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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       2 Cor. 4:5

 LONGER CORDS; STRONGER STAKES

Isaiah 54:1-17
 Sing, O barren one, who did not bear;

break forth into singing and cry aloud you who have not been in labor.

Enlarge the place of your tent, for you will spread abroad.
Sermon preached on March 8, 2009
by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

LONGER CORDS; STRONGER STAKES 
Isaiah 54:1-17
Sermon preached at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church

on March 9, 2009 by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

Sing, O barren one, who did not bear;

break forth into singing and cry aloud you who have not been in labor.

Enlarge the place of your tent, for you will spread abroad.

You need a bigger tent.



Stretch out your canvas.



Lengthen your cords.



Strengthen your stakes.


That’s what God told His people here through the prophet Isaiah with this vivid picture.


Their numbers would increase dramatically as He gathered in His elect from every nation.



You will spread abroad to the right and to the left.



This is God’s promise of what He would do through missions!

For several years, William Carey had been increasingly burdened by the lost.


Others read adventure novels about exotic places in the world with fascination



Carey read them and wept over the millions of unsaved souls in those far flung places.



He even made a leather globe in his cobbler shop to pray for people around the world.


Missions as we know it today was not yet a reality.



There had been some periods of missionary expansion in church history.




When the Germanic tribes migrated down from northern Europe, the church sent missionaries to convert them.




Calvin trained missionaries in the Geneva Academy and sent them back into France to plant churches.




The Moravians, Lutheran pietists in Germany, sent missionaries to America, like those the Wesleys encountered.



But there was no widespread zeal for missions, 




- no mission boards sending missionaries, 




- no missions conferences in local churches.

God placed a burden for missions on the heart of an 18th century Baptist shoemaker and part-time pastor named William Carey.



He was convinced that it was the duty of every Christian to see that the Gospel was carried to the ends of the earth.



When he tried to enlist support for missions in his local Baptist minister’s association, he was rebuffed.



The words of the leader of that group are embarrassing to recall.



After Carey made his plea at one of their meetings, Dr. J. R. Ryland was reported to have said,




“Sit down young man.  If it pleases God to convert the heathen, he’ll do it without your aid or mine!”


But Carey couldn’t be stopped.



He went home and composed a statement, a small book really, defending his view that missionaries needed to be sent.


It has become a classic in the history of missions.



Here’s the full title (you can read it on-line at http://www.wmcarey.edu/carey/enquiry/anenquiry.pdf .
An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens.

in which the Religious State of the Different Nations of the World, the Success of Former Undertakings,

and the Practicability of Further Undertakings, are Considered.

by William Carey

Here’s a summary of its contents.
In the Introduction of the Enquiry, Carey sets forth the question of whether Jesus' teaching recorded in Matthew 28:18-20 



remains as an obligation on Christians after the apostles.  



Section I includes Carey's treatment of Matthew 28:18-20 in relation to Christians of the late eighteenth century. 



In Section II, Carey reviews former attempts to convert various peoples of the world to Christianity; included in this 



chapter is Carey's rehearsal of Christian missionary history, including an exposition of Paul’s four missionary 




journeys as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles.  



Section III contains a survey of the world's countries, those countries' land size, populations, and religious preferences.  



Carey presents twenty-three tables of detailed statistical information, followed by a discussion of the information in 



the tables.



In Section IV, Carey offers a defense in support of sending Christian missionaries to the peoples of the world who had 



not heard the Christian message.



Lastly, in Section V, Carey presents an argument in support of Christians' duty to promote missionary efforts to peoples 



who had not heard the Christian message.

At a subsequent meeting, Carey was invited to preach to the gathered pastors.



It was Wednesday, May 30, 1792.



He chose as his text these verses from Isaiah 54.



We don’t have a copy of his manuscript.



But someone who was there recorded the two points of Carey’s sermon.



Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.


That sermon finally convinced the ministers to take action.



Six months later, twelve of them were gathered again for a meeting to consider this.



They voted to organize the Baptist Missionary Society.


An offering was received to establish a fund to pay the cost of sending their first missionary to the field.

As it turned out, that was William Carey, who went to India the very next year, in 1793.



He remained there for more than 40 years.



Progress was very slow.



It was seven years before he saw the first convert.


But he persisted in the work.



By the end of his life, he had translated all, or portions of the Bible, into 36 languages!



He was a genius in linguistics.



By the time he as 17, he was fluent in Greek, Hebrew, Latin, French, and Italian.



Officials in India made him a linguistics professor in Serampore, while he continued his Bible translation.



He is remembered today as the “Father of Modern Missions.”

I have taken his text this morning as the challenge for our increased commitment to missions here at Lake Osborne.
Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God


This passage in Isaiah 54 from which Carey developed his sermon is one of the most cheerful in all of the Bible!



It’s filled with promises that God has made to us … 



Your offspring will possess the nations (vs. 3)




With great compassion I will gather you (vs. 7)




No weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed (vs. 17)



It’s based on what God has already done for us.




Your Maker is your husband (vs. 5)




The LORD has called you (vs. 6)




I have sworn that I will not be angry with you (vs. 9)



And it’s a command to respond with exuberant praise.



Sing, O barren one … break forth into singing (vs. 1)




Enlarge the place of your tent (vs. 2)




Lengthen your cords, and strengthen your stakes (vs. 2)

At the heart of this explosion of joy are three surprising images (as Ray Ortlund, Jr. summarizes them) … 




- images of how God’s grace reverses what we would have expected.


Verses 1-3 describe a once-barren woman now rejoicing over her growing family.




The children of the desolate one will be more than the children of her who is married.




God will bring uncounted numbers from every unbelieving nation to saving faith in Christ.



Verses 4-10 describe a once-deserted wife now comforted by her loving husband.



In overflowing anger for a moment I hid my face from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you.




Though our sins deserve His wrath, we are promised that nothing can ever separate us from His love in Christ.



Verses 11-17 describe a once-poor city now beautified with costly jewels and guarded from attack.




I will make your wall of precious stones; no weapon that is fashioned against you will succeed.




Jesus is building His church, and the gates of hell will not stand up against it.
Do you believe that!



Do you believe it as much as Carey did?



Do you believe it enough to expect great things from God?



Do you believe it enough to attempt great things for God?


If you do, then you’ll do what God commands here in verse 1.



Sing, O barren one … break forth into singing and cry aloud!


The Gospel of a surprising salvation can only make us laugh, sing, and cheer (as Ortlund writes).



Ortlund goes on to record how John Calvin understood this.



Calvin wrote …




The Church is the place where the Gospel is preached; 




Gospel is good news; 




good news makes people happy;




happy people sing.


And that singing is done with confident anticipation about what God is going to do.

Just as William Carey did in his sermon, let’s think about how all this applies to missions this morning.
1.  EXPECT GREAT THINGS FROM GOD
“Expecting great things from God” is not about the power of positive thinking.


It doesn’t mean that we should psyche ourselves up with an artificial optimism about the future.



Thinking positively won’t make the church grow any more than it will make cancer go away.



It’s based on God’s promises, not my psychological posture.


When I was a little boy, I had a favorite book.



My mother read it to me many, many times.



In fact, I could have recited it from memory.



If she was tired one evening and tried to leave out a page, I would catch it.



It was one of those little “Golden Books;” remember them?



It was about the little engine that said, “I think I can; I think I can.”


That same kind of psychology has been made popular recently through the “Church of Rev. Oprah.”



It started after she began promoting the 2006 best-seller by Rhonda Byrne, “The Secret.”



You see people reading that book on airplanes and on coffee breaks.


It’s one of the dumbest things on the market.



“The Secret” is that you can have whatever you want in life just by focusing your thoughts on it.



I can’t believe there are so many people who fall for that stupid notion!

We don’t expect great things from God by conjuring up images in our mind and “wishing” them into existence.



We expect great things from God for only one reason.



We do so because He has promised great things.



And He will do all that He has promised!


In his Faith Promise devotional pamphlet, Paul Kooistra has a great analogy.



He talks about going through life, not with the eyes of our heart looking ahead through the windshield.



Instead, he says, we ought to go through life looking at the rear-view mirror.



Looking at what God has promised, and looking back at what He’s already done.


That’s a great image, isn’t it?



You’d better not drive down the highway that way.



But you ought to go through life like that.



Looking back at God’s promises and seeing how He has kept them.

Now if you’re going to do that, you’ve got to know what those promises are.



And there’s only one way to get that knowledge.



It’s by spending copious amounts of time reading the book that’s filled with those promises … the Bible.



And not merely reading, but meditating on them.


Do you see how uplifting it would be to live your life on that basis?



To live with constant mental reminders of what we’ve read here this morning in Isaiah 54.



Don’t read it shallowly, like the inspirational books on your living room coffee table.



Read it for what it is … God’s promises to you and to me.

Add to your knowledge of those promises more of that faith that believes them.



Hebrews 11 defines faith as the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.


Faith is believing in the reality of things I can’t see.



Believing simply because God has said it’s so.


The longer I live as a Christian, the more impressed I am by this fact.



The essence of the Christian life is faith … believing that what God said is true.



Not just the faith that believes Jesus died and rose from the dead for my salvation.



But the faith that believes every word God has spoken … day in and day out … minute by minute.

William Carey was so sure God would keep His promise that he never gave up.



He never gave up during the years it took to convince his fellow pastors to establish a missions society.



He never gave up during the hardships of life in India.



He never gave up, though he was often tempted to do so.


He continued to expect great things from God.

Does your life reflect that kind of faith, that kind of confidence in God?


I’ll tell you one way of finding out.



What happens when problems start piling up in your life?



What happens to the needle on your “anxiety” dial?

Here in Isaiah 54, the times were very bleak.


You’d never guess it from the language in this chapter.



These words were given to Isaiah by God at a time when things were about as bad as they could get.


The first half of Isaiah contains God’s warning of what would happen if His people didn’t turn from their sin.



They ignored those warnings, and wound up experiencing the devastation brought by the Babylonian invaders.



The city of Jerusalem was destroyed, along with the temple..



A sizable number of the population were carried off into exile in Babylon, where they languished for 70 years.


But even before that judgment came, God gave Isaiah comforting words.



That’s what you find here in the second half of the book.



These are the words God wanted those people to hear years later, when they were at their lowest.



It begins at chapter 40.

Comfort, comfort My people; says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended,

that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins.


The people who would hear these words were living in exile, a thousand miles from home.


They wondered if they would ever see Jerusalem again.



They wondered if God would ever listen to them again.



They wondered if they had forfeited the last hope of being His covenant people.

Into the depths of that despair, God gave them these words.

Sing, O barren one … break forth into singing …lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes.
For a brief moment I deserted you, but with great compassion I will gather you.


They could expect great things from God …



- not because they deserved it,



- not because they could “will” it into being,



- but because in His covenant love, He had promised it.

That’s what energized William Carey to expect great things from God.



He had promised to bring in a harvest from the nations.



He had promised that people from every land and tribe and culture would bend the knee to Christ.



He had promised to save His elect from every corner of the earth.



And He had promised to do it through ordinary people carrying that Gospel to the uttermost parts of the world.

And so William Carey expected Him to do so.



Even though that looked impossible … there were so many of them.



Even though that looked so unattainable … it would cost so much.


Even though that looked so difficult … so few stood with him to help.
Do things look bleak right now to you?



Our global economy is sinking fast.



We’re terribly vulnerable to terrorists who would like to exploit our current weakness.



The church seems to have lost its influence in the world.


Are you ready to throw in the towel?


Have you given up any real hope of seeing the Gospel advance?


Will you join with those who have caved in to despair and depression in the face of all this?


Or are you ready today, alongside William Carey and countless others like him, to say,



“I walk by faith; not by sight.”


“I don’t care what economists and broadcasters and politicians say.”


“I’m expecting great things from God … because He has promised it will be so!”
Can you honestly say that you’re expecting great things from God?


If so, then are you ready to attempt great things for God?
2.  ATTEMPT GREAT THINGS FOR GOD
What did William Carey attempt?



Convincing the other pastors to join forces in a missions society was only the first step.



Once they had raised funds to send someone, Carey said (in effect), “Here am I; send me!”



And they did. 


The obstacles Satan threw in his path were extremely daunting.



His wife fought the idea of going up to the very last minute before boarding ship.



Eventually, after years of increasingly terrible and cruel insanity, she died there in India


Though he remarried, his second wife also died (though not with any mental instability).



He buried several of his children in Indian soil.


British governing authorities at that time prohibited missionary work.



They feared it would unsettle the Indian population and endanger the profits from their commercial enterprises.



Carey was repeatedly refused permits to engage in openly Christian ministry,



He was in constant danger of arrest until he was able to relocate in the Dutch-controlled region of Serampore.

In one of the greatest hardships of his entire life, he lost everything in a disastrous fire.



The shop contained printing presses, and blocks of type.



There were hundreds of thousands of sheets of recently-purchased high quality blank paper from England.



And all his dictionaries from years of work deciphering numerous indigenous languages went up in flames.



He had to start all over again.

But God had promised … and so Carey believed Him.



He expected great things from God.



And he attempted great things for God.


He didn’t do it in his own strength.



It was only as the Lord empowered him that he persisted.



He sought daily replenishing of that power.



Every morning found him in Bible study and prayer, seeking the power of the Holy Spirit.

By God’s grace, he achieved incredible things for God!



He started out thinking he would be an evangelist and church planter.



But he soon discovered that his gifts lay elsewhere.



He applied his linguistic skills to translation.


India was a land of many different languages.



Sanskrit, Bengali, Punjabi, and Hindustani were just some of the 36 languages 



- for which Carey not only developed dictionaries, 



- but then into which he translated all or portions of the Bible.

His pioneering efforts began to attract others to come from England as missionaries to join in the work.


He established a college in India.



He successfully campaigned against sati, 



the widespread Hindu practice of widows being burned alive on their husband’s funeral pyres.



He eventually persuaded authorities to outlaw that barbaric practice, along with the sacrifice of infants to crocodiles.

What kept Carey going through four decades of labor?


It was that he believed God’s promise.



He expected great things from God.



That’s why he attempted great things for God.


You’ve got to remember that these weren’t his personal goals.



It wasn’t that he decided what he wanted to do, and then convinced himself that God would make it happen.



He was convinced that this was what God wanted him to do.



It was God who called him to India, and to attempt these great things for His glory, for His people, for His Son!


And there’s the heart of it.



Carey believed with all his heart that there is no salvation apart from Jesus Christ.



He shed tears at the thought of millions dying each year without Him.



It was a passion for the Gospel that so energized him.

What great thing are you attempting for God?



It was the evangelist John Haggai who made that famous statement,




Attempt something so great for God that it is doomed to failure unless God be in it.



Can you put your finger on one thing in your life that you are doing self-consciously




- because you are convinced God has called you to do it,



- even though it’s so difficult it seems doomed to failure,




- but which you’re pursuing because you’re convinced it’s what He has called you to do?


That’s not a rhetorical question.



I want you to stop and think for a minute … and answer that in your own mind.


Some of those who have done this have become legendary.



William Carey went to India.



John Wyclif kept translating, even while there was price on his head.



George Mueller established orphanages by prayer, never asking anyone for a cent..


Jim Elliot died in the jungles of Ecuador, along with four other martyrs.

But there are countless saints whose faith is just as noteworthy, even if their service to Christ will never be chronicled.



The family who campaigned to start a Christian School in their community.



The retired couple who learned a new language as they went to serve on the mission field.



The teenager who fought for permission to organize a Bible club at school.



The woman who led the effort to close an abortion clinic in her neighborhood.


The man who used his testimony about overcoming an addiction to pornography to help others escape it.



The young couple who kept reaching out to their gruff unsaved neighbor, 



loving him until he came to see the love of Christ.
Conclusion

Does all of this sound too idealist, too far-fetched, to disconnected from reality … to expect this much of God?

After all, He promised that the church would grow exponentially.



We seem to see the church in decline today.



Is it reasonable to continue to expect such great things from God?



Is all of this just sentimental, inspirational religious poetry?


Last week at our missions conference, Dr. Paul Kooistra “wowed” us 



with these incredible statistics about the growth of the church.



Sixty years after the ascension of Christ,





there were 181 million people of earth





and 500 thousand Bible-believing Christians.




That’s a ration of 362 to 1.



In 1900 the world’s population had grown to 1.62 billion,





and 40 million Christians,




That’s a ration of 41 to 1.


Only twenty years ago 4.46 billion people populated the earth,





but the church had grown to 275 million.




That’s a ration of 16 to 1.


In the year 2000, the world population had mushroomed to 6.9 billion.





But the number of Christians had exploded to 677 million





And that’s a number estimated not of professing, but probably truly born-again believers.




That’s a ration of 9 to 1.


Even though we have a world population that has grown enormously over the last 200 years,



the church of Jesus Christ has grown 41 times faster!

Will you be one of those people this morning who believe God’s promises?


Will you expect great things from God?



Will you attempt great things for God?


Make the connection with our on-going studies in the book of Nehemiah.



That spiritual wall in your life that needs rebuilding.



What do you expect from God in that area of your life?



What are you attempting for God as you do your part in that rebuilding effort?


Your missions faith promise pledge this morning is certainly one indicator of your spiritual health.



Are you expecting God to do great things through the missionaries we support?



Are you ready to attempt great things yourself, as you trust Him to give you the resources to give generously.

Paul Kooistra’s devotional guide has reminded us this week of important things to keep in mind.



It’s not how much you think you should give.




It’s how much He wants you to give.



It’s not that you should give so that God will repay you by giving you more.




It’s that you should give generously so that God will make you an even more generous person.


Dr. Kooistra also reminded us that, as Jesus said, where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.



The more you will trust Him to provide you with the resources to give this amount to missions this year,




The more your heart will be drawn to missions … to His mission … to Him!

