The Lion and the Lamb                         Reading Isaiah  65  verses 17 – 25

Today we are looking again at the book of Isaiah which we started last week.  We left Isaiah talking to King Hezekiah who had allowed the ambassadors from Babylon, who had come to congratulate him on his return to health, to see all the treasures of his palace.  “The time will come” warned Isaiah “When all these things and your descendants will be carried away into Babylon  ……  but it will not be in your time.”  
A hundred years went by – a hundred years of good kings and bad ones – a hundred years when the people could have turned back whole-heartedly to the Lord  - a hundred years whilst God withheld his judgement .  But finally disaster came upon them (see the record in  2 Kings chapter 25).  Under the famous King Nebuchadnezzar Babylon took the city of Jerusalem, the walls were broken down,  the royal palace and all the important buildings including the Temple were looted and burnt, the royal princes were killed and the king and all but the poorest and most insignificant of the people were carried away into exile in Babylon for seventy years.
And then, in the midst of all this trouble, the Lord speaks through the prophecies we find in the second half of the book of Isaiah.  Because of the setting, all those years after the events in chapter 39 and the change in tone, some people say Isaiah couldn’t have written this half of the book – it must have been done by one of his disciples.  Others  say “ But remember he was a prophet, after all – why could God not show him what was two hundred years in the future just as well as a couple of years ahead or as in Jesus’ day or  even further away in time?” 
For us today the message about Jesus is usually the most important thing that we look for in the book, regardless of the original setting, and so we come to the passage which we read from chapter 65.  Here the prophet is painting a picture of the new heavens and new earth that the Lord will eventually create, just as He created the universe in which we are currently living.  Here He will reign over His people and everything will be as it was intended to be in the beginning.  There is a very similar passage in chapter 11 and there Isaiah  goes on to describe the Lord bringing together His people from all the places to which they have been scattered and exiled.
It is a very attractive picture and it’s very possible that we’ve all seen paintings and illustrations, some of them very sentimental, of the various beasts gathered together in harmony – perhaps with an extravagantly-maned lion gently cradling a little lamb between its enormous paws whilst an assortment of other predators and prey cluster round in harmony.  The Kingdom of God as it is yet to be.
We can also see it as a picture of how God’s people should already be behaving.  How, despite our natural differences, we should be able to live peacefully together.  How none should be dominant and a danger to those who appear different or weak – natural prey – and how all should feed together on the same spiritual food provided by the Lord.  We may feel that we are a long way from that state of affairs – it will require a drastic change in our natures to not just refrain from causing any harm to each other but also to lie down peacefully together instead of being prepared for flight.  Lions and lambs should be kept well apart.  Yet the only way in which such harmony can come about depends on a Lion and a Lamb – and we meet them both in the book of Isaiah.
Firstly, the Lion.   What does the lion represent?  Majesty, strength and danger.  Nowadays we’ve not only seen lions in nature documentaries we’ve also visited zoos and safari parks and seen them safely enclosed and separated from us.  Even their feeding is seen as entertainment, at regular times and with pre-prepared, definitely dead, meat.  It’s not the whole picture.
At the time of this prophecy and for long before and afterwards, we find very different descriptions in the Bible and elsewhere.  The lion meant strength and danger.  It was best to keep oneself and one’s flocks and herds as far away from it as possible.   After his recovery from a serious illness  King Hezekiah described how he felt the Lord had stalked him like a lion, broke all his bones and was making an end of him (Isaiah 38 v 13).
You could say that the earlier chapters of Isaiah  depict God as the Lion of Judah, protecting His people and destroying their enemies.  As Isaiah puts it in chapter 31 “as a lion growls, a great lion over his prey – and though a whole band of shepherds is called together against him, he is not frightened by their shouts or disturbed by their clamour – so the Lord Almighty will come down to do battle on Mount Zion and on its heights  ………….Assyria will fall by a sword that is not of man; a sword , not of mortals, will devour them”.  And that is what happened as we saw last week when the Assyrians came to attack Jerusalem.
When the Lion roars again Babylon too will fall.  There are references by name in the prophecies to the one who has been chosen to overthrow it.  Cyrus, king of the latest major power, the Persians.  The story (in ancient records) say that Babylon was considered to be impregnable but Cyrus came up with an immensely difficult plan – he actually diverted the course of a river which flowed in a culvert under the city walls.  Once the river bed was dry enough he and his army marched along it  straight into the city and mighty Babylon fell.
Yet to the Lord Cyrus is simply an instrument, one chosen and called from the north (Isaiah 41 v 25) to do His will, consciously or not, and to work out His purposes for His people.
As well as strength and danger the lion also represents justice and we see this too in the prophecies in Isaiah.  In the first chapter he describes how the people have turned away from a true concept of justice and are corrupting it for their own ends, leaving the vulnerable in society defenceless.  We may think that in our own day we are unable to do much to affect the national concept of justice – we concentrate on trying to help those who are affected by injustice and the disproportionate way the already vulnerable are affected by things such as the rise in the cost of living.  Some go further and become involved in all kinds of demonstrations and direct action.
However, we can begin even closer to home.  Are we living in a just and fair way or always putting our own interests first?  Are we careful about how we speak of others, not spreading gossip or rushing to judgement?  Are we anything like the righteous man described in Psalm 1 “who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of the Lord and on His law he meditates day and night”?
The call of the Lord, the roar of the Lion, has a particular significance for His people.  Though they have sometimes turned away from Him as the prophet Hoshea says (11 v 10) “He will roar like a lion.  When He roars his children will come trembling “ from all the places to which they have been dispersed.  
 For us too, the roar of that Lion is both a warning and a welcome – and yet along with the Lion we also need the Lamb.  One is justice, the other is innocence, meekness and sacrifice. Together they are mercy, reconciliation, restoration and a new creation. 
Probably the chapter in Isaiah which we know best is Chapter 53, one of the Servant Songs.  Here we find a description of the chosen Suffering Servant “despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief”.  We have the picture of a sacrificial lamb, like the one at the time of the Passover, who had to die so that the children of Israel could be saved and brought out of Egypt.  “He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth;  He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open His mouth”.   “Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush Him and cause Him to suffer” and to make His life a guilt offering.   The Lion of justice is satisfied by the Lamb of sacrifice bearing the sins of others.
So we move into the New Testament and see the whole story playing out in Jerusalem at the particular Passover which we now remember as Easter.  Jesus’ earthly life is approaching its end as he prepares to lay down that life for our salvation.  The leaders of the Jews feel that they have no alternative but to get rid of Him- He is becoming a dangerous nuisance.  The High Priest Caiaphas says “It is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish”.  John comments that this was, despite Caiaphas’ own intentions, a true prophecy for Jesus was to die not just for the Jewish nation but also for the scattered children of God, to bring them together and make them one” and in that we can include ourselves.
So Jesus is arrested and brought before Caiaphas and, in Matthew 26, we read that he remained silent when questioned about the false charges brought against Him  - just as foretold in the prophecies of Isaiah.  And then Caiaphas puts his question in a form which legally has to be answered.  “I charge you under oath by the living God: tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  Finally Jesus answers  “Yes, it is as you say.  But I say to all of you : in the future you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of Heaven.”   Maybe, for a moment, Caiaphas felt the breath of the Lion when he had thought he was only dealing with a sacrificial lamb.
Perhaps, as you hear the whole dreadful story of Good Friday unfold, you too sometimes get a fleeting impression of invisible legions of angels straining at the leash, ready at the first roar of the Lion, to leap forward into action.  And yet they are restrained – it is the day of the Lamb, the day of sacrifice and death.  The day of the Lion is to come.  And come it did, on the first day of the week,  when Jesus rose, Conqueror over death and sin.
As Isaiah puts it “After the suffering of His soul, He will see the light of life and be satisfied”  ……. “He will see His seed  and prolong his days and the will of the Lord will prosper in His hand.”   We, along with all are fellow Christians are that seed – and that’s not the end of the story.
Think how in the Communion Service earlier we remembered the Lord’s death and were exhorted to continue doing so “until He comes”.
This same Jesus will return in glory – then we shall really see the Lion of Judah in His majesty.  And yet, in his vision of heaven, John,  in Revelation 5 sees a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the centre of the throne and reaching out His hand for the scroll with seven seals  which will show what is finally to take place.  “You are worthy to take the scroll and open its seals” sing the denizens of heaven “because You were slain and with Your blood You purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation….”.
So here we really do have the Ultimate Lion and Lamb existing together in perfect harmony.   Let us praise the Lord for, as the Psalmist (Psalm 118 v 23) says  He “has done this and it is marvellous in our eyes”. 
