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Isaiah 42:14-21 

Don’t Miss What God Is Doing 
 

On Friday, January 12, 2007 at 7:51 a.m. a young man with a baseball cap 

carrying a little case entered the D.C. Metro station Plaza. He positioned himself 

in front of a bare wall, next to a trashcan, took a violin from his case, which he 

filled with a few loose coins to attract attention and started to play. 

 

During the 43 minutes of his performance 1,097 people passed by. Some people 

threw a few coins into the case without slowing down, because – after all – they 

were on their way to work. The performer earned $32 in total from 

donations. Only – and I quote “seven people stopped what they were doing to 

hang around and take in the performance for at least a minute or more.” 

 

What people didn’t know is the performer was a famous musician who only days 

earlier had filled Boston Symphony Hall where even the average seat cost $100.  

Additionally the instrument he was playing on that day, next to his trashcan, was 

a handcrafted, 1713 Stradivari violin with an estimated value of 3.5 million 

dollars. 

 

Now, one of the purposes of that little experiment was to show that our 

perceptions color what we think we’re seeing.  After all, most people would like 

to think they could spot the difference between a virtuoso and an underground 

fiddler pedaling for loose change.  But it turns out, because of their perception of 

the situation, they missed what was right in front of them.   

 

I’d like us to think about how that applied to the people addressed in the words 

Isaiah wrote for us this morning.  God had tried really hard to make it obvious 

what was going to happen with his Old Testament people and (more importantly) 

why it was going to happen.   

 

Over and over God warned them that if they turned from him, he would turn 

from them…that if they rebelled against him, he would overthrow them.  Which 

is exactly what happened.  They were sent into captivity.  The nation of Babylon 

came and fulfilled the warning God had long given.  Their rejection would lead 

to captivity.   

 

But that was not the end of the story.  God tried very hard to make it obvious that 

even after that judgment, he would still seek to rescue and deliver his people for 

the sake of those who still believed and for the sake of his promise to send a 

Savior through them.   

 



Which is one of the main reasons he sent the prophet Isaiah.  The entire second 

half of his book focuses on that one great event… God’s deliverance of his 

people who had been sent away into captivity into Babylon.   

 

Look at how he described it for them.  I have been silent for a long time. I 

have kept still. I have restrained myself. But now, like a woman giving birth, 

I will scream. I will gasp and pant.  There was a period of silence where it 

seemed God had completely abandoned his people.  But God was just waiting.  

He was holding back so that his judgments could accomplish their intended 

purpose…to call the people to repentance.  And then all at once, like sudden 

onslaught…like an expecting mother going from waiting to screaming 

urgency…there would be no stopping God and his deliverance.  No more 

waiting.   

 

God would come forcefully against the enemies of his people.  I will dry up 

mountains and hills. I will make all their grass wither. I will turn rivers into 

islands. I will dry up pools.  And he would take his people by the hand and 

leading them out, smoothing their way, turning bad into good.  I will lead the 

blind on a way they do not know. Along paths they do not know I will direct 

them. Ahead of them I will turn darkness into light and rough places into 

level ground. These are the things I will accomplish for them. I will not 

abandon them. 
 

God wanted his people to be ready for it.  He wanted them to see clearly what 

was happening.  He wanted them to understand why judgment came (because of 

their sins and to lead them back to him) and to understand not only THAT he 

would not abandon them but WHY (because of his love and faithfulness to his 

promises).  They should have been ready for it!  If we can press God’s own 

pregnancy analogy a bit further, they should have been as ready as any husband 

who has a 9 month pregnant wife.  There was no reason for them to fail to 

understand what was happening and why.  Remember, Isaiah prophesied 200 

years BEFORE Judah even went into captivity in the first place. The people 

should have been waiting and longing for this action on God’s part.  The Lord 

had made it as obvious as the nose on their face.  That’s what Isaiah talks about 

at the end of our reading.  The Lord was pleased to make his law great and 

glorious.  God made his Word great and splendid, clear as day.  He sent prophets 

to tell Israel what was coming.  He warned them over and over.  He made it as 

clear as he could that judgment would be the result of their rejection and that he 

promised to rescue his people from that judgment. 

 

But they missed it.    They were utterly clueless.  God had planned something so 

wonderful and yet Israel just fumbled it around and rejected it. Because they 

were deaf and blind.  They saw physically with their eyes what was happening.  

But they didn’t observe it as God would have them observe it.  There perception 



was off and so they didn’t see things as they really were.  Instead of taking 

God’s warnings seriously, they dismissed them as prophets being too uptight.  

They soft pedaled God’s judgment when it came (this won’t last, this will be 

quick, God’s not actually upset with us, they said).  And so when the glorious 

deliverance happened, they didn’t see it as a great act of deliverance at all. 

 

And look at what that lead to in the end.  You know, Isaiah’s captivity 

prophesies always have a Messianic thread to them.  The same imagery used in 

other places of Isaiah…of leading the people on ground that has been smoothed 

out…is specifically quoted in the New Testament as a description of preparing 

the hearts of the human race for an even more amazing act of God – the arrival 

of the Savior.  And yet, in this too, as we heard, those who had eyes to see him, 

missed it.  They were deaf and blind.  They heard what Jesus preached.  They 

saw what Jesus did and yet they missed it.  They saw Jesus as nothing more than 

a problem.  They saw him as a threat to their power.  They saw him as an 

inconvenience.  And because they didn’t take God’s clear Word about their 

pitiful spiritual condition seriously, they couldn’t see what was standing right in 

front of them…their Savior. 

 

Friends, we don’t like to think that we could miss what God has made so obvious 

for us.  But think again.     

 

Here’s an obvious one.  I don’t want to be presumptuous, but perhaps you’ve 

heard a few smatterings of concern in our society the last few days.  Now I don’t 

want to talk about where you are on the reaction spectrum…whether you’re 

losing sleep over it or whether you think this all overblown hype. I want to know 

if we’re missing what God would have us see in all of this.  Everyone is talking 

about the physical aspects of this threat.  But do you know what God has clearly 

revealed about a time like this?  This is time for repentance.  When a group 

asked Jesus about similar situations…situations of dangers in this world that are 

seemingly random and uncontrollable, he reminded them that through such 

events God would have us turn to repentance…being reminded that any time 

could be our time and preparing ourselves to meet God…a time for 

repentance…a time for confessing our sin and trusting his forgiveness.  With 

everything going on, are we missing that?    

 

Or how about a deeper, though similar, concern.  Are we missing what God has 

done through Jesus for our lives?  Why did Israel miss the glory of God’s 

deliverance and dismiss the Savior who was right in front of them?  Because 

they didn’t really see the need.  They didn’t really understand the depth of their 

sinfulness and so they didn’t see the need for God’s salvation.   

 

Friends, do we truly comprehend how desperately we need Jesus and his saving 

love?  Or are we blinded and deaf to what God has done for us because our 



perception is that we don’t have all that great of a need to begin with?  You see, 

if you don’t actually think that the thoughts in your head are an offense to 

God…that even contemplating anger or perversion is not some harmless private 

enterprise, but a damnable misuse of the brain God has given you, you won’t see 

how desperately you need Jesus.  If you don’t actually think it’s tragic how we 

turn words which should praise God ceaselessly and use them to curse and 

discuss all manner of filth…then you won’t see how desperately you need Jesus.  

And if we only think we need Jesus a little…occasionally…God is right to call 

us deaf and blind too. 

 

It would seem cruel to tell a blind person to see things better.  It would be 

equally cruel for me to talk to spiritually blind people and tell them to see things 

better.  Unless, there was something that could change how they see.  At the 

beginning of his rebuke of Israel God did something that makes no sense…what 

might seem like a cruel taunt.  You deaf ones, listen! You blind ones, watch 

carefully so that you can see! But this was not a cruel taunt.  It was the call of a 

powerful God who can open the ears of the deaf and give sight to the blind. 

 

This morning, Jesus showed us that he not only has the power to restore physical 

sight to the physically blind, he also has the power to open the eyes of the heart 

and unstop the ear of the soul.  And it begins with getting us to see the desperate 

nature of our situation.  Because once we’re seeing that clearly, our eyes are 

opened to see the boundless love of our God.  The one who walked among us.  

Preached to us.  And showed us himself.  Not just in miraculous acts of power.  

But in the ultimate act of love.  He gave himself for us.  He said, your thoughts 

and words are impure?  Then I will do what you cannot.  I will resist every foul 

temptation and shun ever evil.  I will live perfectly, with pure thought and pure 

speech and pure life.  And that will be yours.  Your sins will be replaced by my 

own life.  And what you deserved for your sins, I will take on myself.  I will 

suffer the punishment in my own flesh and against my own soul.  I will die to 

wash you clean, to take your sins away.   

 

And as Jesus does that, he restores our sight.  He opens our ears.  He shows us 

what we might have otherwise missed.  That what we desperately need…God in 

his love has freely given…the forgiveness of our sins, new life, and salvation.   

 

Friends, don’t overestimate what you might miss if your perceptions are off.  So 

let us continue to listen carefully and see clearly what God has proclaimed.  His 

love and his deliverance for a world of sinners…for you and for me.  Amen.    

 


