How The Master Treats His Servants

Isa 52:11-12  Depart, depart, go out from there; touch no unclean thing; go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves,  you who bear the vessels of the Lord. 12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight,  for the Lord will go before you,  and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV

Isa 54:11-17 "O afflicted one, storm-tossed and not comforted, behold, I will set your stones in antimony,  and lay your foundations with sapphires. 12 I will make your pinnacles of agate,  your gates of carbuncles,  and all your wall of precious stones. 13  All your children shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of your children.14 In righteousness you shall be established; you shall be far from oppression, for you shall not fear; and from terror, for it shall not come near you. 15  If anyone stirs up strife, it is not from me; whoever stirs up strife with you shall fall because of you. 16 Behold, I have created the smith who blows the fire of coals and produces a weapon for its purpose. I have also created the ravager to destroy; 17 no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed, and you shall confute every tongue that rises against you in judgment. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord  and their vindication from me, declares the Lord." ESV

______________________________________________________________________

The thought of a master and a servant repulses us today for we associate it with slavery and an era or way of life that has largely gone by the way side.  In America, we are free, and that is such a blessed thing that it permeates everything that we do and who we are.  Though some people use their freedom to give themselves to bondage, yet slavery is a terrible thing and it is a blessed state indeed to live in a land of the free!  Of course, you and I who have been washed in the name and blood of Jesus have spiritual freedom on top of our national freedom and so we truly are the free ones in the land of the free.  Oh, that we might realize the great truth of that.

And yet it is the irony of ironies that those who are spiritually free are slaves to Jesus Christ; that those who are truly free from sin and from vices and such bondage are those who have willingly devoted themselves to serve the Lord.  “Serve the Lord.”  That's a term that we don't hear as often anymore as we used to and that I wish we would resurrect.  I remember as a child someone saying, “I serve the Lord.”  Or, speaking of someone else, “Well, they don't serve God anymore.”  Such is an accurate statement as to the facts of people's spiritual decisions and really if you peel back the layers to the brass tacks, so to speak, people live for God or not based upon their willingness to serve Him.  

To serve God means that He is the master and you are at His bidding and you are aware of that and fine with that.  To serve the Lord means that you consider His wishes to always take priority over what you might personally want.  To serve the Lord means that His commands override anything this world might say.  To be a servant of the Lord means that you are at His beck and call, night and day, and in season or without.  It means that when we come into this sanctuary, and even begin our day away from the church, yet we begin by blessing Him and seeking to do what He needs first of all.  

A role call of those labeled as servants of the Lord is illuminating in scripture and there are only a few people given that phrase; people like Moses, Joshua, David, and – in the New Testament – Mary, the mother of Jesus, are called by that title.  That short list is telling isn't it?  Because if we would seek Godly things we would all seek to be used and blessed as those four were.  I would love to be as humble and meek as Moses, as bold and courageous as Joshua, as passionate a heart as David had, and to be as favored and chosen as Mary!  And I could be and will be if I will truly be a servant of the Lord.  Of all of the titles of scripture that we should be – children, heirs, saints, disciples, ministers – yet this one is the greatest of all because our Master donned a servant's towel and told us that the servant is not greater than the Master and so should we be as He has done.  And He told us that if we were to be great in the kingdom of God, we would have to become the least.  If I am to become anything and especially if I am to have a shot at becoming what God wants me to be, then I must embrace this position, title, and role.  I must be a servant of the Lord.  

That is shocking enough to our ears, but even more shocking to those who heard it in context of the Roman Empire and ancient times.  For there was no glory in being a slave.  There was no glory to being at the beck and call and whim of another.  There was no glamor in having been purchased by someone and living under their house and their call.  And at first glance to use such titles might have seemed that God was condoning slavery and servanthood based on ownership.  Really, though, what Christianity did was very subtly absolutely destroy the concept in the class system of the day.  For Christianity taught that each man and woman was made in the image of God, therefore the masters who were in the church were to treat their slaves with respect and honor and love and the slaves were to respond by loving their masters as they loved God.  The Epistles spend much time about this and, of course, when applied to humans, this destroys the very concept of slavery because it transforms master and slave into brothers and fellow workers in the kingdom of God.  And that, more than the Huns or the Franks or the savages in the isles of Northwest Europe is what destroyed the Roman Empire.  And so God embraced the language of slavery and actually reformed it for His Word and Spirit utterly changed the way the two treated each other.

No wonder, then, there is that odd passage of scripture in the Old Testament where a slave could choose – though it were his choice and time to be free – to remain forever a slave to a particular master.  How odd, we think that anyone would choose to love their  master so much that they would not leave when given the choice, and yet in the New Testament, we see that lived out in its spiritual fullness for we have the half-brothers of Jesus, nonetheless, James and Jude both refer to themselves as “bondservants” of Jesus Christ.  Literally, in the Greek, slaves of Jesus Christ.  When they got a full revelation of who their half-brother really was and realized what He had done for them, and – get this – when they had gotten a taste of His true dealings with them, they were all too intent to give themselves away for His sake and His kingdom.  They were all too glad to find their primary identity, not as a preacher or an apostle, but as a servant of Jesus Christ.  He is their Master and they would spend all of their days serving Him so that they might serve Him for eternity!  

Is there anybody here who feels that same way?  I've done my best to elevate and reintroduce that key phrase of scripture into your vocabulary and thinking.  How such a mindset changes everything!  If everyone here would truly be focused and desirous of being a servant of the Lord, how it would transform our church!  We would have no problem compelling people to come to this house for that is a mandate of the Master to the servants:  He told us compel them to come!  We would never be without praise reports because our prayers would always be presented in such a way as to be answered – with an humble, repentant heart and according to His will.  Our worship services would be transformed from a self-serving, feeling-out party where we try to coerce God to do our beck and call to true worship, where we adore Him, magnify Him, and lift Him higher!  The preaching would always hit its mark because the Word of God would be received as what it is, the Words of our Lord who is indicating how we should live and act.  And, of course, a move of the Spirit of God would always be welcome because the servant is always glad to spend time with His Master!  We would lift Him up, reach our world, and be utterly transformed in word and deed, if we would just embrace fully and truly be “servants of the Lord!”  Anyone want to serve Him?

____________________________________________  

So we come to our texts in Isaiah with this on our minds.  And what I would like to remind you of is that God plays by His own rules and decrees.  That is, He commands us to be loving and forgiving for He is loving and forgiving towards us.  He commands us to be righteous because He is absolutely holy and so on.  And so all of those epistles that were orchestrated and inspired by the Holy Spirit of how earthly masters should treat their servants are in effect here.  Our Master, which is to say God Almighty, treats His servants, those who give their lives to willfully stay with Him and live for Him and His kingdom, very well!  Let me say that again:  forget about what you may have heard from someone who wasn't really serving Him as they should have been – our God and Master treats His servants very, very well!

Our texts in Isaiah are really about this.  Listen to the phrase that begins the passage that we read as a text and the last phrase of the end of our text.  First we read:

Isa 52:11 Depart, depart, go out from there; touch no unclean thing; go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves,  you who bear the vessels of the Lord. ESV      

Now we will focus more on what He said in the next verse, the twelfth verse, but this verse tells us to whom He is speaking and making such promises.  He is speaking to, “you who who bear the vessels of the Lord.”  In other word, the promises of the next verse only applies to those who are truly and actively the servants of the Lord.  If you are not truly serving the Lord wholeheartedly, then these scriptures and this message are not to you, but if you are a servant of the Lord and are bearing His things in this world, then you should tune in for in context that is to whom He is speaking!  

And then our last passage listed more great promises and then finished with this:

Isa 54:17 no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed, and you shall confute every tongue that rises against you in judgment. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord  and their vindication from me, declares the Lord." ESV

Say that with me:  “This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord and their vindication from me.”  Heritage means what you possess or what you are given to become rightfully yours.  Vindication is when someone else acts on your behalf and for your good.  Oh, these promises in Isaiah are written to those who are the servants of the Lord and how greatly and wonderfully the Master treats His servants!  How He moves and acts for us!  

Enough speaking of the crust and context; let us get to the sweet filling inside!  I want to serve the Lord for great are the benefits and heritage and treatment of the Master towards me!  And let me throw this in here, though it is not my message:  Our Great God is a much greater Master than sin and the world could ever be!  He is a master who wants the best for His servants!  Think of these things with me, how the Master treats His servants:

Isa 52:12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight, for the Lord will go before you,  and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV   

There are two great promises here that work together in tandem to give a blessing indeed!  The first is that:

Our Great God goes ever before us.

Such a thought does much for me as a servant of the Lord for it means much!  It means that our Master will never send us somewhere that He is not there also!  I mentioned this morning, the conversation of another servant of the Lord, Moses, and God Almighty who was fed up with the sinfulness of the people of Israel and told Moses, essentially, “you take the people and go to the Promised Land and I promise that you will have victory and you will possess the land and I'll send and angel with you, but I'm not going with you, myself.”  And I mentioned how that Moses, wisely told God, “no way, I'm not going anywhere without you going with us.  I'm not just in this for the promises, I want your presence alongside me!”  What I'd have you note tonight is how exactly it is that Moses got God to relent and indeed accompany His people into the Promised Places.  It wasn't the righteousness or the status of the people with God, but rather the Lord told Moses:

Ex 33:17 And the Lord said to Moses, "This very thing that you have spoken I will do, for you have found favor in my sight, and I know you by name." ESV

Do you get it?  God went with them not because of who Israel was, but because of who Moses was to Him.  What is the defining title of Moses throughout scripture mentioned over and over?  I've already told you the answer:  it is “Moses, the servant of the Lord.”  God accompanied Israel not because of His promises to Israel in times past but rather because Moses was truly His servant and this is how the Master treats His servants – they will never go anywhere alone!  If you are going somewhere, then our God is going with you and before you!  He will never send you somewhere that He will not be with you.

What a comforting truth!  As I serve Him, I will walk through the valley of the shadow of death but I shall not fear for you are with me!  As I go through life's unexpected turns and twists and even into the future, I will not fear because God is there ahead of me, leading the way and guiding me in each and every footstep if I will but listen and follow.  To get to heaven is not to blaze a trail alone but to follow our great God as He shows us the way!  This is how the Master treats His servants:  He promises, “I will go before you!”  

Think of that for it also means something else; it means that God will never send us into a path that He has not already traveled, Himself.  What a Master this is, that He would never ask us something that He has not been willing to first do Himself!  That is the greatest sort of Master is it not?  How would you like to have a boss like that in your secular work place?  Our text in Isaiah 52:12 was this:

Isa 52:12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight,  for the Lord will go before you,  and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV  

But if you are looking at this verse, then you realize that this promise doesn't end the chapter or the book, for it flows immediately into this:

Isa 52:13-15 Behold, my servant shall act wisely;  he shall be high and lifted up, and shall be exalted. 14 As many were astonished at you—  his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond that of the children of mankind— 15 so shall he sprinkle many nations;  kings shall shut their mouths because of him;  for that which has not been told them they see, and that which they have not heard they understand. ESV

And then this thought segues into the next chapter, a great one indeed!

Isa 53:1-5 Who has believed what they heard from us?  And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? 2 For he grew up before him like a young plant,  and like a root out of dry ground;  he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him. 3  He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;  and as one from whom men hide their faces  he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 5  But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,  and with his stripes we are healed. ESV

I could go on and on and this chapter is awesome, but I think you realize of whom the prophet is now speaking!  There has been a change.  He first mentioned the promises to those ordinary human beings – “you who bear the vessels of the Lord” and serve Him – and then he mentions what the Master will do for such servants, “for the Lord will go before you” and then he changes subjects to another servant, that great personage of Jesus Christ, who was this great God and Master become flesh!  It is no accident that between the great promises of what God does for His servants in chapters 52 and 54 of our text, that in between, he tells us of Jesus who came in the form of a servant!  For God literally wanted you to know, “the Lord will go before you.”  He became as one of us and He became flesh so that He could fulfill that promise.  He was tempted as we are yet without sin.  He experienced life, persecution, and heartache just as you and I have.  There is no road that He will send you that He has not Himself trodden first!  There is no path that He will direct your steps towards that do not have the marks of our Savior's feet there already!  What a Master this is!  He does not tell us what to do, He has shown us what to do!  And though we go through great distress, yet He has already been there and He is yet with us even now as we go through ourselves!  He never gives a command that He has not Himself personally obeyed!  He never gives a directive that He is not willing to undertake Himself!  This is how the Master treats His servants!  “For the Lord will go before you!”  

_________________________________________  

There is a second part to that promise of our first text; listen all ye who bear the vessels of the Lord:

Isa 52:12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight,  for the Lord will go before you, and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV

He not only goes before us, but listen to this great truth:

Our Great God also has our back!

He can do more than one thing at a time, this omnipresent God that we serve!  And He not only goes before us and leads us and walks with us, but when you serve the Lord, you can know assuredly that “the God of Israel will be your rear guard” also!

This also speaks to us several great truths.  That God will be my rear guard means that God will never be taken by surprise by my life situations.  For something to sneak from the rear speaks of sneaking and surprises and how things in life catch us by surprise!  Yet they do not catch our great God by surprise for if they sneaked up on us, they had to get by Him first and He will not put more on us than we can bear!  This is how the great Master treats His servants:  the enemy cannot surprise us with anything that will destroy us.  No matter what comes and how it comes, I can know that God has my back!

That God will be my rear guard also means that God will strengthen, encourage, uphold, and help me.  The rear guard of an army was to be a lookout for a surprise attack, but they were also there to lend a hand to those of the army who were faltering in their march and who were hurt or who had grown weary and were unable to keep up the pace of the others.  When you serve the Lord, you may get wounded and even faint and weary at times, but you will not be deserted for the Lord God of Israel, Himself, will be your rear guard.  He is there to catch you and refresh you and strengthen you for the journey ahead.  You can make it because God has your back!

That God promises to be my rear guard also means that my past will not have the final say in my outcome!  I am surrounded by the Almighty if I serve the Almighty – think of that!  If there are uncertain and troubled times in the future, then I know that God is ever before me and yet if it is my past that is catching up to me and seeking to destroy me, I also have the great promise that “the God of Israel will be your rear guard.”  That phrase of scripture is chosen carefully and is not a random title.  If you serve the God of the Bible, then your Master is the God of Israel and is the same God who totally annihilated Egypt and Israel's path in the Red Sea.  And He did this all while leading them forward to the Promised Land!  If you will serve the Lord, your past will not have the final say so in your outcome and you do not have to fear it destroying you because the God of Israel is still mighty to save!  And He who is mighty to save will be your rear guard in life!  Such is how the Master treats His servants!  Oh, these are the promises of those who willingly bear the vessels of God's kingdom!  God has your back even as He goes before you!  “The Lord will go before you and the God of Israel will be your rearguard.”

And even more blessed is that chapter 53 that lies between these two passages of promises to His servants!  For He came to this earth in flesh to go before me so that my past could be taken care of.  Did you catch that?  The God who goes before me did so that I might live without worrying about what is behind me!  His blood still washes away every sin!  The Red Sea of water baptism in His Name still is for the utter “forgiveness of sins!”  This is how the Master treats His servants!  He went before me so that He could come behind me and deal with all of that!  Oh, what a great Master we serve!  Why anyone would not want to serve Him is beyond me, for serving Him is the only option when you get the revelation of how the Master treats His servants!

_________________________________________       

He will go before you and also be your rear guard!  And then, after detailing just how it would be that He went before you, the prophet got back to the further promises of those who serve Him.  And we read in our second text:

Isa 54:11-12 "O afflicted one, storm-tossed and not comforted, behold, I will set your stones in antimony,  and lay your foundations with sapphires. 12 I will make your pinnacles of agate,  your gates of carbuncles,  and all your wall of precious stones. ESV

This is a great promise that is given by the Master to us!  For this is the promise of

Your greatest storms will only serve to strengthen and beautify your foundation!  

That is what he is saying in this strange sounding text with lists of precious jewels of which we are not necessarily familiar.  This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord:  if you are serving Him and yet are an afflicted one and are storm-tossed and find yourself in such an extreme situation that you cannot be comforted, yet know that even in the storm, God is laying a sure foundation in your life and it is a solid foundation and it is a beautiful, precious, and valuable foundation!  The storm will not destroy the servant of the Lord, even though it might seem exceedingly great – no, this is how the Master treats His servants for they will never go through anything for naught and He will ensure that the storm not only does not destroy you, but actually causes you to become more grounded and even sturdier in your walk and life!  To the storm-tossed and afflicted he says, “behold, I will set...”  What a great promise for it reveals that when you feel the most unsteady is when God is most at work setting great things in place within your life!  And when you would be comforted the least, is actually when God is producing great and beautiful things through the situation!  

The fact that you and I do not know automatically the characteristics of these gemstones mentioned indicates to us their rarity and value.  Most of us do not have such jewels just laying around and that is the point: God allows storms to come upon His servants, but only so that He might bless them with things that they would have never had any other way!  Job endures great hardship so that He will be doubly blessed and have the most beautiful daughters of all of the land!  And did not the whole ordeal begin with the words of God, “Consider my servant, Job?”  Add Job to that list of servants of the Lord!  And the storm and afflictions of His servants never destroy us but instead open up to us great treasuries of blessings and favor that would have stayed locked in our lives otherwise!  This is how the Master treats His servants:  He makes sure that the greatest storms only further ground us in our foundation of faith and brings us greater blessings!
______________________________

The passage continues:

Isa 54:13-14 All your children shall be taught by the Lord,  and great shall be the peace of your children. 14 In righteousness you shall be established; you shall be far from oppression, for you shall not fear; and from terror, for it shall not come near you. ESV

The last part is just a reiteration of what we have already noted that the Lord will establish us and that He will ever be before us and behind us.  But notice that new promise introduced here, “All your children shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of your children.”  This is a great promise for it is true that:

Our God will never stop involving Himself with our children's hearts and lives!

Oh, I realize that just because I want to be a servant of the Lord and serve Him that my kids could still choose otherwise.  I am fully aware that each person chooses for themselves what they give their life towards.  He cannot and does not promise that my children will serve the Lord, for they must get their own revelation of the greatness of the Master and they will make their choice on their own merit and onus.  However, this is a great promise because “all your children shall be taught by the Lord.”  Even if they were to choose to walk away for a time, He will never walk away from them.  Even if they would rather Him get lost, yet He will not leave them alone and every thing in their lives will be His dealing with them and trying to get them to come back to His great love and kingdom!  And though some of the wayward ones might never want to admit it, yet there is blessing and favor and great peace in their lives in areas that they may never see and yet it is there because of the favor of God upon the parent's life who are serving the Lord.  

Parents, don't ever think that serving the Lord now doesn't pay off in your children!  Because this is how the Master treats His servants – even if the children choose not to serve Him, yet He will never leave their side nor leave them alone and He will often bless them for your sake alone!  And as a result, most of them come back to Him!  What a great promise of the Lord!  He cares for me and therefore He cares for what I care about!  And He will not forsake or distance Himself from my children!  How it pays to serve the Lord!

_________________________________________

I do not have the time to do the last two promises of these passages justice, but do be sure to catch them for they are just as great as the others!  God speaks to us:

Isa 54:15 If anyone stirs up strife, it is not from me; whoever stirs up strife with you shall fall because of you. ESV

“If anyone stirs up strife, it is not from me.”  That is a great promise for it tells us that if we serve Him:

Our God is always for us!

He did not say that some people would not stir up strife against you, but He did say that if you are serving Him, you do not have to wonder, even in the worse possible scenario if all of that is from Him or not.  For He does not provoke His children to wrath.  Is that not what He commanded earthly fathers?  Well, know that the Heavenly Father abides by that mandate also.  He does not provoke you or stir you up just to aggravate you.  He does not tempt you to sin nor test you just to serve some twisted humor.  If there is strife in your life and you are serving God, then know that it might have come from some other person, or life, or ourselves, but it did not come from God!  He wants the best for us and He is always for those who serve Him!

And that knowledge makes the last promise all the more sweeter:

Isa 54:16-17a  Behold, I have created the smith who blows the fire of coals and produces a weapon for its purpose. I have also created the ravager to destroy; 17 no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed, and you shall confute every tongue that rises against you in judgment. ESV

If God be for you, then who can be against you?  That is this promise, the promise is that:

Our Master will ensure that no weapon formed against you shall succeed!

Even if a person tries to destroy you with their tongue, did God not make the person and the person's tongue?  That does not mean that God condones what they are doing, but rather is a reminder that He is bigger and greater than anything that they could bring against you.  When they mess with you, they are messing with His servant and the Master takes it personally!

He does not promise that nobody will speak against you or that weapons won't be formed against you.  But He promises something greater than no matter what people or the enemy of your soul can create, yet it will not work!  It will come to naught!  It will not accomplish what it was designed to do.  You will make it!  He is able to keep that which He has saved and He is able to protect what He has ransomed!  The Master is able to deliver His servants from anything that might try to overtake them!  You can count on it for His promises are yea and amen!  And never forget:

Isa 54:17b This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord  and their vindication from me, declares the Lord." ESV  

The Lord has declared it and so it shall be done!  The only variable is whether or not you will serve Him fully and thus enact these great promises!  Oh, I don't know why anybody would not want to serve our great God and Lord.  There is no other choice when you realize how the Master treats His Servants!  

