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Repairers of the Breach 
 

Well, my friends, today we continue with our stewardship sermon series, where we 
are exploring the ways in which God acts first and invites us to respond in kind. We 
are broadly following the salvation story as told in Scripture, which of course began 
in Genesis, when God was creating the heavens and the earth. Last week we jumped 
ahead to Deuteronomy, which contains God’s instructions to the Israelites as they 
were preparing to enter into the Promised Land and create a community in 
response to what God had done to deliver them from Pharaoh.  
 
And this week, we are skipping ahead to the time after Israel returned from 
Babylonian exile. As you may have guessed, though the Israelites had been given 
very clear instructions for how to love God and neighbor, they failed to follow the 
will and ways of God. And so the return from exile was Israel’s second chance at 
building a nation according to God’s vision of justice and equity and peace. And as 
we about to read, they still weren’t quite getting, and so God sends Isaiah to 
prophesy these words to them.  
 
In today’s society, we talk a lot about “social justice.” Depending on who you ask, 
“social justice” is defined in a variety of ways, and without really going into the 
nuance of these definitions, it is broadly understood to mean egalitarianism or 
fairness or equal access to goods or wealth.  
 
So “social justice” is a very good thing or a very bad thing, depending on who you 
ask. And not only that, but who deserves justice, who is being denied justice and 
why, and how we achieve justice in society, well again, all depends on who you ask.  
 
I love this passage in Isaiah because it reveals how God defines of justice within a 
society. It is also not just a good thing, but it is in fact the only thing that the people 
of God shall aspire to.  
 
So, because context matters a great deal if we want to understand the takeaways of 
this text, we are going to have to dive into 6th century BCE and what the society was 
like in Jerusalem at that time. I’m willing to bet there are some ancient near east 
scholars out there, but for the rest of us, I’m going to provide some cliff notes for 
what happened in Jerusalem and to Jerusalem leading up to this text. 
 



So once upon a time, the Judeans (people living in Jerusalem) were living the high 
life. They were God’s chosen people, set up on a hill to be a nation set apart. They 
had an elaborate, beautiful, and glorious temple where the people could encounter 
God in their midst. They had resources, food, water, political power. They were a 
small nation, but they were sitting pretty.  
 
That is until the rulers made some shady political moves, put their faith in some 
unsavory allies, and landed the entire nation of Israel in exile. Babylonian armies 
took the city, destroyed the temple, and carried the people off to live in Babylon as 
slaves.  
 
During this time of exile, many prophets proclaimed that God had not forsaken 
them. Even though they had forsaken God, God is faithful to them, thus God will 
return them to Jerusalem and return Jerusalem to its former glory.  
 
 
In exile, the Judeans remained faithful to God. They believed and trusted that this 
would be so, and it was! This guy named Cyrus the Great, ruler of Persia, not a Jew 
himself, but a sympathizer of the Jews. After he defeated the Babylonian empire, he 
decided it was right and good to set Judeans free, give them back their land, and 
even decree that their temple be rebuilt.  
 
So when the Judeans got back to their homeland, they immediately began 
reconstruction of the temple. They believed in their heart of hearts that God had 
forgiven them and delivered them from captivity and exile, just as God had 
promised, and they yearned for everything to go back to the way it was before exile.  
 
After a while, when life didn’t quite return to what they thought was normal, they 
began to question whether God would make good on God’s promises. You see, the 
people had returned to their glorious, blessed city, but life was not quite what they 
had hoped it would be. There was great economic oppression, a resurgence of pagan 
worship, and not even all of their friends and family had been safely returned back 
from exile.  
 
The people began to despair and wonder where was this wealth and prosperity that 
the prophets had promised. Where was their God? 
 
They cried out to their God, pleading:  
 

“Why do we fast, but you do not see? 
Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” 

 



You can understand this, right? Haven’t you been at a place in your life when you 
really feel like you’re doing everything you’re supposed to be doing? You’re giving to 
charity, volunteering your time, praying for and caring for friends in need, working 
on the right causes, eating well-balanced healthy meals (most of the time).   
 
You just feel like you’re doing everything in your power to get it right, to be happy, 
to live a balanced and faithful life. But you look around, and you realize it’s still not 
quite right. You feel like there is more need among your friends and family than you 
are able to meet. You check the budget again, and it still does not add us. You 
followed the plan exactly the way the therapist prescribed, but your body or brain 
or both still manage to betray you.  
 
And so we are left to wonder, where is our God? When will we experience the 
wholeness and the peace and the wealth and the justice that God has promised us? 
We are led to cry out: why do we bother? Why do we do our stretches if they aren’t 
going to work? Why do we spend hours and weeks and months if only a few people 
will be helped? Why do we give if our gift is but a drop in the bucket?  
 
Why do we bother when we do all these things but injustice and despair and 
hardship always seem to prevail? 
 
And this, my friends, is where whether we are ready for it or not, God gives us some 
tough love. 
 
I always hear a rather patronizing God in this text and imagine God’s response to 
sound something like: “Oh sweet, sweet Judeans, will you ever get it right?” God 
points out that the Judeans weren’t trying to get closer to God, they were using God, 
using the Sabbath and the feast days to serve their own interests, not God’s.  
 
They took God’s holy rituals and laws and vision for them and their city and turned 
all of it into tools of oppression.  
 
You see, like the Judeans, and every society and person since, we are led astray 
constantly by the oppressive values of the world, which places profit, efficiency and 
wealth above literally everything else.  
  
The Judeans had been given a very beautiful and just set of laws and values that, 
should they have decided to truly follow them, would have guaranteed a just and 
prosperous society for every last person and creature within it.  
 
Should they have kept the Sabbath holy, they would have ensured that as 
Deuteronomy says, no one would work on the Sabbath, not them, or their son or 



daughter; their male or female slave, or even their ox or donkey, or any of other 
livestock. Not even the resident alien in their towns. Guaranteeing rest for all 
communicates that all are valuable and worthy, for all have been given God’s holy 
gift of rest. 
 
The Sabbath is not some arbitrary rule that God’s people have to observe once a 
week. The Sabbath was given for the whole land. It reveals the vision and hope of 
the Promised Land and the nation of Israel. The Sabbath is the way of life and 
central value for the people of God in the city of God.  
 
But the Judeans, seduced by the society’s obsession with profit and efficiency and 
wealth, made a mockery of God’s law by keeping the Sabbath for themselves, while 
oppressing their workers. Their fasting was an abomination because they only 
served to pad their pockets while they committed gross injustices against God, God’s 
people, and God’s city.  
 
This is where is gets really hard for us. Because there are so very many ways that we 
can be led astray by the values of our society. We are conditioned from a very young 
age to measure our worth and our value based on how hard we work, how much 
money we can make, how high up the ladder we can climb.  
 
Thus we have to do everything in our power to dismantle and unlearn these 
messages or we will never get it right. We will never have enough, no matter how 
much we amass. Our bodies and minds will never stop long enough to actually heal. 
We will always feel overwhelmed by the needs around us and incompetent in the 
face of injustice.  
 
If we want to get it right, if we want to live into the vision that God has for us, then 
we must seek to unlearn and denounce society’s obsession with profit, efficiency, 
and wealth. 
 
God has mercy on the Judeans even after giving them some tough love. God once 
again speaks through the prophet to give them explicit instructions on how to live as 
God has commanded. For the fast that God has chosen God’s people to observe is 
this:  
 

to loose the bonds of injustice, undo the thongs of the yoke, let the oppressed 
go free, break every yoke. To share our bread with the hungry, bring the 
homeless poor into our house; when we see someone naked, we cover them, 
and we never hide yourself from our own. 

 



And God promises that when they do this, they will be like a watered garden, like a 
spring of water, whose waters never fail. Their ancient ruins will finally be rebuilt. 
Individuals won’t be blessed with fortune and wealth per se, instead the entire 
nation for generations will be raised up as a place of blessing for all.  
 
They will repair the structures and restore the streets so that Jerusalem can be the 
place from which God blesses the world. Not because they are wealthy, but because 
they proclaim a different way of being in the world: one where people take an 
honest stock of what they have and what they need. One where all people can thrive 
and all citizens are invested in making that so. 
 
I’ll admit this feels mostly overwhelming and often impossible, for the values of 
profit, efficiency and wealth are so ingrained in every aspect of our lives. But the 
kingdom of God, which we seek, is built on Sabbath—a gift of holy rest given for all. 
 
And God wants us to respond to this gift by seeking complete, communal 
transformation. God pleads with us to offer our time, talents and treasure in pursuit 
of a society which ensures that all people have what they need. That all people are 
given the gift of rest so that they might heal and thrive.  
 
A society which rebukes the obsession with profit and efficiency, and instead 
prioritizes justice and prosperity for all.  
 
The truth is that we will likely fail our God and breach the covenant every single day. 
The grace is: we are invited to try again the next day. And the next day. And the day 
after that. And on and on and on. If one thing is true about God, it is that God is 
patient and merciful to God’s unruly people.  
 
Day after day, God will give us talents, time, and treasure. God will clear a space for 
us to offer of ourselves and serve God. God will give us everything we need to realize 
the peace and wholeness and prosperity and justice that we have been longing for. 
God will give us what we need to heal those who have been wounded, to provide for 
those who go without, and to fix what has been broken.  
 
God will give us everything we need and when we respond in kind to what God has 
done, then we will be called Repairers of the Breach and Restorers of the Streets. 
And we will become the people and the nation God created us to be. 
 
In the name of the Triune God, who Creates, Sustains, and Redeems us all. AMEN. 
 


