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A man was driving along the freeway with his wife one day when he heard the dreaded police siren and saw flashing lights in his rear-view mirror. He pulled over and wound down his window as the officer approached his car. ‘Do you realise, sir, that you were doing 130 km/h in a 110 zone?’ he said. The man replied, ‘That can’t possibly be right, officer. I had my car on cruise control at 110. Perhaps your radar gun needs calibrating.’ Not looking up from her knitting the man’s wife said: ‘Don’t be silly dear, you know this car doesn’t have cruise control.’ 

The officer was unimpressed and began to write out a ticket. The man said to his wife, ‘Can’t you keep your mouth shut for once?’ The wife smiled and said, ‘You should be thankful your radar detector went off when it did.’ The officer made out a second ticket for the illegal radar detector unit, as the man simmered at his wife.

The officer looked in the car and said, ‘I notice you’re not wearing your seat belt. That’s an automatic fine.’ The man replied, ‘Yeah, well, you see officer, I did have it on, but I took it off when you pulled me over.’ His wife said, ‘Now, dear, you know very well that you never wear your seat belt when you’re driving.’ 

The police officer started writing out the third ticket as the man turned to his wife and yelled, ‘Will you please shut up?’ The officer looked over at the woman and asked, ‘Does your husband always talk to you this way, Ma’am?’ She answered, ‘Oh no, officer, only when he’s been drinking!’

There are times when all of us have been caught out without a leg to stand on. We have all been in situations where we know we are guilty as charged - whether it was that vase we broke as a child or that speeding fine that came in the mail. Of course these misdemeanours are only problems if you happen to get caught. We all cross the line on occasion and we have all ‘gotten away with it’ on occasion. 

If we do happen to get caught then we often revert to all of the excuses under the sun to try and explain the extenuating circumstances behind our transgression – in the hope that we will get let off on a technicality. 

Have you ever wondered about what you can get away with when it comes to God? Most of us know that you can’t get away with anything with God. Most people, even those who have the most tentative of beliefs in a god of some sort, believe that God has infinite awareness, understanding and insight – that he possesses universal and complete knowledge. Nothing escapes the gaze of God.

There is a story about a religious boarding school. In the dining area there was a long table with a bowl of apples at the one end and a sign saying: ‘Take only one. Remember, God is watching!’ At the other end was a bowl full of oranges. The sign there read, ‘Take as many as you want. God is watching the apples!’ 

Most of us have this awareness that God is able to hear our every word, see our every action and even know our every thought. And certainly the Bible testifies to this total knowledge of God throughout its pages. Knowing that we can’t get away from God without being caught, we can find ourselves reverting to all of the excuses under the sun. We plead that there are exceptional circumstances. We blame our upbringing, the society in which we live, the devil and so many other plausible reasons to explain our actions. 

Of course there are others who don’t even see the need for excuses. They figure that they will be let off on a technicality. They haven’t, after all, been that bad. There are, after all, lots of people who have done far worse things. 

But I wonder how such arguments would stand up when actually confronted with the living God?

Think of the experience of Isaiah. He saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 

Ordinarily you might think Isaiah was pretty fortunate to be able to behold such a vision. But Isaiah was not counting himself favoured or fortunate to be in such a place. Instead, Isaiah had this to say: ‘Woe to me! I am ruined! For I’m a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.’  

In the presence of God, Isaiah felt more than a little unprepared. Did you notice how there were no excuses forming on his lips? Did you notice how little hope he had in being let off on a technicality? Even the throne angels, the seraphs, were humble in the presence of God. They had six wings: one set for flying, one set for modesty and one set to cover their faces. Isaiah had no leg to stand on and no wings to cover himself with. He was totally exposed in the presence of the holy God.

When faced with the awesome holiness of God our most reasoned arguments in our defence fall silent. We can kid ourselves in life, but in death our very soul is laid bare before God. How can we possibly hope to survive coming into the presence of God? And how can we possibly hope to survive without coming into his presence?

This two-fold question lies at the heart of all Scripture and it lies at the heart of our purpose as a church. God knows that we are dependent upon him for our life, breath and everything else. God also knows that our sin has separated us from his life-giving presence. The mission of God is to draw his people back into a relationship with him whereby they can partake in his holiness rather than be destroyed by it.  

Isaiah was probably pretty surprised that he was not destroyed by God’s holiness – that he had ‘gotten away with’ coming into God’s presence. But Isaiah was not let off on a technicality. Isaiah was let off by grace. His unclean lips were dealt with when a seraph flew to him with a live coal in his hand and touched his lips with it: ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.’ 
Having experienced this grace, this salvation, Isaiah was made aware of the need for this message of grace to be made known to all the people of Israel. They were a people who were separated from God, a people who needed to return to him. Isaiah heard the voice of the Lord saying: Whom shall I send? And who will go for us? The spontaneous response of Isaiah was: Here am I. Send me! 

The need for people to return to God remains an urgent one in our day. No one in our world will be let off on a technicality. But they will be let off by grace. But people have to hear of this grace and their need for it so that they can believe in it.

The message that Isaiah went on to proclaim to Israel foretold the way God’s grace would unfold. It would unfold through the sending of a Messiah who through his actions would create the path back to God. 

The fulfilment of this promise was brought about through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. God has not reached out to us with a live coal – but with his own dear Son. Scripture testifies that it is the blood of Jesus that purifies us from all sin (1 John 1:7). Scripture declares that we can enter into the very presence of the living God through the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 10:19-20). 

We have experienced the grace and salvation of God. As Paul told the Ephesians: You also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the good news of your salvation (1:13). Our response to the Gospel of Jesus Christ is to praise God the Father for sending us his Son. This is the confession that is to be upon our lips, for through acknowledging Jesus we are giving God the glory he deserves.

We need to be covered by the grace of God in Jesus Christ. Nothing less will enable us to come into his presence. As recipients of that grace, as people who have experienced salvation, we hear the question of our God: Whom shall I send? And who will go for us? We should not find ourselves questioning our ability to be messengers of God. Instead, we should spontaneously reply: Here am I. Send me!

The world does not require from us a complex doctrine on the Trinity. We are not being sent out on an intellectual exercise to convince the world. We are being sent out as God’s agent of salvation. We bear the message of a Father who so loved the world that he gave his Son Jesus for the world. We bear a message that is accompanied by God’s Holy Spirit, who alone can create faith in the hearts of people. May you bear this message with conviction and courage so that others can hear the news that they too can draw near to God the Father, through Jesus Christ his Son, by the power of the Holy Spirit. To him be all glory and praise, now and forever. Amen.   
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