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First, Moses says, “I will make you envious by those who are not a nation; I will make you angry by a 

nation that has no understanding.” And Isaiah boldly says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I 

revealed myself to those who did not ask for me.” But concerning Israel he says, “All day long I have held 

out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.” 

He Wants the Whole World in His Hands 

I. He holds out His hands to far-away widows 

In the Old Testament lesson God sent Elijah to a widow in Zarephath.  It’s a beautiful story.  This poor widow 

who lived in the land of Philistia to the northeast of Israel was starving to death.  She was going to have a last 

supper with her son and then die.  But God had an eye on that widow.  He sent Elijah specifically to her as a 

refuge so that she could feed Elijah and also so that she and her son could survive.  God provided her with an 

endless jar of oil and flour as long as the drought lasted.  It’s such a neat thing to think of how God had a special 

eye on this poor lady in a foreign land.   

Who wouldn’t smile at such a story and think, “God is gracious.”?  It would work well for Sunday School as 

one of those great illustrations of God’s love and providence for poor people.  Yet in the Gospel lesson for 

today we find the Jews getting irate over this story.  Why?  Because Jesus used this nice story to make a 

completely different point.  He didn’t say, “Look at how God loves widows.”  He used this story as an 

illustration to show that God had rejected the Israelite widows in favor of the foreign widows.  His ultimate 

message was that since they were rejecting Him that God would turn to other people with the Word.   It was that 

message of rejection that made Jesus’ old neighbors want to throw him off a cliff.  They went from smiling at 

Jesus and treating him like a nice kid to hating Him to death.   

You witness the same reaction when Paul told the Jews that he was going to the Gentiles with the Gospel.  The 

Jews never really seemed to care at all about the Gentiles before that time, but when Paul said that he was going 

to reach out to the Gentiles his fellow Jews became irate with him.   It makes you wonder, “Why did they care?”   

In today’s text Paul explained the principle; he said that by going to the Gentiles God wasn’t just rejecting the 

Israelites.  He wrote, Moses says, “I will make you envious by those who are not a nation; I will make you 

angry by a nation that has no understanding.” 

A young man was once dating a beautiful young lady and they were getting pretty serious.  But in the 

foolishness of his youth he decided that he wanted to date some other girls, so he broke up with his girlfriend.  

Lo and behold, his girlfriend didn’t melt into nothing and cry over him.  She still loved her ex, but she didn’t 

waste any time in finding some other young men to date.  Her dating of other young men – that he considered 

uglier than he - evoked an anger and jealousy inside of him.  This is somewhat of the illustration that Paul used 

when it came to the Jews.  However, the difference is that God is not bound to marry only one race of people.  

He, the one Groom, has one Bride; the church, which comes from a variety of races.  He chose to make His 

predictions and provide the Messiah to and through the Jews, but He wasn’t bound to love only them.  He wants 

Jews and all nations to be saved.   

II. He holds out His hands to stupid mutts  

This would put us in the position of the other “nations.”  It’s interesting how Paul explains what we are.  He 

uses two adjectives to describe us, one is “” which basically means “without understanding,” or bluntly 



put is “stupid.”  The other way he describes us is “not a nation.”  Like a dog of mixed breeds that is referred to 

as a “mutt,” we really don’t have a national identity.     

This might seem rather harsh and insulting, and I suppose it is.  But you have to look at it from a Jewish point of 

view and a Scriptural point of view.  To have “no understanding” or be “stupid” doesn’t mean you don’t have 

any brains – that’s how we’d tend to take it.  From a Scriptural point of view it means that you don’t have 

insight into life from a Godly perspective.   You don’t really know where you came from, who you are, or who 

God is when you don’t have the Word.   

America today doesn’t look at life from a Scriptural perspective.  Freedom gives me the “right” to do what I 

want when I want.  Freedom means that I choose what I do with my body.   If I want to go and get drunk, then 

who are you to judge me?  If I want to have sex, then I’ll do it when and how I want.  I don’t need God or 

Christians or politicians in my bedroom.  Wrong and right is not determined by what God says but by what the 

majority feels; as long as I say it doesn’t hurt anyone and it feels good; then it must be ok; regardless of God’s 

Word or the actual consequences.  We live among a people who don’t even want to ask, “What does God 

want.”  It’s all about ME.  The most popular religion can say is that “God made us all” and “God loves 

everyone,” so this gives everyone the right to do what he or she wants.  This is stupid in God’s sight; it is a short 

sighted and blind way to live.  It is the heathen way.   

The Jews had a national identity as God’s chosen people.  They had a rich history book that chronicled the way 

the LORD set them aside and spoke to them and saved them from slavery and took care of them for thousands 

of years.  They had unique laws and regulations that no other nations had.  No other race had such a distinct 

national identity.  Compare that to America.  We are now taught not to take pride in heritage; that everyone is 

the same and there are no gender distinctions; and that we should embrace our diversity.  Now this diversity 

also includes sexual behavior that is immoral.  And if you don’t accept this American type of diversity, well 

then you’re just not American; you’re hateful and divisive.   

In the book of Romans Paul wants us all to be identified with the Israelites, but only in a spiritual sense of faith; 

not a physical sense.  The way we receive this spiritual identity is through faith in Christ and by being adopted 

into God’s family through baptism.  The family of Christ is made of repentant sinners who all cling to Christ; 

no matter what their race.  It includes some people who have done awful things.  Truly spiritual Israelites are 

not people who are happy with their sins and want God to accept their sins.  They are sorrowful over who they 

are and what they’ve done and they want Christ to cover their sins all the time.  They want to constantly live 

under His righteousness.  They also want to live like Christ, to His glory. Jesus is to be our national identity, no 

matter what our nationality is.   

But let’s get back to the way we are by nature – apart from Christ.  In a sense, bluntly put Paul is saying that as 

non-Jews we’re born as a bunch of foolish mutts who want nothing to do with Him, neither seeking Him nor 

asking for Him.  Nonetheless, God comes to us in order to drive the Jews to jealousy.  This is insulting and 

some people get up and storm out at such a thought.  “How dare God call me a stupid mutt!  How dare He use 

me to make the Jews jealous!  You Christians are nuts for worshiping such a God.  You can keep His love for 

all I care!”  Many would say that this is “unhealthy” thinking because we are not taught self-esteem with all of 

this sin and stupid mutt talk.   

We might struggle with such rational thoughts as well.  But the Holy Spirit changes our thinking to make it 

completely different than the way our society thinks.  We think to ourselves, “You know what, I think I like the 

translation ‘a nation that has no understanding’ better, but nonetheless that’s right.  When I look at my society 



and even the history of my own race, I don’t have a national identity.  I’m 5/8 German, 2/8, Swedish, and 1/8 

Polish, and I’m constantly reminded of what my German heritage did to the Jews in World War II.  When I look 

at what is now “American” I don’t like what I see either.  I don’t like to see us murdering infants in the womb, 

but I don’t say much against it.  I don’t like to see the results of the sexual revolution, but I have a hard time 

fighting it.  A part of me wants to be free and do my own thing just like the rest of America.  I am fearful to 

judge sin because I don’t want to be called hateful and divisive.   

But just as God cared for the old and helpless widow at Zarephath, so God has come to me.  Like the poor 

widow He has made me realize how helpless I am; how bound I am to death in sin.  Yet at the brink of death 

His Holy Spirit has come to me and has fed me with His Word and sacrament.  He has fed me with the bread of 

Life.  The great Prophet, Priest and King has come to my house and decided to dwell with me and feed me with 

His righteousness won for me on the cross.  I may be a stupid mutt, but when I was baptized I became God’s 

stupid mutt, and that’s ok with me.  More than that, in Christ He no longer thinks of me this way; He calls me 

His own special child.”  Mutts or Jews, when we’re married to Christ we have the holiness of Christ and we 

have a new identity; we are the Holy Christian Church.  If Jesus wants to move in with me and use me to try 

and make His fellow Jews jealous, I’m ok with that.  Use me all you want, for you are the most beautiful and 

richly glorious Person in the world.  You are full of glory and forgiveness and righteousness and I’d be glad to 

be with you for any reason in the world.   

Paul writes that “Isaiah boldly says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I revealed myself to those 

who did not ask for me.”  The words for “revealed myself” are literally translated that “I became visible.”  The 

message of Epiphany is on how God wasn’t bound just to love the Jews.  Jesus came to die for all people, and 

He really wants everyone to be saved IN CHRIST, even the starving widows and children of Zarephath.  So He 

decided to show Himself to people like us, starving people that had no idea of His existence and weren’t even 

seeking Him.  It’s like we sing at Epiphany time, “The people that in darkness sat a glorious light have seen.”  

We were just sitting here when Jesus came to us with His light.  If He hadn’t done so, we’d still be living in the 

darkness and starving in the stupidity of life.  But with Him in our lives we have all of the bread of love and 

forgiveness that we need in Christ. 

III. He holds out His hands to disobedient and obstinate people 

Jesus didn’t go to Nazareth in order to be thrown from a cliff.  He didn’t use the widow of Zarephath just to 

anger his home town people.  He wanted them to be saved.  When God sent Paul to the Gentiles, it wasn’t as if 

He was giving up on the Jews.  He still wanted them to be saved, to even use a passion of jealousy to bring them 

back if needs be.   

Yet what did Isaiah say about the Jews?  Concerning Israel he says, “All day long I have held out my hands 

to a disobedient and obstinate people.”  The word for “disobedient” means “to refuse to be persuaded.”  The 

word for “obstinate” means “to openly speak against – to decline to obey.”  When Jesus and Paul reached out to 

the Jews and told them that Jesus was their Messiah, they refused to believe it.  They even spoke out against it.  

They thought that because they were God’s physically chosen people that God had to choose them and love 

them.  They thought that God had to love them because of their race.   They had an entitlement mentality.   

The worse thing was that when Jesus, the Messiah, came back to His hometown, they treated Him like one of 

their children.  When they said to each other, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?  Where did He get these miracles from?” 

it would appear they were saying, “Oh, isn’t that so nice how he can speak so well?  Isn’t He just so amazing?”  

You might compare it to pinching Jesus in the cheeks and saying, “Aren’t you just the cutest?”  Jesus could not 



permit them to look at Him this way.  He was not even to be treated as a celebrity that the town could take pride 

in and say, “Jesus grew up here.”  He wanted them to repent and believe in Him as their Savior; and there’s a 

big difference between what He wanted and how they were treating Him.  So He used the story of the widow of 

Zarephath to say to them, “I’m moving on.”   

I would like to take this moment to look at the story from a different angle, and compare yourself to the people 

of Nazareth; people who grew up with Jesus; because I think this temptation is very real to us.  The temptation 

is to treat Jesus as just a guy you grew up with; but not someone that you need and trust in for your salvation.  

Jesus doesn’t want to be patronized.  He wants to be worshiped.  Patronizers of Jesus will think, “Ok, I’ll go to 

church if you really want me to.  I’ll give a little bit in the offering to keep the school going.  I went there and I 

want to see it keep going.  It was a good thing for me to have as a child.”  One man owned a business and talked 

about going to church but excused his lack of attendance by saying, “Jesus doesn’t pay the bills.”  What is this 

but patting Jesus on the head and saying, “Not now.”  People who have grown up with Jesus should know that 

He is not to be treated that way.   

When two teams go to the Superbowl they refer to it as “going to the dance.”  Jesus once said of His generation, 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance.’  (Matthew 11:17)  He puts Himself in the place of the 

flautist and encourages you to dance.  In today’s text, Paul wrote that God held His hands out to His people all 

day long, waiting for her to come.  It reminds me of a dance floor where you walk up to the person sitting down 

and hold out your hand as an invitation to dance.  When Jesus held out His hands to His home town people they 

smiled at Jesus and waved, but they didn’t want to come.   So Jesus moved on and held out His hands to other 

nations.  Instead of repenting, His home town people were furious with Him.   

The popular song sings “He’s got the whole world in His hands.”  That’s true in a physical sense.  But in a 

spiritual sense, many people are saying to Jesus, “Hands off!”  Jesus doesn’t force you to dance with Him, but 

He wants you to.  In the spiritual sense we would sing, “He wants the whole world in His hands.”  Do not think 

that God doesn’t want you because you’re not good enough.  Also, for heaven’s sake, don’t just pat Him on the 

head and wave Him away like a childhood buddy.  This is your Savior and Messiah who wants to take you to 

the eternal dance of heaven.  He took on flesh and held out His hands of flesh on the cross to get you there.  Just 

as Elijah went to the widow at Zarephath, so His Holy Spirit has used the Word and sacrament to reach out to 

you and grab hold of your soul; adopting you into His family; so that you could dance in His arms of love and 

forgiveness straight into heaven.  Amen.   


