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Liberty for Captives
Isaiah 61:1-4; 8-11

1 The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring good
news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the
captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 2 to proclaim the year of the
LORD’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; 3 to grant to
those who mourn in Zion— to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, the oil of
gladness instead of mourning, the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit; that they may
be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he may be glorified. 4 They
shall build up the ancient ruins; they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall repair
the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations.

8 For I the LORD love justice; I hate robbery and wrong; I will faithfully give them
their recompense, and I will make an everlasting covenant with them. 9 Their offspring shall
be known among the nations, and their descendants in the midst of the peoples; all who see
them shall acknowledge them, that they are an offspring the LORD has blessed. 10 I will
greatly rejoice in the LORD; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me with the
garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom
decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride adorns herself with her
jewels. 11 For as the earth brings forth its sprouts, and as a garden causes what is sown in
it to sprout up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to sprout up before all
the nations.

I can’t stand to watch the news anymore.  Haven’t for years.  Between the deaths,
disease, violence, and politics, I’ve had it.  I don't have to tell you that we’re living in a world
gone stark, raving mad.  Seems like good news is at a premium these days.  Is there any
good news for the poor?

In many ways we are the poor.  Some financially, some vocationally, but all of us
are poor spiritually.  In these times we’re all spent out; our spiritual pockets turned
inside-out either from giving, giving, giving, or from the world just taking, taking, taking –
seldom asking, but taking anyway.

How many are brokenhearted?  We live in a society where hopes and dreams are
smashed like fine Christmas tree ornaments, crushed under the heavy boot of a cruel and
heartless world – lovers mistreating lovers, husbands with no patience or tenderness for
their wives, spiteful women who scorn the men who only want to love and care for them,
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children hating their parents for doing things that parents are supposed to do: disciplining,
training in righteousness.  When I was in Detroit a teenage girl slit her mother’s throat in
her sleep because she wouldn’t let her get birth control pills.  

How about those who are lonely?  Is there a heart more broken than the one whose
longing for affection is never fulfilled?

How many are held captive?  In some parts of the world there are political prisoners
locked up because they dared to challenge a totalitarian government.  Be careful!  It’s
getting more and more risky to speak out against the status quo in our own land.  Will there
come a time when we risk imprisonment for preaching the Gospel?  

There are invisible chains, too – the chains of addiction that enslave people – the
chains of sin that people lock themselves into.  What sort of prison have we created when
we become our own jailer?

We have cause to mourn, dear friends, for we are living in a dark and ugly age, an
age in which life is held in contempt as are those who fight to defend it, an age which
rebels against the righteousness of God and His holy Law as never before.  We who follow
the truth sit in the ashes of what used to be our dreams and hopes for a better world, a
world without war, without hate, without killing, without fear.  Instead, we live in a world
gone crazy and we often find ourselves in despair.

But it was to such a world that Isaiah wrote the lines of our text.  It was to such a
world that a certain baby came.  It was for such a world that God sent His only Son.  And
this Son has some words of encouragement for us in this text, for He says to us, “The LORD

has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.”  Good news??  When you hear these
words, do you say like I do: “Oh, do tell me the good news!  It’s been so long since I heard
any!”?  Jesus does bring good news, and His news is timeless.  We can hear it over and
over again and it always sounds new and fresh, like a cool drink of water on a dry, thirsty,
mouth.

First, He says: “[The Lord] has sent Me to bind up the brokenhearted.”  And this
Jesus does in ways that we can’t understand, but they’re nevertheless amazingly effective. 
He says in Matthew’s Gospel, “Come to Me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will
give you rest.”  Are you weary?  Are you burdened?  Are you brokenhearted?  Come to
Jesus and He will give you rest.  He’ll put a salve on your broken heart and bind the
shattered pieces together with His love.  Whatever is breaking your heart, whether a loved
one, the lack of a loved one, the death of a loved one, or some other situation in your life
. . . whatever it is, lay it at Jesus’ feet.  Go to Him in His Word, read of His love, learn of His
love.  Go to Him in His Supper, let Him feed you and strengthen you with the blood that
poured from His broken heart.  Our world is a heart-breaker, but Jesus brings healing in
spite of this awful world.

The next thing Jesus says is that He has come “to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and the opening of the prison to those who are bound.”  Some of the darkest prisons are
the ones we enclose around ourselves.  Some of us have been imprisoned by the illusion
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of power, thinking we can find happiness exercising control over others.  Some are trapped
by our own fears.  We’re so afraid of making mistakes that we don’t do anything, or we’re
afraid of so many things that we don’t go anywhere.  Some are enslaved by the plans
we’ve made.  We have in our mind’s eye a set course for our lives.  We know where we
are, we know where we want to go, and just exactly how to get there.  We ignore the
endless possibilities available to us, but most importantly, we ignore the plan that our
Savior has for our life.

These are just a few of the prisons we impose on ourselves, but they’re mere
shadows of the greatest prison of all, the prison from which the entire human race is in
desperate need of rescue.  That’s the prison of sin.  I suppose a person, with some degree
of effort, could be released from the prison of greed, or the prison of fear, or even the
prison of ambition, but no one can free themselves from the prison of sin.  Locked away
and lost deep in the catacombs, without Christ, we wallow in the mire of sin and death –
no hope for release, no chance of rescue.

But into that prison comes the Crucified and Risen Christ.  Having wrestled the keys
of our cell from the hand of Satan, Jesus comes into our lives and frees us from bondage
and captivity.  Jesus unlocks our dungeon of iniquity with the keys that He bought and paid
for with His own life’s blood.  Having freed us from this ultimate prison, Jesus offers us
complete release from all the other prisons we lock ourselves into.  Most English
translations of this passage miss the nuance of the original here.  The Hebrew carries the
sense of “complete opening.”  In other words, the cell door isn’t opened just a crack.  Jesus
blows it off its hinges!  This reflects His statement in the New Testament: “If the Son sets
you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36).

This is how Jesus comforts all who mourn.  He comes to us and gives us “beauty
instead of ashes,” “gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of . . .
despair.”  To those who feel the weight of their sin and whose faces are therefore covered
with gloom, Jesus comes and gives hope.

When a Jewish person was in mourning, he would rub ashes on his face as an
outward sign of the way he felt inside.  I remember when I was a kid and I would get upset,
one of the things my mom would do to comfort me was to bring a cool, wet cloth and wash
my face.  This is what Jesus does for us.  He washes the dirt off our faces, wiping away
the tears and the frown.  Through His Word, He tells us that our sins have been wiped
away and that there’s no need to cry.  The “oil of gladness” and the “garment of praise” –
these follow the same imagery.  When, for the Jewish people, the period of mourning was
over, they, too, would go and wash the ashes off their face, put on fresh, sweet-smelling
oil, and a change of clothes, to signify that their time of sorrow was past.  Jesus tells us
that, because He has covered us with His righteousness, our time of sorrow is past, our
period of mourning is over.

Now we can look at a world gone crazy and not lose hope.  Jesus helps us realize
that the things that disturb us are only temporary, but He is timeless; they last only for a
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while, but He goes on forever.  It may seem that we’ve been beaten.  There are indeed
terrible things going on in our world, things we must continue to struggle against, but the
Lord reminds us that we do not struggle alone.  He is always with us, strengthening us to
endure whatever we must for His sake, and for the sake of His kingdom.

One of the great encouragements of our text is that, when all is said and done,
Jesus – through us – will have an impact on the world.  Though the world tries its hardest
to beat us down and bring us to despair, in the end, it will look at us and call us “Oaks of
righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he may be glorified.”  Even this evil, dark, ugly
world will recognize that you and I, beloved, have been planted here by the Lord Himself. 
They will one day admit the glory of the righteousness of God, for the Lord has not planted
little seedlings to be trampled by the crowd or eaten by wild beasts.  Oh, we may be
seedlings now, but, being fed by the waters of grace, these seedlings will grow to be
mighty oaks, rising high above the earth.  And this is what our Lord has planted us for, to
be His strong, faithful testimony, a testimony that proclaims to the world that we may be
down, but we’re not out.  We may be beat-up, but we’re not beaten.  We may have lost the
battle, but Jesus has won the war.  How’s that for good news!?  In the name of the Father
and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen

Page 4 of  4

http://www.trinitymenasha.com/church/meet-our-pastors

