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“Out with the old, in with the new.”  We say that often when we start the new 

year meaning to leave old things, ideas, habits behind and bringing in 

new things, new outlook, starting fresh.   I’d have to say, though, that 

the pandemic the past couple of years kind of put a damper on that 

optimistic outlook. 

Indeed, much of what is going on in our society and in the world can make 

you say instead, “The more things change, the more they stay the 

same—or get worse.”   

That’s kind of how the Israelites felt when Isaiah speaks to them in today’s 

Old Testament passage.  During this time they are in exile having been 

conquered by Babylon.  I’m not sure any of us here can truly relate.   

Not since the War of 1812 has the U.S. been invaded, let alone conquered or 

people carried off into exile.  Other peoples have not fared as well over 

the millennia or even today. 

I certainly have not experienced anything close to that kind of suffering and 

being homeless.  Sure, I’ve been away from home on weekdays for the 

past two months living in hotels and dining out on the company’s dime, 

while being irritated that Starbucks can’t make a decent cappuccino, but 

I hardly think that compares. 

So when Isaiah tells the people that God has not forsaken them and will 

rescue them, it’s hard to imagine how they took it.  Some, I’m sure, were 

bitter believing God broke his covenant with them.  Others were 

probably forlorn wondering why God was punishing them.  Still others 

probably jaded thinking they had broken the covenant and were getting 

what they deserved.   

For the generation that they were in captivity, their hopes for freedom were 

probably waning.   
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And yet, Isaiah alludes to the Exodus when God delivered them out of the 

hands of Pharoah and led them to the Promised Land.   

Then in verses 18 and 19 he says, “Do not remember the former things, or 

consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs 

forth, do you not perceive it?” 

The words are an imperative: don’t sit around and mope, whining about the 

good ole days, but look forward.  Focus on the future where God will do 

new things even greater than the Exodus.  God is not limited by what 

God has done in the past; God can do what God wants. 

And indeed, about 70 years after the first deportation of Israelite to Babylon, 

the Persians conquered Babylon and permit the Jews to return to their 

homeland, though as a vassal state under Persia.   

For this liberation two chapters later Isaiah tells us that the Persian emperor, 

Cyrus the Great, is God’s anointed one, the only foreigner in the Bible to 

be identified as the messiah.  More than ironic that Persia is now called 

Iran and is Israel’s biggest enemy. 

As Christians we see that beyond the release of the Israelites from Babylon, 

the truly new thing that God ended up doing was sending his only son, 

the true Messiah.   

As Paul says about himself in today’s passage from his epistle to the people in 

Philippi, having every credential to being the epitome of a follower of 

Yahweh means nothing.  In fact, it is all a loss.   

Now following the law is good but not as an end to itself.  Righteousness from 

God—that is, being made right with God—come from faith in Jesus 

Christ, Paul tells us.   

Righteousness does not mean replacing the 613 commandments in the Old 

Testament with new ones that we employ as a legalistic yardstick to 
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measure people against, as much as many people want to—and do—as 

modern-day Pharisees. 

Righteousness, as defined by its usage in scripture, has to do with living in 

such a way that we embody God’s mercy and justice.  Among other 

things, how we care for those around us, especially those who are poor 

and vulnerable, and thus who are not in a position to reward us for our 

good work. 

As Paul urged the Philippians in the previous chapter, we are to regard others 

as better than ourselves, just as Jesus did when he did not regard 

equality with God as something to be exploited, but rather emptied 

himself, even to the point of death on a cross. 

Paul understands that if he, and hence us, are to “attain the resurrection from 

the dead” then we must first share in the sufferings of Christ. 

As minister and commentator Edward Pillar succinctly summarizes from 

Paul, salvation through resurrection requires: 

1) The willingness to let go of status and significance in the eyes of the 

culture in which we live.  Nothing we have been, nor that we have 

worked for previously is of value unless it is rooted in and built upon the 

foundation of love. 

2) The willingness to be obedient to the values and ethos of the kingdom of 

God.  These values are summed up in love, as Paul’s prayer in 

Philippians 1:9 begins, “And this is my prayer, that your love may 

overflow more and more ...” 

3) The willingness to maintain love and loving even to death at the hands 

of the powerful, the unjust, and the corrupt. Love for the other; love for 

one’s enemies; love for the outcast. 
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In today’s gospel lesson, Mary anoints Jesus with an unimaginable amount of 

precious ointment, wiping his feet with her hair out of a deep and 

passionate love for him.  She recognizes, perhaps, that his days are 

numbered, so her anointing can be seen as both one honoring him as 

Lord and as preparation for his death.   

Jesus, as the Anointed One, out of his love for us had to die so that he can 

bring us a new thing—eternal life.  

It’s a good reminder that our current reality is temporary, part of the journey 

toward a time and place when our hearts might find their true home in 

God, the one who made us, redeems us, loves us, and calls us to himself.  

Today’s scripture passages compel us to view our experience of God’s grace in 

the past as a springboard so that we view neither present nor future 

with fear but with expectation. 

For the character of our god has not changed. God’s grace and power have 

sustained us in the past, will see us through the present and guide us 

into the future.   

As Paul concludes today’s epistle passage with echoes of today’s passage from 

Isaiah: 

“Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I 

do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 

I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in 

Christ Jesus.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.   


