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Many people think that the Old Testament is chock-a-block full of harsh and critical 

judgments by God; mixed with all the mind-numbingly detailed statutes and ordinances 

that expand upon the Ten Commandments; and a little poetry. Even many Christians 

want to turn away from what they perceive as the wrathful God of the Old Testament to 

instead turn their eyes upon Jesus in the New Testament. They see the New Testament as 

being more about love than law; and having more forgiveness than judgment. But this 

stereotyping of the contents of the Old and New Testaments doesn’t jive with today’s 

readings. In fact, our readings almost seem to reverse those stereotypical assumptions. 

 

The Old Testament reading from Isaiah presents a huge and hopeful vision of God’s 

creative plan for new heavens and a new earth that will bring joy and delight to God’s 

people and to God. It envisions an all-inclusive state of peace and productivity, a state of 

wholeness and shalom, health and well-being for every creature and person. There will be 

no more weeping or cries of distress. The infant mortality rate will hover at zero. And if 

anyone should die before reaching a hundred years of age – they will have died too soon. 

No one will labor in vain, and they will not fear losing their homes, their crops, and all 

that they hold dear. Before anyone can call out to God, God will answer them. And while 

they are still speaking, God will hear them. . . . How can the God of the Old Testament be 

so present and responsive, taking delight in God’s people and all of God’s creatures? This 

is a God of love and life, not a God of wrath and destruction! . . . Perhaps this passage is 

a reminder that God doesn’t neatly fit into any of our stereotypes or assumptions. 

 

It might also help us to remember how the book of Isaiah begins. Reading from the first 

chapter, verses 2-5, and 18-20: 

Hear, O heavens, and listen, O earth, for the LORD has spoken: 

I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. 

The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib; 

 but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.  

Ah, sinful nation, people laden with iniquity, offspring who do evil, 

 children who deal corruptly, who have forsaken the LORD, 

 who have despised the Holy One of Israel, 

 who are utterly estranged! 

Why do you seek further beatings? Why do you continue to rebel?. . . 

Come now, let us argue it out, says the LORD: 

 though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow; 

 though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool. 

If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land; 

 but if you refuse and rebel, you shall be devoured by the sword; 

 for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.     Isaiah 1:2-5a, 18-20 NRSV 



Who forsook whom? It was the sinful children of God who had forsaken the LORD. They 

had rebelled and become estranged from God. Of course all of their actions would have 

consequences. . . . And yet, why is it that we choose not to characterize the contents of 

the Old Testament as being about the wayward children of God – and God’s just response 

to their waywardness? Is it because we’re actually more comfortable with sinfulness, and 

the way things are in the old heavens and earth; and far less comfortable with being 

accountable to God, and changing how we live to help God create new heavens and a 

new earth? Perhaps our stereotypes and assumptions about how we perceive the nature 

and character of God in the Bible actually say more about us than they do about God? 

 

In our New Testament reading from the Gospel of Luke, Jesus’ disciples sound like out 

of town tourists gawking at everything they see around them in the Herodian era temple 

in Jerusalem – until Jesus tells them that the days are coming when not one stone of this 

magnificent temple will be left standing upon another. The disciples go from glazed over, 

slack-jawed wonder to instant alertness as they demand to know more: “When will this 

be?! How will we know this is going to happen?!” But they really don’t seem ready to 

hear what Jesus tells them they can expect to have happen: that false prophets will arise 

claiming to be Jesus, and will seek to lead them astray; that there will be wars and 

insurrections; great earthquakes, famines, and plagues; dreadful portents and great signs 

from heaven. . . . Does it seem to you that maybe this list of things that terrified the first 

disciples does not frighten us quite as much because it sounds like the lineup of stories on 

the evening news each night? Our view of disastrous world events might be a tad jaded. 

 

However we might be less jaded if we pay attention to what Jesus says next: 

“But before all this occurs, they will arrest you and persecute you . . . and 

you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name. This 

will give you an opportunity to testify. So make up your minds not to prepare 

your defense in advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom that none 

of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. You will be 

betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they 

will put some of you to death.”    Luke 21:12a, 13-17 NRSV 

Hold on, Jesus! Were you ONLY talking to your first disciples? Or should we ALL 

buckle up for a very bumpy ride if we call ourselves Christians? Because if every single 

one of your followers then AND now is in danger of being betrayed, arrested, persecuted, 

and even put to death – well, that sounds like you expect all of us to follow you all the 

way to the cross! . . . Well, yes, Jesus already said that back in Luke 9:23b-24, “If any 

want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and 

follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life 

for my sake will save it.” . . . Tell me again, how is Jesus in the New Testament less 

about judgement than God was in the Old Testament? Because it sounds to me like this is 

still the same message: we will be held accountable for our actions. And if we forsake the 

One who can save us, then we can expect to face destruction and death. 



Like it, or not, there is a lot of continuity between the Old and New Testaments. Probably 

because the same living God speaks to us from both the Old and the New Testaments; 

while the children of God have always yo-yo-ed back and forth between being wayward 

and being faithful. Somehow we have managed to become masters of rebellious 

willfulness, while also learning what it takes to be repentant pilgrims on the path of 

obedience. Our faithfulness is sadly inconsistent, and yet – God still loves us. Thanks be 

to the God of steadfast love and justice, mercy and grace for being constantly present and 

trustworthy even when we cannot be counted on! 

 

Amen. 


