us of the sinner who has never really had a place in the kingdom of heaven.  You realize from the preaching of God's Word that you had a place in His kingdom and a note that you were meant to sound in the melody of His organ, yet life and people and circumstances have left you bruised so that you have come to believe that you can never fulfill the purpose to which you were originally intended.  As you grew by the riverside of life, there came a day where someone stepped on you and bruised you, or when a storm blew through your life and left you bent and almost completely broken.  And now you bear that bruising deep within you.  And as you see the Master's kingdom, you realize that there was a place for you that you were intended to fill, but as you look upon yourself, you feel that you cannot ever be that now.  Too much hurt; too much pain; too much has happened.  Too many scars.  As you just shake in the wind by the riverside of life, and you see the Master come to choose a candidate to play a sweet note of praise to His glory, you see other people who are not as bruised and not as hurt and who have not had to seemingly experience what you have had to endure and you feel as if He would never choose you because your bruise makes you worthless.

Your perception of the Lord as a harsh master really comes from a misconception of yourself.  You feel that the Lord views you as beyond hope because you view yourself as beyond hope.  You feel that the Lord would never choose you because you view yourself as someone that you would never choose.  Such is the natural feelings of the bruised reed!  Such is the natural outlook of the one who has written themselves off.  

But if you could see yourself through the eyes that He gazes upon you with!  If you could see your bruise as He sees it!  You see it as an impossibility for you to ever be what He intended you to be, but He sees you as a reed that can be healed by His power and that  the bruise can be something that lends a sweet melody to His Work.  In your eyes, your bruises disqualifies you from singing His praises, but in His eyes, with His healing touch, He views your bruises as better preparing you to produce the sound that He desires!  

Think of it:  “the one whom is forgiven much, loveth much.”  Those were the words of our Savior to the judgmental Pharisee Simon, when the sinner woman, a common prostitute who had been forgiven had just washed Jesus' feet in worship.  Whose song of the redeemed will sound sweeter in heaven?  The religious, judgmental bigot who felt that he had little need of a Savior or the forgiven and grateful prostitute?  It will be the woman's song which fills the corridors of heaven with her music and unless there is a great change, the judgmental, self-righteous Pharisee will not be heard there at all!  It is not the showy prayer for men that God hears, but the true repentance of the publican who beats his chest and says, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  That is the voice that will one day sing the Song of Moses and of the Lamb before the throne and not the other.  You think that your bruising has caused you to forever be disqualified to make beautiful praise of Jesus Christ, but He views it quite the opposite!  The bruised reed sings more sweetly in the hands of the Master!

But you cannot give up on yourself!  How powerful and sweet Judas Iscariot's song would have been had he not broken his own reed in hopelessness.  How much sweeter was Simon Peter's song once he had been to the bottom and yet restored!  So you are bruised; so you are too far gone in other people's eyes and even in your own self-judgment but never forget that He is altogether different than you and everybody else:  the bruised reed He will in no ways break.  He wants to heal you and use you for great things!  You can still fulfill His purpose for your life – Oh, there is hope for the weak today!  If you will believe and keep trying, He is with you and for you!

_____________________________________

The second imagery of the smoldering wick speaks to us of those who have once been on fire for God and a part of His kingdom and who have recently faded in passion or commitment.  Is there no more beautiful imagery of the Holy Spirit within our bodies as the oil lamp of ancient times?  We must stay full of the oil at all times because the bridegroom cometh!  We must burn brightly and not cover ourselves so that the world can see the light of Jesus Christ shining forth from us!  When you receive the Holy Spirit, you have truly had the Lord “set a fire” within you.  

But there are some here who are for various reasons a far cry from the brightly burning state that they once were for God.  I will not get into the various causes of this, because if you are in this state, you know just as well as I do what can cause it and what has caused it for you.  If it be neglect or grieving or whatever, you know the source of your dimmed flame of the Spirit.  

I'm preaching to some for whom the fires of the Spirit and passion are so slow that you have begun to think that you can never again be on fire as you once were.  The enemy of your soul, the devil, has come to your life to do the only thing that he can do at will which is speak to you and you have begun to almost believe it when he whispers, “look at how low your passion and your zeal is; what a pitiful sight your little wisp of smoke is  compared to what it used to be.  God is tired of you and there is no hope; there is no other recourse that your light must go out and you must retire from serving Him.”  That is a lie from the pits of hell but you have almost believed it!  The devil is a liar and the Father of them.  

Our Lord is here but He is not here to quench the smoldering wick, but rather to gently blow on you and tell you again, “receive you the Holy Spirit.”  The wind of the Spirit is here, not to extinguish the flames of God, but to fan it back into a flicker and then bolster the flicker until it burns strongly!  He is not here to snuff you out, but to restore you to brightness because a smoldering wick He will not quench.  As long as there is but a faint ember and a small wisp of smoke, there is hope.  You are here and He is here and He will not stop until “He brings justice to victory.”  That is, as long as you're trying, He is for you and with you and will not stop trying to bring you back to a place of victory!           

Our world is a dry place, spiritually.  It is drier than the land around us currently in this desert climate in which we live.  That smoldering wick doesn't look like much and that feeble, barely-glowing ember doesn't look at all that impressive, but take that little smoldering and let a little wind begin to blow on it and let it get hold of the driest field and before long there will be a raging inferno threatening to fully engulf the country side!  Oh what a great burning a small spark can start and so it is with you!  The devil only lies to you to try to get you to quit because he fears what your small spark could become.  It's not over yet!  Where there is life there is hope!  And the Lord has come to you attracted by the thin smoke from your smoldering wick of what was once a flaming passion, but He not come to quench the smoldering wick, but rather to stir up the gift that is within you so that you can become a flaming torch of truth to this world!  Truly it is that:

Matt 12:20-21 a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will hope." ESV 

He wants to bring victory!  Call on His Name!  Put your trust in His name, you Gentiles for He has a great work for you in your life!  Despite the bruising and despite the smoldering, your Savior has come to heal and to resurrect and to do great things!  There is hope here, today, hope for the weak!  Come and receive the blast of His goodness and His breath of life!  Come receive healing from the one who came to bind up the bruised and to set at liberty the captive!  Come to the ever strong yet meek and gentle Jesus!  And let Paul's prayer be fulfilled in your life today:

Rom 15:13 May the God of hope fill you with all  joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. ESV  

Hope is here because He is here!  Come abound in it!  

