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Read: Isaiah 8:23-9:3; Psalm 27; 1 Corinthians 1:10-13, 17; Matthew 4:12-23 

   Something I think that we can be really bad at estimating is just how long it 

takes to get things done. How long it might take something to come together, and 

I’ve actually looked, and they’ve done studies on this. Across the board we 

generally tend to underestimate how long it takes to get things done. They 

actually call this the planning fallacy. Back in 1977, there were these two doctors 

who did this extensive study on this and they came to the conclusion that we 

have a tendency to disregard historical data when it comes to making our 

predictions so maybe you’ve done a project before or you’ve been in a certain 

situation in the past and it took us a certain amount of time. And so we think well 

next time cause I know what I’m doing more it’s gonna take less time. But what 

the study found is that it actually doesn’t. Like this is the planning fallacy. We tend 

to underestimate how long things take to come together and we’re all guilty of it 

in different ways. You know last week I was talking about how we shouldn’t 

underestimate who God needs us to be. But we also can’t underestimate how 

long that might actually take to happen because if this is the project of our lives 

we have to be prepared for it to actually take our entire lives. Because who are 

the kinds of people God needs us to be? He needs us to be the kinda people who 

can love heroically. He needs us to be the kinda people who can trust heroically, 

and love and trust are two things that have to grow. You know sometimes we 

wanna take that magic wand and just have love and trust appear with somebody 

else or with God. But love and trust are dependent on time. Right, it’s like you go 

on a good first date with somebody. At the end of the night you don’t set the date 

for the wedding. Even though it was really good because you just need time to 

grow in love and trust. Somethings only time can do. And that maturing, that 

growth, that love, all of that stuff it doesn’t just take place in these extraordinary 

moments but especially in the ho-hum times, the ordinary or blah times, and it’s 

even the absolute lowest times that we can’t underestimate. We can’t 

underestimate not only how important they are but actually how necessary they 

can be. In the first reading today, it’s Isaiah chapter 8, and the first line that we 

heard it’s just heart wrenching. It says at first the Lord degraded Zebulun and 

Naphtali. It’s just a terrible, terrible line. And as we talked about last week the 

kingdom of Israel was made up of these 12 tribes. Cause King David under his 



reign, he brought this entire kingdom together but it didn’t take long, under his 

grandson actually, for it to break apart. Ten of the tribes go to the north and two 

of the tribes stay solid in the south. But then a couple hundred years later the 

Syrians come in and attack these northern tribes and they just obliterate them. 

And now God had promised something incredible to King David, He promised that 

the kingdom would last forever. He promised that this kingdom would bless the 

entire world and here they are breaking in two and the Syrians are destroying the 

northern kingdom and the top two tribes that they first destroy were the tribe of 

Zebulun and the tribe of Naphtali. And so when Isaiah says first the Lord degraded 

Zebulun and Naphtali, what he’s doing is reminding the people you know you 

were walking in faith and all of a sudden the rug got pulled out from underneath 

you. Like you thought God was gonna be faithful to His promises and all of a 

sudden the bottom just drops out. Remember the time Isaiah wrote this, these 

people have been walking in darkness for two hundred years. They would walk in 

darkness for the next 600 years until Jesus appears where they absolutely felt like 

God has abandoned them. They felt like God wasn’t doing anything in their lives. 

It wasn’t just ordinary, it wasn’t just ho-hum but the absolute lowest point that 

lasted so stinking long for these people. And I don’t know if you’ve ever had that 

moment where you’ve decided to act or to walk in faith because you know that 

God is faithful. And then nothing. And then sometimes worse than nothing. And 

so you just keep trying and you keep praying and you’re walking in darkness. And 

you know what, the Bible is filled with all stories of people who walked in faith 

and they found themselves walking in complete darkness. And they were crying 

out to God how come it seems like you’re not doing anything? How come it seems 

like you’re not listening. But we can’t underestimate what God is doing when it 

seems like God is doing nothing. We can’t underestimate what God is doing when 

it seems like God is doing nothing because His silence is not the same thing as His 

absence. And His hiddenness isn’t the same thing as inactivity. Now we may be 

people walking in darkness. I don’t know the next step. I do not know what God is 

doing but we can’t underestimate what God is doing when it seems like God is 

doing nothing. Because something is happening in that silence. And something is 

happening in the darkness or in the brokenness that is absolutely necessary. I 

don’t know anything about Chinese bamboo, like maybe some Chinese bamboo 

enthusiasts out here this morning, but if you ever want to plant a Chinese 

bamboo forest here’s what you can expect. You plant your little Chinese bamboo 



seed and you water it and make sure it has everything it needs for the first year. 

Nothing’s gonna happen. And so you just keep watering, you just keep taking care 

of that area. Second year, nothing happens. So you just keep watering and you 

keep making sure it has everything it needs and then the third year, nothing 

happens. And you keep watering, you keep making sure it has everything it needs, 

you don’t dig up your little Chinese bamboo seed because in the fifth year what’s 

been happening that first year, second year, third, fourth year is not nothing. 

Right what it’s been doing is setting out this root system that goes far and wide so 

that in that fifth year, that one year, the bamboo actually grows 90 feet in five 

weeks. It grows actually one inch every forty minutes. Because when it seemed 

like it was doing nothing, something was happening. And not just nothing was 

happening but something necessary was happening because without the roots, 

without the depth and the breadth, without the foundation it would not be able 

to support this 90-foot bamboo tree. And that’s true in our lives too. God is doing 

something in that silence that He could not do without the silence. God is doing 

something in our brokenness that He could not do without the brokenness. He’s 

doing something in the darkness that He can’t do without the darkness. He’s 

making us into a people who can trust. And I can’t trust unless I need to trust. 

He’s making us into the kind of people who actually know how to love not just 

ourselves or other people but people who can love Him. And as I said love and 

trust they have to grow. And growth takes time and growth takes silence and 

growth even takes darkness. We cannot underestimate what God is doing in the 

darkness or in our brokenness or in His silence. But what can we do? I mean that’s 

all the stuff we can’t do. What are we able to do? Well, we can turn the page. Like 

I don’t know if you’ve ever been reading a book, you get to this part and you’re 

like this is the worst thing that could possibly happen to my favorite character so 

you stop reading the book, you throw it against the wall, and you say I’m done 

with this stupid book. That would be dumb. What do you do? You don’t stop 

reading you keep reading the story. Just because something terrible has 

happened in the story doesn’t mean that you abandon the story it means you 

turn the page. Right? The prophet Malachai is the last book of the Old Testament, 

was written 400 years before Jesus and it just ends in utter darkness and 

hopelessness. What if we shut the book and didn’t turn the page? All we have to 

do is one page, turn one page, and there’s John the Baptist announcing Jesus. 

That’s true in our lives too. What does Isaiah say here, he says a people walking in 



darkness, so they weren’t just laying there they were moving. They were actually 

able to say okay this is what it is cause that’s what it is to live you guys! To live is 

to walk in darkness. To live in this world of uncertainty is to walk in darkness. 

There’s this guy named Soren Kierkegaard, he said it like this he said life can only 

be understood backwards but it must be lived forwards. It can only be understood 

once I’ve actually lived through it, and I can look back and say okay now I 

understand but I have to live it forwards. I have to keep walking. I have to turn the 

page in that darkness, in the brokenness. What do you do? You do what you know 

to do, you remember. I don’t know if you caught this at the end of the first 

reading Isaiah, God says all these things are gonna happen and He ends it as on 

the days of Midian. Okay, meet, Midian, what is that? In the Book of Judges, Israel 

was being terrorized by the Midianites. Israel is this small group of faithful people 

to God and Midian is this huge country of terrorist really and they were 

bombarding the Israelites. And so they gathered together an army to fight back, 

and God says no there’s too many of you. Just a couple of people, maybe a dozen. 

And so most people go home. Just this small band of people they gather and they 

surround the camp of Midian, and they start blowing trumpets and the Midianites 

army wakes up and they’re so confused they actually start attacking each other. 

And they defeat each other. They attack themselves because what happened was 

the Lord dwindled Israel down to a point where they knew the victory had to be 

God’s and not theirs. And He’ll do that in our lives too. God wins the victory for 

Israel. God wins for us. Not ourselves. So here’s Isaiah saying you think you’re 

walking in darkness, you think I’ve abandoned you, you think I don’t hear your 

prayers – remember the days of Midian. When I defeated the people who were 

terrorizing you for years and years and years and you didn’t even have to swing a 

sword. Remember that I’m faithful. When we find ourselves walking in darkness, 

often we forget what we knew was true in the light. And so we begin to 

underestimate what God is doing in the darkness. We begin to think He’s not 

doing anything. But He’s there, we just have to keep reading, we have to keep 

walking, we have to finish the story because only at the end will we know what 

God was doing when it seemed like He was doing nothing. Until then we cannot 

underestimate what we cannot understand. And so this is the invitation, don’t 

underestimate what you don’t understand. It says at first the Lord degraded 

Zebulun and Naphtali but the next line, the next line is so powerful it says but in 

the end, in the end, He made them a glorious road. Because in the end He 



restored them. In the end He lifted them up. In the end He transformed all of 

their pain. And here’s the question I have to ask you all. You and I, are we okay 

with temporary suffering if in the end God will use it all? Are you and I okay with 

temporary loss if in the end God restores us? Are we okay with temporary pain if 

we find out in the end that all of it mattered? Because that’s His promise at the 

end. Our catechism tells us about in the end that when the whole story is written, 

when Jesus comes again, and all time is done and every one of our stories has a 

period at the end of it and it’s a great book. It says this we shall know the ultimate 

meaning of the whole work of creation. In the end we will understand the 

marvelous ways in which God in His providence led everything towards it’s final 

end. Because it says in the end God’s justice triumphs over all the injustices 

committed by His creatures. And that God’s love is stronger even than death. And 

so in the end we realize that brokenness was not just helpful it was necessary. I 

needed that brokenness. And that hiddenness was not just helpful, I needed the 

hiddenness. And that darkness, I needed to walk in that darkness. Because in the 

end there will be no room for us to underestimate what God was doing when it 

seemed like God was doing nothing.  

Amen 


