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ISAIAH 43:16-21 
Thus says the Lord, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings out 
chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they are extinguished, 
quenched like a wick: 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? I will make a way in the 
wilderness and rivers in the desert. The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the 
ostriches; for I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen 
people, the people whom I formed for myself 
 

This reading is taken from the 
section of Isaiah in which he is retelling the 
story of the Hebrew people wandering 
through the wilderness after their escape 
from bondage in Egypt.  Bear in mind that 
Isaiah wrote nearly a thousand years after 
the events he is writing about.  So when he 
retells the story of what God said and did, 
Isaiah was certainly not an eyewitness.  In 
fact he retells a story that had already been 
told and retold for fifty generations. 

But the advice was timeless and 
relevant when Isaiah quoted it and it still is 
today — another 130 generations later!   

God says “Do not remember the 
former things, or consider things of old.  I 
am about to do a new thing.”  Now this 
must have been as startling 3700 years ago, 
as they are today because some of the most 
important characteristics that we know 
about God are that God can be counted 
upon to be steadfast, dependable, and 
eternal.  To keep God’s promises.  You can 
always count on God — yesterday, today, 
and tomorrow. So there is something a bit 
odd in the one who is referred to so very, 
very many times as “steadfast” to be talking 
about doing something different. 

What’s going on here?  Is God 
constant or is God changing?  Is what we 
believe unchanging truths or is it subject to 
“a new thing.”  As I see it, the bedrock 
values or “core values” upon which we 
build our lives are, indeed, fixed and 
unchanging.  But what we do day to day to 
live out our faith may change, does change, 
and in fact, must change.  We will 
encounter new and unpredictable challenges 
that will test how well and how easily we 
react.  And our actions are determined by 
our core values. One of the problems the 
church has had in all ages has been the 
tension between those people whose 
response to a challenge is to say “this is 
what we’ve always done” and those other 
individuals who ask is there isn’t a newer, 
better, way of doing things. 

We can change the music in our 
worship, change the order of worship, 
change the prayers we say…without 
changing what we believe about God!  In 
fact, I believe each generation has the 
responsibility to find the contemporary 
words and music to tell the age-old story in 
ways that resonate with contemporary ears 
and are relevant to contemporary society.   



For me this means that I can sing 
wholeheartedly, Give Me That Ol’ Time 
Religion.  But I know that is not enough all 
by itself.  I also need a healthy does of “new 
time religion” as well because, if we’re 
being faithful people, opening our hearts to 
God’s will, both old and new are facets of a 
religion that worships a God of all people, 
all places, all situations, and all times. 

At one time the Protestant churches 
in this country would not ordain people of 
color.  Our Mormon brothers and sisters still 
don’t.  It is only over the last 100 years that 
our own denomination has ordained 
women…and Southern Baptist, Orthodox, 
and Catholic churches still do not.  As 
individuals, as congregations, as 
denominations we move along different 
faith journeys at different paces as we 
prayerfully and humbly try to ascertain how 
and where God is leading us in our faith 
walk – here and now. 

Times change and we find we have 
to ask sincerely how to apply God’s word to 
our contemporary situation.   We can easily 
reject those many instructions in Leviticus 
and Deuteronomy about animal sacrifice 
and ritual cleansing.  Times have changed 
and these specific rituals no longer are 
authentic to our culture … but the eternal 
principle behind those temporal solutions 
remains unchanged.  When our thoughts, 
words, or actions hurt another person, 
strains our relationships, or distances us 
from being at one with God, something has 
to be done to correct the situation.  Bad 
actions have real consequences.  There are 
prices to be paid, situations that need to be 
reconciled.  Cause and effect does not 
change.  We may no longer think that 
spilling some animal’s blood makes us right 
with God after we’ve hurt another person; 
but we still know that we need to take the 
initiative and make things right again.  This 
does not change. 

And so, it is from this perspective 
that we read this story of God telling God’s 
people, his stiff-necked, stubborn, 
disobedient people – those people so much 
like you and me …we have God telling his 
people, “I’m going to do something 
different.”     

God is going to demonstrate God’s 
unchanging love and care for his people in a 
way that they don’t expect.  I think of this 
as a cosmic, “Hey folks, you ain’t seen 
nothin’ yet” kind of announcement. 

To the wandering Hebrews, to 
Isaiah’s audience a millennium later, or to 
us today; the lesson is equally applicable. 
We absolutely must be receptive to 
different, unexpected, new ways of 
perceiving God’s love and receiving God’s 
love.  What this means in a practical, down-
to-earth sense, is that we have got to be 
willing to accept the discomfort and 
disorientation that often accompanies new 
things, new thoughts, new experiences. 

Closing our minds and hearts to new 
ideas is no longer an option.  To have a 
closed mind, to only look at “how things 
have always been” or how we’ve always 
done things, is actually to be unfaithful.  It 
is to deny the awe-inspiring belief that God 
is still at work in the world actively today.  
That when we say, “All things made new,” 
this is not just a churchy phrase or tired 
cliché but is a towering spiritual truth. 

And this is scary.  It is, in fact, very 
scary.  There is such a wonderful comfort in 
doing things the old, familiar, ways that 
have worked so well in the past.  We’ve 
gotten good at doing things a certain way.  
Learning new things, well, isn’t as easy as it 
once was!  And of course, there is so much 
in tradition that is beautiful, eternal, 
enduring, and as relevant today as it has 
ever been.  We sure don’t want to give up 
more than we gain when we open ourselves 
up to the new things God is doing and 



asking us to do.  We do need to be on our 
guard not to throw out the baby with the 
bathwater.   

But, to return to Isaiah, in the 
morning’s lesson, God speaks about doing a 
new thing, not for novelty’s sake, but 
because a new thing is what is required to 
meet the challenges faced by God’s people 
right now.  At any particular point in time, 
there are some parts of yesterday’s solution 
that still work and there are some challenges 
that need new solutions.  

In the morning’s lesson God knows 
what his people need at that moment. They 
don’t need fancy churches.  They don’t need 
new prayers.  They don’t need new 
ceremonies.  They don’t need a lecture on 
brotherly love.  God sees that they in a 
trackless wilderness and says to them: 

I am about to do a new thing; now it 
springs forth, do you not perceive it? 
I will make a way in the wilderness 
and rivers in the desert.  I give water 
in the wilderness, rivers in the 
desert, to give drink to my chosen 
people, the people whom I formed 
for myself so that they might declare 
my praise.  

At that point in time, God’s people 
needed fresh water and a path to follow and 
that is what God provided.  It wasn’t what 
they needed when they were laboring for the 
Pharaoh, but it was what they needed in 
their current situation and God’s new thing 
was to provide water and to provide a clear 
path forward through the unknown 
wilderness. 

Now you and I are not without 
water.  We’re not wandering in a wilderness 
without maps, but we do have our perfectly 
valid needs and we still need God’s help.  
We need to ask, “What new things is God to 
do for us in this time and this place and 
with the challenges that I am facing?” 

And I don’t mean this as just a 
rhetorical question, I mean it for real.  As 
other churches have closed their doors 
forever,  we not only remain open but are 
experiencing increasing vitality.  Why?  It 
certainly isn’t to sing the exact same 
collection of hymns that were sung here 75 
years ago, but I am certain it is to sing our 
own collection of songs but with the same 
genuine faith as those who have gone 
before.  It isn’t to hear the exact same 
sermons that were preached here 75 years 
ago, but I am certain we listen to today’s 
sermons with the same sincerity as 
generations before us. 

I don’t know what “new things” God 
has in store for us, but I know about these 
new things.  I know, for example, that God 
never stops doing new things.  I know that 
God never stops loving his people. 

And I know that the new things that 
God does are always, always, always a 
blessing done for a very positive reason. We 
read explicitly God says he is doing new 
things “for my chosen people so they might 
declare my praise.”  So whatever the new 
things are we can be absolutely certain that 
they will be praise-worthy!   

And in all of this, to give God praise. 

As we approach the midpoint in this 
Holy Season of Lent, when we are invited 
to take stock of where we are on our 
personal spiritual journey, it is only right 
that we listen to Isaiah and ask ourselves to 
what degree we are open to the new things 
that God has promised to do for those who 
love Him? 

The challenge to us, as it was to the 
original hearers of God’s word, is to open 
our hearts to the new things that God has in 
store for us.  To discern God’s new 
things…and then the really hard part….to 
take them to heart and act on them, to be a 
part of the new things that God wants done 
here and now.  


