
“The Baby At Her Breast”                              May 14, 2017 
Isaiah 49:8-26 

SI:  I don’t think I’ve ever preached a Mother’s Day sermon.   
I’m not opposed to them, but usually I’m preaching a series  
   and don’t want to break into the series for a one-off sermon. 
But this Mother’s Day fell just right, I’m in between sermon series, 
   so I thought—Why not?   
A verse came to mind, Isaiah 49:15.   
   Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion  
   on the child she has born?  Though she may forget, I will not forget you.   
That verse is in the middle of a longer passage.  Let’s read the whole thing. 

INTRO:  When Will, our son, was a little guy, he was a pessimist. 
   The glass was always half-empty.   
One time when he was about 4 years old I heard him coming in with Allison after  
   they had gone to the grocery store—and he was just wailing, grieving. 
I asked what had happened and Allison said he took a toy to the grocery story, 
   it was a plastic sword, and they were almost home when he realized he had left 
   the sword in the grocery buggy. 
He was saying:  It’s gone!  It’s gone! 
   I said:  Quit crying, let’s go back to the store and get it. 
   But he said:  No, I don’t want to go back, it’s gone forever. 
I said:  No, it’s at the store.  Let’s go get it.  But he didn’t believe me.   
   Had to make him go get in car.  He went dragging his feet, shoulders slumped. 

The whole way he was telling us he knew the sword was gone. 
   They’ve thrown it away.  They throw away everything left in the buggy. 
   No, they don’t throw away, they keep in case customers come back. 
Then another idea came to him.   
   Another boy found it and took it home.  It’s his now and I’ll never get it back. 
   No, a mother wouldn’t let a child take it.  Know it belongs to someone else.  

So we pulled up to the grocery store, Allison ran in, I stayed with Will. 
   Allison came back out, looked at us and shook her head. 
But then she pulled out the sword from behind her back and held it up— 
   and Will saw it he wailed!   
There’s a spiritual condition most believers struggle with at one time or another— 
   it’s a spiritual pessimism that refuses to believe the good things God tells you. 
For some Christians this is an occasional struggle, or maybe even rare— 



   something that’s happened at just a few traumatic points in your life. 
For other Christians it’s an almost constant issue. 
   When it comes to the way you look at your life and your faith— 
   the glass is almost always half empty. 
The Lord is telling you one thing—All is not lost.  I love you.  I’m in control. 
   I’ve got good things planned for you.  I promise it’s going to work out for good. 
   And you’re saying—It’s gone, it’s gone.  My plastic sword is gone! 

This passage speaks to followers of Jesus who have a hard time believing 
   his promises are really true for them and are going to work out for them.   
They might be true in general, but they’re not true for me. 
   Maybe that’s how you feel right now. 

At the beginning of this passage the Lord is speaking to the Israelites about their 
   captivity in Babylon.  Remember, because of their disobedience God allowed 
   the Babylonian empire to conquer them, drag them off into exile. 
Families would be separated, mothers separated from children. 
   Their sense of home and identity would be shattered.   
But starting in verse 8 the Lord says:  My favor is going to shine on you again. 
   And then he describes how through his Servant he’s going to restore Israel. 
   He’s going to bring everybody back home and reunite them. 
   He’s going to remove shame and restore honor. 
   He’s going to reassign land and inheritance. 
It’s a very poetic description of God’s salvation and it ends with the Lord telling   
   them it will be so good, even the mountains are going to be singing.   

How do the Israelites respond?  Look again at verse 14. 
   But Zion said, “The LORD has forsaken me, the Lord has forgotten me.” 
I hear all these promises, God, but they’re not moving me.   
   They’re not giving me any comfort or help or relief at all. 
I’m still here and I don’t think it’s going to change because it seems you’ve  
   forsaken and forgotten me.   

How does the Lord respond?  With frustration or irritation? 
Not at all.  He responds to his pessimistic children by saying: 
   1.  Remember who I am. 
   2.  Remember what I’ve done. 
   3.  Remember my promises will all come true.  
MP#1  Remember who I am 
If you think I’ve forsaken and forgotten you  



   remember my character, remember my habits and my heart 
And to get them thinking about him he gives them a very vivid word picture. 
   Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has  
   borne?  Though she may forget, I will not forget you! 

Sometimes the Bible uses formal theological language to reveal God 
   and teach us about him. 
In Romans 1 Paul talks about God’s invisible qualities, his eternal power and  
   divine nature.  He discusses and defines God’s righteousness and his justice. 
   There’s great value in those precise terms use to describe attributes of God. 

But there is another way the Bible teaches us about God and what he is like— 
   and that’s through word pictures—metaphors and similes.  
The Lord is my Shepherd. 
The Lord is called a rock, a shield, a strong tower—and lots of other metaphors. 
   Holy Spirit’s intention is that we delve into the word picture. 
So let’s do that.   

The Lord compares himself and his relationship to us as that of a nursing 
   mother with her child.   
Our first inclination might be to think that this is supposed to give us a picture 
   of warmth and tenderness.  Imagine young mother, first child, sweet and soft. 
But this is not a sentimental image.  It’s a robust image.  

Think for a minute about the relationship between friends.  
Friendships are defined by choice and decision.   
   You choose your friends.  And then you mutually choose the  
   boundaries of your friendship and the expectations of your friendship. 
I have an old friend, we call each other about four or five times a year, flexible. 
Occasionally, if happen to be in same part of country, arrange to eat together. 
   If we can’t, doesn’t work out.  We understand.  Try another time. 

The connection a nursing mother has with infant is not at all like a friendship— 
It’s not defined primarily by choice and decision. 
   It’s innate, it’s instinctive, it’s hardwired into the mother’s nature.   
There is a rigid regularity that compels a mother to give nourishment  
   to her infant from her own body.   
There’s a sense in which the mother herself is controlled by the infant. 
The baby cries, makes some smacking or sucking noise, and that’s all it takes,  
   the mother’s body responds whether she wants it to or not— 



   her breasts compel her to nurse.   
Sometimes if she just thinks about her baby she has the physiological response. 

What happens if a mother is delayed for some reason and can’t nurse? 
The baby gets hungry and cries—but baby’s not the only one who is uncomfortable. 
   The mother is too.  If she cannot meet her baby’s need, she suffers. 
That’s all I’m going to say about breastfeeding! 
   What’s God saying about himself?   

I’m attuned to you and your needs. 
   I hear you, I see you, I think about you—and it moves me toward you.   
   My whole being is bent toward providing all the nourishment you need for life. 
When I have to delay the fulfillment of my promises and you cry— 
   you’re not the only one who feels discomfort, I do too. 

That’s really the issue, isn’t it?  It’s the delays in God’s promises. 
He gave the Israelites wonderful promises that they would be delivered 
   from exile and return to the land and be reunited—and that happened, eventually. 
But before those promises were fulfilled and they were still in captives in a foreign  
   land, that’s when they felt like the Lord had forgotten them. 
That’s when it’s hard for us too.  When God delays.    
   How long, O Lord?  How long will this prayer go unanswered? 
   How long will this wound go unhealed?  How long will this dream be deferred? 

That’s when it’s easy to be a spiritual pessimist and say God has forsaken. 
   But God says:  Even if a nursing mother forgets—I never can. 
Give’s this word picture of himself and expects you to use it. 
   Look at moms with nursing infants—That’s like God is to me. 
God says, Remember who I am.  Then he says, 



MP#2  Remember what I’ve done 
   vs. 16  See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands; your walls are ever before me. 
An engraving is what?  It’s a permanent mark.   
   If you write a note or phone number on your hand, but it can be washed off.   
   If it’s engraved, it can never be washed off.  It’s carved, it’s chiseled.   

In Exodus 28 there is a description of the vestments of the High Priest. 
When the High Priest would go into the presence of God to represent the people  
   he had to wear special clothing—robe, turban, and a gold breastplate. 
On this breastplate were 12 precious stones, all different— 
   ruby, topaz, onyx, turquoise, emerald, etc.  Four rows of three stones each. 
And guess what was engraved on each precious stone?   
   A name of one of the 12 tribes of Israel. 
So when the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies—one man to represent  
   all the people before God—there over his breast were the engraved names. 

The symbolism is that when God looks at the priest and sees the names he sees  
   something of value.  These are precious stones.  You have value in God’s sight. 
When I was a boy, my mother had a charm bracelet.   
   I’m sure she still has it, but she wore it back then, I guess the were in style. 
It was sterling silver and attached to it were these symbolic charms. 
   There was a little apple—given to her by one of her first school classes. 
   There was a mule—bought when she and my dad went to Grand Canyon. 
And there were two small silver disks, one said Andrew, other Anna, engraved. 
   Children precious to her engraved on something of value. 

Sometimes spiritual pessimism makes you doubt your value. 
   I’m no good.  I’m a failure to God and to the people in my life. 
   Failure to my spouse, to my children, failure as a Christian. 
No wonder things aren’t working out.  No wonder God is forsaking me. 
   There’s nothing in me worthy of his attention. 
The Lord gently says:  You’re wrong.  I’ve engraved your name. 

And what’s he engraved it on?  The palms of his hands. 
   This is peculiar.  There’s no other mention of this in the Old Testament. 
The open palm is a universal symbol of vulnerability. 
   You open your palm to show have no weapon, that you come in peace. 
Every day your palm brings things to you, we speak of things being close at hand. 
   Crucial function in daily life. 
And the palm is a tender place, so engraving a name there,  



   chiseling it out, scarring it—that would be something very painful. 
It’s a remarkable image and I think it’s prophetic.   
   I think this verse was pointing forward to something. 
When did God actually carve something into the flesh of his palm? 
   The crucifixion.  The nails that pierced the hands of the Son of God. 

Remember Jesus’ disciple Thomas?  He was a pessimist. 
John tells about a time Jesus wanted to go visit their friend Lazarus who was sick 
   and about to die.   But many of Lazarus’ neighbors were very hostile to Jesus. 
Thomas speaks up and says:  We might as well go and die with him. 
   Pessimistic.  God’s not going to be there for us. 

And then after the resurrection, Jesus appeared to the disciples but Thomas 
   wasn’t with them.  They told him:  We’ve seen the Lord.  
But he said to them, "Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails 
were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it." 26 A week later his disciples were in 
the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and 
stood among them and said, "Peace be with you!" 27 Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger 
here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." 28 
Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!" 

See my hands.  What’s on Jesus’ hands?  On his resurrected, glorified hands? 
When Jesus Christ, the Great High Priest, stands in the temple throne room  
   of heaven, he’s not wearing a breastplate with your name carved in stone. 
Your name is engraved on the palms of his scarred hands. 

And God the Father sees the hands of Eternal Son, and he loves those hands, 
   and he remembers what his Son did, how in obedience he went to the cross. 
And he loves you and values you because of what Jesus did. 
   He can’t forget you.  Your name is close at hand. 

When you’re low and despondent.   
When you think God has forgotten you, he wants you to remember Jesus hands. 
   Remember the time the nails pierced those hands and your name was  
   indelibly engraved.  You’ll see those hands one day. 

So the Lord says:  Remember who I am, Remember what I’ve done in Christ, 

MP#3  Remember all my promises will come true 
Look again at the flow of this Isaiah 49 passage. 



The Lord promises the exiled Israelites that he will bring them home again. 
   He describes happy reunions and inheritances reassigned.   
They respond by saying:  No, not going to happen.  Lord has forgotten us. 
   Lord says:  I can’t forget you, you’re the baby at my breast, engraved on hand 

And then what does he do for the rest of the passage? 
   He goes back and repeats the promises to bring them home again from exile. 
But he doesn’t just repeat, he expands it, he magnifies it.  
   He doesn’t just describe captives coming home. 
He describes a mother who has lost all her children.   
   They’re gone, dragged away into slavery, lost forever, they’re dead. 
   She’s a desolate woman who has lived with constant grief for years. 
But what happens? 

She lifts up her eyes and she sees from all directions people coming toward her. 
As they get closer they start to run and the start to shout—Mother! 
   It’s her very own sons and daughters.  They’ve returned.   
They’ve brought with them their own children and children’s children. 
   They’re all crowding around the mother in her home and saying— 
   there’s not enough space for us here.   
And it gets even more amazing.  
   They have not been broken by their experience of exile and slavery. 
   They are not sad and hollow people.  They are all beautiful and strong. 
Following behind them are the kings and queens who once oppressed them. 
   These royalty are now babysitters and private tutors for the grandchildren 
   and great-grandchildren of this once desolate mother. 
At the end of this God says: 
I, the LORD, am your Savior, your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. 

About ten years ago I went through a period of some mental and spiritual pain. 
I’m not sure what it was, some of it was situational. 
   But life lost its color and I thought God was against me. 
   It was hard to make myself do the work of ministry, wondered if might be over. 
I had been reading a lot of Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ sermons 
   One thing Lloyd-Jones says a lot is that the key too the Christian life is preaching 
   to yourself.  He says you have to quit listening to yourself, start preaching to self. 

What’s the difference?  Listening to yourself, the message is coming from inside. 
   It’s your mind, your assessment, your judgments, your predictions. 
But when you preach to yourself, the message is coming from outside. 



   You have to bring it, but the content doesn’t come from you, it comes from 
   someone else.  It’s someone else’s words that you are proclaiming to self.   
So Lloyd-Jones says the key to the Christian life is learning to preach the truth  
   to yourself instead of listening to yourself. 

That’s why the Lord repeats his promise to Israel and expands it. 
   This is what he wants you to do with your pessimism. 
He wants you to find a promise in the Bible that speaks to your heart. 
   A promise that speaks to your particular situation and feeling of abandonment, 
   or despair or worry or panic or whatever. 
And he wants you to park there on that promise. 
   Make it yours.  Memorize it.  Repeat it.   
Keep pushing it down into your heart until it catches on fire and then 
   lights and warms your soul. 
Don’t let go of that promise until it becomes to you like that mother looking 
   up and seeing her children coming to her from all directions. 

The promise I found back ten years ago was Romans 5:2-5 
And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.  Not only so, but we also rejoice in our 
sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and 
character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our 
hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. 

Never forget how I was repeating that verse to myself and the line— 
   “we also rejoice in our sufferings” came alive to me.   
I remember where I was, about to turn off Woodland St on to St Joseph, 
   the light began to dawn, the cloud lift.  What do you know, God with all along.   
Peter says in 2 Peter 1— 
   Through the very great and precious promises of God you participate in the 
   divine nature and escape the corruption of the world caused by evil desires. 
Do you think that God has forgotten or forsaken you?   
   Remember who he is, remember what he has done, 
   Remember all his promises will come true. 
So find one of those promises and make it yours.   
   And in his time he will assure you that you are his and never forgotten.


